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			Glossary of Terms and Proper Nouns

				ahstrux nohtrum (n.) Private guard with license to kill who is granted his or her position by the King.

				ahvenge (v.) Act of mortal retribution, carried out typically by a male loved one.

				Black Dagger Brotherhood (pr. n.) Highly trained vampire warriors who protect their species against the Lessening Society. As a result of selective breeding within the race, Brothers possess immense physical and mental strength, as well as rapid healing capabilities. They are not siblings for the most part, and are inducted into the Brotherhood upon nomination by the Brothers. Aggressive, self-reliant, and secretive by nature, they are the subjects of legend and objects of reverence within the vampire world. They may be killed only by the most serious of wounds, e.g., a gunshot or stab to the heart, etc.

				blood slave (n.) Male or female vampire who has been subjugated to serve the blood needs of another. The practice of keeping blood slaves has been outlawed.

				the Chosen (pr. n.) Female vampires who had been bred to serve the Scribe Virgin. In the past, they were spiritually rather than temporally focused, but that changed with the ascendance of the final Primale, who freed them from the Sanctuary. With the Scribe Virgin removing herself from her role, they are completely autonomous and learning to live on earth. They do continue to meet the blood needs of unmated members of the Brotherhood, as well as Brothers who cannot feed from their shellans or injured fighters.

				chrih (n.) Symbol of honorable death in the Old Language.

				cohntehst (n.) Conflict between two males competing for the right to be a female’s mate.

				Dhunhd (pr. n.) Hell.

				doggen (n.) Member of the servant class within the vampire world. Doggen have old, conservative traditions about service to their superiors, following a formal code of dress and behavior. They are able to go out during the day, but they age relatively quickly. Life expectancy is approximately five hundred years.

				ehros (n.) A Chosen trained in the matter of sexual arts.

				exhile dhoble (n.) The evil or cursed twin, the one born second.

				the Fade (pr. n.) Non-temporal realm where the dead reunite with their loved ones and pass eternity.

				First Family (pr. n.) The King and Queen of the vampires, and any children they may have.

				ghardian (n.) Custodian of an individual. There are varying degrees of ghardians, with the most powerful being that of a sehcluded female.

				glymera (n.) The social core of the aristocracy, roughly equivalent to Regency England’s ton.

				hellren (n.) Male vampire who has been mated to a female. Males may take more than one female as mate.

				hyslop (n. or v.) Term referring to a lapse in judgment, typically resulting in the compromise of the mechanical operations of a vehicle or otherwise motorized conveyance of some kind. For example, leaving one’s keys in one’s car as it is parked outside the family home overnight, whereupon said vehicle is stolen.

				leahdyre (n.) A person of power and influence.

				leelan (adj. or n.) A term of endearment loosely translated as “dearest one.”

				Lessening Society (pr. n.) Order of slayers convened by the Omega for the purpose of eradicating the vampire species.

				lesser (n.) De-souled human who targets vampires for extermination as a member of the Lessening Society. Lessers must be stabbed through the chest in order to be killed; otherwise they are ageless. They do not eat or drink and are impotent. Over time, their hair, skin, and irises lose pigmentation until they are blond, blushless, and pale eyed. They smell like baby powder. Inducted into the society by the Omega, they retain a ceramic jar thereafter into which their heart was placed after it was removed.

				lewlhen (n.) Gift.

				lheage (n.) A term of respect used by a sexual submissive to refer to their dominant.

				Lhenihan (pr. n.) A mythic beast renowned for its sexual prowess. In modern slang, refers to a male of preternatural size and sexual stamina.

				lys (n.) Torture tool used to remove the eyes.

				mahmen (n.) Mother. Used both as an identifier and a term of affection.

				mhis (n.) The masking of a given physical environment; the creation of a field of illusion.

				nalla (n., f.) or nallum (n., m.) Beloved.

				needing period (n.) Female vampire’s time of fertility, generally lasting for two days and accompanied by intense sexual cravings. Occurs approximately five years after a female’s transition and then once a decade thereafter. All males respond to some degree if they are around a female in her need. It can be a dangerous time, with conflicts and fights breaking out between competing males, particularly if the female is not mated.

				newling (n.) A virgin.

				the Omega (pr. n.) Malevolent, mystical figure who has targeted the vampires for extinction out of resentment directed toward the Scribe Virgin. Exists in a non-temporal realm and has extensive powers, though not the power of creation.

				phearsom (adj.) Term referring to the potency of a male’s sexual organs. Literal translation something close to “worthy of entering a female.”

				Princeps (pr. n.) Highest level of the vampire aristocracy, second only to members of the First Family or the Scribe Virgin’s Chosen. Must be born to the title; it may not be conferred.

				pyrocant (n.) Refers to a critical weakness in an individual. The weakness can be internal, such as an addiction, or external, such as a lover.

				rahlman (n.) Savior.

				rythe (n.) Ritual manner of asserting honor granted by one who has offended another. If accepted, the offended chooses a weapon and strikes the offender, who presents him- or herself without defenses.

				the Scribe Virgin (pr. n.) Mystical force who previously was counselor to the King as well as the keeper of vampire archives and the dispenser of privileges. Existed in a non-temporal realm and had extensive powers, but has recently stepped down and given her station to another. Capable of a single act of creation, which she expended to bring the vampires into existence.

				sehclusion (n.) Status conferred by the King upon a female of the aristocracy as a result of a petition by the female’s family. Places the female under the sole direction of her ghardian, typically the eldest male in her household. Her ghardian then has the legal right to determine all manner of her life, restricting at will any and all interactions she has with the world.

				shellan (n.) Female vampire who has been mated to a male. Females generally do not take more than one mate due to the highly territorial nature of bonded males.

				symphath (n.) Subspecies within the vampire race characterized by the ability and desire to manipulate emotions in others (for the purposes of an energy exchange), among other traits. Historically, they have been discriminated against and, during certain eras, hunted by vampires. They are near extinction.

				the Tomb (pr. n.) Sacred vault of the Black Dagger Brotherhood. Used as a ceremonial site as well as a storage facility for the jars of lessers. Ceremonies performed there include inductions, funerals, and disciplinary actions against Brothers. No one may enter except for members of the Brotherhood, the Scribe Virgin, or candidates for induction.

				trahyner (n.) Word used between males of mutual respect and affection. Translated loosely as “beloved friend.”

				transition (n.) Critical moment in a vampire’s life when he or she transforms into an adult. Thereafter, he or she must drink the blood of the opposite sex to survive and is unable to withstand sunlight. Occurs generally in the mid-twenties. Some vampires do not survive their transitions, males in particular. Prior to their transitions, vampires are physically weak, sexually unaware and unresponsive, and unable to dematerialize.

				vampire (n.) Member of a species separate from that of Homo sapiens. Vampires must drink the blood of the opposite sex to survive. Human blood will keep them alive, though the strength does not last long. Following their transitions, which occur in their mid-twenties, they are unable to go out into sunlight and must feed from the vein regularly. Vampires cannot “convert” humans through a bite or transfer of blood, though they are in rare cases able to breed with the other species. Vampires can dematerialize at will, though they must be able to calm themselves and concentrate to do so and may not carry anything heavy with them. They are able to strip the memories of humans, provided such memories are short-term. Some vampires are able to read minds. Life expectancy is upward of a thousand years, or in some cases, even longer.

				wahlker (n.) An individual who has died and returned to the living from the Fade. They are accorded great respect and are revered for their travails.

				whard (n.) Equivalent of a godfather or godmother to an individual.

			

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter One

			“You’re wrong. He’s totally looking at you.”

			Ivie pushed her Grey Goose and tonic away. “Can we focus? For just a minute here.”

			The human cigar bar she and her cousin were in was packed with non-vampires, and not for the first time, Ivie wondered why in the hell she had agreed to meet here. For one, she hated smoke, especially the kind that smelled like sweat socks—hello, stogies. Two, it wasn’t that she didn’t like humans…she just didn’t care for them very much. And there were so many of their kind here, all competing for air space, their voices loud and grating.

			Like they were at a ballgame. Except, noooo, she wanted to point out, we’re all indoors here, and unless she was seriously missing something, there was nothing to referee—

			“I’m so serious right now.”

			Ivie let her head fall to the side so that her eyes ran into her cousin’s hopeful face. Rubia, a.k.a. Rubes, was a red-haired romantic, the anti-Ivie, as it were. She was everything that was bright and happy, a hopping, skipping ball of optimism that was just…pink…even when she wasn’t wearing the color.

			Which was rare.

			Why were the pair of them friends? It was the classic childhood hangover of two relations who had lived next door and had played together because there had been a dearth of other distractions. Now, as fully transitioned adults, they had shared too much history to go their separate ways.

			
			And, Ivie guessed, Rubes didn’t ever let anybody go. There were bits and pieces of the female’s heart everywhere in the world, and how she could stand that was a mystery.

			“I think he’s one of us,” Rubes whispered, her stare locked firmly on the other end of the bar.

			“As I was saying”—Ivie took back her V&T and grabbed a sip off the sharp, cold rim—“I waited for two hours in that drawing room. Two hours. I read through the four Town & Country’s that were on the coffee table through twice, memorized all the oil paintings and marble busts, and briefly considered committing suicide by hanging myself from the chandelier. The only thing that saved me was the very real possibility they might charge my parents a cleaning fee to remove the body.”

			“He’s definitely one of us. He just smiled at the bartender without showing his front teeth.”

			“So after I created a butt-divot-and-a half in the silk sofa, that female comes back in. I swear to you, she looked like a cross between a librarian and a fascist. She was wearing this gray suit that quite possibly could have been made out of a base metal and her hair was scraped back into a bun that was tight enough to be considered a solid. She says to me—”

			“Holy crap, did he just pay the bartender with a hundred-dollar bill?”

			“—‘The master cannot see you the now. He is not feeling well.’ ” Ivie stirred the lime slice and her ice cubes with the red swizzle stick. “And I’m all, ‘Sure, no problem. Whatever is good for you’—”

			“He’s not accepting the change. He’s tipping the bartender all that money—what a nice guy.”

			
			“I mean, listen, I can understand that it’s hard if you’re old and you’re sliding downhill—it’s horrible to have to interview the nurse who’s coming to help you in your end stage. It’s like your disease is screaming in your face, I won! I get all that, and I honestly would have gone back there at a later time, but get this. The female walks me over to the door and does that head-to-toe thing people do. I knew what she was going to say before she opened her mouth—”

			“Oh, see. Another smile with no front teeth. Yup. One of us.”

			“She says, ‘Aren’t you a little young for this.’ ” Ivie put her palms up. “Young? Look, I know I’m not as old as you are, Ms. Punic Wars, but I am a fully trained nurse who’s been working under Havers for a decade—and I’ve even done a human program. I have meaningful experience with end-of-life patients, and Havers himself sent me over here. You think just because of this face”—she motioned around her puss—“and the fact that I have long hair means I can’t do my job? Give me a break—”

			“Ivie?”

			“—and no, I’m not interested in the position if you’re going to call into question my skills on the basis of age alone.” Ivie shrugged. “So I said I was probably not a good fit and that she might want to find someone else. She seemed very relieved—”

			“Ivie.”

			“—which tells me that she had already decided she didn’t want me the second I walked into that mansion—”

			“Ivie.”

			
			Ivie wheeled around toward her cousin. “What, Rubes. What. Do you want to tell me about the guy not showing his canines again? Have you considered that he might be a human with orthodontia issues? And if he dropped a hundy, good for him. Let’s petition the human government to give him a stamp. An obelisk. A reality TV show. Oh, wait, you’re going to tell me you’ve psychically deduced his name—”

			“It’s Silas.”

			Ivie froze at the sound of the deep, low voice. Later, much later, she would remember most clearly not the moment she looked into his eyes, but rather the split second before she did. And that was because, when you were falling from a great distance, spinning and turning in mid-air, uncertain of your chances of surviving the landing, the thing that was even more vivid than when you hit was the last moment before consequence owned you.

			His eyes were so pale a green that they were almost white, nothing but a black border to prove he wasn’t some kind of deity fallen to earth. And he was a vampire just like her, his scent heady and full of spice, not anything that came in a cologne bottle. Hair was black and on the long side, pushed back from his forehead in waves. Shoulders were broad and strong. Clothes were expensive, but not showy.

			Those lips were…

			“Her name is Ivie,” Rubes spoke up. “And she doesn’t have a boyfriend!”

			Ivie felt her eyes bulge even before the embarrassment hit, but she recovered enough to look the guy fully in the face. “Just so you know, I pay my cousin to make me feel like a two-day-old truck-stop sandwich. It’s a bizarre relationship, but it keeps her off the streets and my ego in check.”

			
			There was a heartbeat of pause, as if that were the last thing in the world he expected her to say. No doubt he was used to beauty queens who blinked their fake eyelashes and fluffed their hair at every word he spoke, and assuming that was what he was into, he was going to find her—

			The male threw his head back and laughed.

			The rolling sound was so attractive, all kinds of people looked over, the human men and women captivated by him.

			Just as she was.

			When his eyes came back to level, he was smiling widely, flashing fangs that were probably only noticeable to members of the species, although she got the idea he didn’t care one way or the other.

			“Fair enough,” he murmured. “May I buy you a drink?”

			“I have one—”

			“Absolutely!” Rubes got off her stool and pulled her wool coat on. “And she lives alone, so you should make sure she gets home safe.”

			Ivie rubbed her forehead and wondered if you could disown a relative you weren’t financially responsible for. “Since when did you become a Tinder app?”

			“Bye!”

			Looking over her shoulder, Ivie watched Rubes bounce out the door, all that red hair making her think of Merida from that Disney movie.

			So here’s a question, she thought. If you put her on Valium, would those follicles relax?

			
			“How about I just take her seat while you finish what you’ve got?”

			Ivie shook herself. “Ah…yeah, sure. But I’m not good at this.”

			“You haven’t spilled on yourself yet.”

			“What?”

			He nodded at her vodka tonic. “If the ‘this’ you’re talking about is drinking, in the short time I’ve known you, I’ve found you quite competent.”

			“How is it you’re still tall even though you’re sitting down?”

			There was another pause. And then he laughed again. “Do you always say anything that’s on your mind.”

			“Pretty much. Although I managed to keep the Valium comment to myself out of respect for Rubes.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			Ivie waved a hand. “Nothing. So tell me, what’s an aristocrat like you doing in a human place like this? I thought your kind only socialized with itself.”

			As his stare narrowed, she thought, Gotcha.

			A couple more comments like that and he was going to huff off and leave her to Uber home in peace. #perfect.

			Or…#inevitable might be more like it.

			“What makes you think I’m a member of the glymera?”

			Ivie counted things off on her fingers, one by one. “That’s a cashmere sweater you’re wearing. Your watch is gold and weighs as much as this bar. And your accent screams multi-millions and a bloodline back to the first time the Scribe Virgin sneezed. Honestly, you stretch those vowels out any longer and we’re going to have to put you on life support.”

			
			He recoiled, and for a second, something crossed his face. But it was too quick and she didn’t know him well enough to read it.

			“Maybe I’m a self-made male posing with good enunciation.”

			“Bone structure,” she ticked off.

			“Plastic surgery.”

			“That signet ring.”

			“Pawn shop.”

			“FYI, this is the best I’ve ever done at playing tennis.”

			As he laughed again, she shrugged. “Why don’t you want to be who you are? Most folks in the species would kill to be in the aristocracy.”

			“How about you? Do you want that?”

			Ivie took a drink to buy herself some time and she was glad that things were getting watered down in her glass. She’d ordered the V&T even though she usually wasn’t into alcohol, to take the edge off that failed job interview. But with this guy sitting next to her? She found herself wanting her brain to function at its highest level.

			“The money would be fun,” she hedged. “I mean, I have to stay in the kind of budget where getting clothes from Nordstrom Rack and shoes from Zappos is a treat. It would probably be exciting to have to agonize between whether you’re buying the Porsche or the Rolls—and then say, Screw it, I’ll take them both.”

			“There’s a ‘but’ in this statement, isn’t there.”

			“Well, here’s the thing. I’m not sure aristocrats are any happier than I am. I mean, especially the females, given all the social restrictions on them. But more to the point, from what I’ve seen at my job, health is the great equalizer. If you’re sick or old, it doesn’t matter what your bank account or your family tree looks like.”

			
			“What do you do for a living?”

			She glanced over at him—and promptly got lost in his lashes. Jeez, they made Kyle Jenner look like an alopecia patient. And his weren’t fake.

			“Do you like what you see?” he said in a quiet voice.

			“Nurse!” she blurted too loudly. “I’m a nurse. I work at Havers’s. As a nurse.”

			That chuckle of his was grating as all get out. “Sounds rewarding—”

			“Listen, could we just stop right here.” She pushed her tall glass away and got her purse and coat from the back of her chair. As she rose to her feet, she offered him a professional smile—the same one she used when she had to take out a catheter. “It was nice to meet you, blah, blah, blah, but let’s cut the crap and stop wasting good oxygen on this going-nowhere conversation. I am not into casual sex, I don’t get picked up in bars—or anywhere else, for that matter—and I can’t fathom any good reason why a male like you would be out on a night like this sitting next to me.”

			“No reason? How about the fact that I saw you and I wanted to talk to you.”

			“I said no ‘good’ reason. There are a lot of bad ones.” She went back to ticking things off on her fingertips. “You’re mated, but bored and looking for a little nookie before you go home to your judgmental shellan and your two perfect kids. You have a fetish that involves feet, bunny ears, Krazy Glue in strange places, or maybe, God forbid, gerbils. You have a bet with some other incredibly good-looking male vampire in here about how long it will take you to get the plain girl’s number. You’re a serial killer looking for a victim. You think I’m a lesbian and want a challenge. Maybe you’re mentally ill and believe we’re all going to get abducted by aliens at midnight and you figure, what the hell, I better get it in one more time before we’re all dead. How’m’I doing here? I can keep going.”

			
			The smile he gave her was slow and breathtakingly beautiful.

			As in she literally couldn’t breathe as she looked at him.

			“I am so impressed you used ‘nookie’ in a sentence.”

			Now it was Ivie’s turn to blink like she’d forgotten the language they were using.

			“And,” he said as he finished what looked like bourbon or scotch in his rocks glass, “I can tell you with all honestly, I am none of those things. I am not mated, I don’t have any fetishes, I know no one else in this cigar bar, I’m not a serial killer, and I don’t believe in extraterrestrial life.” He leaned in, his lids going half-mast. “Oh, and with the way you’ve been looking at my mouth, I don’t think you’re a lesbian. I also find you far, far from plain.”

			“Is it hot in here?” she said out loud.

			“When I’m next to you, yes, it is.”

			Ivie looked away, to the wall of windows in the front of the bar. The name of the place had been painted on the glass so it showed toward the street, the old-fashioned, 1920s’ writing all cursive and outlined with gold when you were on the sidewalk. When you were inside, however, you couldn’t read it, the reversed pattern opaque and black.

			
			Kind of like destiny, she thought. You didn’t know what was going on until you were out on the other side of things.

			“I have to go.”

			God, she would have given anything not to have had that sadness creep into her voice right then.

			“I’m not even going to ask if I can take you home,” he said.

			“Good.”

			“But I will see if you’ll meet me for dinner tomorrow night.” When she glanced at him, he put his palms up. “Public place. Let’s say Sal’s Restaurant. Do you know the one?”

			“Who doesn’t.”

			“Ten o’clock.”

			Ivie frowned. “You know…you’re making me think of something my father always told me.”

			“What’s that?”

			“If something looks too good to be true, it is.” She put her coat on. “It was weird meeting you.”

			“So dinner is a no?”

			“Yeah, it’s a no.”

			“If you change your mind, I’ll be—”

			“I won’t.”

			She turned around to start working her way to the door, when he said, “Ivie.”

			“What.” She focused on the door, aware that she was being rude, but too discombobulated to care.

			Wonder if he would like the way she used the word “discombobulate.”

			
			“It was nice to meet you.”

			Glancing over her shoulder, she found him staring at her, those pale eyes intense, his elegant hand turning his squat glass slowly around on the bar. He was like an ad in a lifestyle magazine with his elbow braced on the mahogany, his legs crossed at the knees—

			Oh, look, his loafers had tassels on them.

			Come on, like she’d expect him to be sporting a pair of fuzzy slippers down there?

			“Wow, that’s a picture.”

			“What?” he said.

			“Never mind. Have a good life. I guess. Or…yeah.”

			Cutting her losses, before her departure involved a pratfall or a wardrobe malfunction that flashed her butt, Ivie squared herself and weaved her way through the various humans until she could put the exit to good use. Outside, she took a series of deep breaths and was glad it was a cold January night and not the middle of August.

			Head clearing and all that.

			The neighborhood was full of gourmet restaurants, high-class boutiques that were currently closed for the night, and walk-ups that had brass door knockers and lots of molding around their entrances and windows. Going down one block, she found a nice little dark alley…and dematerialized back to her normal life.

			Which did not include a male like that.

			Nope. Not even close.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Two

			The following evening, Ivie leaned into the mirror over her bathroom sink and tried to hold herself steady so she could hit her eyelashes with some Maybelline that was probably…three years old?

			Yeah, yeah, she knew that you needed to throw makeup out after a year—or was it six months?

			“Whatever.”

			Either way, the stuff had ossified in the tube, reverting to a solid that got her nowhere.

			Pitching the green-capped wand and the pink lower half into the trash, she killed the lights and went into her bedroom. Her apartment was your bog standard starter, with a galley kitchen, two windows, and floors that were pine and stained with a low gloss. The walls had been freshly painted so many times, the linen white was thick enough to qualify as wallpaper, and the appliances and plumbing fixtures were new-ish. But the building was secure, and her neighbors were humans who slept at night when she was working, and away at jobs when she was sleeping.

			Was it the safest for someone who faced molecular immolation if they were exposed to sunlight? Probably not. But her bedroom didn’t have a window in it, and there was an interior staircase to the communal basement that she could use if necessary. A fire during the daytime would put her in some difficulty, although in her opinion, you couldn’t spend your life worrying about what-ifs. You made yourself as safe as you could and then you just did your thing.

			
			Right before she left, she smoothed her skirt and checked to make sure that she had everything on correctly. Yup, bra was under the blouse, not on top of it, and her flats were on the right feet—

			Coat. She needed a coat—no, not the puffy parka that made her feel like Violet Beauregarde from Wonka’s chocolate farm. Yes, the wool one she’d had on last night—

			Oh, God, she smelled like a cigar now.

			Ivie shuffled back to the bathroom, and looked around for some perfume. No luck. The one bottle of DKNY stuff she had was nearly dried up. What could she…

			Febreze. Fair enough.

			After giving herself a good misting, she wafted her way to her door and let herself out, making quick work going down the stairs and through the little lobby. By the time she reached the sidewalk, her heart was pounding like she had bench-pressed a Civic.

			It took her about a decade and a half to dematerialize…and when she re-formed it was in the shadows of Salvatore’s Restaurant. The time was ten o’clock on the dot.

			And clearly she had lost her mind.

			Walking forward like she knew what she was doing, she had no one around to impress with her false composure. The parking lot only had three cars in it, the humans who packed the place for normal dinner service hours gone, so, yup, it was just her and her nerves as she strode under the awning and entered the place. Inside, it was all Rat Pack chic, the flocked wallpaper and red-and-black high-end everything making Sal’s feel like a throwback to the past when life was more interesting and sophisticated.

			
			The hostess wasn’t at the stand, but Ivie didn’t need anyone to show her where to go.

			Looking into the dining area on the left, she saw him.

			Silas was the only one at a table, the other two dozen four-, six-, and eight-tops empty, and as if the staff recognized his station, they’d given him prime position next to the huge stone hearth. Which was kind of not fair…like putting a Rolls-Royce under special showroom lights.

			Wow. He’d worn a suit. A proper, deep navy blue suit with a bright white formal shirt and a pale blue tie that had a subtle pattern in it. And as he sat there, he looked more businessman than date. Flickering yellow light from the low fire played over his face, creating dark shadows all around his intense expression. With his brows down low and his eyes trained on the crackling logs, it was as if he were searching for some kind of answer in the kindled heat.

			Running her palms down her skirt, which was exactly where it had been when she’d left her apartment, she went over to him. With every step, she expected him to look up at her, but whatever he was thinking about was consuming.

			Maybe this was a mistake.

			Well, duh—

			At that moment, he shifted his stare, and the instant he saw her, a slow smile transformed his face. Pushing his chair back, he got to his feet.

			“I didn’t think you were going to come.”

			“Neither did I,” she said.

			
			As she stopped in front of him, it was awkward. Hug? No hug? And yes, she was eyeing that broad chest of his and wondering what it would feel like under her hands.

			“Let me help you with your chair.”

			He pulled the seat across from him out, and then pushed it in a little as she lowered herself down. God…that scent of his.

			“Would you like another vodka and tonic?” he asked as he sat again.

			“No. I’m not much of a drinker, actually. Last night I was frustrated.”

			“About what?”

			“It’s not important.” Except then she realized there was going to be a whole lot of silence if she didn’t get to chatting about something, anything. “A job interview, actually. It didn’t go well.”

			“Why not? If you don’t mind me asking.”

			“I’m not a right fit for that household. You know, as a private nurse. Too young.”

			“How old are you?”

			“Eighteen years out of my transition. You?”

			He raised his cocktail glass. “Three hundred fifty-eight years and two months.”

			“Not even middle-aged.”

			“No.” He smiled. “Not old. Now, if we were humans, this would be inappropriate.”

			“Well, you would be dead. So yes, necrophilia is creepy.”

			Silas blinked. And then laughed. “Yes, that would be…creepy, as you say.”

			The human waitress who came up to their table was in the wrong job. Dressed in a tuxedo that somehow managed to emphasize her spectacular body, she had blond hair pulled back in a sleek bun and a beautiful face so expertly made up, she needed to be in Manhattan getting waited on after a photo-shoot.

			
			This whole slinging linguini in Caldwell thing was a waste for the likes of her.

			And as Silas looked up, Ivie braced herself for his inevitable double take. After which was going to come the joy of watching from afar as two physically perfect specimens did the secret handshake of the photogenic set.

			Actually, it was probably more like a brow arch, two snaps, and an air kiss—

			Unbelievably, Silas didn’t seem to notice the woman one way or the other. Instead, he looked across the table. “Would you like a glass of wine, Ivie?”

			Ivie put her napkin in her lap and smiled a little. “Sure. The house would be fine. White, though, please.”

			“Would you like a little more time with the menus?”

			Naturally, the blonde addressed Silas, and he was pleasant enough to her, telling her, yes, they needed more time, and could she please bring some bread. But that was it.

			When they were alone again, he cocked his head to the side. “Yes?”

			“Nothing.”

			He leaned in. “You know, I’m fine with silence, and if that’s all you’re comfortable with, I will sit in front of this fire with you and relax. But I’d find it even more interesting if you’d tell me what is on your mind.”

			
			“I guess I was just thinking…compliments don’t have to be spoken. That’s all.”

			Silas’s voice dropped down. “Is this the part where you look at my mouth again? Because if it is, I am so ready for that.”

			Ivie put her hands up to cheeks that were suddenly hot.

