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    IT WAS EARLY September, a busy time of year for raising the dead. The pre-Halloween rush seemed to start earlier and earlier every year. Every animator at Animators Inc. was booked solid. I was no exception; in fact, I’d been offered more work than even my ability to go without sleep could supply.

   Mr. Leo Harlan should have been grateful to get the appointment. He didn’t look grateful. Truthfully, he didn’t have the look of anything. Harlan was medium. Medium height, dark hair, but not too dark. Skin neither too pale nor too tan. Eyes brown, but an indistinguishable shade of brown. In fact the most remarkable thing about Mr. Harlan was that there was nothing remarkable about him. Even his suit was dark, conservative. A businessman’s outfit that had been in style for the last twenty years and probably would still be in style twenty years down the road. His shirt was white, his tie neatly knotted, his not-too-big, not-too-small hands were well groomed but not manicured.

   His appearance told me so little that that in itself was interesting, and vaguely disturbing.

   I took a sip from my coffee mug with the motto, “If you slip me decaf, I’ll rip your head off.” I’d brought it to work when our boss, Bert, had put decaf in the coffeemaker without telling anyone, thinking we wouldn’t notice. Half the office thought they had mono for a week, until we discovered Bert’s dastardly plot.

   The coffee that our secretary, Mary, had gotten for Mr. Harlan sat on the edge of my desk. His mug was the one with the logo of Animators Inc. on it. He’d taken a minute sip of the coffee, when Mary had first handed it to him. He’d taken the coffee black, but he sipped it like he hadn’t tasted it, or it didn’t really matter what it tasted like. He’d taken it out of politeness, not out of desire.

   I sipped my own coffee, heavy on the sugar and cream, trying to make up for the late work the night before. Caffeine and sugar, the two basic food groups.

   His voice was like the rest of him, so ordinary it was extraordinary. He spoke with absolutely no accent, no hint of region, or country. “I want you to raise my ancestor, Ms. Blake.”

   “So you said.”

   “You seem to doubt me, Ms. Blake.”

   “Call it skepticism.”

   “Why would I come in here and lie to you?”

   I shrugged. “People have done it before.”

   “I assure you, Ms. Blake, I am telling the truth.”

   Trouble was, I just didn’t believe him. Maybe I was being paranoid, but my left arm under the nice navy suit jacket was crisscrossed with scars—from the crooked cross-shaped burn scar, where a vampire’s servant had branded me, to the slashing claw marks of a shape-shifted witch. Plus knife scars, thin and clean compared to the rest. My right arm had only one knife scar, it was nothing in comparison. And there were other scars hidden under the navy skirt and royal blue shell. Silk didn’t care if it slid over scars or smooth, untouched skin. I’d earned my right to be paranoid.

   “What ancestor do you want raised, and why?” I smiled when I said it, pleasant, but the smile didn’t reach my eyes. I’d begun to have to work at getting my smiles to reach all the way up to my eyes.

   He smiled too, and it left his eyes as unaffected as my own. Smile because you were smiled at, not because it really meant anything. He reached out to pick up the coffee mug again, and this time I noticed a heaviness in the left front of his jacket. He wasn’t wearing a shoulder holster—I’d have noticed that—but there was something heavier than a wallet in his left breast pocket. It could have been a lot of things, but my first thought was, gun. I’ve learned to listen to my first thoughts. You’re not paranoid if people really are out to get you.

   I had my own gun tucked under my left arm in a shoulder holster. That evened things up, but I did not want my office to turn into the O. K. Corral. He had a gun. Maybe. Probably. For all I knew it could have been a really heavy cigar case. But I’d have bet almost anything that that heaviness was a weapon. I could either sit here and try to talk myself out of that belief, or I could act as if I was right. If I was wrong, I’d apologize later; if I was right, well, I’d be alive. Better alive and rude than dead and polite.

   I interrupted his talk about his family tree. I hadn’t really heard any of it. I was fixated on that heaviness in his pocket. Until I found out whether it was a gun or not, nothing else much mattered to me. I smiled and forced it up into my eyes. “What is it exactly that you do for a living, Mr. Harlan?”