			He chuckled and sat back again. “I’ll stick to safer topics—for now. Why don’t you tell me what changed your mind about having dinner with me?”

			She took a sip of water. “I don’t know. I guess I thought of something else my father always told me.”

			“What was that?”

			“Take a chance. I mean, I have the night off. I was just going to binge-watch Gilmore Girls and eat popcorn—which is not a bad gig. Especially when the alternative is a full nursing ward and all kinds of bodily functions that aren’t working right. But the thing is, I do that a lot, you know? Stay in. Rubes is always telling me there’s more to life than work, and I know that’s true. I am just so tired a lot of the time.”

			“You must be on your feet a lot at work.”

			“I don’t mind that part.” She touched her sternum and then her temple. “It’s the heart and mind stuff that is exhausting.”

			“Do you ever…I mean, you’ve watched patients die, yes?”

			Ivie slowly nodded her head.

			“How do you do that?” he said softly. “How do you get through that?”

			“Well.” She took another sip. “First of all, not everyone passes. There are so many people we help at the clinic. And Havers, I mean, he’s old school and a half—his idea of casual night is a pastel bow tie instead of his more serious navy blue and maroon ones. But he is a phenomenal healer.”

			
			As Silas laughed, she realized that she liked the sound. Liked that he thought she was witty.

			Really liked that he was listening to what she was saying so closely.

			Ivie took a deep breath. “When it does come time for someone to leave and go unto the Fade…I’m not numb to it. Not at all. But I also see it as my job to try to ease their way. I’m not scared of death, it’s the suffering that bothers me—and I know I can help that. It’s the journey, not the outcome, that I can change, if that makes sense.”

			“You’re not afraid of death?”

			She shook her head. “It’s peaceful. Death can be a release and a relief for the person, and that is a blessing. The thing is, a lot of times, it is work to die. It requires physical and emotional effort. What sucks is that for most, particularly if they’re dying out of sequence, it’s a job they don’t want. It’s about loss of control, loss of function, loss of identity and independence…loss of choice and decision, of family and friends. But if you can let go of all that, what comes with it is freedom. A soaring freedom, the soul released from its temporary prison of mortality.”

			When he just stared at her, she flushed. “Annnnnd now is when we switch to sports and weather, right. Sorry, but you did ask, and I’m not good at half answers.”

			He stayed silent as her wine arrived, and the waitress read them correctly, backing off without revisiting the whole ready-to-order thing.

			“I’m terrified of death,” he said. “What if there is nothing afterward? What if the Fade is a bunch of bullshit, a self-medicating fallacy created by the living and breathing because they don’t want to consider the likelihood we are nothing but worm food?”

			
			“Yeah, except here’s the thing.” She put her hands up. “Ya dead, either way. So it’s a win/win. You get eternal life with calorie-free M&M’s and fettuccini Alfredo—or, you’re worm food with no consciousness so you won’t know and won’t care. Might as well assume the best because it’s less likely to drive you crazy with a depressing distraction while you’re whooping it up on this side, right?”

			As he did that stare-at-her thing again, she put her hand on the closed leather menu. “This is getting really heavy and deep for a first date, isn’t it.”

			“This doesn’t feel like a first date.”

			Ivie found herself swallowing hard, mostly because she felt the same way. And then there were those eyes of his. Low-lidded, intense…compelling.

			“I always thought aristocrats were frivolous, somehow,” she blurted. “You’re not like that.”

			Silas’s broad chest rose and fell. And then he picked up his menu. “Frivolous is a fair critique of many of us, for sure.”

			“What do you do for a living?”

			He opened the leather cover and peered over the top of it at her. “Do you want me to be honest?”

			“You better be. I’m putting everything on the table, I expect you to do the same.”

			Silas smiled, glanced at the menu. Shut the thing. Put it down in front of him. “Do you know what you’d like?”

			
			“The fettuccini Alfredo. That is my idea of heaven. Cream, cheese, and noodles, and I will not apologize for picking that over the salad and grilled chicken most of your dates usually have.”

			“I don’t go on a lot of dates.”

			“Really? I find that really hard to believe.”

			“It’s true. And as for what I do? To be honest, I’m rich for a living. I started with assets that have been in my family for generations, and then I pulled a Forrest Gump with them, investing in a fruit company in the eighties. I hung on through the non-Jobs era and came out on the iUniverse side of things like you read about. Then I jumped on a jungle company called Amazon in the nineties and now I’m into Bitcoin. So yes, I don’t do anything, and feel free to judge me. I know I do.”

			“Good Lord, you have it made in the shade. I am so jealous.”

			His eyes drifted off toward the fire. “Don’t be. I would trade it all to be someone else.”

			

			—

			“Would you care for the check?”

			As their waitress threw the inquiry out, it was clear by the exhaustion in her voice that she was so flippin’ ready to have the pair of them out of sight, out of mind.

			“That would be great.” Silas sat back. “Please compliment the chef for us? Everything was fantastic.”

			“My pleasure.”

			Even though her tone was more along the lines of My God my feet hurt.

			
			“I would like to pay for this.” Silas motioned around their table, which had been cleared of eighty percent of its contents. All that was left were their coffee cups and the half of a cannoli he hadn’t eaten. “I respect you as a modern female and don’t want you to feel—”

			“Hell yeah, you can pay. This was your idea and I’m not blowing part of my rent money this month just to prove I’m a feminist. I can do that for free by demanding respect and getting it.”

			He threw his head back and laughed. “Fair enough.”

			Ivie took a deep breath and glanced at the fire. “Thank you. For this. I didn’t expect…”

			“Didn’t expect what?”

			“I didn’t expect to have anything in common with you. Or to like you, actually.”

			“So I’m not that bad, huh,” he said with a wink. “Surprise.”

			As she studied those features of his, she found it interesting that after the shock of his physical beauty had faded, she was noticing imperfections that she liked even better than the forest-for-the-trees attractiveness: One of his eyebrows was higher than the other, his nose was ever so slightly crooked at the tip, his jaw was growing a shadow of beard already.

			All of this made him real…which, she supposed, made him obtainable. Not that she wanted—

			Oh, who the hell was she kidding.

			“Shall we?”

			Silas got up first, and grimaced as if something hurt. When she glanced over, he muttered. “Damn workouts.”

			
			“You spend time in the gym?”

			“Try to.” He picked her coat up off the back of her chair and held it open for her. “That’s probably the problem. Better if it’s consistent, right?”

			“I’ve heard that.” Stepping into the wool, she felt his hands brush her shoulders, but—tragically—they did not linger. “I’ve always thought the exercise mentality was a cult, however, so I’m not your best resource on this one.”

			That laugh of his made her eyes close for a moment. She really didn’t want the night to end—

			“May I just say, I love your perfume.”

			“Ahh…” Did she mention it was air freshener? NOPE. “Thank you.”

			Together, they walked out past the hostess stand, and then he was holding the door open so they could leave the restaurant. Strolling under the awning, they were side by side without touching—and yet she was exquisitely aware of his body and the way he moved and how tall he was.

			When they got to the end of the arching cover, they stopped. The parking lot was empty except for one car, and she tried to figure out what kind it was. Looked big and fancy, and it was not a Mercedes.

			“I’m over there.” He looked at her. “Would you like a ride home? And I’m not asking with any other expectation than dropping you at the curb and waiting to make sure you are safely inside. It ends right there—what’s the human expression? Scout’s honor?”

			He put up his palm and made a “V” of his forefinger and middle finger.

			
			“I think that’s a peace sign?” she said.

			Silas split his fingers right down the middle, two on each side. “This?”

			“Vulcan salute.”

			“What?”

			“From Star Trek.”

			“How about this?” He put up his middle finger only.

			“I’m pretty sure you’re telling me to fuck off right now.”

			Silas retracted that one quick. “This is not working.”

			Ivie smiled, but then got serious. “On that note…I don’t how to do this.”

			“If it’s instructing me on human hand signals, you’re doing a bang-up job of things.”

			Taking a deep breath, she stared out over the night sky. The heavens were clear, except she couldn’t see the stars because of the ambient light not just of the restaurant, but from the glow of the city off in the distance.

			When she exhaled, her breath came out into the cold as a burst of white. “I know I’m not supposed to say this because it’s too soon, but I don’t like to waste time, and if I don’t know where I stand, I’m going to find it out. Bottom line, I’m not insecure, I’m impatient and I like clarity—and you might as well know that up front.” She glanced back at him. “So what are we doing here? I’m happy to be friends, acquaintances, or try another date. The outcome really doesn’t matter to me, I just need to know what the landscape looks like.”

			Silas’s eyes traced over her features, and he was so serious, so very, very serious. “I don’t have time to waste. And instead of finding out what things look like, I want to know what they feel like.”

			
			With that, he took her face in his palms, his thumbs brushing her cheeks…and her heart thundered in her chest as he slowly, inexorably lowered his head.

			Just before their lips touched, he whispered, “Is this okay?”

			She didn’t trust her voice so she put her hands on his upper arms and nodded.

			His lips were gentle and soft, the kiss light enough so it was little more than a brief meeting between them, yet the contact was so powerful she felt the sensation throughout her entire body. And, oh, the contrast. The night air was frigid, his mouth against hers was warm, every inch of her was hot.

			“Alive,” she whispered.

			“What?”

			“I feel so alive. Don’t stop.”

			His arms went around her and then she was up against his body, the differences in their heights and builds not lock and key, but a shattering jolt that was all pleasure and anticipation. Now the kiss was deeper, a fusing of their lips, and she gave into the impulse to move her hands up to those shoulders of his. Even through his suit jacket, she could feel the shifting muscles, and she had a feeling he was playing about the whole not-in-the-gym thing.

			It made her wonder what he looked like without his clothes.

			What he felt like.

			When they pulled back, there was a lot of staring. A deep breath on both sides. A whole lot of do-we-dare.

			
			“I’m going to just dematerialize,” she heard herself say.

			And as it was kind of hard to kick your own conscience in the ass, she then cleared her throat and smiled. “So thank you. For tonight.”

			“I’ll call you?”

			“Sure.”

			On that note, she closed her eyes and tried to concentrate. Easier said than done, but after a moment or two, she managed to avoid the embarrassment of having to call an Uber and ghosted out. When she re-formed a block away from her apartment building, she was in a daze, clips from John Hughes movies going through her head, particularly from Pretty in Pink.

			Rich boy, poor girl, true love.

			Except, of course, he wasn’t a boy, she wasn’t poor, and neither of them was human. But still.

			Oh, and this wasn’t true love.

			Letting herself into the building, she headed to her apartment and dead-bolted the door closed behind her. Leaning back against the panels, she looked around at her flea market furniture and her one splurge, which was an area rug from Pottery Barn. At the moment, she was saving for a nice head- and footboard to her queen-sized mattress.

			Everything appeared diminished compared to how it had seemed before she had left. Then again, she could have lived in a palatial estate, and she would have felt the same way. It wasn’t about that dinner.

			It was the kiss.

			For that brief moment, the volume of her world had been cranked up to Metallica levels, and she had loved the booming bass, and the spinning and twirling, and the sense that her heart had taken flight and not left her body, but taken her physical form along with it.

			
			Night-to-night life, the plodding along at work, the paying of bills, the moderating of how much she spent and ate and drank, was an even metronome that, over time, would create a very nice existence for herself. But there was a black-and-white, monotoned quality to it all.

			When she had been kissing Silas, her movie had been in color and with full sound, IMAX all the way.

			And it was hard to transition back from that.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Three

			“Of course he’s going to call you.”

			As Rubes threw that one out across the clinic break room, Ivie nodded, but didn’t say anything. It had been three nights since The Date, as she had come to think of it, and she hadn’t heard from Silas.

			For the first night, she had been relieved he hadn’t reached out. For one, it preserved the perfection of the time they’d had, that kiss, that floating feeling she’d had afterward. Even though she didn’t like to admit it, she had put that moment when she’d stood against him in a mental snow globe, her recalls of the memory the shake that brought the golden sparkles down all over her once again.

			For another, she hadn’t wanted him to be desperate to see her. Everything was so charged between them, from their chance meeting to the date to the kiss, that a quiet, reasonable part of her brain was sending out warning signals to pump the brakes, slow down, stay tight. The fact that he hadn’t rushed to contact her suggested he might be feeling the same way.

			Plus, she had to work anyway, her four-night-on, two-night-off schedule forcing her to focus on other things.

			“I am so proud of you, Ivie.” Rubes took a bite of her tuna salad sandwich. “You stuck your head out, and you took a chance, and look how it all went well.”

			“I think the jury is still out, cuz.” Ivie split open her single-serve of Lay’s. “And that would be true even if he had called me.”

			The second night after the date? Her memories had still been sharp, but the physical sensations were starting to fade, each thought of Silas or recollection more an echo of the passion than the sizzle itself. Optimism had still been high, though, and she had expected, at any moment, for him to hit her up. It had made her breaks when she could check her phone exciting, a spring on her step taking her into this break room like she was about to win a lottery.

			
			Now, with night three, doubts were starting to creep in, even as she pointed out to herself that that was ridiculous. People got busy, even those who were, by their own admission, rich for a living. Besides, like he owed her anything?

			Ivie looked at the clock on the far side of the tiled room. Two more hours and her shift was over, another eight-to-four in her rearview mirror. And then she got to go back to her apartment and do laundry. Yay.

			“So are you going to move over to VIP?” she asked before popping another potato chip in her mouth. “I mean, more money is always good.”

			Rubes tilted her head to the side. “Are you changing the subject?”

			“Nope.” She crammed her fingers into the tiny bag. “I’m just going to miss you, is all.”

			“Aww. I’m going to miss you, too.”

			“So is that a yes?”

			Rubes nodded. “I told Havers I would start next week. The raise is good, the shift hours are longer, though. I’ll be three nights and days here, four off.”

			“You’re sleeping here?”

			“In the bunkhouse. But I’ll be making an extra five hundred a week.”

			
			Ivie recoiled. “Are you kidding me? I didn’t know it was that much.”

			“The rich can pay for sure.”

			Havers was the race’s only healer, and his subterranean clinic, which was at its new site across the river, treated everything from stubbed toes and bad hangnails to the most complex of cases including births, which were all high risk by definition, and advanced elderly care. Nobody was ever turned away, even if they could not pay, and there was one standard of care for all: the very best Havers and his nursing staff could give.

			There was, however, a special unit for people who, by virtue of their wallet size and bloodline, could afford to be indulged—and Ivie had long supposed that that restricted-access part of the clinic was what paid for the many who were too poor to afford what they needed. Havers was running a business, after all, one with fixed costs like drugs and employees and expensive equipment that broke or needed maintenance—and then there was the reality that the massive facility had to be heated, cooled, and lighted.

			So yes, if the rich wanted to check in, either because they had a problem or thought they had a problem, Havers and his special team put on their kid gloves and did what they did for the rest of the commoners, and charged the aristocracy an arm and a leg.

			Rubes was going to be a perfect addition to that part of the clinic. She was beautiful and cheerful and so positive, you couldn’t help but be uplifted. She was also wired, so working round the clock and catching sleep when she could wasn’t going to affect her performance.

			And yeah, wow, two thousand extra a month.

			
			That was a whole lot of Zappos.

			“Don’t worry, Ivie, I’ll still be around lots. I can come out and we’ll take our breaks together.”

			“I’d like that.” Ivie collapsed her empty bag in her fist and got up, the chair squeaking over the clean floor. “I really would.”

			“And you didn’t hear from that private job again?”

			“Oh, I don’t expect to.”

			Ivie snagged her empty sandwich bag and Coke can and headed across to the trash can. The break room had a kitchenette and three round tables with chairs, along with lockers, a sofa in front of a TV that was usually off, and a lending library of mostly current People magazines and not-as-current hardcovers and paperbacks. A door toward the back opened up to a bathroom that had showers and toilets, and then there was another one that led to the bunkhouse, where the bedrooms for the nursing staff were lined up one by one as if in a hotel.

			“How’s your patient in four?” Rubes asked as she got up and ditched her trash, too.

			“Getting better. Bone has set beautifully and her hellren came in and fed her again, so she’ll be out by tomorrow night at the latest.”

			“Don’t you love a good outcome?”

			“Yes, Rubes, I do.”

			

			—

			And this was why you didn’t let males you’d just been on a first date with take you home.

			As Ivie shut her apartment door and dead bolted it, she thought back to the magic float she’d been rocking when she’d come home after The Date. Yeah…nope. Right now, she was pulling a pathetic polar opposite of that happy fizzy buzz, her feet plodding their way down to her bedroom, her back aching from work, her head thumping in a dull way that made up for its lack of magnitude with tenacity.

			
			“It’s fine,” she said into the silence as she flopped down on her bed. “All good.”

			After kicking off her shoes and dropping her bag, she fell back onto the duvet and stared at the ceiling. Man, she’d definitely made the right move not getting into that car with that guy. Things had been so electric between them, she might have done something stupid like invite him up here, and then where would she be with all this he-isn’t-calling—

			Her phone went off in her purse and she glanced at the clock on her bedside table. Right on schedule, it was her dad calling to make sure she’d gotten home safely from work. And she was tempted to let it go into voicemail, but that was cruel because he would worry.

			With a grunt, she sat back up and dropped her hand into her bag to fish around—

			Unknown Number. And not “unknown” as it was ten digits that were not entered into her contacts list, but literally the title Unknown Number.

			Accepting the call, she said, “Hello?”

			“I can’t wait any longer. I did the best I could.”

			Ivie smiled so wide, she put her hand up to cover the dopey expression even though she was alone. “Well, as I live and breathe, Silas, son of Mordachy.”

			His deep voice was raspy in a fantastic way. “I didn’t want to come across as overeager. So I waited. And waited. My goal was to make it to tomorrow so I didn’t look weak and clingy, but I cracked.”

			
			“I’m glad you called. And if you’re brave enough to admit you broke down earlier than planned, I’ll meet you on that playing field and tell you I was starting to worry you wouldn’t be back.”

			Oh, that laugh. “Not a chance. I can’t stop thinking about you—but not in a stalker way, I promise.”

			“A stalker wouldn’t have lasted this long.”

			“Exactly, so I’m a safe bet. How’s work been?”

			Now, as she lay down again, she was back in the float-zone. “Good. One of my patients is going home tomorrow night after a complicated surgery, so I feel like I did my job. How’s being rich?”

			“Oh, you know, I gold-leafed my toenails tonight, got the paws on my leopard rotated, and topped things off by burning a couple of Picassos in my fireplace. Same ol’, same ol’.”

			There was a pause, and then his voice got even lower. “May I come over.”

			Ivie closed her eyes as her body went loose. “It’s so close to dawn.”

			“I won’t stay the day. I promise. I just want to see you for even an hour. The night after tomorrow is a long time.”

			“I feel the same way. Give me fifteen minutes.”

			Talk about hustle. The second she ended the call, she was up on her feet and in the shower, going through her soap, shampoo, and conditioner routine at a dead run. She spun through it all so fast, she could confidently relate to socks in a dryer.

			Twelve and a half minutes later, she was dry, in yoga pants and a loose shirt, and out in the kitchen, shoving her First Meal dishes into the sink and making an orderly pile of the two days of mail she hadn’t opened.

			
			The buzzer went off six minutes after that.

			Not that she was counting or anything.

			Hitting the release for the downstairs door, her heart went Mayweather in her chest as she waited for the knock.

			“Screw it.”

			Opening her door, she leaned out into the carpeted corridor…and there he was, coming down to her, his smile as big as hers, his body just the same, his face just the same.

			His scent just the same.

			No suit this time, and that was good. Instead, he had on a black cashmere sweater and a set of slacks that were dark gray. He looked polished, expensive…delicious.

			“Hello, stranger,” she said as he stopped in front of her.

			“Hi.”

			They stood there, her hanging off the jamb of her door, him out in the hall for about twenty-five years.

			“Do you mind?” he whispered.

			“I’m sorry, what?”

			But then he was taking her face in his hands and lowering his head—and she was pulling him down to her mouth, his lips the only thing she wanted in the world.

			It was quite possible she moaned as he kissed her. Or maybe that was him. Who cared.

			
			They shuffled inside and she closed them in, and then she was against him and wrapping her arms around his shoulders. It was a long while before they eased back, and even when they did, it was just their mouths. Everything else stayed close.

			Silas’s eyes were heavy lidded and glowing as he stared down at her. “Hi.”

			“Hello.”

			“Guess that’s all we’ve got for vocabulary, huh.”

			“Mmm-hmm. But words are overrated, don’t you think?”

			“If I can be kissing you instead? Absolutely.”

			His mouth dropped down to hers again, his lips plying at her, his tongue coming out and licking for permission to enter. Broad, warm hands slipped around to her waist, and her breasts got tight as they met the wall of his pecs. 

			It was clear he was aroused.

			And that got her even hotter.

			But then he was cursing and putting her back from him. “Damn it. I promised myself I wouldn’t—”

			“Do I look like I’m complaining over here?”

			Silas smiled, but then went on a pace. Which lasted all of about four steps away to the sofa. With his back to her, his hands disappeared in front of his hips and she could guess what he was rearranging.

			She closed her eyes and swayed at the thought of touching him.

			“This isn’t a booty call.”

			Ivie opened her lids and discovered he’d turned back around. “You know, I’m impressed an aristocrat knows that saying. Very vernacular.”

			
			His expression grew serious. “I don’t understand.”

			“Vernacular? Like, common talk.”

			“Not that.” He came back over to her. “I don’t understand how I can miss someone I just met.”

			She reached up and touched his face, tracing her fingertips over his jaw, his chin…his jugular. She had to consciously stop herself from thinking about what his vein would be like. If she immolated now, she would never know the reality of tasting him again.

			“It’s called infatuation,” she joked. “Also known as the chemical attraction created by the Scribe Virgin to ensure propagation of the species.”

			As a shadow passed over his face, she felt badly. “I’m sorry. Were you trying to be romantic and I just ruined it? I’m bad at romance, Silas. It’s another thing you might as well know about me up front.”

			He was quiet for so long, she started to wonder if she had ruined things before they’d begun. But then he shook his head. “I love your honesty. And I feel like I owe some back to you.”

			Now, her heart beat hard, but not from sexual anticipation. “Is this where you tell me you’re actually mated—”

			“Not at all. I swear on the soul of my dearly departed mahmen, may she rest in peace unto the Fade, that I am totally single and seeing no one except you. But can I kiss you again? Because that is the only thing I want to concentrate on right now.”

			She laughed. “Yes. Please.”

			They ended up on the couch. She had no idea how they got there.

			One minute, Ivie was standing against him, the next she was on her back and Silas’s weight was pushing her into the cushions. And then, when she parted her thighs, he accepted the invitation, settling himself between them, the hard ridge of his arousal stroking at her core through their clothes.

			
			Rolling her hips, she arched into his body, and the groan he let out registered as a caress that went down into her abdomen.

			When he pulled back, he was panting, his eyes at once glazed and hyper-focused. “Ivie…”

			There was a question in the way he said her name, and her first thought, because he was an aristocrat, was that he was asking The Big One.

			“I’m not a virgin.” She brushed his hair back, the strands thick and cool between her fingers. “I don’t know whether it matters to you, but either way, that’s what’s up and I am not ashamed of it.”

			His smile was wry. “Well, neither am I. A virgin, that is. I hope that doesn’t make you think less of me.”

			“Not at all.” She laughed. “After three centuries, you’d have to be a eunuch.”

			“I haven’t been celibate. But I don’t have a rotating door to my bedroom.”

			“If you look down that hall”—she nodded to the left—“you’ll notice that I don’t have one of those as part of my decor, either.”

			“Something else we have in common. What else can there be?”

			“I’m pretty sure you want to have sex as badly as I do right now.”

			He closed his eyes. “Female, you are…”

			“Too up front, right?”

			
			“No. Never that. I…it’s what I like best about you—and let me tell you, that’s saying something. Because there is a lot I like about you.”

			His eyes did another of that roam thing they tended to do, as if he wanted to memorize her features—which suggested he, too, might have been snow-globing their time together, just like her.

			“I thought I loved him,” she blurted. “Just so you know.”

			“The male you were with?”

			She nodded. “There was only the one, and I really thought we were going to be together forever. But it was just—you know, two young people, crashing into each other, trying to figure life out. I was with him for a year and I have no regrets. He’s a male of worth, just not for me longer term. He lives down in South Carolina now, and if he comes to town to visit family, I will see him and wish him well. But there’s not…you know, there’s not anything there.”

			Silas brushed her lips with his own. “So you’re telling me I don’t have to worry about any competition?”

			“I’m afraid to answer that.”

			“Why?”

			“Guess.”

			To stop the conversation, she slipped a hand behind his neck and brought him back to her, their mouths re-fusing, that fire breaking free of all constraints even though there were so many reasons to be more…well, reasonable.

			She had never had a one-night stand before. But as a fully independent adult, she was not going to be bound by social expectations in the still-conservative vampire community. After all, she couldn’t get pregnant, because she wasn’t in her needing. And he certainly didn’t know her parents—so unless she chose to introduce him to them, no one would ever know. Sure, he’d met Rubes that first night, but if Ivie didn’t blab, her cousin wouldn’t be the wiser.

			
			This was private.

			“I want to see all of you,” he said. “Please…just let me…”

			He didn’t have to ask twice. As he moved back, she was the one who took her loose shirt up and over her head, her plain cotton bra nothing special—because she hadn’t really thought this through to lingerie.

			Not that she had much of the silk-and-lacey.

			Silas’s eyes clung to her breasts. And then he was dipping down and running his lips over her collarbone. “You’re so beautiful.”

			“I’m still covered,” she moaned.

			“But it doesn’t matter what you look like.” He lifted his head and stared at her. “The details of size and shape don’t matter to me. The fact that it is you…that is what makes it beautiful to me.”

			Time slowed and then stopped altogether.

			Shaking her head, she whispered, “Why do you always say the right thing.”

			He mumbled something she didn’t quite catch.

			“What?” she gasped as he kissed down to her sternum.

			“Nothing.”

			And then she forgot all about talking because his lips were traveling over the thin cotton of her bra, brushing over her tight nipple, sucking her in through the fabric.

			“Oh, God…Silas.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Four

			The clasp was in the front.

			Sure, Ivie had missed the Victoria’s Secret boat, but she’d been smart without knowing it: As Silas’s hands went to that closure, she was glad she’d made it easy for them—because all it took was a click and twist…and then his eyes were on her breasts.

			“Beautiful…”

			Gentle fingertips drifted over her skin like summer air and she arched her back to meet them. In response, he cursed and dropped his head, putting his mouth on her without any barriers, his tongue teasing and licking at her nipple as one of his arms went around the small of her back. God, she loved the strength of him and the feel of him, his scent and the promise of more making her—

			The sound of her phone ringing on the coffee table brought his head up.

			“Don’t stop,” she groaned. “Oh, God…please.”

			Silas’s attention was instantly refocused and she speared her hands into his hair, rubbing her core against where he lay between her legs. In the back of her mind, she knew this was it, they were going to have sex, and it was going to be phenomenal, and yes, it was a little early—

			But hell no, she didn’t frickin’ care.

			As if he could read her mind, he lifted himself up and hooked his thumbs into the waistband of her yoga pants. “Are you sure?”

			“Absolutely sure.”