   He drew a slightly deeper breath, settling into his chair, just a bit. It was the closest thing I’d seen to tension in the man. The first real, human movement. People fidget. Harlan didn’t.

   People don’t like dealing with people who raise the dead. Don’t ask me why, but we make them nervous. Harlan wasn’t nervous, he wasn’t anything. He was just sitting across the desk from me, chilling, nondescript eyes pleasant and empty. I was betting he’d lied about his reason for coming here and that he’d brought a gun hidden on his person in a place that wasn’t easy to spot.

   I was liking Leo Harlan less and less.

   I sat my coffee mug gently on my desk blotter, still smiling. I’d freed up my hands, which was step one. Drawing my gun would be step two; I was hoping to avoid that step.

   “I want you to raise one of my ancestors, Ms. Blake. I don’t see where my work has any relevance here.”

   “Humor me,” I said, still smiling, but feeling it slide out of my eyes like melting ice.

   “Why should I?” he said.

   “Because if you don’t, I’ll refuse to take your case.”

   “Mr. Vaughn, your boss, has already taken my money. He accepted on your behalf.”

   I smiled, and this time it held real humor. “Actually, Bert is only the business manager at Animators Inc., now. Most of us are full partners in the firm, like a law firm. Bert still handles the business end of things, but he’s not exactly my boss anymore.”

   His face, if it was possible, went quieter, more closed, more secretive. It was like looking at a bad painting, one that had all the technicalities down, yet held no feel of life. The only humans I’d ever seen that could be this closed down were scary ones.

   “I wasn’t aware of your change in status, Ms. Blake.” His voice had gone a tone deeper, but it was as empty as his face.

   He was ringing every alarm bell I had, my shoulders were tight with the need to pull my gun first. My hands slid downward without me thinking about it. It wasn’t until his hands raised to the arms of his chair that I realized what I’d done. We were both maneuvering to a better position to draw down.

   Suddenly there was tension, thick and heavy like invisible lightning in the room. There was no more doubt. I saw it in his empty eyes, and in the small smile on his face. This was a real smile, no fake, no pretense. We were seconds away from doing one of the most real things one human being can do to another. We were about to try to kill each other. I watched, not his eyes, but his upper body, waiting for that betraying movement. There was no more doubt, we both knew.

   Into that heavy, heavy tension, his voice fell like a stone thrown down a deep well. His voice alone almost made me go for my gun. “I am a contract killer, but I’m not here for you, Anita Blake.”

   I didn’t take my eyes from his body, the tension didn’t slacken. “Why tell me then?” My voice was softer than his, almost breathy.

   “Because I haven’t come to St. Louis to kill anyone. I really am interested in getting my ancestor raised from the dead.”

   “Why?” I asked, still watching his body, still treading the tension.

   “Even hitmen have hobbies, Ms. Blake.” His voice was matter-of-fact, but his body stayed very, very still. I realized, suddenly, that he was trying not to spook me.

   I let my gaze flick to his face. It was still bland, still unnaturally empty, but it also held something else . . . a trace of humor.

   “What’s so funny?” I asked.

   “I didn’t know that coming to see you was tempting fate.”

   “What do you mean?” I was trying to hold on to that edge of tension, but it was slipping away. He sounded too ordinary, too suddenly real, for me to keep thinking about drawing a gun and shooting up my office. It suddenly seemed a little silly, and yet . . . looking into his dead eyes that humor never completely filled, it didn’t seem all that silly.

   “There are people all over the world who would love to see me dead, Ms. Blake. There are people who have spent considerable money and effort to see that such a thing would happen, but no one has come close, until today.”

   I shook my head. “This wasn’t close.”

   “Normally, I’d agree with you, but I knew something of your reputation, so I didn’t wear a gun in my usual manner. You noticed the weight of it when I bent forward that last time, didn’t you?”

   I nodded.

   “If we’d had to draw down on each other, your holster is a few seconds faster than this inner jacket shit that I’m wearing.”

   “Then why wear it?” I asked.