			With a growl, his fangs fully descended, the bright white tips peeking out between his parted lips, his body seeming to grow even larger over her as his animal side came out. Putting her hands on his, she helped him start to draw down her—

			
			Her phone went off again, the ringing sound cutting through the sizzle, halting the pants-off process before it even got started.

			“Do you want to get that?” he said in a guttural voice.

			“No, I—” She cursed. “It’s my father. It’s…he wants to know if I got home all right.”

			He’d probably called while she’d been in the shower. And knowing him, he was going to keep on dialing until he materialized over here.

			Oh, that would be great.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to answer that?” Silas prompted as the thing kept making noise.

			“Gimme a sec.”

			Grabbing her shirt, she held it to her bare breasts and slid out from under him, her bra flopping around because the straps were still up on her shoulders. With her damp hair, and her all-undone, and a bitch of an ache in her lower body, she reached for the phone just as the call went into voicemail.

			Sloughing off the bra, she pulled the shirt over her head and took a deep breath. Then she called her dad back.

			As she waited for the male to pick up, she had to face away from Silas. He was no doubt sitting back on the sofa cushions with his own version of messy hair and rumpled clothing—not the kind of sexy display you wanted to be staring at when your father—

			“Hi, Dad! Oh, yeah, no, I’m sorry. I got home and went right into the shower, and then I was fixing something to eat and left my phone in my purse. What? I know. Uh-huh. Yup. Of course. She is? Oh, that’s—what? Ah…sure. I’d love to. Looking forward to it. No, it’ll just be me. Tell Mom I said I love her. Okay. Yup. Uh-huh. Right—look, Dad, I’m sorry to cut you off, but my dinner is getting cold. I love you, too. Yes, I paid the cable. No, I have plenty of money. You don’t have to take care of me, remember? I’m grown up now. Okay. Love—love you. Yup…okay. Bye.”

			
			As she tried to get off, she leaned down closer and closer to the coffee table, like she was on an old-fashioned phone that had a receiver you could hang up.

			And then she was free and turning back around.

			Silas was indeed in lounging recline on the couch, one arm stretched across the back, the other resting on a throw pillow he’d put on his lap for a good reason. But it looked like “dinner” had absolutely cooled. His face was remote, his eyes no longer burning, his body stiff, although not, she sensed, because he was ready to jump her anymore.

			“That was my dad,” she said. Duh.

			“There’s a lot of love there. I can tell.” He smiled briefly. “Listen, I’ve got to go. I drove here, and I need to leave now before it gets too light.”

			Ivie crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay.”

			After a moment, he shifted his legs around her and got to his feet. “Can I come see you tomorrow night when you get off work?”

			Her brows lifted. “Yes. Please. That would be great.”

			“All right. I’m looking forward to it already.”

			The smile he gave her was a shadow of the ones that stretched his cheeks and flashed his teeth, and it was hard not to ask him if she’d done something wrong. But come on, she told herself. They had both been into it. And then her father had called. And then the mood had changed.

			
			She wasn’t exactly feeling the same, either.

			“Come here,” he said.

			Standing up, she went to him, and as they hugged, she closed her eyes and laid her head on his pecs. “I’m glad you came over.”

			I’m also confused. And stupidly worried. And really disappointed we stopped.

			Ivie kept all that to herself. It was so close to dawn and she didn’t want him gunning through Caldwell in a rush and getting into an accident, just because she started a conversation that was possibly a big one. Besides, what she was really doing was grasping around for some kind of bedrock when in fact there was none. Even assuming he was willing to articulate what had changed for him, he couldn’t give her what she was really after.

			Which was some kind of guarantee she wasn’t going to get hurt. Let down. Disappointed.

			Silas was the one who pulled away, but he stopped at her door. “I’m so sorry.”

			His voice was strained, and for a second, she weakened and wanted to beg him to stay with her, all day, just to figure stuff out.

			“Don’t be.” She marshaled a smile. “It’s all good.”

			“I’m just…so sorry I’m out of time.”

			“We have tomorrow night, right? So it’ll be fine.”

			
			“Yes. Indeed.”

			Silas lifted his hand and then let himself out, and as she went over and locked the deadbolt behind him, she hated the internal heebs she was rocking. This was the bad side of the snow globe stuff, though, this jittery, sloshy feeling in her head and her body the result of caring way too much about something she had no control over.

			Yeah, and then there was the sexual frustration.

			Glancing over to the sofa, her first instinct was to straighten the cushions and smooth out the dents their bodies had made. But then she thought, No. That would be like erasing what had just happened. Or maybe cutting off their future.

			Not that she was superstitious or anything.

			Nah.

			Crap, she thought. What was it about meeting someone you liked that messed you up so much? She was the original granite countertop, so hard and resilient, you could dice an onion on her and ruin the blade of the knife before she gave an inch. Yet here she was, pulling a chick move by hyper-concentrating on some guy.

			She was, in this insecure moment, the very female she did not respect.

			Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

			

			—

			Ivie ended up back on her couch, with her head down where it had been and her legs stretched out as they had been. Across the way, on the old steamer trunk she had refurbished on her own, the TV was muted and showing one of the eight hundred Rocky films. A throw blanket that had been knit by her mom was over her lower half, and a half-eaten bowl of Frosted Mini-Wheats was on the coffee table.

			
			It was six forty-eight a.m.

			And she knew she wasn’t going to be sleeping anytime soon. Up above her and on either side, her human cohabitants were stirring, getting ready for the day. With her sharp sense of smell, she caught all kinds of coffee scents, hazelnut and regular, peppermint, a pumpkin holdover from the fall. And her keen hearing picked up the flushing of toilets, the padding of feet, the rush of showers.

			If she was exhausted enough to fall asleep before all this activity started, she could make it through, no problem. But awake as she was now, there was no chance of drifting off until the last of them emptied out of the building around eight-thirty—

			As her phone rang, she turned her head and looked at it. The thing was facedown next to her cereal bowl, and she really wasn’t interested in whoever it was. Which was a limited list considering her father had checked in two hours ago: There was work, with someone looking for her to sub on a night she wasn’t working on. Or a telemarketer. Or a human misdial.

			In the unlikely event it was her parents, she threw out a hand and picked—

			Ivie sat up and accepted the call. “Silas?”

			There was a moment of silence…and then his deep voice. “Hi.”

			“Hello.” She pushed her hair out of her face. “Are you okay? Wait, I mean…well, if you were wrapped around a telephone pole right now, you wouldn’t be able to dial a phone.”

			
			“Because I’d be on fire.”

			“Yeah.” There was a pause. “I’m glad you called.”

			“Listen, we need to talk.”

			She closed her eyes. “Okay.”

			There was another period of quiet. “I know this is too soon and all, but the truth is…”

			“Say it. Whatever it is, I’m going to be okay. I’m tough. I can handle anything.”

			His laugh was short, but seemed sincere. “You know, I really believe that.”

			“So let’s get this over with.”

			The exhale he let out was long and slow. “I’m kind of running low on time.”

			“In what way?” Ivie was very aware of her heart skipping a beat. “As in…you’re leaving Caldwell?”

			There was a pause. “Yes. I am.”

			Ivie let herself fall back against the cushions. “Where are you going? How far away is it? As long as it isn’t the Old Country, we can long-distance things. I mean, if we get that far.” When he didn’t reply, she cursed. “You’re going back to the Old Country.”

			“I’m so sorry. I hate this. I really do.”

			Yeah, wow. That kind of distance was a deal breaker. Bi-coastal would have been tough. But across the ocean? There was no dematerializing back and forth over the Atlantic, and planes were dangerous given that they had to travel at night only. A delay due to weather or mechanical issues could be deadly.

			
			“I’m really sorry, Ivie.”

			“Me, too.” She took a deep breath. “What takes you back there? Family? Or business. Or…”

			“It’s a family thing.”

			“An arranged mating?” As she blurted that, she cursed again. “Okay, that’s not appropriate. It’s none of my business—”

			“There isn’t another female. Trust me. That’s not it.”

			“I’m glad.” She moved the blanket over her knees. “If I have to lose you, I’d rather it not be to anyone else. On that note, how much time do we have? Is your plane ticket bought yet?”

			“The, ah, precise night isn’t on the calendar. But it looks like—well, from what I’ve been told about a month. I’ve got some things to wrap up here and then…you know, I’m gone.”

			“I can’t believe I’m going to say this.”

			“Say what?”

			She picked at a frayed thread on the blanket. “I’m going to miss you.”

			“Oh, God, Ivie.” His voice grew hoarse. “I’m going to miss you, too.”

			“No chance for a change of plans, then?” she joked.

			“It’s not up to me, I’m afraid.”

			They both grew quiet. And when she couldn’t stand it one moment longer, she frowned. “What’s that beeping in the background?”

			“Sorry, I’ll turn it off. It’s just a timer.”

			“What’s the countdown for?”

			“Armageddon.”

			“Lot of firepower in your house, then.”

			He laughed a little. “I want to ask you something.”

			
			“If it’s how to dismantle a bomb, I can’t help you there. I’m also not good with recipes, house plants, and anything that has to do with pets. I killed the one betta fish I had growing up within nights of getting him, and I am no better with things that come in pots as opposed to tanks or bowls. When it comes to keeping things alive, vampires are my only skill.”

			Now that laugh of his was more the way she liked it, deep and rolling. “Well, it’s good to know your strengths and weaknesses.”

			“I agree. It cuts down on the bad surprises in life. So what do you want to ask me?”

			“Go on a trip around the world with me.”

			Ivie blinked. “I’m sorry?”

			“Around the world. With me. Before I have to leave.”

			“This has to be a figurative proposition, not a literal one, right?”

			“What time does your shift start tomorrow?”

			“Not until eight.”

			“I’ll pick you up at six. It’ll be dark enough, and we’ll have almost two hours. I won’t tell you where we’re going, it’ll be a surprise.”

			Ivie smiled. “It’s a date.”

			“That’s right. A date, dearest Ivie. See you then.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Five

			The following evening, Ivie waited inside her apartment building’s vestibule, that now-familiar prickling anticipation lighting her body and her mind up. The night was frosty and clear, the kind of thing where the snowpack was going to squeak under your boots, the moonlight turned everything blue, and you had to wonder, if the earth could get this frigid, how the hell cold must space be?

			Taking out her phone, she checked the time. Five of. And no texts or calls to cancel.

			“Houston,” she said to the window she was staring out of, “we have a go. Assuming there isn’t a—”

			And there he was. Just a little early. In that big car of his. Was it a Bentley? Yup.

			Ivie broke free of the building like she was released from prison, and even the shock of the below-zero air on her face didn’t dim her happiness.

			Silas got out from behind the wheel on the far side. “Good evening.”

			“It is now.”

			He came around the hood like he was going to open her door, but instead, he held his arms wide and wrapped her in an embrace.

			“You always smell so good,” she said into yet another cashmere sweater.

			Tonight’s was navy blue. His slacks were the same dark gray. And his black overcoat was made of a wool so fine, it had the nap of suede.

			“Let’s get you in where it’s warm.”

			
			After he settled her into the passenger seat, he went around once again and got in with her.

			“You ready?”

			“I am.” She smiled at him. “Although I would like to point out that unless this can pull a DeLorean, we shouldn’t try anything transatlantic.”

			“A DeLorean?”

			“The professor’s time machine that flew in Back to the Future?”

			“What’s that? A movie?”

			“You don’t know about Marty McFly? What the heck do you rich people do for entertainment?”

			“Mostly count our money and criticize each other.”

			She laughed as he put the engine in gear and they eased down the plowed road. “You know, as pastimes go, that sounds like sooooo much fun. No wonder so many of you have pursed looks of disapproval on your faces. I thought that was just from tight underwear.”

			Oh, the laughter.

			As he threw his head back, she smiled again—and admired the strong column of his throat. For a split second, she pictured her fangs deep in his flesh, his vein open to her, her greed for him not just sexual, but for his blood.

			Silas let out a purr. “You keep looking at me like that, I’m going to cancel our reservation and turn back around.”

			Ivie flushed and dropped her head into her hands. “I’m sorry.”

			“I’m not. But I do want to get you dinner, so there’s that.”

			“Okay, so this is an international restaurant thing?”

			
			He glanced over, the beautiful planes of his face illuminated in the glow from the dash. “I’m not all that original, am I?”

			“Are you kidding me? I am so excited. Where do we start?”

			“I figured we’d do this sequentially. So if we took a plane over the pond, the first thing we’d hit, if I were doing the itinerary, is the U.K.”

			“I draw the line at haggis. I mean, you might as well stuff a bagpipe with compost and call it dinner.”

			“To each their own.” He smiled in her direction. “After all, it’s not what the food actually is, but your associations of it. For all we know, that’s someone’s filet mignon.”

			“Or in my case, their Kraft Mac & Cheese.” She patted her coat. “On that note, I hope the place is not too formal? I’m going to go straight to work, so I’m casual and comfortable under this.”

			“You’re perfect, that’s what you are.”

			“You’re a charmer.”

			And she was buying everything he was selling, her smile so pervasive and persistent, she had to look out the side window to keep it to herself—as opposed to sitting next to him like a giggling loon.

			Ten minutes later, she let out an “OMG.”

			The restaurant he pulled into was the anti-Sal’s, nothing fancy but rather a quaint cottage that looked like something out of a Harry Potter novel. Made of stone, with a short-stack chimney and a postage stamp of snowed-in lawn, the pub was all about the homey and cozy, a little bolt-hole of mom-and-pop in an otherwise business-zoned area of Caldie’s suburbs.

			“Welcome to St. Jack’s,” Silas said as he got out. “If you haven’t already been here.”

			
			Ivie opened her own door and met him in front of the Bentley’s glossy hood. “I’ve heard of this place! There are commercials on local TV for it all the time.”

			“It’s a source of goodness in this world, I promise you.”

			Silas was gallant as any aristocrat as he offered her his arm and escorted up to the entrance. As he held open the door for her, she walked past him and was hit with a wall of warmth that was like sinking into a bathtub.

			The ceiling was low, the beams exposed, the floor planks wide and scuffed. The place was packed, but then again, the seating area was filled with only ten four-tops, the tables and chairs unmatched just like the silverware and the plates and the glasses. There was only one vacancy, right in front of the fireplace, and as the sixty-year-old hostess came up, Ivie knew he’d gotten the best spot for them again.

			“Are you Mr. Ivie?” the woman asked him.

			“I am.”

			“Right this way,” she said with a cheerful tone.

			Silas slipped his arm around Ivie’s waist, and together they wended their way through the other customers. “Hope you don’t mind the name,” he whispered in her ear.

			“I love it.”

			After they passed over their coats to the lady, he settled Ivie in her chair, and then he was sitting across from her and they were picking up parchment menus as house wine was poured.

			While Silas mulled over the short list of options, Ivie glanced around. He was attracting a lot of attention in the room, even the servers looking across at him. Then again, he was like a sports car on a country road, she supposed, something unusual and fancy.

			
			“Do you not like it?” he said. “We can go?”

			“Oh, no. This is right up my alley.”

			“Good. So what are you thinking?”

			Shaking herself, she checked out the entrees. “Shepherd’s pie. That sounds perfect. Hearty and will last me through the night.”

			“I think I’ll have the same.”

			Extending his arm, he reached across and took her hand. As his thumb rubbed back and forth, she stared into his eyes and marveled at the color—or lack thereof—of them. His stare was so pale, it reminded her of the moonlight on snow.

			“I missed you,” he said quietly. “There. I admitted it.”

			“I missed you, too.” She tilted her head. “You know what I like about you? I don’t have to hide. Well, let me rephrase that. I can be myself and you seem to like that—I’ve never been good at hiding.”

			“And that’s what I like most about you. Life can be very…obstructed sometimes. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve learned to value reality over fantasy and optimism.”

			“All joking aside, I’ve heard the glymera is pretty polluted with posturing.” She smiled. “So I’m the anti-aristocrat, huh.”

			“I also like you because you make me feel alive.”

			Ivie squeezed his hand. “You know what’s funny?”

			“What?”

			“That’s exactly what happens for me, too.”

			

			—

			
			Two hours never passed so fast—which kind of sucked. But that was what happened when there was never a lull in conversation and you cared about every word the other person was saying. Silas told her about his childhood, growing up in a castle in the Old Country and haunting humans over the moors. She gave him the definitive list of eighties’ movies he had to watch. They enjoyed the food. Well, she did, at any rate. He didn’t eat much, but explained that he’d had a huge First Meal at four in the afternoon.

			“I can’t believe I have to go to work now,” Ivie said as she pushed her empty dessert plate away. “And oh, my God, that trifle was the best thing I’ve ever had. I want to thank you for not asking to share it.”

			He smiled at her over the rim of his coffee cup. “I enjoyed watching you enjoy it. That was sustenance enough for me.”

			“Are you going to let me pay?”

			“No. But not because I’m a chauvinist. I like to think I’m traditional so if it was my idea, I cover the check.”

			“Some night, you’re going to let me take you out.”

			As she said that, a spear of sadness went through her chest. The idea they didn’t have an endless stream of these evenings to look forward to seemed like a tragedy.

			Melodramatic much?

			“So tomorrow night,” he said, “I have something else planned—”

			“Oh, shit.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry.”

			“I don’t care that you swear. You have plans?”

			“I, ah—yeah, sorry. There’s this family birthday party, and I have to go to it. It starts at like ten tomorrow night, but they go for hours. I’ll be lucky to get out of there by three a.m. I was looking forward to being with you, though.”

			
			“I can come with you. If you don’t mind being seen with a reprobate like me in front of your bloodline.”

			Ivie lowered her coffee cup onto its saucer. “You would do that? I mean, Silas, seriously, these are not your peeps. My dad has tattoos and a Harley. He and my mahmen live in a prefab house out on a farm, and eat their own chickens. We’re talking beer out of a can, a store-bought cake, and hunting dogs running around under the table.”

			Silas shrugged. “I’d love to meet your family.”

			“Well, if you’re looking for an exotic meal,” she muttered, “you’re going to get it.”

			When she didn’t say anything further, he leaned in, the firelight flickering over his face. “Listen, if it will lead to questions you aren’t going to want to answer, I get it. I’m happy to wait until your next night off.”

			Ivie ducked her eyes and picked up her spoon just to give her hand something to do. As she stirred her going-cold coffee for no good reason at all, her foot was tapping under the table.

			“I’ll skip it,” he said with an easy smile. “And I’ll come see you after you’re back—”

			“I don’t want you to judge them. I mean, I know you’re cool with me, but that’s probably because of our sexual attraction. My family is all I’ve got for assets in this world, and as far as I’m concerned, that makes me rich. They’re good, honest folk who have nothing to apologize for.”

			He frowned. “I’m not a snob.”

			“You know your car? It’s probably more expensive than their house.”

			
			“And that makes me disrespect them somehow?”

			“It’s a different world. You have no idea how they’ve struggled, Silas. You haven’t walked in hard shoes. You’ve had everything given to you on a silver platter, from what it sounds like. I mean, your childhood home was a castle. That’s a step up from a mansion, for godsakes.”

			He looked away to the fire. “No hard shoes, huh.”

			“I mean, come on. What’s the most difficult thing you’ve ever had to confront? Seriously, I don’t want to come across as a bitch here, but my parents lost everything in a fire ten years ago. Because the electric heater, which was the only thing keeping their house warm, shorted out. My cousin Farle almost died—and that never would have happened if they had been able to afford a real furnace. Have you ever had to face something like that? Have you ever had to choose which of your kids went hungry? When you were starving yourself?”

			His brows dropped down low and he stayed silent.

			And the longer things were quiet between them, the more the incompatibilities became apparent. Not that he was going to be around for much longer, anyway.

			“I can’t have young,” he said gruffly. “I’m never going to get mated. And the last thing I want to do is leave Caldwell, but there’s nothing I can do about it because the decision isn’t mine.”

			Ivie felt a cold wash come over her head. And the sensation got worse as he eased to the side, took his wallet out, and pulled free two hundred-dollar bills.

			As he rose to his feet, he looked down at her. “I don’t blame you for being suspicious of me or my character. The aristocracy has more than earned any commoner’s distrust by its reputation alone. What I do resent the hell out of is your not giving me a chance to prove myself otherwise and assuming that just because I have money in the bank that my life is a cakewalk. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to leave. I know you’re dematerializing to work anyway so there’s no need to give you a ride. Good night, Ivie.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Six

			So if those one hundred and twenty minutes over dinner had flown by, the eight hours of Ivie’s shift more than made up the difference. When she finally got home, it felt like twelve years since she had left her apartment to wait for Silas in the vestibule, all full of excitement and giddy anticipation.

			Man, she had crashed that happy little dinner into a brick wall, hadn’t she.

			As her father always said, if you were going to do something, do it well. So clearly, on that front, she had been bound and determined to offend a guy who had been nothing but decent to her. And it was especially hypocritical of her, considering she knew damn well that rich people got sick and struggled and suffered losses, too.

			Hello, her nursing career?

			When her phone went off, she put her purse down, found the damn thing, and answered her father’s call with a false everything-is-fine.

			“Hi, Dad! Yup, home safe. I had a great night at work, and now I’m going to watch some TV and go to bed. Yup, I’m coming tomorrow. I can’t wait—yes, I know they said no presents, and I listened this year. I just don’t understand why they won’t—I understand pride, but come on. Okay. Yeah. Love to Mom—what? Oh, of course. I’ll be on time.”

			Hanging up, she stared at the cell’s little screen until it went dark. In the back of her mind, all night long, she had been trying out texts to Silas, practicing combinations of words, punctuation, and emojis, attempting to find some correct amalgam that made up for her being so prejudicial and doing to him exactly what she had been worried that he would do to her—

			
			As her phone rang in her hand, her heart jumped in her throat and she fumbled to answer it. “Hello—hello, Silas? Hello?”

			There was a beat of silence. “Hey.”

			“Hey.” She sagged. “Listen, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean for it—”

			“Can you let me come up for a sec?”

			“What? You’re here? Oh, God, absolutely.”

			She all but raced for the buzzer, and she held the damn thing way to long, the eeeee­eeeee­eeeee­ehhhh sound ringing in her ears, not that she cared. Opening the door, she stepped out and smoothed her scrubs.

			The clothes she had worn during their date were in her shoulder bag. She hadn’t wanted to put them back on. Hell, she’d been thinking of burning them to cleanse her life of the bad juju.

			Silas stepped out of the stairwell and he was slow coming down to her. “Hey.”

			“I’m sorry. I really am.”

			As he stopped in front of her, she wanted to throw her arms around him, but she held back. Lord knew she had already trampled all kinds of boundaries.

			“You know what I would like even more than an apology?” he said.

			“Name it and it’s yours. You want a kidney? Part of my liver?”

			“I want an invitation to tomorrow night. That will make up for everything.”

			Ivie took a deep breath. “Ah, do you want to come in? We can do this out in the hall, but maybe—”

			
			He answered that one by stepping around her and entering her apartment. While she shut them in, he went over and sat on the sofa.

			Leaning back against the door, she murmured, “You look tired.”

			Silas rubbed his head and then his face. With a curse, he sank back into the cushions. “Preparations.”

			“Are you packing up your whole house here? I mean, taking everything with you?”

			He closed his eyes. “It’s more getting my affairs in order. I won’t actually be taking much with me.”

			The yawn he cranked out was so wide, his jaw cracked, and then his chest rose and fell again.

			“Tomorrow night,” he murmured, “I would love to go. It’s up to you.”

			She tried to imagine him in the noisy cacophony of her parents’ house with her family. Plus Rubes would be there, and that female was going to have a field day with all kinds of romantic notions and Lifetime movies spinning in her head.

			Crossing her arms over her chest, Ivie cleared her throat. “They might ask you things you don’t want to answer.”

			He tilted his head toward her and opened his eyes. “Like what my intentions are with you?”

			“Maybe. Yes.”

			“With you, I don’t have intentions.”

			“Well, obviously because you’re moving—”

			“It’s too late for intentions.” He smiled a little. “You’re in my life. You’re in my heart. And if you want me to keep that to myself, I will. Happy to. I can understand why you won’t want to get pelted with questions after I’m gone.”

			
			Ivie tilted her head to one side. “How is it that you always know the right thing to say?”

			“Only with you, dearest Ivie. Only with you.”

			“Seriously, you look beat. You’re welcome to stay here for the day. I mean, I know it’s not as fancy or safe as your house no doubt is, but it’s warm and dark.” She laughed. “Now there’s a Travelocity advertisement, huh?”

			“I have to go.”

			“Did you drive?”

			“If you don’t want to me to be with your family, I understand.”

			Moving off the door, she went over and kneeled down in front of him. “I would love it. I would really like you to come with me.”

			Even though he didn’t lift his head, his smile was as wide as the great outdoors, his fangs flashing, his cheeks stretching wide. “That’s good. That’s…great.”

			“They can be a lot to handle. I’m just saying.”

			“I’m tough enough. I can take it.”

			Easing herself between his legs, she leaned up against his body. “Can I suggest something?”

			“What did you have in mind?” He brushed a strand of her hair back. “And does it involve this couch? Because last night, I think we put it to very good use.”

			“Would you like to take my vein?”

			He recoiled even though his head had nowhere to go. And the shock on his face made her feel chagrined.

			
			She put her hands up defensively. “Yes, I know I’m not an aristocrat so my blood isn’t as pure as what you’re used to—”

			“Don’t say that,” he said with a frown. “Jesus, don’t say that ever.”

			“Well, you look a little shocked.”

			“It’s just…”

			When he didn’t finish the thought, she eased back so she was kneeling. “I didn’t mean to make things awkward. But that does seem to be my theme for tonight. Maybe I should have checked my horoscope. It probably says something like, Keep your mouth shut.”

			Silas sat forward and took her face in his hands, in that way he did. “You would do that for me?”

			“Of course. I mean…well, you look like you could use it. When was the last time you fed?”

			He answered the question by virtue of his scent, that spice of his flaring, his eyes going to her wrist, which was bare.

			Instantly, she was hot all over.

			“Not there,” she said huskily. “Here.”

			Moving her dark hair to the side, she stroked her jugular. “I want you here. At my throat.”

			His chest started to pump up and down, and a growl permeated the silence of her apartment. “Are you sure?”

			“Oh, yes.”

			To punctuate the point, she took off the top half of her scrubs, the stiff cotton going up and over her head with ease. As his eyes went to her bra, she arched forward and reached back between her shoulder blades, freeing the fastening—

			
			She didn’t get any further than that.

			With hands that were rough, Silas grabbed on to her and all but threw her on her back on the couch. And then he was on top of her, pressing her down into the cushions, his pale eyes volcanic, his body strung like a steel cable, his fangs elongating.

			In a voice that was deliciously demanding, he said, “Even if I can’t stop?”

			He wasn’t talking about taking too much from her vein. No, as he rolled his hips so she could feel his arousal, she knew damn well he meant sex.

			“I don’t want you to stop.”

			“There isn’t a lot of time. I have things I have to do at home. I won’t be able to stay afterward—”

			“Shut up and get into me.”

			He didn’t require any more urging than that. With a tremendous hiss, he bared his canines and bit her neck hard, the pain lancing through her body and translating into pure pleasure by the time it reached her core.

			“Oh, Silas,” she groaned as she craned her back to give him more room.

			With eyes that were half open, she looked past his shoulder to the ceiling above, her focal point shifting up and down as he took deep swallows while riding her with his sex through their clothes. Too many layers between them, too many damn pants—but there was no stopping the sucking. He was so hungry, so possessive, that the pulls against her vein brought her to the edge of orgasm, the not-quite almost more pleasurable than the release itself.

			
			He still had his coat on, and that fine wool was all texture against her hyper-sensitive nipples, the hard ridge at his hips pushing into her core and then retreating until she was going to lose her mind, his scent a roar in her nose.

			“I need you,” she barked. “I need you in me—now.”

			Somehow he heard her, or maybe he had reached the same desperation she had—either way, he retracted his hips and moved one of his hands between them, yanking at the tie on the waistband of her scrubs as she helped by pulling them down and kicking them free along with her panties.

			And then he was jerking at the fine leather belt he wore. She took over, pushing his hand out of the way as she freed the buckle, the button, the zipper.

			The length of him was hard and hot and long in her hands.

			And the sound he made turned her body into a tuning fork, the bass vibrating through her.

			She was too impatient for the feel of him inside of her to do much exploring, and as soon as his head was at the heart of her, she pushed her pelvis forward so he sank in deep.

			Her orgasm came on fast and hard, the culmination not just of what they were doing now, but of the kissing the night before, and all the fantasies she’d had…hell, it went all the way back to that moment right before they had locked eyes, when she had sensed nothing was ever going to be the same again.

			In the midst of the rhythmic pulses, she felt a hard hand grip behind her knee and pull up, her sex opening further. And then he was moving in her, pumping with thrusts that sent the top of her head into the armrest, a creaking noise rising up from the sofa’s supports, the banging sound probably the windowsill taking a beating. Or maybe the wall. Who cared.

			
			Gone was the aristocrat with the nice manners and the polite words, the arching accent and the expensive clothes. Silas was utterly dominant as he took everything she had and demanded more, his pace rough and powerful, a male’s lust unleashed without restraint.

			And she just wanted more.

			As if he read her mind, he hooked his forearm where his palm had been, cranking her even tighter under his heavy weight, his hips pounding into her, the lower half of his body swinging freely—

			Until he locked against her with a punch of his thighs, his erection emptying into her as he continued to suck at her throat.

			All she could do was hang on to his shoulders.

			And pray he never, ever stopped.

			Sure it would kill her, but what a way to go.

			

			—

			The feel of Silas’s tongue lapping at the puncture wounds he’d made in her neck was erotic as hell—not that there was a damn thing either of them could do to follow through on that. He was collapsed on top of her, his sex still buried inside her core, his body a wonderfully limp blanket. Beneath him, she was floating on a blissful satiation even as she was grounded by his weight.

			“I hate that I have to leave,” he said into her hair. “I’d rather stay here.”

			
			“Me, too.” She stroked his back. “But we have tomorrow night to look forward to.”

			He lifted his head. “Amen to that. What time do you want me to pick you up?”

			“It might be easier with the snow to dematerialize? Plus now that you have my blood in you, you can track me.”

			“I’d love to drive, if you don’t mind? I have a Range Rover that will go through an avalanche.”

			“Plus more time together.” She smiled up at him. “Not a bad thing.”

			“Big back seat, too. You know, if on the ride home I’m unable to contain myself.”

			“Please don’t fight the feeling.”

			He played with a strand of her hair, wrapping it in and around his fingers. “You can just introduce me as your friend.”

			“Is that what you’d like me to do?”

			“I just don’t want you to get pressured.”

			“I think I’ll stick to Silas, how about that?”

			“What’s the dress code?”

			“A band shirt from the eighties, ripped blue jeans, and three nights of beard growth for the males. Females will be in a combination of Forever 21, handmade gingham housecoats, and Macy’s separates if they’re fancy. Food will be Cheez Whiz, hot dishes, and bags of such exotic fare as sour-cream-and-onion potato chips, Fritos, and Pringles.”

			He smiled. “I’ve had Fritos before.”

			“With clam dip?”

			
			“Huh?”

			“My mother’s clam dip is amazing with them.”

			“I’m really looking forward to this.”

			“And listen, if you want to leave at any time, you’re free to go. I can always get myself home. As my dad always says, taking care of myself is my one job.”

			“I can’t wait to meet him.”

			For a moment, Ivie fell quiet as she wondered how in the hell that was going to go. But then she recalibrated things with the reality that it was not a war zone they were going into. It would be loud and packed and raucous, and her dad was going to be a little protective, but no one was going to lose a limb.

			Hopefully.

			“I’ll stay for however long they’ll have me.”

			She frowned as she looked into those pale eyes of his. “Thank you.”

			“For what?”

			“Coming with me.”

			“If I could, I would go lots of places with you.” His smile was slow. “Many, many places.”

			“You know, I could come to visit you. We could travel or—” As he glanced away, she sighed. “Or not. It’s okay. Hey, we’ll enjoy what we have.”

			“Yes. Yes, we will.”

			When he refocused on her, he brushed his mouth to her lips and whispered in the Old Language, “Thank you for the gift of your vein. I am honored and grateful.”

			
			His diction was beautiful, with the aristocracy’s drawling vowels and rhythmic consonants.

			“It was my pleasure. Trust me.”

			He kissed her a little more and then he was easing up off of her, his belt digging into her side, his retreat from her sex a cold vacancy. With an elegant move, he pulled the throw blanket off the back of the sofa and spread it over her.

			Silas didn’t immediately get to his feet and hit the door. He just sat there, stroking her leg, looking like the last thing he wanted to do was get in a cold car and drive himself across town to wherever he lived.

			“We’ve done Italian and English,” he murmured.

			“Tomorrow night, we do Hannaford.”

			He chuckled. “I was not aware that was a country.”

			“It is. It’s small, but very orderly, and relatively inexpensive to visit as long as you have your Hannaford card with you.”

			“After that…I want to take you to a French restaurant. And then a Greek one. A Russian one. We have to do Korean, Vietnamese, Chinese, and Japanese. Mmm…I like that smile on your face.”

			As he kissed her quick, she murmured, “And I like the idea of having many places to go with you.”

			It was a panacea to the reality that they were running out of time.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Seven

			“It’s up there.” Ivie leaned into the dashboard. “See the hill?”

			The windshield wipers swept left, and through the falling snow, the lights of her parents’ little house seemed like a spaceship coming down for a landing, hovering above the snow-covered rise.

			“I certainly do.” Silas smiled. “Good thing we took the Range Rover.”

			In the back of her mind, Ivie thought it was bizarre that she was dating someone who had a choice between this tank-like, blacked-out SUV and a Bentley. Then again, she never would have expected to be with someone as good-looking as he was.

			Which was not to say she thought of herself as unattractive. But…dayum. 

			She just would have put him with a blond bimbo with life-raft boobs and thousand-dollar stilettos.

			Glancing over, she studied that profile of his. Tonight, he was back in the black lamb’s wool coat with a red cashmere sweater on and those gray slacks. The button-down underneath was of a white so blinding, the collar popping out of the crew neck was enough to make her retinas have to adjust.

			“Can I ask you something?” she said. “This isn’t the time for it, but—”

			“Anything.” He reached across and took her hand. “I’m an open book for you.”

			For a moment, she lost track, reflecting on the nice color in his cheeks and the energy he seemed to be bubbling over with. She didn’t want to be arrogant, but she had a feeling it was the feeding from the night before. No doubt, he had gotten so wrapped up in wrapping things up that he hadn’t taken care of himself for a while. Not unusual.

			
			“Ivie?”

			“Sorry.” She shook herself. “Do you have any other kinds of clothes? I mean, I know that this stunningly handsome sweater-and-slacks combo is fresh every time I see you. So you must have multiples of it. But have you ever met a set of tracky bottoms? Or maybe a sweatshirt?”

			He laughed. “I am a uniform kind of guy. I’m comfortable in this rig, I don’t have to waste time wondering if something goes together and it beats the other option.”

			“Tuxedo? Silk PJs?”

			“I sleep naked.”

			A bloom of heat made her fidget in her seat. “Do you now. And when are you spending the day with me so I can experience this in person?”

			He frowned and took a deep breath. “God, I would love that.”

			“Then let’s make it happen—oh, the driveway is here!” She braced herself against the console as he hit the brakes. “Sorry! I should have warned you.”

			“Not a problem. That’s what they make snow tires for.”

			The Range Rover mounted the hill like a well-shod plow horse, chugging up the incline, undeterred by the ruts in the snow and the patches of ice. As they gained a little altitude, Ivie cranked herself around and looked at the valley below. The farm country was sparsely populated, the houses separated by quarters and halves of miles, the fields in between delineated by stone walls and lines of trees that had been in place for generations.

			
			“I love it out here,” she whispered. “I’m happy to live in the city, but my heart is where the corn grows and the cows are.”

			“Will you ever move back?”

			“Maybe. I have some fantasy that I’m going to buy a plot of land, like in the next valley, and be close but not too close, if you know what I mean.”

			“Whether you dematerialize from here or in town, it doesn’t matter. And you would be safer in a house with a basement and an underground tunnel to another shelter.”

			“You sound like my father.”

			“I admire the male’s sound thinking already.”

			They pulled up to the front of the ranch, and through the windows, the people milling around and laughing and eating and drinking were everything she loved about her family.

			“Shall we?” he said.

			“You ready for this?”

			He leaned across and pulled her in for a kiss. “And willing. But that second part can come later in the night.”

			Ivie smiled against his mouth. “We leave right after dessert.”

			“Don’t take this the wrong way, I mean absolutely no disrespect to your family—”

			“I’m counting the minutes, too.”

			After another quick peck, they both opened their doors, and given the way Silas hustled around to offer her his arm, she knew he would have preferred she wait and let him be a gentlemale. Yet he didn’t seem bothered.

			
			There was no formal walkway, just a crushed trail in the snow that led to the cinder-block step up. The door was aluminum made to look like wood, as was the gray and white siding and the red shutters. The roof was asphalt not slate, and there were no chimneys.

			The instant she opened the way in, a blast of hot air and conversation burst out into the wintry night.

			“Ivie!”

			“Hey, girl—”

			“You’re late—why did you drive—”

			All of the greetings came to a halt as she walked in…and Silas followed.

			In the shallow living room, her fifteen nearest and dearest relatives froze in mid-drink, mid-eat, mid-hello, mid-bitch, the lot of them transfixed by the elegant male who carefully closed them all in together.

			Which was, she supposed, kind of like screwing the lid on a Diet Coke two-liter. After you put the Mentos in.

			“I’m actually a vacuum salesman.” Silas put a hand on her shoulder. “But no worries, dearest Ivie has made me swear not to start preaching about suction, rolling balls, or wand attachments. Haven’t you, darling. And evidently the bag-versus-canister debate is off-limit. She’s rather strict with these things.”

			There was a heartbeat of silence. And then her family started laughing.

			“Everyone,” she said with a grin, “this is Silas. Silas…meet everybody.”

			

			—

			
			Silas met her mother, both her grandmothers, two aunts, an uncle on her father’s side, and the composite nieces, nephews, and grand-nieces and -nephews, and cousins one by one. And with each introduction, he looked her family member in the eye, shook hands, accepted hugs, smiled, joked, was serious when necessary, and was absolutely frickin’ perfect.

			The best part? His sincerity was a winner across the board. He seemed honestly interested in Granhmen’s stubbed toe, then her uncle’s bad tooth, the cold weather, the disappointment that the Patriots had lost in the playoffs, more on the weather, the human government, the Syracuse men’s basketball team’s losing defensive strategy against Louisville, again with the weather, how to crochet a throw rug, why birds flew south late this year (Global Warming, we’re all going to die), and finally, how best to prepare Swedish meatballs in grape jelly in a Crock-Pot.

			“I’m not familiar with that manner of cooking?” he said to her aunt. “Is it earthenware? But how do you then plug it in?”

			Ivie’s aunt gripped his forearm as if she were about to faint. “You’ve never seen a Crock-Pot before.”

			“Indeed, I have not. However, I believe this is knowledge I am suffering for a lack of—”

			“I knew you liked her! I knew it! I knew it!”

			From out of nowhere, Rubes launched herself at Silas, the redhead having apparently come in from the cold.

			“I knew it! I’m always right about these things!”

			As he scrambled to stay upright, Rubes was already pushing him away. “And now you’re here!” She looked at Ivie. “He’s here! With us!”

			
			Ivie hugged the female, partially because she was honestly touched by the enthusiasm, and partially because, dear God, her cousin was going to give herself an aneurysm.

			“Silas, you remember—”

			Rubes put her hands on her hips. “Can I just tell you how much I love your name. Silas? I mean, my God, that is the most perfect name I have ever—”

			When Rubes shut up midsentence, Ivie had a feeling what was going on. And sure enough, her father was coming out of the kitchen, a glower on his face, a carving knife in his hand.

			“Dad,” Ivie said—as she tried not to put her palms up to protect her date. “This is Silas. I told you about him, remember? I told you he was coming with me.”

			Silas went to turn around, and it was pretty clear the second he got a load of the male—because he almost, but not completely, hid his recoil. Then again, there was a lot to jaw-drop about her pops.

			Hirah was over six-five, with long brown hair, a beard like a woodsman, and tattoos down both arms that were right out of Sons of Anarchy. Naturally, he was in a muscle shirt—and you might have thought he’d done that on purpose just to flash his guns at his daughter’s date, but nope. He wore the things no matter the time of night or the season or the occasion. Jeans were riding low on his hips, a heavy steel wallet chain swinging as he walked, his belt buckle in the shape of a deer head.

			As her father stopped in front of Silas, the other male immediately extended his palm. In the Old Language, he said, “Sire, I am Montasilas, son of Mordachy the Younger. I am honored to be welcomed into your home.”

			
			Hirah’s hard eyes went up and down. “I’d shake that. But I have a knife in my hand.”

			Yeah, forget that your other one is free, Ivie thought. Hey, how about we bring a little more attention to that ten-inch blade in your fist? There are at least two people in greater Caldwell who haven’t noticed it.

			“And as for the welcome part, we’ll see about that.” Hirah pointed toward the kitchen with the tip of the blade. “You two come talk at me while I cut things up.”

			Oh, great. Ivie glanced at her mahmen for help—but nope. The female had taken a seat on the couch like she had done her best to derail this collision, but was resigned to failure.

			As Ivie and Silas headed for the flap shutters that partially hid the kitchen, there were a whole lot of murmurs from the DNA peanut gallery.

			“At least there will be witnesses,” she muttered to herself.

			On the far side of those saloon flappers, pots simmered on the stove and hot dishes were on the counters and a dueling banjo of Crock-Pots were on the table where the buffet was set up.

			“So,” Hirah said as he put a stack of raw carrots on the cutting board by the sink. “You’re dating my daughter.”

			Crack! went the blade through the defenseless root vegetables. And yes, that arm bulged like it was going to blow up from the force he put into the slice.

			
			Silas cleared his throat. “Yes, sire. I am.”

			“Uh-huh.” Crack! “And you’ve been to her apartment, have you?”

			“Yes, sire, I have.”

			“Oh, you have, have you—”

			Ivie threw up her hands. “Dad! Come on, this is—”

			“And I don’t really care for it.”

			Excuse me? Ivie thought.

			Before she could say anything, Hirah’s head cranked around like something out of a Chucky movie. “You don’t really care for her apartment?” He motioned with that knife. “She pays for that place herself, you know. Not out of some trust fund. She works hard doing good honest work to earn her money—”

			“Okaaaay,” Ivie said, getting between them, “let’s just take this down a few hundred degrees—”

			“I worry about her during the day.” Silas shook his head. “I mean, all those humans around her doing dumb things. What if there’s a fire? What if someone tries to break in? She’s defenseless. There’s nowhere to go. No escape hatch. No one around to help her. I’m not saying she can’t take care of herself. If I’ve learned anything about your daughter in the short time I’ve known her, it’s that she is self-sufficient, smart, and capable. I just think independence is fine, but she would be better off out here.” He turned to her. “Just as you were saying in the car. On the next hill. With a place of your own, but close enough so that your family can be there, preferably through an underground tunnel.”

			Hirah blinked. And then also pivoted toward her. “How many times have I told you this? I can tunnel it myself, you know.”

			
			“He has a very valid position, Ivie.” Silas nodded. “No one wants to take your independence away, I’m sure.”

			“Hell no,” her father interjected. “Plus you can dematerialize to the clinic from here.”

			“Which was my point,” Silas agreed. “And I know you’re going to insist on paying for it yourself—”

			“Always with the I’ve got it, I can take care of myself,” her dad muttered.

			“But, Ivie,” Silas implored, “if your father can do the labor, it will be less expensive. This is a really good idea—and you did say here is where your heart is.”

			“She said that?” Hirah demanded. “Ivie, I thought you were all about the city.”

			“And family is critical, Ivie. No one will ever care for you as much as your parents and your blood do.”

			Hirah glanced at Silas. Looked back at Ivie. “Yeah. What he said.”

			Bringing a hand up to her suddenly pounding head, she groaned. “Can we go back to when you wanted to kill him, Dad? I was actually enjoying that horror so much more than this testosterone collusion the two of you are rocking.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Eight

			“When are you bringing him back?”

			Toward the end of the evening, Ivie laughed as she sat down with her mahmen on the old sofa in the corner. “I may not be able to get him to leave.”

			Across the living room, Silas was sitting on a plastic folding chair next to her father and her uncle, and her older aunt—who was the card shark in the family. The four of them were playing gin rummy, all of them hunched forward over a rickety table, the cards flying fast, the verbal, one-upsmanship abuse just as quick. They had been like that for the past hour…and quite frankly, if anyone had tried to tell Ivie that this would be the conclusion to the evening?

			She would have assumed it was the setup for a bad joke.

			An aristocrat walks into a prefab with a biker’s daughter, and the bartender looks at him and says, “How’d you like to get castrated with a carving knife?”

			Or something to that effect.

			Except Silas hadn’t just fit in; he’d become one of them. In spite of his lofty accent and expensive clothes, he’d laughed and smiled and winked, charming the females, and meeting the males eye to eye.

			Rubes came over and squeezed in beside Ivie. “He’s Prince Charming. That’s what he is. And he couldn’t have happened to a better female.”

			All Ivie could do was shake her head sadly. “There isn’t going to be a happily ever after, though.”

			
			“Whyever not?” her mahmen said. “He adores you.”

			Rubes nodded. “He can’t keep his eyes off of you.”

			“He’s going back to his people in the Old Country.”

			As all kinds of No! That can’t be’s bubbled up around her, Ivie shrugged. “It’s what he’s doing.”

			Guess he was putting his money where his mouth was when it came to that whole family-loves-you-best thing.

			Her mahmen took Ivie’s hand. “Well, I’m sorry he’s leaving. But the selfish part of me is relieved that you aren’t going with him.”

			Ivie shook her head. “We don’t know each other well enough for that kind of thing. And we’re also both smart enough to realize that long distance of those proportions just isn’t practical. It’s hard, though. And crazy. Like, how could someone you’ve only known for a short time mean so much?”

			“Love is like that,” Rubes said. “You’ve thought I was nuts for years about this and now look—ha! I was right all along.”

			“I still think you’re nuts.” Ivie gave the female a quick hug. “But that’s what I adore about you.”

			Rubes squeezed back. “I knew there was a soft caramel center in you, I just knew it.”

			“Oh, Ivie, the time.” Her mother tapped the Seiko she wore on her wrist. “You better go back now. It’s almost five.”

			“Crap. It is late.”

			Ivie stood up, and the second she did, Silas’s eyes went to her and he smiled. As she nodded over her shoulder at the door, he inclined his head and folded his cards.

			
			The goodbyes were long and vociferous and Silas took his time with these strangers who seemed to have become friends. And then Hirah was walking them out the door and into the snowy night.

			“Call me when you get home,” the big male said gruffly as he pulled Ivie in for a hard hug.

			As she returned the embrace, she was instantly connected to all the times her dad had been there for her. All the bumps and the bruises when she’d been a kid, the worries about her transition, the insecurities as a young adult, the breakaway for independence that she was still doing. He wasn’t an easy guy, for sure. Hirah was tough and he was brash, and in the back of her mind, she had sometimes been concerned he might actually kill someone who messed with her as opposed to just spout that hyperbole like other dads did.

			But he had never faltered in his love for her. He was the mountain and the bedrock that gave her the confidence to soar.

			“I’ll call you, I promise,” she said. “Soon as I walk into my apartment—and no, he doesn’t stay the day. I know, I know.”

			Of course, she wasn’t about to bring up the things they’d done right before dawn had come. No reason to push the accord between Pops and the BF. Her father, for all his iconoclasm and biker vibe, was at his heart a traditional old-schooler who didn’t cheat on his shellan, treated females with respect, and believed his daughter was too precious to sleep around.

			Stepping back, she gave Silas a chance to pay his respects. Which he did.

			Extending his palm, he said, “No knife in your hand this time.”

			
			Hirah let out a grunt, and then grabbed Silas and yanked him in for a back slap that was so hard, her father looked like he was trying to burp a stone baby. But Silas took it and gave it back in turn. Then the two males released.

			“You hurt her, I’ll kill ya.” Hirah leaned in. “And I don’t mean that in a threatening way. I will follow through on it, and it will be slow and painful—”

			Bingo. “Dad! Come on—”

			Hirah shrugged. “Just letting him know where he stands. You mess with my daughter, I’m going to put a hurt on you thatcha won’t walk away from. Very simple.”

			“I would feel the same if I had a daughter,” Silas said quietly.

			“See! My man.” Hirah cuffed him on the shoulder. “I like this one.”

			Ivie coughed the ache in her chest away. “Love you, Dad.”

			“Love you more.”

			Silas helped her into her seat in the Range Rover, raised a hand to Hirah, and then they were easing on down the hill.

			Turning around in her seat, she took a last look at her oak tree of a sire, standing in the cold with nothing but a muscle shirt on, his bulging biceps and planted feet like something out of the Marvel Universe.

			“So much love in that house,” Silas said. “Turns it into a palace, it does.”

			“I love them so much.”

			“The feeling is amply returned.” He took her hand and held it. “I will say, though…”

			She pivoted back around. “What, you didn’t like being stalked by my dad?”

			
			“Your aunt. With the cards. I think she cheats.”

			“Oh, God, I know, right?”

			They talked the evening over as they headed down the rise and out to the main road. As they passed snowy fields and skeletal trees, she reflected on how it had been a long time since she had done this with someone else, this trading of recollection and opinion about a night out that had been shared.

			They had surmounted the next rise and were descending the far side when the Range Rover started to slow.

			And then stop.

			“Something wrong?” she said, looking at the dash and then out of the windows.

			Silas turned to her and said in a guttural voice, “There’s not a lot of time before dawn.”

			“Has this thing broken down—”

			“What would you say if I suggested you dematerialize home?”

			She glanced at the clock. The goodbyes had taken twenty minutes at least and that meant they had maybe only forty minutes before they had to start worrying about the dawn’s arrival. Her apartment was a good fifteen miles away still, but they had time.

			“I think we’ll make it.” And in her heart, she kind of wanted him to have to stay with her. “I mean—”

			“But if I don’t have to drop you off, we’ve got an extra ten minutes together.”

			“Oh, okay, sure. Ah…I can just dematerialize out, sure.” She reached down for her purse. “So tomorrow—”

			
			He went for her so fast, she didn’t track the lunge. One minute he was sitting in the driver’s side behind the wheel, the next he was all but dragging her out of her seat and into his lap.

			Well, this was something she could help him with.

			Kissing him back, she sprang her seatbelt as he reclined himself, and then she was straddling him, her thighs split wide, things digging into her, especially at her core. As his palms shot up under her shirt and captured her breasts, shoving her bra out of the way, she moaned into his mouth.

			“I want you,” she said. “Oh, God…”

			“Pants, I need help with your pants.”

			And that was when she went all yoga position on the sitch, twisting herself at strange angles so that she could strip off her black slacks. It was an ugly show, for sure. And she had to start laughing when her calf cramped up and she contorted involuntarily, her head flipping back and knocking into the window.

			“Are you okay?” he asked.

			“I’ve got a charley horse—here, let me just—”

			“Can I help with—”

			Her shoe popped off and ricocheted somewhere, and then her bra sprang loose, and she elbowed him in the face.

			“This always goes better in the movies,” she said between giggles.

			They laughed so hard, she needed to recover with some deep breaths when most of punch-drunk funnies had passed. But she did get one pant leg free, and the second Silas’s hand brushed her core, things got serious fast.

			
			Stroking her, his lids lowered and he growled, “Give me your mouth, female.”

			He pulled her to him by the back of the neck and then she felt something between her legs that was hot and blunt.

			Ivie sat down on his arousal, and they both groaned and jerked. Controlling the tempo, she rolled her hips and used her knees to go up and down, the pleasure so acute, she couldn’t decide whether to close her eyes so she could concentrate more or keep them open so she never forgot where they were and what they were doing.

			Her release was overwhelming and he was right there with her, even though they were straining in the confined space, and their clothes were tangled, and oh, crap, the bucket seat was sooo in the way, and also the console—how great was it that none of that mattered?

			The sex was incredible and intimate and exciting and fun and poignant.

			And when it was over, they sagged together, and she put her head into his neck as he ran his palms up and down her back.

			“Now that,” she mumbled, “was a good use of time.”

			Silas chuckled, his chest vibrating under her. “I have moments of true inspiration, and that most certainly was one of them.”

			Easing back, she stared into his eyes.

			As he looked at her, she nearly said it. But in the end, she kept the I-love-you to herself.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow?” she whispered as she smoothed his thick, dark hair back.

			
			“I’m counting the minutes.”

			“Where are we going? Greece? Or somewhere in Asia?”

			“Be waiting for me at your building door at six and find out.”

			“Mmmm, can’t wait.” She brushed his mouth. “And maybe…”

			“Yes,” he said in a low voice. “I will stay all the way through the night—”

			“Shoot.”

			“What?”

			“A week ago, I agree to take an extra shift for a friend.” Damn it. “So I have to work tomorrow night even though I’d usually be off.”

			“That’s okay. We’ll go to dinner and I’ll come back again at the end of the evening. I’m already hungry for you and I’m still inside you.”

			Ivie laughed deep in her throat. “You say the sweetest things, I swear.”

			“You better go.”

			“I know.”

			She stayed one more moment, her body loath to dismount from him. And as a wave of sadness came over her, she tried to tell herself it was too early to go into mourning.

			Stupid, too.

			Given that she had the rest of her life to miss him.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Nine

			And then he stood her up.

			The following evening, Ivie was still waiting at the front door of her apartment building at six thirty-seven. Her phone was in her hand with no texts or calls having come through, and there was no car pulling up, and no Silas.

			He had gotten home safely. She knew that. He had rung her as soon as he’d walked through his door, and they’d talked until she had fallen asleep, her cell cradled to her ear like it was a pillow. At dusk, she’d woken up excited and ready to see him, and had dressed up a little, and rushed down here.

			Where things had stalled out.

			“ ’Scuse me.”

			Ivie stepped to the side so the human who was leaving could get out the vestibule’s door. And then a minute later, she was easing against the wall of mailboxes again as a man and a woman came in.

			She checked her watch. And then her phone.

			“Okay, enough with this.”

			Although even with the resolution, she lingered a little longer, staring at the short-nap snow mat and the dissolving tracks left by that couple.

			It was a little after quarter of seven when she turned away and took the stairs back up to her place. Letting herself in, she went over to the couch and sat down, putting her purse on the coffee table.

			She stared at the dark screen of her phone as the humans above her moved around, the ceiling creaking quietly. Someone was making a curry down the hall. Another person was cooking something with basil and onions in it.

			
			The mingling scents made her think of the plans they’d had.

			Something had to be wrong.

			Calling up a text screen, she took a couple of tries and settled on a quick Hope everything is okay—no worries about dinner. I’m off to work to cover that extra shift. Maybe we’ll catch up at the end of the night.

			And then she waited.

			When nothing came back at her, she frowned and replayed the goodnight from the evening before. There had been nothing amiss, nothing to suggest he would blow her off—unless he was an Oscar-winning actor, and he certainly hadn’t seemed duplicitous in any way. So what the hell was going on?

			She lit up the screen of her phone. No notifications.

			Five minutes later, she put her password in and checked everything internally. Nothing. No missed phone calls or messages—yeah, nothing had come through during the nanoseconds when she had been blinking.

			The longer she stared at that little screen, the more she realized…she really didn’t know a lot about Silas. She had never been to his house. She’d never met his family or friends. She had only a vague idea of what he did. And she had no means of contacting him other than his cell phone.

			When she was with him, when she was looking into his eyes, she felt as though she knew all she needed to. But faced with this black hole? She began to wonder.

			
			And yet there was another side of her, a more rational one, which quite reasonably pointed out that it was a little bit premature to go into drama just because the guy was an hour late and hadn’t checked in with her.

			Fine, soon to be two hours late. But still.

			There was no doubt a reasonable explanation for this, and any minute the phone was going to go off, and she would hear his voice, and she would get the story of what had happened, and they would be back on track.

			“Okay. Right. Time to go to work.”

			Clapping her free hand on her thigh, she got to her feet, grabbed her purse, and headed for the door once again. The good news with having to go into the clinic was that there was no way she could sit for hours staring at her phone while her emotions cannibalized her higher reasoning.

			Silas would be in touch. There was no way he wouldn’t.

			

			—

			Nothing.

			As Ivie’s second break ground to an end, her phone was still a wasteland of no-comment, no-call, and she was about as twitchy as an addict without their fix. And that was seriously alarming.

			Sitting alone in the break room, with nothing but the hum of the staff refrigerator and the whisper of the fluorescent lights in the ceiling to keep her company, she missed Rubes. Well, sort of missed the female. With her cousin having transitioned over to the VIP wing, it turned out that the two of them weren’t on the same break schedule, and one thing about Rubes was that she was a cheerful distraction. That being said, however, chances were her cousin would just be prattling on about true love and romance and how all of this was going to work out.

			
			So yes, it was hard to know whether it was better to be alone with her head or in the company of the kind of optimism that Ivie certainly wasn’t feeling at the moment.

			Probably best she was by herself. Her mood was getting worse, and the nurse clinician in her was not helping by providing a commentary on the sudden dopamine and serotonin imbalance that occurs in the vampire brain when pleasure is replaced by stress and hurt. For example, that sense of an ache behind the sternum? There was an actual physiological reason for it. Romantics, like Rubes, put a name on the pain, but “heartbreak” was actually nothing more than a combination of stress hormones, blood pressure variants, and unconscious muscle tension. And just like the cold or the flu, eventually it would pass.

			Too bad you couldn’t take Mucinex for it—

			The staff room door burst open and a colleague of hers leaned in. “Ivie, your patient in eight is coding again.”

			Ivie jumped up and tossed the sandwich she hadn’t eaten in the trash. “Damn it, I thought he’d finally stabilized…”

			The rest of the shift was spent dealing with a death that everyone in the family and on the staff had known was coming. The patient had been upward of six hundred years old, which for a commoner who had lived a hard life was considered advanced age, and yet when his heart had stopped for the fourth and what turned out to be the final time, it had nonetheless been a surprise.

			
			But that was the nature of death, Ivie had come to learn. No matter when it happened or how expected it was, there was always a shock to the loss.

			And because of that, she took special care with the family, holding their hands and letting them ask as many questions as they needed to. Ultimately, though, there was no response she could offer that would give them the relief they were seeking. Only time could bring them over the difficult road out of the pain, the mourning process the sole thing that would heal the wound of the loss.

			When they finally departed the facility, she still had thirty minutes to go on the shift, but her supervisor caught her as she was coming out of the family counseling room and told her to leave early. For a minute, Ivie was tempted to finish things out, but she was scattered for so many reasons, and it was probably best to just go home.

			Walking into the break room, she took a deep breath and proceeded to the bank of lockers. As soon as she opened hers, she went for her phone, because she was pathetic like that, and she was not surprised that there was nothing waiting for her on it.

			She needed a plan. That was what she needed. A concrete, step-by-step, A-to-B-to-C progression that took her from here to home to her shower to Last Meal in front of the TV to what was no doubt going to be fitful sleep. She might not be able to control Silas and where he was and what he was doing, but she could micromanage her own moments.

			Thus redirecting the angst to a series of tasks.

			Classic distraction technique. Better than drinking, because it didn’t come with a hangover—or the specter of calling Silas and making an ass out of herself. It was also a one-up on gambling, overeating, and a whole host of other things that people self-medicated with.

			
			“Shower first,” she said. “And then—”

			The door swung open, and Ivie dimly noted someone coming in, but she didn’t look over from getting her coat and purse—

			“Ivie.”

			At the sound of Rubes’s voice, she twisted around. “Oh, hey, cousin—”

			Ivie stopped dead. Everything about the other female was off. Rubes wasn’t smiling, for one. More shocking? Her eyes looked old, absolutely ancient. Which was the antithesis of her. And then there was her voice. Low, grim.

			“What’s wrong?” Ivie asked. “What can I do to help?”

			“I need you to come with me.”

			“Is it a patient?” She shut her locker back up, ready for whatever was required. “Anything you need, I got you.”

			Rubes ducked her eyes. “Just come with me.”

			Ivie frowned and followed her cousin out of the break room. The clinic was a maze of corridors and levels, people moving around constantly, pushing carts of medicine and supplies or pieces of equipment with them, transporting patients, directing family members and visitors. On the surface, there was nothing unusual for Ivie and Rubes to be walking at a clip together. Underneath, though, Ivie’s head was racing in a million different clinical directions.

			Couldn’t be a code in the VIP unit. There were tons of staff on hand for that.

			
			Couldn’t be a member of their family admitted. Ivie’s mom was the clearinghouse for their bloodline’s news, and God forbid if it was her mahmen? Ivie’s father would have shown up, not her cousin.

			Plus, hello, none of her family would be admitted with the rich people.

			Maybe it wasn’t a VIP issue—nope, they were entering the unit now, pushing their way through the mahogany doors that were marked with the family seal of Havers’s bloodline.

			Just as with luxury hotels, there was a front and a back side to the high-rent district, the latter being a series of hidden, utilitarian halls that were conduits for quick access to the fancier, formal treatment rooms and ORs. Once inside, Rubes hooked them up with the main staff corridor, using her pass card to unlock the steel door so they could hurry down the bald passageway with its linoleum floors and fluorescent ceiling lights.

			One way you knew you were in the VIP area was that the scent of fresh-cut flowers overlaid the antiseptic smell of the cleaning agents used. And as Ivie rushed along after her cousin, she breathed in deep.

			“Rubes, you want to give me a quick briefing on this? So I know what I’m walking in on?”

			As they continued onward, they started passing by a long series of doors that opened on both sides of the corridor. These were the back ways into patient rooms, the discreet entrance/exits provided so medicines could be delivered or food brought in without undue disturbance to the rest of the ward.

			While they went along, Ivie nodded at the other staff they encountered. Rubes, on the other hand, just kept her head down—which was also not like her.

			
			They were quite a ways along when the female slowed and then stopped. Looking left and right, she waited as an orderly pushed a laundry cart past them.

			She didn’t say anything until he was way out of earshot.

			“Look, I could lose my job for this,” she said in that strange tone. “But I don’t know what else to do.”

			Ivie put a hand on her cousin’s shoulder. “Listen, whatever it is, you and I will deal with it, okay? Don’t worry, Rubes. We can handle this.”

			Rubes knocked softly, and when a muffled voice answered, she pushed her way in. As Ivie entered behind her cousin, she tugged her uniform down and smoothed her plastic credentials as they hung from a zip cord off her lapel. These patients could be tough to deal with, their sense of entitlement allowing them to channel reasonable anxiety into unreasonable demands and critiques of staff.

			And she didn’t want to complicate her cousin’s problem by—

			Ivie’s body caught on before her head did, her feet stopping, her breath sucking in, her heart jumping. Yet her mind lagged far behind, her thoughts going into a confused chaos even as her senses grounded her in an inscrutable yet undeniable reality.

			The suite was as grand as anything you’d find at the Four Seasons, the hospital bed fitted with satin sheets and a monogrammed duvet, the bureau an antique, the monitoring equipment hidden by a silk screen with a French courtesan scene on it. The marble bathroom was off to the side, and there was a formal sitting room out front, with a decor and accoutrements worthy of a Vanderbilt estate.

			
			But none of the luxuriousness registered.

			The patient was across the way, pulling on a shirt. “I have to be somewhere in twenty minutes. So yes, I’m leaving—”

			That was when he stopped.

			And slowly turned around.

			Silas froze as their eyes met. And Ivie was the first to break the connection—because her stare swept over his torso. The gap between the two halves of that button down showed her the feeding tube that had been surgically implanted off to one side, as well as the port up by his chest, and the drain on the left.

			There were scars, too, evidences of surgeries that should have been well healed, but were lingering.

			Because he was clearly very, very ill.

			“Rubes,” he said roughly, “not fair.”

			“You’re not well enough to go and you know it. I did what I had to do.”

			Ivie covered her mouth with her palm. She didn’t want the shock to show. Too late for that.

			And then things got worse.

			A female burst into the room from the front of the suite, her gait like that of a drill sergeant, her attitude one of total superiority.

			She was a stranger, but Ivie recognized her immediately.

			It was the retainer who had turned her away at that mansion. The one who thought she was too young to help a dying male find his way unto the Fade.

			
			“Sire,” the female said, “I came as soon as they called. One mustn’t be rash. You shall stay herein and receive the—”

			“Leave us,” Silas snapped without looking at her.

			The female glanced over at Ivie with hauteur. “Yes, do give us some privacy. This is a private matter—”

			“Not her. You.” His head shifted over. “You, too, Rubes. You go as well.”

			The retainer recoiled as if he had slapped her, and then clearly wasn’t having the dismissal. “Now, sire, one must be reasonable—”

			“GET OUT!” he screamed, his face going red, his voice booming. “Get the fuck out of here right this minute or you’re fucking fired!”

			Rubes took that opportunity to disappear out of the staff door. The retainer wasn’t as smart or efficient in her exit.

			The female seemed to become suspended between the direct order and her inner convictions. But when Silas just glared at her like he was prepared to throw her out of the suite himself, she cleared her throat.

			“I do wish you would reconsider,” she said tightly.

			“Duly noted and declined.”

			Squaring her shoulders, she didn’t retreat so much as un-advance, if that made sense, her regal carriage and clipping, short-heeled shoes, like a string of curses left in her wake.

			And then Ivie and Silas were alone.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Ten

			“If you’ll excuse me,” Silas said tightly, “I have to sit down.”

			His gait was stiff as he went over to the bed, and he lowered himself onto the mattress like every bone in his body hurt. With hands that shook, he slowly did up each button of the shirt, covering himself.

			As he worked to close the two halves, snippets of memories flashed through Ivie’s mind: him not really ever eating; him not removing all his clothes those times they’d been together; the sudden burst of energy he’d had from feeding; his need to go home at dawn each night; the fact that he never dematerialized, but drove.

			But all of that was kind of hard to track.

			There was a silk-covered armchair over in the corner by a brass lamp and an Old Masters painting of a vase of flowers. Ivie went across and sat down because she didn’t trust her legs.

			Any more than he seemed to trust his own.

			Just for different reasons.

			“Needless to say,” he murmured, “my upcoming trip is not to the Old Country.”

			Ivie dropped her arms and let her head fall back. There were no tears for her, and she was glad that she had always reacted to situations of high emotion with a lack of drama as opposed to a surplus.

			She wiped her mouth even though it was stone dry. “I, ah…” She cleared her throat. “So, um, I guess I went to your house, didn’t I?”

			What she really wanted to know was what the hell was wrong with him, but demanding that information seemed a violation of his privacy—especially given that she was in uniform and at work.

			
			“I’m sorry,” Silas said as he stared at his hands. “It was wrong of me not to come clean about my condition.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“No, it isn’t.”

			Fine, that’s true enough, she thought. But compared to the ramifications of your being this ill?

			Harping on him because he hadn’t admitted he was…

			She couldn’t say the word, even in her head.

			And then something came back to her. “My cell phone number. I never did give it to you, did I. I never…I just picked up your call. I didn’t tell you my address, either. How could I have missed that?”

			Then again, she’d been gob-smacked that someone like him had just shown up in her life. Tangled in fantasies, she had missed the reality in front of her.

			Guess that theory also covered the other clues she’d overlooked.

			Silas took a deep breath and shuddered on the exhale. “When you came for the interview that night, I didn’t have any interest in a private nurse. Pritchard—that is my majordomo—was insisting, and so were the clinicians here. To me, though, it felt like I was giving up. Transferring into hospice too soon.” He shrugged. “I mean, that’s the final stage, you know. Someone coming to the house every night, plugging and unplugging the machines, working the drugs, waiting for the point of no resuscitation. I went through it with my father. I remember exactly what it was like.”

			Ivie closed her eyes. She’d thought she’d gone to that mansion to see an old male.

			
			Wrong.

			And oh, God, his father had died, too? Was it of the same thing, she wondered. 

			Silas continued, “Pritchard argued with me, so I decided to go down and tell you to leave myself. She followed me, and you didn’t see us. You were looking at the painting of my great-granhmen. There was something…I can’t explain it. There was just something about you. I think Pritchard picked up on it, and next thing I knew, she volunteered to tell you to depart herself.”

			“I know she disapproved of me. She said I was too young.”

			“She told me that, as well.” Silas shook his head. “Anyway, you left, but you paused on the front stoop to make a phone call. I was in the window of the dining room, and I heard through the glass that you were meeting someone at that cigar bar. I decided to go see you there because…to be honest, at that point, I hadn’t been out of the house for two and a half months. I think you gave me a concrete reason to get motivated. I snuck out, got in my car, and it felt so good to be doing something. I opened the sunroof and turned the heater on and just enjoyed being free. When I got downtown, I almost kept going, but there was a spot open right in front of the bar.”

			When he stopped there, she remembered Rubes’s enthusiasm that night. “You watched us and then came over.”

			“And the rest is history.” He frowned. “I would have called you or texted you tonight. I wanted to, but I didn’t have my phone with me when I was brought in.”

			
			The very practical part of her needed to put a name to the disease, a title to this war he was fighting. “I have to ask. I’m sorry, but I just have to.”

			“It’s Cane’s lethargy,” he said in the Old Language.

			Ivie closed her eyes and sagged. That was a death sentence, all right. In vampires, the autoimmune disease, which was similar to lupus and vasculitis in humans, affected everything from the heart and lungs to the stomach, kidneys, and liver, the body’s natural defenses in effect declaring an enemy of itself. Females did not get the disease, only males, and for a long time, it could lay dormant, a sleeping threat unknown to the individual.

			What triggered onset was unknown as far as Ivie understood. What she did know was that once the disease became active, it could be chronic for quite some time, the inflammation and deterioration held at bay by steroids and other drugs that suppressed the immune system. But if it became acute? There was no going back.

			All you could do was ease the patient’s symptoms with various surgeries to remove blockages and increasing doses of pain medication.

			Eventually, kidney and liver function failed and the heart stopped from lack of circulation.

			It was a gruesome death.

			“Will you let me look at your medical records?” she asked.

			“It won’t do any good.”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. But at least I’ll know where I stand.”

			“Look, Ivie, I owe you an apology. Not just for the lying, but for my coming into your life at all. I had no business entering into any kind of relationship with anybody. I just…” His pale eyes lifted to hers. “You made me feel alive. With you, I felt like I had a future—at least during those moments we were together. And it wasn’t because you were some distraction for me, either. There’s just something about you, Ivie. I recognized it the moment I saw you.”

			
			“I want to see your records.”

			“I don’t want to be your patient.” He took another one those big deep breaths. “And I think it’s best if we just say goodbye now. The end is going be soon and it’s already getting ugly—”

			“I’m not leaving you.”

			Silas went quiet and still. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

			“You didn’t,” she said in a bored voice. “And do us both a favor, cut the martyr act. I’m not looking to be protected by you, ‘kay? I’m an adult and I can pick what I do, and with and for whom.”

			“Except what if I don’t want you to see me like this? Are you saying I don’t get a vote?” He threw up his hands. “No offense, but I’ve had to develop a core competency in being out of control and I fucking hate it. At least you can have the decency of allowing me to keep what dignity I have and remember you—and us—as we were for the two seconds we were together. That may be all I have to get me through what’s coming next.”

			At that moment, a nurse came rushing in from the back entry. When she saw Ivie, she looked surprised, but then she focused on Silas.

			“I’m sorry, but I’m late for your four-a.m. injection.”

			“I’ll give it to him.” Ivie rose to her feet. “Is that the syringe in your hand?”

			
			The nurse glanced back and forth between the pair of them. “Ah…I’m so sorry, but—”

			“I’m taking over his care.”

			As Ivie stuck out her palm and leveled a stare at the other female, Silas cursed. “You are not. You are going to say goodbye and we’re going to remember—”

			Ivie wheeled around on him. “No offense, but shut. Up.”

			Hard to know who was more shocked at that, Silas or the other nurse. But Ivie didn’t play, and she sure as hell wasn’t trusting him with anyone else.

			“Give me the syringe, and I want access to his medical records. Have the nurse manager add me.”

			“I’m sorry,” the nurse hedged, “but you’re not authorized—”

			“I’m his private nurse. Just hired. I’ll let my supervisor know. I’ll be staying with him here until it’s time for us to go back to his house.”

			The nurse’s brows went so high, they played tag with her hairline. “Ah, sire?”

			Ivie shot a glare over her shoulder. “Listen up, Silas. I’m in love with you. I don’t care that we’ve known each other for ten minutes, that you’re dying, or that you don’t want me to be your nurse. Here is what I know for sure. One, this is my job. This is what I do for a living and I’m really frickin’ good at it. Two, if you think I’m going to trust any other person on the face of this planet to take care of you, you’re out of your damn mind. And three, if you have a problem with any of this, too fucking bad. I’m taking over, and that is that. You want to fire me, you’re going to have to carry me out of here kicking and screaming, and I doubt you have the energy for that.”

			
			Silas blinked. And then he cleared his throat and looked at the nurse. “Ah…I think my, ah…she…will be taking over my case now?”

			The nurse nodded. “As you wish, sire.” The female turned to Ivie. “I’ll get you permission immediately and also print you out a schedule of meds. This is the cortisol. He really should be back on the morphine drip, but he was insistent on removing it and checking himself out.”

			When the other staff member ducked out, Ivie walked over to the bed.

			Silas looked up at her. “Did you just tell me you loved me?”

			“Yes. I did. And now I’m going to get really romantic. Bend over so I can stick you in the butt.”

			There was a pause. And then Silas threw his head back and laughed that wonderful laugh of his, the deep, rolling sound bringing tears to her eyes, which she refused to entertain. Cutting them off, she put her hand on his shoulder.

			“This is more like it,” she said with a smile.

			But the levity didn’t last.

			As Silas recovered from the gallows humor, he got serious. “I love you, Ivie. I really do. And if dying is what I have to do to deserve you, all I can say is, my life for knowing you is a bargain I’d pick every time. I’m just…sorry about how this is going to end.”

			He put his arms around her waist and lay his head on her heart.

			Wrapping her arms about him, she stroked his back and felt such an overwhelming sadness that her legs nearly fell out from under her.

			“It’s going to be okay,” she whispered.

			
			Guess that made them even on the lying front.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Eleven

			After Ivie gave the shot, she helped Silas get back into a pair of silk pajamas. Then she was easing him out flat in the bed, and guessed, by how pale he became, what his pain level was.

			Yet he refused the morphine.

			“It’ll help you rest,” she pointed out.

			“Makes me fuzzy. I don’t want that. I’d rather be uncomfortable.”

			Recognizing that she’d already pushed him far more than she should, she nodded—and then realized they weren’t alone. Silas didn’t notice that his majordomo was lingering in the archway, however, especially not as he closed his eyes and tried to breathe.

			“I’ll be right back,” Ivie said as she brushed his hair from his forehead.

			“I look forward to your return,” came the mumbled response.

			Walking over to the female, Ivie nodded for them to go out into the sitting room. And then she confronted Pritchard who was still dressing like gray was the sole color on the planet and pantsuits were the only outfits sold in retail stores.

			“I’m accepting the job,” Ivie announced. “He just hired me. So you and I—”

			“You are not the right fit for the position.”

			“Why? Because he’s attracted to me? That will help him fight.”

			“He does not need the distraction.”

			“Oh, right, it’s better to make sure he can fully concentrate more on how uncomfortable he is.” Ivie rolled her eyes. “His major organs are shutting down, he can’t eat, he can barely drink—and you disapprove of something he’s connected to outside of all that suffering?”

			
			As Pritchard arched a brow, Ivie decided the female had probably come out of the womb with that expression on her sour puss.

			“I have taken care of that male for close to four hundred years.” The majordomo paused as if that were a rock-the-world kind of announcement. “I do not intend to step aside in favor of a floozy at the end of his life.”

			Ivie tilted her chin down and stared hard. “Okay, FYI, the word ‘floozy’ was replaced by ‘ho’ in, like, the nineties. So you might want to make a note of that. And as for who’s at his bedside now, this is not some competition between you and me. This is about him. You do not need to respect me or like me, but you are going to learn how to tolerate my presence gracefully in front of him or I will have you banned from his room.”

			Annnnnnnd now both brows were up.

			“I beg your pardon,” the female stuttered.

			Ivie put out her palm. “This is not about being territorial for me. This is about making sure Silas doesn’t waste his energy on things that don’t pertain to his health and his well-being. I have no problem if Santa Claus wants to see him or be with him, but what I won’t stand for is drama. As long as you and I are clear on this, we’ll get along fine. Otherwise, you can pound sand. Which is my polite way of saying ‘go fuck yourself.’ ”

			In the back of her mind, she was aware that she was being less than professional. She was also cognizant that her decision to be Silas’s caregiver, motivated by love though it was, might not be the best decision for her mentally and emotionally.

			
			But she’d made her choice on that one and to hell with the consequences or toll it took on her.

			“I refuse to pay you,” Pritchard said. “I am in charge of all the household accounts and I will not cut any checks for the likes of this…abuse.”

			Ivie jacked forward on her hips. “You think I’m doing this for the money? Are you insane?”

			“And I’m going to go to Havers with this. I shall speak with him about your behavior, and if you still have a job by the time dawn arrives in”—the female officiously checked her watch—“an hour and a half, it will be a disgrace that I will make sure everyone in the race knows about.”

			“Fine, have me fired. It’s not going to change the fact that Silas wants me as his nurse, and given that he is competent to make his own decisions, you have no legal basis for trying to override him. And Havers will know that.”

			As Pritchard huffed off, Ivie hung her head.

			Then she pulled herself together and went back to Silas’s bedside.

			

			—

			The medical record was so extensive it was heartbreaking.

			There were entries going back a century, Havers’s previously handwritten files having been scanned into the computer system when the clinic went hi-tech in 2000. But that wasn’t where the bulk of entries were. Back then, Silas had been seen for the usual things: a deep cut that required stitching, a bad case of a flu strain that had ravaged the race, malnourishment from not feeding enough.

			
			The tide began to turn about four years ago. Suddenly, he was coming in once a month, then twice…then weekly. The official diagnosis had been given to him about six months into the series of malaises and gastrointestinal problems. And Havers had done what he could to provide support to Silas’s organ systems through a combination of anti-inflammatories, immune suppressors and steroids, but then came the surgeries to open up the intestinal tract when blockages happened. And dialysis to address declining kidney function. More and more feedings.

			Hospitalizations of two, three, and then four nights had begun. Conversations about end-of-life provisions were recorded, with Silas going the DNR route. Talks of the terminal nature of the disease were noted in short, concise sentences that made her eyes water.

			When she got to the last month’s entries, her heart started to pound even though she was just sitting in a chair beside him while he slept.

			The note about it being time to bring in a private nurse for palliative care had her shaking her head—

			“I think it would be considered a melodrama.”

			She looked up. “You’re awake.”

			“My life story, that is. Well, perhaps an accounting manual followed by an episode of Marcus Welby, M.D.”

			“Nothing more current? E.R.? Grey’s Anatomy?”

			“I prefer the classics.”

			“Understandable.”

			“So did you find any hope in there? Something the good doctor missed?” He smiled and pushed himself up higher on the pillows. “I’m here for a week, try the veal.”

			
			“I’m sorry?”

			“Old saying from the Catskill Mountain resort days. Classics, you know. Stick around and I’ll do my Henny Youngman imitation for you.”

			“I look forward to that.” She closed the clinician laptop and put it on a mahogany bureau. “You want me to get you some food?”

			“You didn’t answer my question. About my records.”

			“No, I didn’t find anything that was missed.”

			“I’m not surprised. Havers is quite thorough and very knowledgeable.”

			As they grew quiet, Ivie thought of the number of times she had walked into a patient’s room and stopped short, putting aside whatever she had come to do because a moment was happening at the bedside between two loved ones.

			She had never thought she would be a family member.

			Or at least not anytime soon.

			“You know, getting diagnosed was…surreal,” he said absently. “It was just bizarre.”

			“Tell me about it. And I’m not asking as a nurse.”

			There was a period of quiet during which she listened to the hum of the machines behind that screen. They were on standby, the electrodes and IVs not currently hooked up to him, and she had to acknowledge a reluctance on her part to get them involved.

			Not to his endangerment, of course. But the reticence was there, as if the monitors and medicine dispensers were a padlock that would link the two of them inexorably to the end of his sad, sad destiny.

			
			“I’d been having symptoms for a while,” he said roughly. “Exhaustion, aches and pains, a bad stomach. I’m not a paranoid person, though, so I muddled through, telling myself that it was this or that extenuating circumstance. A weekend out with friends. Too much work. Stress. Those kinds of standard excuses.” He took a deep breath and stared off into space. “It was like…well, you know when you’re driving along a road, and you see something off on the shoulder? Like, a mound, that shouldn’t be there? In the back of your mind, you start thinking, God, please don’t let it be an animal. Please let that not be something that was living and breathing before it was hit. And you start to tense up, and you try to ignore it, and your eyes bounce around to oncoming traffic, or the dashboard, or the opposite lane ahead. You tell yourself not to look, you know, because whatever it is isn’t moving, and you can’t bear the idea that it’s someone’s pet or a deer or even a lowly possum. Hell, it’s too late to save whatever it is, there’s nothing you can do—so why look? Why put yourself through that?”

			Silas turned his head to her, and his eyes latched on to hers. “But then you’re right next to it, and you tense up, and your heart is breaking so you just have to know—except there’s this sudden rush of relief because it’s like a sofa cushion or a wadded-up towel or part of a blanket. It only looked like something that got hurt, it only had the appearance of an innocent animal killed by a cruel intersection of speed and trajectory. So you enjoy this sweet relief afterward, this feeling of…it’s okay. Only a trick of the eyes and the mind. It’s all right.”

			He grew silent, his stare shifting away. “I told myself what was happening to my body was…normal. That it wasn’t…death. I would stay awake during the day, staring at the ceiling, constructing all manner of it’s okay, it’s all right…it’s not what killed my father.”

			
			His voice grew tight and then strangled out.

			Blinking hard, Ivie took his hand and squeezed. “I’m so sorry. God, I’m just…so sorry.”

			“I was too embarrassed to take my clothes off in front of you,” he murmured without looking over at her. “When we were making love. I didn’t want you to see me for what I really was. I loved the way you looked at me when I touched you, kissed you, was inside you. In those moments, I was who I used to be.”

			“Stop referring to yourself in the past tense. You’re still here.”

			“No, I’m not.” He passed a hand over his abdominal region. “I haven’t been myself for quite a while—and I refuse to pretend otherwise anymore. They didn’t want to tell me I was terminal, you know. They still haven’t used the word to me directly, and I was ambivalent about that for a while. I kind of didn’t want that term to be tossed around. But after my last collapse—well, the one before this one…that’s when they started talking about the private nurse. And someone, I can’t remember whether it was Havers or not, said hospice. That was how I knew it was the end, and it motivated me, you know, to try to be with you. Well, that and it’s impossible for me to fight the attraction I feel for you.”

			Silas’s smile was haunting, the kind of thing that stained your brain so you never forgot the image. He was still as handsome as he had been that first night, but she could tell there was a subtle change in his skin color from the liver issues. And the hollows in his cheeks seemed deeper. And his mouth seemed thinner.

			
			It was as if the knowledge of his disease had shaded his features, adding a filter such that that which had not been noticeable before, when his heath had been something she took for granted, was now all too evident.

			“I’m going to harp at you to take my vein,” she heard herself say. “And I want to get you home as soon as we’re able to. That way, we can go out together, and—”

			He squeezed her palm. “You sure you want to do this? I liked it better when we were on equal footing.”

			“I’m in,” she said simply. “No matter how bad it gets, I’m not leaving you.”

			“Why couldn’t I have met you earlier?”

			“Maybe you met me at just the right time.”

			As she spoke, she intended to keep the sorrow out of her voice. She failed, though.

			Getting to her feet, she put a smile on her face. “You know what we need?”

			“That is too long a list, dearest Ivie.”

			“We need some food. I’ll be right back.”

			As she headed for the staff door, he craned his head around. “Where are you going? If you’re hungry, the chef will make you anything you want?”

			“I need fifteen minutes. Twenty at the very most.”

			On impulse, she doubled back and approached the bed. Leaning over him, she stroked his face. Then she dropped down and brushed his lips with her own.

			
			“Don’t go anywhere,” she whispered.

			“Well, hell, and here I thought I was going to head out for a quick jog around the block.”

			She was a little embarrassed to say I love you again. But she got over that fast. The horrible reality was that patients like him could go into cardiac arrest or multi-organ failure at the drop of a hat, so holding back was not something she could afford to do.

			“I love you.”

			“I love you, too.” His eyes crinkled at the corners as he grinned. “And may I just tell you that I adore the sound of those words in my ears.”

			“Well, good, because I love saying them.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Twelve

			“It’s a Happy Meal!”

			As Silas started to laugh, Ivie rolled a table over and sat down next to the hospital bed. “Two Happy Meals, actually.”

			“You went to McDonald’s just for us?”

			“I did. There’s one that’s open twenty-four hours on the far side of the bridge, and you and I need some happy, right now.”

			She unpacked both of their cheery little boxes, lining up their prizes and the miniature french fry bags and the hamburger and the apple slices. They both had tiny cartons of whole milk and puzzles and quizzes to look forward to.

			Ivie chowed down on her burger even though it tasted like cardboard—although that wasn’t because it was fast food. She could have been eating filet mignon and the prime cut would have tasted like nothing much.

			“Tell me about your childhood,” he said as he pushed his fries around. “And then I want to know about your transition. And what makes you want to do this job. And why you aren’t scared in the face of death.”

			Ivie swallowed through a tight throat. She had no intention of telling him she was flat out terrified at the moment.

			“Well,” she said, “I was born in the middle of July, on a hot night. My poor mahmen, going into labor like that? The air-conditioner at the house was broken and I gather it was very unpleasant.”

			“She didn’t come in here? Wait, she had you at home?”

			“Yup, I was born in the house that burned down.”

			“But Havers doesn’t charge…well…”

			
			“Poor people?” She smiled to take the edge off. “We could have gone to the old clinic, but my parents are kind of fatalistic. Or maybe it’s the flip side of that, maybe it’s faith. But they stayed put and had a midwife over, and that’s how I came into the world…”

			She kept talking, providing him with a distraction from all the food he couldn’t eat. But he seemed to like picking up the milk and taking a test sip from the red straw, and then lifting the burger to his lips. Her stories came out faster and easier than she would have predicted, all manner of anecdotes about birthdays and adventures with Rubes and her other cousins filling up the time.

			It was nice for her, she realized, to remember the simple fun of childhood, when a surprise candy bar could make her night or the perfect book could leave her heart fluttering with excitement. In the hustle and bustle of her adult life, she hadn’t thought about any of that for a very long time.

			And all the while, Silas’s attention on her was rapt, as if her words were a lifeline.

			“So that brings us up to date.” She tapped her heart. “To when I met and fell in love with you.”

			God, it was freeing to say that. The only good thing this grim diagnosis gave them was the freedom to express emotions without worrying about whether they were rushing things. “Too early” didn’t exist for them.

			“It’s a good story,” he whispered. “I just wish I could stick around for the rest of it.”

			And that was when it happened.

			
			Later, much later, she would pinpoint that moment as the awakening of her anger. Because as Silas fell silent, she knew exactly what was going through his mind: Whatever her life turned into, wherever she went, whoever she was around…he wouldn’t know because he would be in the Fade. And the sad resignation with which he accepted that loss, along with all the other gradual chipping-aways of his health and function, made her furious.

			Who was he to be cheated out of the rest of his life?

			Why was he going to die early?

			How the hell was it fair that they were going to have to part?

			From out of the depths of her soul, from the very caldron of her will, she had an abiding thought: Fuck. That. Shit.

			Hell no, she was not going to sit by and watch this male die. She had no clue what she was going to do, or how she was going to do it, but goddamn it, she was going to find a way to reverse this curse.

			She didn’t care that Havers was in charge of the case. She didn’t give a crap that she was just a nurse and he was a full-fledged doctor. And p.s., this disease could really, totally go fuck itself.

			There had to be something.

			There just had to be a way out of this.

			“What?” Silas prompted.

			She shook herself. “I’m sorry?”

			“You look like you’re thinking about something important.”

			Ivie cleared her throat. “Listen, I’m sorry to bring this up. But you need some nutrition and hydration. So I’m going to have to get you hooked up to everything again.”

			
			With a sudden clarity, she realized she had to make sure he was alive long enough for her to find the cure.

			“Ivie, don’t you think it’s time we stopped all that.”

			“No,” she said forcibly. “I do not.”

			

			—

			Silas insisted on working the feeding tube himself, and she gave him his dignity and independence by thinking up an excuse to go and tell housekeeping his sleep schedule. When she came back in, his eyes were closed, those features of his tight as if he were uncomfortable.

			“I hate the pain,” he mumbled through pale lips.

			“Let me help you.”

			There was a long period of silence, and Ivie waited, praying that he would allow her to give him some relief. She respected him too much to push him, though. Patients like him, once they started on the morphine, did not get off of the drug and he knew this from what had had happened to his father—unfortunately, his sire had also suffered from Crane’s.

			Except Silas was going to be different, damn it.

			“All right,” he said in a low voice.

			Ivie went over and programmed the morphine pump. After she double-checked it was ready, she gave him the clicker.

			“You’re in control,” she said. “You decide when you need it.”

			He smiled a little. “If I were really in control, we would be in a Jacuzzi.”

			“I like the way you think.”

			She brushed his hair back and kissed him on the forehead. And the nose. And then on the mouth.

			
			“Help me,” he whispered.

			She knew exactly what he meant. Placing her thumb over his, they depressed the button together.

			He gasped a little. And then his eyes closed.

			“Try and sleep, okay?” she said. “I’m not leaving the clinic, but I have to make some arrangements about my shifts.”

			“All right…”

			Ivie stayed with him as he drifted off, and then she got to her feet, straightened her uniform, and marched out of that suite like she was going to war.

			Havers’s office and private quarters were located just outside of the VIP unit, and as she approached the paneled doors, she smoothed the flyaways from her ponytail and rechecked that her uniform was buttoned properly. Then she knocked.

			The rule was that staff could approach him without an appointment between the hours of four and six a.m., and Ivie had certainly never bothered the male before. Then again, she had always discharged her duties appropriately, and if there were any questions or issues they had never been of the sort that she and her supervisor hadn’t been able to handle.

			This was really frickin’ different.

			“Come in.”

			The voice was female, not male, and as Ivie entered what turned out to be a small anteroom, Havers’s private secretary looked up from her French desk with a professional smile.

			
			“Hello, Ivie. How are you?”

			How the female knew her from Adam, she hadn’t a clue, but she was going to go with it.

			Returning that pleasant, open expression with one of her own, Ivie said, “Very well, thank you. I was wondering if I may please have a word with Havers?”

			“But of course. He’s just in with someone now. If you’ll take a seat?”

			“Thank you.”

			Ivie went over to the nicely appointed chairs and lowered herself down. As she waited, she had to consciously still her bouncing heel and keep her fingers from tapping.

			In her mind, she ran through Silas’s medical record again, forward and backward. Twice. There had to be something they could do. There just had to—

			“Take care now,” Havers said as he opened an inner door and patted the departing male nurse on the shoulder. “You’re doing quite well, quite well, indeed.”

			Ivie closed her eyes. That aristocratic accent of the healer’s reminded her of Silas. They both had the same intonation and beautiful diction.

			“Ivie is here to see you, sire,” his assistant announced.

			“Oh, yes, Ivie, how are you?”

			Ivie jumped up out of the chair and did another smooth-thing with her hair. She had interacted with the clinic’s head in different kinds of medical situations, but she hadn’t been one-on-one with him since she’d had her job interview how many years ago?

			“I am very well, sire, thank you.”

			
			“Come right in. Do sit down.”

			His office was really beautiful, paneled in rich wood on which oil paintings of formal rooms hung as if he wanted to be surrounded by the memory of a place he had once lived in and loved. And his desk was tremendous in size with all sorts of gilt curlicues on it, the piles of paperwork, files, and laptops all neatly arranged, nothing out of place.

			As he sat down on the far side of the expanse, he looked like he was exactly where he belonged, his horn-rimmed glasses and his bow tie and his crisp white coat suddenly intimidating her.

			“What may I do for you?” he asked.

			Ivie ducked his eyes and focused on her twisting fingers. As her mind went blank and her heart thundered, she had an impulse to run out of the room.

			But then an image changed her mind.

			She saw her father, standing out in the cold from the night before, his feet planted in the snow, his huge muscled arms bare to the frigid night air, his head up and shoulders back as if he were prepared to bull’s rush anything and everything in his path.

			That was her oak, that male.

			And she was his daughter, damn it.

			Ivie sat up straight and pegged Havers with a direct stare. “We need to do something for Silas, son of Mordachy. And I’m not talking about morphine and cans of liquid nutrition. I do not accept a terminal diagnosis. I refuse to accept it.”

			Havers recoiled like she had dropped an f-bomb—and then followed that insult up by taking a cat out of her pocket and having the thing take a crap on his monogrammed blotter.

			
			“I’m sorry to be so blunt.” No, she wasn’t. “I feel very strongly about this, however.”

			The healer cleared his throat and steepled his hands. “Forgive me, but how we feel about patients doesn’t necessarily affect their outcome.”

			“It will in this case.”

			Havers pushed his specs up higher on his aristocratic nose. “Ivie, I have long admired your commitment to your patients, your compassion, your focus. You are an exceptional nurse, and that is why I suggested you go and see about the private position to offer him support in his decline.”

			“I went through his medical file, and—”

			“Except I understand that his retainer has some concerns about your presence?”

			Oh. Right. Pritchard had already been by, hadn’t she. “It’s not her decision. And I don’t care that I offended her—”

			“That is not a professional stance, Ivie. That is not the conduct or the attitude of a professional.”

			She looked away. Shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

			“I assured the retainer that if there had been some kind of a misunderstanding, you would do your utmost to ensure that the patient could move forward secure in the knowledge that his well-being was in the forefront of everyone’s mind. Indeed, I was going to seek you out at the end of my open hours to discuss just this matter. We must be engaged, but not immersed.”

			As Havers continued to talk, his words drifted off into the background, Ivie’s mind churning over options. She had heard that the Black Dagger Brotherhood had private physicians and surgeons who worked for them. Maybe they could help? She could go to the Audience House first thing after sundown and see—

			
			“Ivie?”

			She refocused. Havers was staring at her expectantly, as if he’d asked her a question and was awaiting a reply.

			Ivie got to her feet. “I appreciate your advice, but I can’t be professional on this case. It’s impossible. I love him. He is my mate. And there is no way I will sit on the sidelines while he suffers and dies and not fight that fate with everything I’ve got. I’m going to go wherever I have to, do whatever it takes, but the one thing I will not worry about is who I piss off in the process. If the love of your life was dying, what would you do?”

			On that note, she turned away and went to the door. She didn’t bother with a goodbye or anything like that.

			She had probably just huffed herself out of a job and certainly out of a good reference.

			But Silas was the only thing she cared about. And that was a great short-term clarifier.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Thirteen

			The following evening, Ivie left the Audience House around nine p.m., being careful to shut the heavy door behind herself and make sure it stayed closed.

			She ran out of gas for a moment, her feet stopping, her hands tucking into the pockets of her parka. Looking around, she saw a whole lot of stately-Wayne-Manor, the other houses in the neighborhood just as grand as the Federal showcase she had just come out of. Not a lot of traffic on the street, but when she’d dematerialized here, she’d seen a Rolls-Royce tooling on down the lane.

			Yeah, a Mercedes was probably considered too common in this zip code.

			Kicking her own ass, she went forward, proceeding all the way down to the sidewalk. Without making a conscious decision, she hung a left…and just kept going, her footfalls even and slow, her boots giving her traction on the snowpack, the cold air that whistled through her hair and circulated around her body, clearing her mind.

			Actually, that was not exactly true.

			Her thoughts, which had been spinning since she had gone to see Havers the night before, finally got quieter. They were replaced, however, by a series of postcards from a nightmare.

			She saw Silas straining as he tried to have a bowel movement in a bedpan. Gritting his teeth as the morphine wore off and he fought the need to take another dose. Vomiting bile into a pink, kidney-shaped plastic dish.

			
			She remembered him twitching in his fitful rest and then waking up in a panic from a bad dream—which quickly became a morphine-induced hallucination she had had to talk him out of. She recalled him standing up on rickety legs, tubes and wires hanging off of him as he insisted on getting in the shower to wash his hair.

			Whereupon he’d become stuck on the stool in the stall and she’d had to get a wheelchair to help him back to the bed.

			It was all stuff she’d had to help patients with before—and she tried to remain grounded by her experience and training. In her heart, though, she was a family member, not a nurse…a mate, not a clinically trained professional.

			Which was kind of the issue Havers had tried to discuss with her.

			God, bodily malfunction was ugly. You didn’t stop and think, when you were healthy, exactly how many things your corporeal form took care of on its own, the orderly systems of intake and exit and routine maintenance accomplished with nothing but the occasional, temporary hiccup. And as a nurse, her primary purpose was to try to reproduce the stasis of health through artificial means in bodies that were having difficulty.

			But in situations such as Silas’s, that was like fixing a flat tire with a toaster oven and a beach ball.

			And holy hell was he failing faster than she could ever have imagined. The extent of his deterioration gave her an idea of how much he had willed himself to do when they’d been out together. Strong, so strong—but eventually, the brain’s motivation could only do so much. When organs were no longer performing their jobs, not even love could bridge that gap forever.

			
			Meeting with the King just now had been surreal. She had left a message at the number people called to get appointments, explaining the situation and begging to see Wrath, son of Wrath, sooner rather than later. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but the last thing had been a text within two hours telling her to show up at eight-thirty sharp.

			They’d given her the first appointment of the night, and conferenced in a female named Doc Jane who had promised to reach out to her human (?!?) colleague to see if there were any options outside of the race. Ivie had been both grateful and disappointed.

			And now she was out here alone, walking past very elegant human houses, hunched over not so much because of the winter, but because the bright flare of hope she had had the evening before was getting snuffed out.

			She was so glad she hadn’t told Silas what her “plan” was.

			False hope was torture in a situation like this.

			Still, surely there had to be something, some drug, some procedure, some…

			A pall came over her and she stopped walking.

			Letting her head fall back, she tried to see stars in the sky. It was hard, though, because of the city’s ambient light.

			She caught enough of the twinklers, though. And that was what made her feel foolish. Nothing like looking at the expanse of space to recalibrate the significance of you. Your life. Who you loved. Who you were losing.

			Abruptly, she couldn’t believe she had marched herself into Havers’s office and demanded he fix Silas—as if all of the other loved ones of the other males who had died from Silas’s disease hadn’t done the same thing.

			
			Oh, no, clearly she had been the first, she thought with derision. She had been the Lewis and Clark of mourning family members who had gone to the race’s healer—who happened to have handled countless cases like Silas’s over the course of the centuries he’d been a physician—and said, You need to work harder and fix this now.

			At which point, in her misguided determination, it had been his role to pull an I-could-have-had-a-V8, and go, You’re right, Ivie! I forgot that if I just slip him a couple of Bayer aspirin, instead of the Tylenol I’ve been using on him, he’ll be fine! His immune system will stop thinking his intestinal tract is a jumbo buffet and the cellular attacks will cease! Then we can grow him a couple of new kidneys and a liver in my hydroponic shed out back—and jeez, just to be safe, let’s give him a new heart, too.

			Thank you, Ivie, I owe you my career. I don’t know what I would have done without you telling me to focus and work a little harder! I’m going to promote you to supervisor at work, and here, take my degree from that human university Harvard with you as a token of my eternal gratitude.

			“So stupid,” she muttered to the heavens.

			Naturally, they didn’t respond.

			Had she even just taken this to the King?

			In a rush, the reality that she was no different than all the other loved ones on the planet hit hard. Why hadn’t she thought of those many times people had come to her and asked her if there wasn’t something else, some other treatment, a different kind of therapy that might bring relief, healing, a return to normal? She’d been so arrogant in draping her heart’s desire in the vestments of her profession that she’d missed the truism that just like the stars didn’t care about the destinies of mice and men, neither did disease.

			
			Silas’s body, that proverbial car which took his brain from place to place, was a lemon without a refund/exchange program. Only emotions turned this into a tragedy. According to biology, those white blood cells that were attacking things were just doing their job, albeit with too much enthusiasm and bad aim.

			“Shit.”

			Leveling her head, she kept walking and tried to think what she would say to someone in her position if she were once again on the uniform and crepe-soled-shoe side of all this…

			Nothing good.

			Damn it, she would have nothing good to say to anybody sitting at Silas’s bedside.

			

			—

			When Ivie got back to the clinic, she went directly to the VIP unit and let herself in with her new passcard. Instead of using the staff corridor, she marched right down the gracious patient and family hallway, passing by tables with fresh flowers on them while listening to the soft classical music that was piped in from overhead. As she came up to Silas’s suite, she looked at the ornate gold number on the door. There was no notation of who was inside, or any indication that what laid beyond was anything less than first-rate luxury accommodations.

			She really wanted to believe the false presentation.

			
			Wished desperately that they were, in fact, going around the world, and that they had flown in the night before to a wonderful, foreign place with interesting food and a fascinating culture.

			Clearing her throat, she put her mask of not-cracking-from-the-strain-no-really-not-at-all in place and—

			Pushing the door wide, she stopped between the jambs as she saw who was sitting on the sofa in the front room.

			“Hello,” Ivie said, as she stepped in and let the panels close behind herself.

			Pritchard was arranged like a department-store mannequin on the silk cushions, her stiff limbs set at what were supposed to be “relaxed” angles that nonetheless read wrong. Tonight, the female’s Sensible Knit Suit and Sensible Low Heels reminded Ivie of that secretary, Miss Hathaway, from The Beverly Hillbillies.

			“How are you?” Ivie prompted when the female didn’t look up.

			Just when Ivie decided to leave the majordomo to her dour mood, Pritchard spoke. “I was his nanny, you know. From the moment he was born, I was with him. They trusted me and I worked my way up to being in charge of so much more than just the young. I never mated. I never had offspring of my own. They were…all I had. All I have, rather.”

			Ivie went across and lowered herself in a chair, putting her purse to the side. She didn’t take her parka off. She just sat without moving and listened.

			“I am very good at my job,” Pritchard said. “I run Master Silas’s entire household. He has fifteen doggen who work on his estate, and the mansion is very large, as you recall. One must be attentive to homes that are that old and that big. There is always much to do.”

			
			Pritchard looked to the archway that led into Silas’s patient room. “I spoke to him. After you left tonight. For quite a while. We remembered…so many good times. It was lovely. I do not believe, if he weren’t…well, I’m not sure under any other circumstances that we would have conversed as such. I am grateful for that.”

			The older female stayed quiet for the longest time, her eyes watering, that thin face utterly composed as her throat swallowed compulsively.

			Abruptly, Pritchard clapped her hands on her thighs and got to her feet. “So. I shall require your bank account and routing numbers to set up payment for your services. And I have a room prepared for you next to his when we get him out of here. I shall attend to your needs as I do his own.”

			The female bowed without meeting Ivie’s eyes. Then she straightened and focused somewhere north of Ivie’s left shoulder.

			“You don’t have to pay me.” As that stare met her own, she shook her head. “I don’t…I don’t want to get paid for what I do for him.”

			“But it’s your job—”

			“You need to prepare yourself,” Ivie heard herself say. “Do you understand? You need to get ready because he’s not going home. This is going to be where things end.”

			It nearly killed her to say the words, but the truth was more important than sparing feelings whether they were Pritchard’s or her own.

			The majordomo opened her mouth. Shut it. Blinked as if she had no idea where she was.

			
			Ivie stood up. Went over.

			And put her arms around the female.

			At first, Pritchard stiffened even more. Which was like saying that a marble statue got even more stone-ish.

			But then the embrace was returned and the two of them stood like that.

			“We’re going to do this together,” Ivie said as she stared at the wall. “We’re going to get him to the other side of this, together.”

			As she spoke, she was very aware that “the other side” was not a return to health. It was the Fade.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Fourteen

			“Wait, wait, here’s my favorite part.”

			As Ivie pointed to the TV across the room, she laughed. “And then…”

			Silas was smiling next to her, the pair of them stretched out together on his hospital bed. With a blanket over the both of them, their heads on the same pillow, and their hands entwined, she could almost imagine they were just like any other couple.

			“The Junior Mint goes into the patient?” Silas asked. “Are you kidding me?”

			“Kramer is a thing.” She glanced over. “This is probably my favorite epi, ever.”

			“I can’t believe I never watched Seinfeld.”

			“Don’t you love Netflix?”

			“I am learning to, thanks to you.”

			There was a knock on the staff door, and Ivie discreetly glanced at her watch. Perfect timing.

			Silas looked across at the sound. “Come in?”

			Ivie was always careful not to answer for him. It was important for him to retain a sense that he was in control of something, anything.

			Rubes emtered with a tray of meds. “How we doing, guys?”

			The redhead was cheerful enough on the surface, but her eyes were focused and alert—and it was interesting for Ivie to see her cousin on the job. They had never had the same patients before because Rubes had been on another unit, and it was great to see that under all that cheerfulness there was a helluva nurse.

			
			Silas frowned and looked at Ivie. “I thought that you were in charge of me?”

			“I’ve got a fine cocktail for you this evening, sire,” Rubes intoned as she put the tray down on a rolling table. “A light, fruity wine with notes of lavender and cherry, but with a finish that hints at pecan and almond.”

			With a flourish, she removed the fine damask napkin that covered the syringe and vials. Ivie did a quick assessment of the drugs, checking them off in her head. Yup, all there. Good.

			“Do you think my cousin will care,” she whispered to Silas, “if we make out while she loads up your IV?”

			Silas seemed confused, but then he smiled. “Rubes, what do you say?”

			“I’m think I’m too young, far too young and impressionable for such vulgarity.” Rubes was quick with the administering. “Hey, is this the Junior Mint episode?”

			“It is,” Silas replied. “My first viewing, as it were, and it has lived up to its hype.”

			“The patient lives at the end—”

			Rubes clamped her mouth shut and paled. But Silas just reached out with his shaking hand and patted her forearm. “Not to worry. And maybe you can bring me a box of Junior Mints along with my next batch of meds?”

			Rubes took a deep breath. “Absolutely. And I’ll see if I can snag some Milk Duds and a box of malted milk balls in case they might work.”

			
			As she covered the tray back up with the napkin, she shot Ivie an I’m-sorry, and Ivie blew her a kiss.

			And then she and Silas were alone again.

			“I love Rubes,” she said. “She’s, like, the anti-me—”

			“Have you—do you not want to be my nurse anymore?”

			Ivie rolled onto her side and stared into his eyes. Running her fingertips across his jaw and down his throat, she tried not to notice that his beard wasn’t coming in anymore. Which was not uncommon in vampire males who were dying, that smooth skin on his face one more testament to everything she didn’t want to dwell on.

			“I’d rather be your girlfriend.” She kissed his mouth. “I’m still monitoring everything. But time spent running around getting meds and entering things in your record and checking supplies is time away from you.”

			He nodded and closed his eyes. “Yes. Indeed.”

			As he seemed to retreat from her, she gave him the space to go where he needed to in his brain. He did that a lot, she was noticing…growing quiet and withdrawn, only to come back with a joke or a compliment or a question.

			“May I ask you something?” he said.

			“Anything.” She held his hand. “What is it?”

			He took his time, and she was content for him to do so. “You’ve been with patients in my…situation.”

			“Yes. I have.”

			“And what do you…what do you tell them?”

			
			“You mean about what the dying process is like?”

			“Yes.”

			God, she hated that this subject was between them. That this horrible thing she knew so much about was not merely just a hypothetical topic of conversation to bring them closer, the kind of thing two people who were starting out covered just like they did how many kids they hoped to have or where they wanted to ultimately live.

			“You can be honest with me.” He looked over at her. “I know it’s not going to be easy.”

			“First of all, I wouldn’t disrespect you by not telling you the truth or by shading things. And secondly, I don’t tend to focus on the end. What I try to have people get in tune with is the right now. I acknowledge to my patients that their bodies are failing and there is nothing we can do to stop that. But then I ask them, what do you want to most preserve about yourself right now? What characteristics of yours are most important to you? How can we honor them? Bring them forward? Who do you need to see? Who do you want to see? The reality is that the dying are still living just as everyone who is living is in the process of dying. Does this make sense?”

			He nodded and closed his eyes.

			It was heartbreaking to note that he seemed to have aged a hundred years in the last twenty-four hours.

			And it was so hard for her not to break down and weep—except she couldn’t do that in front of him. She might not have known Silas long in terms of calendar days, but she was well-familiar with his character, and if he saw her carrying on over him, he would waste energy trying to comfort her.

			
			Staring at the dark shadow of his lashes on his pale cheekbones, she was convinced that the Scribe Virgin had put the two of them together on purpose: He had needed someone to help him on his journey to the Fade…and she had needed to feel love.

			As much as she hated to admit it, underneath her hard, I’m-not-a-romantic-like-Rubes exterior, there had been a lonely place. A quiet, lonely place that hadn’t trusted fate was going to provide her with anything more than a nightly grind.

			Of course, what it had given her was a double-edged sword, wasn’t it.

			“I have lived for a long time.” Silas’s voice was reedy and he took a couple of breaths. “I have seen many things. Much has changed over the last four centuries. I have known good people and bad ones, done things of which I am proud and others that I regret. I guess I am no different than anyone else.”

			“What do you most want to be remembered for?” she whispered.

			His lids lifted and his eyes shifted to her own.

			“My love for you.” He blinked slowly. “I wish to be best remembered for how much I loved you. Of all the places I’ve gone and people I’ve known and things I’ve done…my love for you is the purest representation of who I am. It’s the best of me, of who I am, of my soul. My love for you…is everything of me.”

			Ivie teared up even though she did her best not to give in to emotion. “Silas…”

			“Please don’t forget me. I know I’m probably supposed to tell you to move on with your life and dwell on this little slice of time we’ve been given…but just…take me in your heart wherever you go. It will be the life I wished I’d lived, by your side, enjoying the gift of time and health with you.”

			
			“I promise,” she breathed. “I will never, ever forget you.”

			When he didn’t respond, Ivie took his palm and placed it over her heart. “Here. You will be here.”

			“I’ll try to come back to you,” he mumbled. “In your dreams…I’ll come find you…in your dreams…love…you…dearest…Ivie…”

			All at once, the monitoring equipment behind the bed started to go off, multiple alarms sounding out and summoning help.

			As Rubes and three other nurses burst through the staff door, Ivie jumped up to her knees and did a quick assessment. Cardiac arrest. His heart wasn’t beating.

			“Flatten the bed!” she barked out. “Give me a flat bed!”

			For a split second the other staff members, and her cousin, froze. But then everyone snapped into action, Ivie checking Silas’s airway and then leaning over him so she could provide chest compressions.

			“Where’s the crash cart?” she yelled as she locked her elbows and began punching into his chest. “We’re going to need the paddles! Silas! Stay with me—don’t go yet, you gotta stay with…”

			

			—

			By three a.m., Silas appeared to have stabilized—which was the good news. The bad news? He had not regained consciousness and had had to be ventilated so that he would keep breathing.

			His poor heart had been so ravaged by his out-of-control immune system that the muscle was just not up to its work load anymore. At the moment, the only thing that was keeping it going was a complex, layer-upon-layer combination of medications—and the blood that she’d managed to get down the back of his throat about two hours ago.

			
			But this was not a long-term solution and everybody knew it.

			Havers had been in surgery and then attending a complicated birth, so at this point, they were just waiting for his final assessment of what every one of the nurses, including Ivie herself, knew to be true.

			Silas was, for all intents and purposes, already gone.

			Only the shell remained, the failing husk.

			Ivie sat down on the edge of the bed and took his flaccid hand. “I love you, Silas. I’m so glad I met you.”

			She didn’t fight the tears this time, even though she did believe that patients in comas were more aware of their surroundings than their level of consciousness suggested.

			How were they saying goodbye so soon—

			“Ivie?”

			At the soft prompting, she looked up. Rubes was standing on the other side of the bed, the female’s hands tangled in front of her chest, her body tilted forward, as if she were trying to interrupt as quietly as she could.

			Ivie mopped up her face with her palms and tried to smile. “Hi there. How’s it going, cuz?”

			Or something to that effect. She wasn’t sure exactly what she was saying.

			“There’s someone here who’d like to see you?”

			
			“Okay. Sure. All right.”

			It didn’t dawn on her to ask who. Then again, she didn’t really care about anything except what was happening on the hospital bed.

			“Where?”

			“Out in the hall.”

			As Rubes nodded toward the front of the suite, Ivie stood up and brushed the loose tears off her uniform. Then she put one foot in front of another through the archway and the sitting room, and out into the hall—

			She stopped dead.

			“I thought you needed an oak of your own right now,” Rubes said gently from behind.

			Ivie’s father was standing in the middle of the corridor, those biker boots planted on the fancy runner, his hands on his leather-clad hips, his tattoos gleaming in the low lighting because, of course, he had come without a jacket on.

			Ivie squeezed her cousin’s hand in thanks and then she ran for her sire.

			She hit Hirah like a car going out of control at full speed. And like a concrete pylon, her father didn’t budge. He just put his heavy arms around her and held her tight.

			“He’s dying, Daddy. He’s dying…”

			Her father didn’t say a thing. He let his strength do the talking as he kept her from collapsing in a heap in the hall.

			“I love him so much,” she turned her face to the side and squeezed her eyes tight. “And he’s dying…”

			
			They stayed like that for the longest time, and she was dimly aware of people shuffling by quietly, but she didn’t pay any attention to that.

			And later, much later, she would reflect that it was then that she became an adult. Standing in that corridor, in her father’s embrace, she fully came into her maturity.

			The thing was, when you were young, and you went to your parents for support, nine times out of ten, they could fix whatever was wrong. They could glue the broken rudder back on your sailboat. Throw a Band-Aid on a cut. Feed you when you were hungry, put you to bed when you were exhausted, hang out with you when you were alone. They could help you find what was lost, make the storms go away, buy you an ice cream when someone was mean to you for no good reason.

			Parents, when you were a child, were the source of it’s-gonna-be-all-right.

			But as Ivie leaned on her dad, it was as an adult.

			He couldn’t fix this, and she knew better than to even ask.

			“I’m so sorry, little girl,” he said in a voice that cracked. “I’m so sorry…”

			When they broke apart, Rubes was kind enough to take them to the unit’s staff meeting room so that they could have a little privacy. And once they’d settled in at a circular table, Rubes had left them to go back to watch over Silas—something Ivie was grateful for. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the other nurses to come find her…it was that she didn’t trust anyone as much as she did her own blood.

			“How much longer he got?” Hirah asked.

			“Not much longer.” She rubbed her face. “The end has come so fast. I mean, I want his suffering to be over, but at the same time, I wish there were more nights ahead of us.”

			
			“He seemed like a good guy.”

			“He was—is,” she corrected herself. “He is a great guy.”

			“Your mahmen wanted to come, but she was too choked up.”

			“I’d rather her not see me cry. I’m also not too crazy that you had to.”

			“You know, Ivie, I’m so proud of you.” As Hirah got hoarse, he reached for her hand. “You’re such a female of worth. And the fact that you’re not running from him? From this? When Rubes first called me, I was sad for you. But my next thought, as she told me you were staying by his side? My next thought was that’s my daughter. That’s the female I raised. You and I are alike, we always have been—hell, with the way you are right now? I think you’re stronger than me, actually.”

			“No one’s stronger than you, Daddy.”

			He squeezed her palm. “Look in the mirror, Ivie.”

			When her dad left about forty-five minutes later, Ivie reflected that the visit was probably the nicest thing he’d ever done for her. He was not the kind of male who was comfortable in “fancy” surroundings, and God knew he hated medical anything with a passion.

			Hell, he’d been known to set his own bones from time to time just to avoid going anywhere near the clinic.

			Yet for her, he had overridden all of that and come here.

			Sometimes just showing up in person meant everything.

			And as Hirah took his leave, it wasn’t because dawn was coming, although it was, but rather because he seemed to sense that her being away from Silas was difficult.

			
			After Ivie walked him out to one of the elevators and sent him on his way, she decided that when Silas finally passed, she would go to her parents’ and stay a couple of days. The idea of being alone in her apartment was enough to make her crazy in the hypothetical alone.

			Ivie hurried back for the VIP unit, and then once again, took the family corridor instead of the back staff way into Silas’s room because it was more direct.

			As she pushed the door wide, she stopped short.

			Havers was in the sitting room, the race’s doctor seated on the silk sofa, his legs crossed knee on knee, his tortoiseshell glasses off as he rubbed his eyes.

			He put his spectacles on as soon as her presence registered and got to his feet.

			Ivie’s heart began to pound. As much as she knew they had reached the final corner, she didn’t want to hear the truth she knew in her heart. She didn’t want to know that it was time for life support to be removed. She couldn’t bear the thought that…

			…the goodbye was here.

			“I have an idea,” the healer said. “It’s radical and has never been tried before. But I have something that might work for him.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Fifteen

			“I’m sorry—I’m—what? I’m sorry?”

			Ivie was stuttering, but that was what happened when your boss suggested he might possibly have a way out of hell for you. As well as a flashlight for the trail, some protein bars, and a CamelBak full of fresh water.

			Or something like that.

			“Well, I have often wondered whether a disease such as this might not respond to a bone marrow transplant. As you know, vampire immune systems are unique to us, and though there are some parallels with that of humans, they are far from identical. Our systems are far hardier, which is why we do not get cancer, but that is precisely the problem in a patient such as your mate. If we suppress immunity too much, it rebounds into even greater aggression, creating further difficulties—yet if we just let it go, it destroys his organs anyway.”

			Ivie was struggling to keep up with the words, even though none of them were unfamiliar. “So what are you suggesting?”

			“What if we could reboot his immunity with something evolutionarily inferior, but medically and biologically preferable.”

			“I’m not following?”

			“He is an aristocrat. From a Founding Family. As a result of inbreeding among the glymera, his immune system has, in effect, been compromised by a limited gene pool which allowed a recessive mutation to become a dominant one, resulting in the Crane’s defect he suffers from. What if we found a civilian donor, one of socially lesser breeding who was, for that very reason, far more hardy and healthy? We would need to find one who was a blood match and it must be a male, but it is possible that an infusion of new marrow will cause his immune system to restart and better regulate, in effect.”

			
			Ivie looked around. “Forgive me, I must sit down—”

			“Here, come here.”

			She felt her elbow get taken in a strong grip and then she was escorted over to the sofa he had been on.

			Good timing. The cushions came under her just as her knees went out.

			“Have you ever tried a bone marrow transplant before?” she asked.

			“No, I have not. This is highly theoretical. And it goes without saying, if it doesn’t cure him, it most certainly will kill him. He could die from the high-dose chemotherapy that will be required to kill his own cells. He could reject the transplant. He could have a reaction to the anti-rejection medications. The transplant itself could fail to address the immunity issues. His organs could be too far gone to regenerate themselves. Or there could be infection or one of any number of catastrophic events.”

			“But it is worth trying?” she said.

			Havers eased himself down beside her. Taking her hand, he looked her right in the eye. “If it were me, and I had someone like you waiting for me on the far side of an illness? I would try it. I would try it a hundred times over. It’s his only chance to be with you.”

			

			—

			It was a mobilization of staff and resources the likes of which Ivie had never seen.

			
			Within one hour of the decision being made, and thanks to the efforts of the staff to call in their grandfathers, fathers, uncles, brothers and cousins, hundreds of male vampires showed up at the clinic, forming lines for blood samples. There was no waiting around for results, though. Because it was so close to dawn, the donors came in, were assigned numbers, and quickly had blood drawn before racing off so that they were not stuck during the day because of the sunrise.

			Meanwhile, Ivie stayed at Silas’s bedside, getting updates not just from Rubes, but the other nurses.

			The match required for the transplant went far beyond that of type. There had to be three other vital identicals, and Silas’s own blood provided the necessary markers.

			“Stay with me,” she whispered as she smoothed Silas’s hair back. “We need more time. Listen to my voice…stay with me…”

			As the ventilator pumped fresh oxygen into his lungs, his chest jerked up and down, a tire inflating and deflating in an unnatural way. And to that drumbeat, the monitoring machines added a chorus of different beeping and winking.

			She hated all of it. Compared to the stillness and silence of him, everything else in the hospital room seemed loud and glaring. She just wanted it to be all turned off so he might hear her through the coma, but there was no doing that.

			From time to time, she glanced at the ornate clock across the way.

			Hours were slipping away.

			Daylight was here.

			
			What if they didn’t find a match? What if he died before they located someone who could help him?

			And hell, even if they did find somebody, then she had to worry about all the complications and the failure of the—

			“Stop it,” she told herself. “One step at a time.”

			She checked the clock again. Even though that was stupid. God, when was the last time she had had anything to drink or eat? It didn’t seem to matter. Her body wasn’t hungry or calling out for water. It was as if she were in a stasis, just as he was.

			“You stay with me, Silas…”

			She wished there was some way to ask him what he wanted to do, what kind of risks he was willing to take, whether this was the sort of desperate Hail Mary he wanted. She didn’t like making the decision for him, but she had to believe that he would choose to take the gamble—

			A nurse stuck her head in without knocking. “We have a match!”

			Ivie jerked to her feet. “We do?”

			“I don’t know who the donor is. Just the number—but we’re going to send an ambulance to him and bring him back in right now.”

			At that moment, Havers entered the room. “Yes, we have good news.” The physician smiled, but not for long. “We need to move Silas to an isolation OR and commence the chemotherapy now. Harvesting the bone marrow will not take long, but the drugs he needs will require about six hours to administer. And then, after the transplant, we just have to wait and see.”

			Ivie turned to Silas. “Did you hear that? It’s time.”

			She leaned down and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “I love you. Fight for us, okay? Fight with everything you have. I’m here waiting. Even if you can’t hear me, know that I’m never far. I will not leave you, now or ever.”

			
			It was so hard to straighten and step back.

			But she couldn’t get in the way of this.

			More staff people came in and the talk was fast, urgent, and technical, and Ivie found herself backing up until her shoulder blades hit the far wall. Crossing her arms over her chest, she watched as Silas was prepared for transport to the regular units. The VIP suite had the vast majority of equipment and resources, but some were so specialized, such as an isolation ORs, that if patients like Silas required them, they had to be moved.

			“Pritchard needs to be here,” she said to everybody and no one. “Could someone please call his majordomo and send a pickup for her as well? She’ll want to be here.”

			Rubes came over. “Absolutely. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

			“Can I meet the donor?” Ivie heard herself say.

			“I don’t know who it is. I haven’t been part of the testing process, but I’m sure, if he’s willing, you can do that.”

			“I really just want to thank him.”

			“Clear the way, please, thank you, clear the way…”

			As someone began maneuvering the hospital bed into the discreet staff hall, Ivie reached out and touched Silas’s shoulder for what might well be the last time.

			“I love you,” she called out, suddenly panicked. “I love you!”

			
			And then he was gone.

			Along with half the monitoring equipment.

			Ivie could have tried to follow, but she knew she would just be in the way: She wasn’t anything professional at the moment. She was pure family member.

			So the best thing for her to do was stand here and collect herself. Then she would proceed to the other unit he was going to be in. But she would give the staff a chance to get him settled first; the thing was, her fellow nurses were stressed and distracted by her presence. Worried about her, horrified for her, they couldn’t help but keep one eye on her, and everything had to be about Silas now.

			No, she would wait here for about ten, maybe fifteen minutes, and then she would go.

			Ivie stared at the blank hole in the room where the bed and the equipment had been. There were a couple of wrappers and a stray latex glove on the floor. That would all get cleaned up before the next patient was brought in.

			It would not be Silas.

			If this worked, he was going to have to be in isolation for—

			“Ivie?”

			Jumping to attention, she looked at the nurse who had entered. “Is he okay—oh, God, did he code—”

			“The donor is coming in right now? He checked on his paperwork that he was fine with not being anonymous, so I thought you’d like to meet him in reception?”

			Ivie took a deep breath. “Yes. Please. Thank you.”

			
			The trip from the VIP unit to the normal reception area took forever, the endless lefts and rights and the ride up one floor in the elevator necessary because the blacked-out ambulance needed to be garaged from the daylight before anyone could disembark, and that only happened at the main entrance to the entire subterranean facility.

			When she came out into the waiting room and non-emergent triage area, she looked around the largest open area in the clinic, seeing the chairs and tables for patients and families to hang out at as well as the play area for the young, and the registration desk that had three staffers manning computers even during daylight hours.

			“He’ll be coming out of these elevators.”

			Ivie let herself get led over to the left and then she had to pace around.

			When the doors finally slid open, she stopped and stared. A tall young male was standing between a female who was not a vampire, but not a human, either, and…a human male.

			“Are you Ivie?” the blond female asked as they stepped free.

			Ivie nodded and cleared her throat. “Ah, yes, yes, I am.”

			“I’m Doc Jane. I’m here to help with harvesting the bone marrow. This is Dr. Manello.”

			“Hey,” the human said with an easy smile. His eyes were direct, however, and she had a sense of pent-up energy—as if he were impatient to get to work.

			Dear God, Ivie thought. The Black Dagger Brotherhood’s private healers. Ivie had heard that they sometimes consulted Havers—and clearly offered the same service in return. Yet they were humans?

			Oh, who cared if they could save Silas.

			
			“And this is Ruhn. The donor.”

			The male in question stepped forward, removing a knit wool cap. “Madam. I’m very sorry about your mate. I’m glad I can—”

			Ivie didn’t care that they were strangers. She bum-rushed him with a hug, snapping her arms out and around him and holding on tight.

			“Thank you,” she said through a choked throat. “Thank you for this gift.”

			There was a pause and then he returned the embrace. “I just hope this works.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Sixteen

			Standing outside the isolation unit, Ivie stared through the glass at the hospital bed. Silas looked so small in it, so alone, and she wished she could go in there and sit with him. Infection control started now, however. Even though she could put on the protective suit and take other precautions, in the end, the fewer people he came in contact with, the safer for him.

			She had no idea what time it was. What day it was.

			She was vaguely aware that Rubes had been coming in at regular intervals to make her eat and drink, but the last twelve hours were a blur.

			The chemotherapy they’d given Silas was so strong that it had done its job in a matter of hours, killing off all of Silas’s malfunctioning immune cells—as well as a whole host of other things.

			How he was still alive, she hadn’t a clue. Currently they were flushing his body with fluids, trying to help his liver and kidneys do their job, and there was a cold wrap around his head to keep his brain circulation down.

			Not for the first time, she worried that they were just killing him in a different way. What if he came out of this a vegetable? Alive, but dead for all intents and purposes because who he was was gone forever, his mind addled by the chemotherapy, his organs fried, his—

			“Ivie, they’re bringing in the bone marrow.”

			At the sound of Rubes’s voice, she jumped. “Sorry, I’m…”

			A mess.

			
			Her cousin smiled gently. “It’s okay.”

			And there it was. An IV bag of red stuff that could have been, not to be gross, a cherry sauce or maybe something with tomatoes in it or perhaps a latex paint that had been frozen and lost some of its structural integrity.

			The nurse who was handling it was dressed in a loose white isolation suit, her face and hair covered by a mask and a hood, her feet tucked into booties. And as she passed by, she lifted the bag to Ivie as if to acknowledge that it represented all kinds of things: hope, love, a possible future against the odds.

			Ivie nodded her thanks.

			Then she watched as the nurse entered the isolation unit’s sealed-off anteroom. There, another staff member, in similar garb, was waiting, and it was that nurse who was the one to take the bag to Silas’s bedside.

			As the donated marrow was hooked up to the central venous line’s feed, Ivie shook her head and glanced at her cousin. “The donor was such a good guy. So generous. I told him…you know, it was really important to me that he knew in his heart it wasn’t his fault if this fails. I told him over and over again that his gift was amazing and Silas and I are grateful to him no matter the outcome.”

			She had been in the OR with Ruhn during the harvesting because she had wanted to support him and participate in the process somehow—and she couldn’t be with Silas right now.

			“Your father called me again,” Rubes said. “And your mom.”

			“They have been great. Did you tell them I was okay?”

			Did you lie for me, Rubes? she thought.

			
			“I did. I lied.”

			As her cousin looked over with that sad smile again, Ivie put her arm around the female. Funny, for all their lives, since they were kids, Ivie had…well, not exactly written Rubes off for being a little scattered and falsely optimistic, but she had certainly viewed her cousin as not as strong as herself.

			Wrong. Rubes had proven to be equally made of granite.

			Just because her outside was as bouncy as her red curly hair did not mean the core wasn’t solid.

			“I love you, Rubes.”

			“I love you, too, Ivie.”

			As Ivie’s eyes went to the tubing that ran from the bag now hanging with the rest of the IV fluids and drugs, through the dispensing computer, and out the other side to Silas’s port, she prayed this was going to work.

			And that if it did, the results were something he wouldn’t blame her for.

			

			—

			Time crawled by.

			The staff members were so kind, moving a bed directly outside the isolation room, putting it right against the glass so that when Ivie laid her head on the pillow, all she had to do was open her eyes and there was Silas.

			People brought food. Her parents visited her. So did other members of her family.

			The donor stopped by a couple of times. The Black Dagger Brotherhood’s physicians visited and consulted. Nurses in those white protective suits went in and out of the annex and the room itself. Havers was always around.

			
			To keep her own body from breaking down, Ivie put herself on a schedule of eating and bathing and sleeping, literally setting her iPhone alarms to make sure she stayed focused on basic needs. Clothes from home were brought in, and she was pretty sure the entire staff was making her hot dishes on a rotation schedule, but it was so hard to track anything.

			It was kind of like having a high fever, an essential disconnection putting her on a deserted island in the middle of the ocean, anything from her environment—whether it was food, conversation, or movement—having to travel a great distance to get to her.

			She cared about one and only one thing: some sign of hope.

			A twitch of his hand or foot that seemed intentional. A blood test that said his immune system was waking up in its new home. A monitor that announced his major organs were coming back to life.

			The stress and suffering were unimaginable, and in the back of her mind, she recognized that however much she had assumed she’d sympathized with her patients’ families before, had known what they were going through, could put herself in their shoes…all that had been bullshit.

			Until you walked this path and tried to measure the sliding scale of Hell, you had no clue what it was like. The brain compulsively read into every small piece of data, the tipping between hope and loss constantly bottoming out on one side or another. And just when you thought you couldn’t do it for one more night? For one more hour? For a single second?

			
			You got up and you ate something you couldn’t taste and rubbed your gritty red eyes…and plugged right back into it.

			On that note, Ivie checked her iPhone. Tuesday. It was Tuesday.

			So it had been three days since the transplant.

			Seventy-two hours.

			“I brought you some coffee.”

			Ivie turned and looked up. It was Havers, and he seemed as exhausted as she felt. “Oh, thank you.”

			She didn’t want it, but she took the mug and drank from it because she needed fluids, the caffeine was a godsend, and moreover, the fact that the healer himself had thought to bring her something? She was amazed at the gesture.

			They both refocused on Silas.

			“What do you think?” she asked.

			“I don’t know. I’m looking for signs of a change.”

			“How much longer?”

			“It’s hard to say. In humans, it takes a couple of weeks, but our systems run so differently from theirs, it’s hard to use that as any kind of benchmark.”

			They stayed there for the longest time, her sitting with crossed legs in the tangle of hospital blankets on the bed that was also her sofa and her desk, him standing beside her, straight-spined and bow-tied.

			“Thank you for trying,” she said hoarsely.

			“I just pray this works.”

			
			“Me, too.”

			There was resignation in both their voices, and Ivie recognized it for what it was: the first sign that they were coming to terms with what was clearly a tragic failure.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Seventeen

			Miracles, however, do happen.

			Just when all felt lost, when all signs were on the negative, when Ivie had begun to counsel herself that things had not gone as they had hoped and she needed to face the hard truth…

			Silas came back.

			And not with a whimper, but a roar.

			Ivie was lying down, her head on the pillow, her eyes on him, when she felt her lids start to droop. Staff had come in about twenty minutes before to take another blood sample from him and adjust his support meds, but now it was just the two of them again.

			Later, she would wonder what made her check on him one last time—maybe it was reflex; perhaps it was destiny knocking on her proverbial door.

			But she forced her eyes open and…saw that he was lifting a hand.

			At first, she had no idea what she was looking at. He hadn’t moved since he’d crashed and had had to be revived.

			Was this a seizure—

			As she sat up, he moved his hand around—seemed to be lifting it up to try to look at it. And then the other side rose as well.

			Ivie jumped off the bed and hit the anteroom so fast, she was a cartoon character of herself, capable of smashing through walls and leaving a cutout of her running body.

			Struggling with the sterile gowns and headdresses, her hands fumbled and she dropped things and then couldn’t get her feet into the bootie bottoms of the damn suit.

			
			When she finally broke the seal and heard the hiss of the higher pressure being released, she felt like she was too late or too…

			“…Ivie…Ivie…dearest Ivie……”

			Silas was moving his head back and forth, his arms starting to pinwheel, his legs pumping restlessly under the sheets.

			“I’m here! I’m here!”

			Her voice was muffled and tinted with an electronic whine as it came through the speaker on the head cover.

			But he turned to her. And seemed to recoil.

			She put her palms out. “No, no, it’s me, I promise. It’s me in here.”

			Ivie patted the suit. And then she was holding his hand and looking into those amazing pale eyes of his through the mask. “Silas?”

			His face was like a skeletal version of what it had once been, the bones threatening to break through his skin, his eyes sunken in their sockets, his cheeks drawn in. His skin was gray and dry, his black hair hidden by the cooling unit on his head. His arms were thin as twigs, the flesh hanging off them in loose folds from where his muscles had atrophied.

			And as he met her stare and started to smile…he was the most beautiful male she had ever seen.

			“Why?” He motioned with a floppy hand at her headgear.

			“You’ve had a bone marrow transplant. We need to not get you infected with anything. This is…for your protection…”

			At that point, she started weeping, and she honestly couldn’t have said why. As tears streamed down and her mask got fogged up, there was no parceling the emotion she felt; it was one giant ball of love and relief and fresh terror this was a brief resurgence that was going to fail.

			
			“Bone…marrow…?”

			His voice was so weak and raspy, she could barely hear it, but it was the best thing that had ever entered her ears.

			“A new immune system for you.” She squeezed his hand. “A fresh start. A donor who helped. Four days ago…” She babbled along, repeating words and phrases, trying to will him to understand.

			“New…immune…”

			“That’s right—”

			A knocking on the glass sounded out, and Ivie glanced over her shoulder. Rubes was on the outside, jumping up and down, her hair like copper coils unsprung and leaping out of a box. She was holding up what looked like a CBC report and pumping a thumbs-up over and over again.

			It was working. His new immune system was waking up. And working.

			Later, Ivie would reflect that the whole thing was like the first sign of spring that you noticed just as you had thought winter would never be over and the weather would never turn. It was that glorious jolt of happiness when you walked out of your house and the air was a little softer, and the scent of dirt was upon you, and there was a moisture in the air that had been missing since October.

			It was the crocus sticking its head out from the earth. The brand-new daffodil in the flower bed. It was the sprig of green grass and the verdant blush in a honeysuckle bush and the buds along the limbs of the trees.

			
			It was the promise of warmth and life and the banishment of winter’s cruel frigidity.

			“…Ivie…” Silas whispered.

			“I love you,” she said through the mask. “I’m so glad you’re back.”

			“Love you…dearest Ivie.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Eighteen

			“Look, I don’t mean to be direct about this, but I have to be.”

			As Silas sat up in his isolation bed, he stared Ivie right in the eye and crossed his arms over his chest. Refusing to lay back against the raised pillows, he was a re-inflation of himself, a resurrection to where he had been—almost. He had weight to regain. His stomach issues were persisting. He was on a ton of drugs.

			But he was gloriously alive, wonderfully alert, and…

			…as it turned out, horny.

			“When can I make love to you?” he said.

			Ivie sat on the bed beside him and couldn’t keep the smile off her face. “Well, I’m assuming you can as soon as we get you out of here.”

			“And when’s that going to be?”

			Silas had skipped the petulant, sulky stage of recovery that some patients fell into and proceeded directly into Ready to Go. And not just about sex. He was ready to get back to his life, to their life together.

			“I think within a week?”

			The groan he let out was only partially comical. “This room is a fishbowl.”

			“I know. But your immune system isn’t quite there yet. We’re close, so close, though. Hey, I don’t have to wear a suit and mask anymore. This is huge.”

			The truly miraculous thing was that his transplant had somehow recalibrated his entire body, changing its basis, its very cellular identity. In the previous seven nights, Havers had reduced the amount of anti-rejection drugs in his system and they had discovered…that he appeared to need none at all: Blood tests and tissue samples had shown that the donor’s bone marrow and immune system had essentially “converted” Silas to the donor. So it wasn’t a case of host versus graft, but graft turning host into graft.

			
			Doc Jane, as Ivie had come to know the Brotherhood’s special physician, had been astounded. She evidently had come out of the human tradition and had indicated the transformation was unprecedented in her experience.

			But then again, vampires were a different species.

			“I want to be alone with you.” Silas smiled. “For, like, a month straight.”

			“That’s my plan, too.”

			“I mean, I’ve appreciated this incredible level of support from everyone, but I’m ready to have you get frustrated with me for normal things like forgetting to recap the toothpaste, and not putting my dishes in the washer, and leaving my socks around our bedroom.”

			Sometimes the miracle people prayed for was nothing more exotic than “normal.” And in the beginning, she had not trusted in the recalibration of things. She had waited for the other shoe to drop, the nightmare to return, the hell to be resumed.

			With each passing evening, however, she was able to let more of that go. They still had a long road ahead of them, though. There was a lot of recovery before them, but the big stumbling blocks had all been passed, surmounted by Silas’s body’s incredible resilience.

			And the wonderful thing? The donor had stopped by a number of times and they were going to see Ruhn out in the real world after they left. The male, once a stranger, felt like a part of them. Because, hello, without him, there was no “them.”

			
			Pritchard had also been checking in, bringing reports from Silas’s affairs and house and land holdings. He had a lot of money, as it turned out. A lot of investments. A lot of real estate.

			Also, a brother who he couldn’t find. But maybe that would come later.

			Ivie certainly hoped so. There was an underlying sadness that this therapy had not been used to save Silas’s father—but at least it was an option for any other males who had the defect. And accordingly, both she and Silas were desperate to find his brother who was also a carrier.

			On Ivie’s side, her father had been in to visit and so had her mahmen. But the rest of her family was holding off until Silas was out of the hospital and further along.

			“You saved my life, Ivie,” he said.

			“That was Havers, the doctors, and Ruhn.”

			“No. You were the one I lived for. I fought for you. I could hear your voice, I could feel your presence—I held on to all that. Sometimes, I was tempted to give up and give in…but I knew you were fighting for me, for us, and I joined you in that battle. I love you, dearest Ivie.”

			Taking his face in her hands, she kissed him and whispered, “I love you, too, my male.”

			There were so many things to say, and hopes for the future, hopes and dreams now set to fly free. A world of possibility was now ahead of them, and it was as if stolen property had been returned to them, the precious jewel of time together back in their hands.

			
			“And I can’t wait to make love with you, either,” she muttered. “It’s driving me nuts.”

		

	
		
		
			
			Epilogue

			It was three weeks before Silas was finally free.

			Three long weeks.

			The delay was because of a scary setback with pneumonia, but Silas had bested the infection like he had beaten every other obstacle, with good humor and strength. In fact, he had called it the test drive of his new immune system—and Ivie loved seeing the pride he had in his cells’ fantastic response.

			He was also finally gaining weight, and more than that, he was reveling in the health and wellness he had obviously not felt for so long.

			Their leaving the clinic had been a terrifying thrill, with goodbyes that were tearful and heartfelt all around. Ivie was taking a one-month sabbatical, but then she would return to work—and she was giving up her apartment. In a year.

			They both agreed it was important for them to develop their relationship at its own pace, and her moving in lock, stock, and barrel was too much pressure. But she was going to be staying with him for a lot of the time.

			As Silas’s chauffeured Bentley pulled up in front of the mansion she had once entered for a job interview a lifetime ago, Ivie stared through the windows of its grand facade with great wonder. To think how far she had come since she had first arrived on this grand doorstep.

			Silas took her hand. “You ready?”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			When the driver opened their door, she was the first to get out. Silas emerged more slowly, but his face was shining with happiness.

			
			Looking at the uniformed chauffer, he said, “Thank you, Johe. Why don’t you take the night off?”

			“Oh, sire! Thank you!” The older male bowed low. “And may I say, welcome home. We have missed you.”

			“Thank you, Johe.”

			Silas smiled and waved when the Bentley eased away from the curb. And then Ivie offered her elbow to him.

			“My love?” she said.

			Silas hooked ahold of her arm and they started up the formal walkway. Gas lanterns sizzled on pretty iron stands, and she pictured what the lawn and plantings around the mansion were going to look like in the spring and summer.

			“So there’s something I should tell you,” he said as they came up to the huge front door. “Well, two things actually.”

			“What’s that?”

			He opened the way into the resplendent home. “First of all, Pritchard has the night off. She was a little disappointed to hear that bit of news, but there you have it.”

			Ivie felt her body warm instantly. “Oh, really?”

			Silas shut them in together, and she dimly noted that he was back in his uniform of a cashmere sweater and slacks with expensive loafers. Everything was a little baggy, but like she cared? Still, they were going to have to loosen up his wardrobe some.

			Introduce him to blue jeans. Sweatshirts. A good pair of shorts in July.

			
			“And?” she prompted.

			He stopped in the center of the beautifully appointed open space. “I bought us a farm. In the valley over from your parents. Yes, yes, I know I should have asked you, but we need a place outside of the city for privacy and I know you want to be close to your family—and no offense, but I have gin rummy money I need to get back from your aunt—”

			She tackled him with a hug. “What are you like! You bought us a farm?”

			As he held her against his body, Ivie’s heart was free, her soul was free, and it was at that moment that she knew the fall was over: Back when she had been in that bar and she had seen him and almost looked into his eyes, when she’d had a sense she was going to be forever changed…now she knew, down to her marrow—natch—that all was well and the new era in her life was going to be even better than anything that had come before—

			Silas’s mouth found hers and suddenly she wasn’t thinking anymore.

			It was all about sensation as they stumbled backward into the drawing room she had waited in when she had come to apply for the job.

			Clothes left their bodies, melting away and landing on the carpet, and then they were down on the rug in front of the crackling fire.

			“The drapes are pulled,” he groaned against her mouth. “I had everything set, even the fire. For just this.”

			He rolled her over and found his way in between her legs to enter her. In response, tears of joy speared into her eyes as she stared up at him and they began to move together.

			
			“I love you, dearest Ivie,” he said to her. “And I’m going to live my whole life with that best characteristic of mine in the forefront.”

			Ivie smiled and giggled—yes, giggled. Because sometimes, even hard, tough females like her had too many champagne bubbles in their bloodstream to keep them inside.

			“Right back at you, my male,” she replied. “I will love you with everything I am and all that I have…”

			At that point, they stopped talking and focused on making love.

			Until six p.m…the following evening.

		

	
		
		
			
			Dedicated to:

			Dearest Ivie and her beau, Silas.

			He is going to look great in a sweatshirt!
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			Chapter One

			MIAMI, FLORIDA

			Sola Morte, a.k.a. Marisol Maria Rafaela Carvalho, opened the sliding door, pulling the glass panel out of the way. Even though it was past midnight and into January, the ocean air that greeted her was seventy degrees and humid, a sweet kiss as opposed to a frigid slap. After a year of living in Miami, however, she was no longer pleasantly surprised. The kinder climate had become, like the slow pace, the palm trees, the beaches and the tides, simply part of life.

			Exotic was a function of rarity, and so, as with beauty, was in the eye of the beholder.

			Now, the snow-covered pines of Caldwell, New York, would be captivating and unusual.

			Shaking her head, she tried to stick to the present. The “terrace” for this fifth-floor condo she shared with her grandmother was nothing more than a shelf with a railing, the sort of outdoor space added not for the functional utility and enjoyment of the owners, but so “ocean terrace” could be included in the sales description of the building’s thirty units. And come to think of it, the “ocean” part was also a fudge, as it was Biscayne Bay, not the Atlantic, she was overlooking. Still, water was water, and when you couldn’t sleep, it was more interesting than staring at your ceiling.

			She’d kitted out the two-bedroom, two-bath place about three years ago, buying setups from Rooms To Go because they were priced right and someone else had done the thinking about throw pillows and color combinations. And then for her “luxury” “ocean” terrace, she’d hit Target and scored two yellow-and-white lawn chairs and a coffee table. The former worked fine. The latter had a translucent plastic top with what had turned out to be annoying waves in its surface. Nothing sat flush on it.

			
			On that note, she parked herself in the chair on the left. “Full moon tonight.”

			As her voice drifted off, she stared across the nocturnal vista. Directly in front of her, there were a number of short houses, old ones built in the forties, and then a series of crappy T-shirt shops, bodegas, and cantinas between her and the beach. To say that she and her vovó lived in Miami was similar to the terrace-false-advertising thing. They were actually on the northern knife-edge of the city limits, well away from the mansions and nightlife, although she was willing to bet that in about ten years, this down-market neighborhood was going to get a glitzy overhaul.

			Fine with her. She’d have a great return on her cash investment and—

			Oh, who was she kidding. They weren’t going to be here for more than another year.

			She had another bolt-hole in California and one in Toronto. After they cycled through those, it was going to be somewhere else.

			For her, there were few requirements for establishing a home base: cash purchase, Catholic church within blocks, and a good Latino market close by.

			As a breeze rolled up and played through her newly-blonded hair, she sat forward because it was hard to stay still. The repositioning didn’t last, and not just because the top railing now blocked the view of the bay. Easing back, she tapped the heel of her flip-flop, the metronome of restless energy only bearable because it was her own foot doing the up and down, and, at least theoretically, she could stop it.

			
			To say that memory was a lane you could walk along, a path to follow, a linear progression you embarked on from start to finish, was way off base. After this past year, she had decided it was more like a piano keyboard, and the musical notes her mind played in the form of moving-picture images were a pick-and-choose determined more by the sheet music of her mourning than the well-founded logic of her decision to leave Caldwell.

			For example, if she were rational about things, she would be focusing on what it had been like to come home one night and have those attackers abduct her as her grandmother roused and started to come down the stairs. Then she would recall her trip up north in the trunk of a car. Yup…if she were smart, her brain would be projecting a slide show about her taking a lit flare and stabbing it into the eye socket of the man who yanked her out of the back of that sedan. She would picture herself getting shot in the leg as she had tried to run away through the forest, and then remember the cell with the bars in the underground level of that torture camp.

			She would visualize with precise detail the thug with the two-toned face who had stripped her and tried to rape her—until she had twisted his nuts and beat his head in with a heavy chain.

			And finally, she would see herself dragging a dead man across the floor to try to use his fingerprint to open the way out. And when that didn’t work, she would retrace her steps as she returned to the basement and pulled that two-toned attempted rapist’s arm through the bars of a cell so she could take a kitchen knife and cut the hand off at the wrist.

			
			How about recalling the successful use of that still-warm thumb on the keypad to open the steel door? Or bursting out of that hellhole wearing nothing but a parka and the blood of the two human beings she had killed?

			But nah, those were not the notes her cerebral Steinway played.

			As tunes went, the one that her brain kept on repeat was altogether different and far more destructive.

			Even though it was certainly sexier—

			“Stop it.” She rubbed her eyes. “Just stop.”

			Above the landlocked bay, over the breakwater rim of North Beach, the moon was a great silver plate, its illumination hazy and tickled by wisps of clouds.

			Assail’s eyes had been like that, silver with a deep purple rim.

			And she guessed they still were, assuming he was alive—although with the kind of life he was leading? Drug lords were in risk pools over and above the generic ones like cancer and heart disease.

			Not that she had judged him for his choice of business—come on, her profession as a burglar was how she’d ended up in that trunk.

			Such odd, hypnotizing eyes he’d had. Like nothing she had ever seen, and no, that was not romanticizing on her part. As with his strange name, and the accent that she couldn’t quite place—was it German? French? Romanian?—and the mystery that surrounded him, he had been what other men had never come close to: irresistible. With hair so black, she’d assumed it had been dyed, and a widow’s peak on that high, autocratic forehead, and his powerful body and sex drive, she had often felt that he was a figment from some other world.

			
			A deadly presence.

			A gorgeous predator.

			An animal in human skin.

			Between one blink and the next, she saw him the night he had come to rescue her from that camp—but not as he had approached her with open arms and a calm voice just as she had run out of that steel door, all wounded and disorientated. No, she remembered him a short time later, when he had somehow met her at a rest stop some twenty miles down the highway.

			She had never understood how it was possible that he had stayed behind as his cousins had driven off with her—and yet Assail had caught up with them as if he could fly.

			And then there was what he’d looked like. His mouth had been covered with blood as if he had bitten someone. And those silver and purple eyes had shone brighter than this moon in this southern sky with the light in them so unholy, it had seemed the stuff of exorcism.

			Yet she had not been afraid of him—and she had also known at that moment that Benloise, her captor, had not lived. Assail had somehow killed her kidnapper, and in all likelihood, his brother, Eduardo.

			It was the way of the business they had all been in. And the way of the life she had been determined to leave after she had healed.

			After all, when you were held by madmen and prayed to God to see your grandmother again, and that actually happened? Only a fool didn’t keep their end of the bargain.

			
			Hello, Miami.

			Sola pushed her fingertips into her forehead and tried to get her brain off the well-worn path it seemed determine to process and re-process—even though it was a year later, for godsakes. She couldn’t believe she was so fixated on a sound decision that she had made with her own survival at the forefront.

			Nights were still the worst. During the day, when she was busy with such high-level endeavors as grocery shopping, and going to mass with her vovó, and constantly looking out from under the brim of a baseball cap to see if they were being followed, she managed better. But with the darkness came the haunting, the ghost of a man she never should have slept with tormenting her.

			She had long been aware that she had a death wish. Her attraction to Assail was confirmation of that, and then some.

			Hell, she didn’t even know his last name. For all the spying on him that she had been hired to do, and then that which she had done on her own, she knew almost nothing about him. He had a glass house on the Hudson that was owned by a real estate trust. His two closest associates were his twin cousins, and both were as mute as brick walls when it came to his personal details. He’d had no wife or children.

			At least not around him, but who knew. A man like that certainly had plenty of options for companionship.

			Shifting to the side, she took her old iPhone out and looked at its black screen. When she woke the thing up, there was a picture of the beach from back right after she had arrived here.

			
			No texts, no missed calls, no voicemails.

			For a long while, she had had these regular hang-ups from a restricted number.

			The intermittent calls were the only reason she’d kept the phone. Who else would be reaching her on it except for Assail? Who else had the number? It wasn’t the phone she’d used with Benloise or any of her shadowy business, and the account was under an alias. He was the only one who had the digits.

			She really should have left the thing up north and canceled the service. Clean cut was best. The safest.

			The issue seemed to have resolved itself, however. Assuming Assail had been the one calling, he’d stopped—and maybe it wasn’t because he’d found his grave. He had probably moved on—which was what people did when they got left behind. The whole pining-away-for-a-lifetime thing only happened in Victorian novels, and then usually on the woman’s side.

			Yeah, no Mr. Havisham going on up north. No way—

			Another memory took her back in time, and it was one she hated. Even after Benloise had ordered her off the trail, she had followed Assail out to an estate, to what had appeared to be a caretaker’s cottage. He hadn’t gone there for a business transaction. No, it was for a dark-haired woman with a body and a half, and he’d taken her down onto a sofa like he’d done it before. Just as he’d started to have sex with her, he had looked directly at the window Sola had been watching him through—as if he were putting on the show for her.

			
			At that point, she had decided to pull out of the surveilling and had resolved never to see him again.

			Fate had had different ideas, however. And had turned her silver-eyed drug dealer into a savior.

			The sad thing was, under different circumstances, she might have stayed with him in that glass house of his. But in the end, her little deal with God had superseded that kind of fantasy.

			Getting to her feet, she lingered at the rail for a while longer, wondering exactly what she hoped she would find in the view. Then she turned away, shut herself back in the condo, and kicked off her flip-flops. On silent, bare feet, she whispered through the living room area and went into the kitchen. Her grandmother’s standards were such that not only could you eat off the floor, you could toss a salad in any of the drawers, roll your bread dough out inside the cupboards, and use the shelving to cut your steak on.

			The tool kit was under the sink, and she got out a full-sized hammer.

			The iPhone went into a double Ziploc bag–setup on her way to the door and she disengaged the alarm before exiting into the corridor. The fire stairwell was down on the right, and as she strode over to it, she listened out of habit, but not necessity. The people in the building were elderly, and what little she saw of them confirmed she had chosen the right unit. This was the land of snowbirds who didn’t have the money to fly up and back for the spring and summer, so the building never emptied out.

			There would always be nosy witnesses, even if those eyes and ears were not quite as sharp as they had once been. And her fellow residents represented a complication that people coming after her would think twice about.

			
			Plus, as always, she had a compact nine with a laser sight on her. Justincase.

			The stairwell was cooler, but no dryer than the great outdoors, and she didn’t go far. She put the phone in its little plastic bag–coffin on the concrete floor underneath the coiled fireman’s hose and checked one last time that there had been no calls.

			Then she drove the hammer down once. Twice. Three times.

			That was all it took to destroy the phone.

			As she went back to the condo, she turned the loose pieces over in her hands, the two baggies keeping things together. Tomorrow morning, she would go online from a secured computer and cancel the service, her last tie, flimsy though it was, cut forever.

			The idea that she would never know what happened to Assail was almost as bad as the reality that she would never see him again.

			Letting herself in once more, she resolved to go to bed, but was drawn back to the view of the water and the moon.

			She missed the man she shouldn’t have ever had as if he were a piece of her soul, left behind.

			But that was the way of it.

			Destiny was such a thief.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter Two

			THE BLACK DAGGER BROTHERHOOD TRAINING CENTER

			CALDWELL, NEW YORK

			Doc Jane checked her watch and resumed her pacing. As she went back and forth in the concrete corridor outside her main exam room, she was very aware of her own heartbeat—which was a little odd considering she was, for all intents and purposes, not alive.

			In the back of her head, she heard Bill Murray saying, Have you or your family ever seen a spook, specter, or ghost?

			Pretty much every time she looked in the mirror, Dr. Venkman. Thanks.

			On that note, she headed down a couple of doors and stopped. Staring ahead without seeing anything, she found that she couldn’t breathe right and decided that, of all the parts of her job as a trauma surgeon, what was about to happen next was something that she had never gotten good at. No matter how much training, experience, or continuing education she had, proficiency in this most vital part of her calling had not come.

			And she hoped it never did.

			Assail, I have failed you, she thought. I am so sorry. I did everything I could.

			A clanking sound brought her head around. Down at the far end of the training center’s long, main corridor, past all kinds of class, break, and interrogation rooms, the reinforced-steel vault panel that separated the subterranean facility from its multi-level parking area opened wide. Rhage, one of the Brotherhood’s newest fathers, came in and stood off to the side.

			
			The two dark-haired males who entered after him were, from what she understood, an anomaly in the vampire species. Identical twins did not happen that often and few of them made it to adulthood. Ehric and Evale had proven to be the exception to a lot of rules, however.

			For example, she wasn’t sure they were any more living than she was. For all the emotion they had ever shown, they might as well have been cyborgs. Such dead eyes—they had stares with all the luminosity of matte paint. Then again, they had probably seen a lot. Done a lot. And that translated, from what she had learned about war, into people who dissociated from the world around them, trusting no one.

			Not even themselves.

			Rhage indicated the way toward her, even though her presence was a self-explanatory destination, and as the twins walked forward, John Matthew entered as well, adding a caboose to the train.

			Where was Vishous, she wondered. He and Rhage were supposed to be on transport with them?

			Taking out her phone, she did a quick check. No texts or calls from her mate, and for a moment, she considered reaching out to him.

			Shaking her head, she put the cell away and refocused on her job. She had to get through this conversation first, before she did anything personal.

			As the twins approached, proximity didn’t increase the warm and fuzzies of those males in the slightest. The closer they got, the bigger they became, until they were stopping in front of her and reminding her that immortality was so not a bad thing. They were killers, these two, and though they had extended a professional courtesy exemption to the Brotherhood’s household by virtue of shared interest, she was glad she was a ghost.

			
			Especially given what she had to tell them.

			“Thank you for coming,” she said.

			The one on the left—the one that…yup, there was that mole behind the ear, so he had to be Ehric, not Evale—nodded once. And that was it from the both of them. No greeting. No nervousness. No anger. No sadness, even though they knew exactly why she’d asked them here. In all their robotic stoicism, with their black hair, and their platinum eyes, and their powerful builds, the cold-as-ices were like a matched set of Glocks, deadly and emotionless.

			She had no idea how this was going to go.

			“Will you excuse us?” she said to Rhage and John Matthew.

			The Brother shook his head. “We’re not leaving you.”

			“I appreciate your concern, Rhage, but patient confidentiality is an issue here. If you don’t mind, maybe you could wait down by the office?” She pointed over there even though they knew perfectly well where it was. “This really needs to be a private conversation.”

			She knew better than to order any of the Brotherhood or the fighters off the kind of duty Rhage and John Matthew felt they were doing here. To them, she was Vishous’s shellan, and as such, her advanced degrees and recent karate training didn’t mean diddly: Even though the twins and their kin had proven loyal to the King and they had never shown any untoward behavior around her, they were still unattached males near a bonded Brother’s female.

			
			So she was going to be guarded like she was in a wet T-shirt and a pair of stripper heels.

			It was ridiculous, but going Gloria Steinem on the situation was just going to delay things. Putting the very real privacy concern on the table, however, was going to get the job done. And it did.

			“We’ll just be right there,” Rhage muttered. “Right over there. Like, no distance at all.”

			“Thank you.”

			When they were out of earshot, she said to the twins, “Would you like to talk in my—“

			“Here is good,” Ehric said in his thick, Old Country accent. “How is he?”

			“Not very well, and I don’t think we’re gaining any traction with Assail’s recovery.” She crossed her arms over her chest and then dropped them because she didn’t want to come across as hiding anything or being defensive. “His neurological functions are compromised and they are not improving. I’ve spoken with Havers and shared with him all of the scans as well as video of the behaviors and affects, including the change that happened about a week ago. With the onset of the catatonic state, he is less of a danger to himself and others, but that is a far distance from responsive—“

			“Is it time to put him down.”

			Doc Jane blinked. When she’d made the transition from human surgeon to vampire healer, there had been all kinds of things to get used to. There was new anatomy to learn, new drug reactions and side effects to be aware of, a completely different circulatory system, as well as hormonal and pregnancy issues she had never seen before.

			
			She’d also had to adjust to the race’s end-of-life decisions. In the human world, sustaining life was the imperative, even when there was no quality to it. Assisted suicide remained an ethical decision to be debated, with only seven states allowing it within prescribed parameters. With vampires? It was a matter of course.

			When a loved one was suffering, and there was no chance of that improving, terminal aid was rendered. Still, they were not talking about a cherished pet that had come to the end of its life cycle here.

			She chose her words with care, wanting to be honest without advocating for any specific outcome. “Based on everything I have seen and all the tests we have run, I do not believe there is going to be a resumption of normalcy. We have done everything we can to support his systems in his cocaine withdrawal, but after the psychosis hit, we just…we’ve lost him and we can’t seem to get him back.”

			In every way that counted, she was uncomfortable leaving this decision in the hands of Assail’s cousins. It would be easier to trust whatever choice was made if they were upset. Troubled by conscience. Worried over whether they were doing the right thing.

			With their dispositions? She had a concern that they would throw out her patient like a broken toaster. And yet, according to the vampire standard of care, she was duty bound to offer them, as next of kin, the option to terminate Assail’s life now that the course of his care had reached this point of no return.

			
			Havers, the race’s healer, had been the one to bring the issue up to her, and her instinct had been to fight it—but that was a holdover from her human days. She did, however, continue to find it a potential contradiction to the spiritual lexicon of the species. In the vampire version of the afterlife, there was a belief that you couldn’t enter the Fade, or what they considered Heaven, if you committed suicide. That being said, if you were lingering, and especially if you were incapable of deciding for yourself, your closest family could ease your suffering in a way that apparently got you around that provision, a loved-one loophole, as it were.

			The reconciliation was evidently in the free will. If you pulled the trigger, that was suicide. If someone you loved said enough’s enough? That was destiny.

			Yet it was a slippery slope, especially if your next of kin was maybe angry about what you’d done to them over the holidays. Or pissed off that you’d borrowed money and hadn’t paid back the loan. Or morally deficient—which was what she worried about here.

			Still, Ehric and Evale had seemed to stick by their cousin, coming to see Assail regularly, receiving her updates, calling her back immediately. That had to mean something. Right?

			Besides, in her heart, she knew that Assail had suffered enough. He had walked in here to detox from his drug addiction, and months later, after a roller coaster of self-harm, hallucinations, screaming paranoia, and violent outbursts, he had been reduced to nothing more than a pulse and some respiration.

			“I’m very sorry.” She looked back and forth between the mirror images of face and body. “I wish I had better news.”

			
			“I want to see him,” Ehric said.

			“Of course.”

			She reached for the door and hesitated. “He’s still restrained. And I had to—well, you remember that we needed to shave his head. It was for his own well-being.”

			As she opened things wide for them, she searched their expressions, praying she saw something that eased her own conscience, that assured her this very serious decision was in the right hands…that their hearts were somehow involved.

			The twins stared straight ahead, only their eyes moving around, their heads staying static. They did not blink. Twitch. Breathe.

			Doc Jane glanced at her patient and felt a crushing sorrow. Even though her mind told her she had done everything she could, her heart regarded this outcome as a failure she was responsible for. “I am so very sorry.”

			After a long moment, Ehric said in a flat tone, “We will do what is necessary.”
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