   “I didn’t want to make you nervous by coming in here armed, but I don’t go anywhere unarmed, so I thought I’d be slick, and you wouldn’t notice.”

   “I almost didn’t.”

   “Thanks for that, but we both know better.”

   I wasn’t sure about that, but I let it go; no need to argue when I seemed to be winning.

   
   
   “What do you really want, Mr. Harlan, if that is your real name?”

   He smiled at that. “As I’ve said, I really do want my ancestor raised from the dead. I didn’t lie about that.” He seemed to think for a second. “Strange, but I haven’t lied about anything.” He looked puzzled. “It’s been a long time since that was true.”

   “My condolences,” I said.

   He frowned at me. “What?”

   “It must be difficult never being able to tell the truth. I know I’d find it exhausting.”

   He smiled, and again it was that slight flexing of lips that seemed to be his genuine smile. “I haven’t thought about it in a long time.” He shrugged. “I guess you get used to it.”

   It was my turn to shrug. “Maybe. What ancestor do you want raised, and why?”

   “Why what?”

   “Why do you want to raise this particular ancestor?”

   “Does it matter?” he asked.

   “Yes.”

   “Why?”

   “Because I don’t believe the dead should be disturbed without a good reason.”

   That small smile flexed again. “You’ve got animators in this town that raise zombies every night for entertainment.”

   I nodded. “Then by all means go to one of them. They’ll do anything you want, pretty much, if the price is right.”

   “Can they raise a corpse that’s almost two hundred years old?”

   I shook my head. “Out of their league.”

   “I heard an animator could raise almost anything, if they were willing to do a human sacrifice.” His voice was quiet.

   I shook my head, again. “Don’t believe everything you hear, Mr. Harlan. Some animators could raise a few hundred years worth of corpse with the help of a human sacrifice. Of course, that would be murder and thus illegal.”

   “Rumor has it that you’ve done it.”

   “Rumor can say anything it damn well pleases, I don’t do human sacrifice.”

   “So you can’t raise my ancestor.” He made it a flat statement.

   “I didn’t say that.”

   His eyes widened, the closest to surprise that he’d shown. “You can raise a nearly two-hundred-year-old corpse without a human sacrifice?”

   I nodded.

   “Rumor said that, too, but I didn’t believe it.”

   
   
   “So you believed that I did human sacrifice, but not that I could raise a few hundred years worth of dead people on my own.”

   He shrugged. “I’m used to people killing other people, I’ve never seen anyone raised from the dead.”

   “Lucky you.”

   He smiled, and his eyes thawed just a little. “So you’ll raise my ancestor?”

   “If you tell me a good enough reason for doing it.”

   “You don’t get distracted much, do you, Ms. Blake.”

   “Tenacious, that’s me,” I said, and smiled. Maybe I’d spent too much time around really bad people, but now that I knew that Leo Harlan wasn’t here to kill me, or anyone else in town, I had no problem with him. Why did I believe him? For the same reason I hadn’t believed him the first time. Instinct.

   “I’ve followed the records of my family in this country back as far as I can, but my original ancestor is on no official documents. I believe he gave a false name from the beginning. Until I get his true name, I can’t track my family through Europe. I very much wish to do that.”

   “Raise him, ask his real name, his real reason for coming to this country, and put him back?” I made it a question.

   Harlan nodded. “Exactly.”

   “It sounds reasonable enough.”

   “So you’ll do it,” he said.

   “Yes, but it ain’t cheap. I’m probably the only animator in this country that can raise someone this old without using a human sacrifice. It’s sort of a seller’s market, if you catch my drift.”

   “In my own way, Ms. Blake, I am as good at my job as you are at yours.” He tried to look humble and failed. He looked pleased with himself, all the way to those ordinary, and frightening, brown eyes. “I can pay, Ms. Blake, never fear.”

   I mentioned an outrageous figure. He never flinched. He started to reach into the inside of his jacket. I said, “Don’t.”

   “My credit card, Ms. Blake, nothing more.” He took his hands out of his jacket and held them, fingers spread, so I could see them clearly.

   “You can finish the paperwork and pay in the outer office. I’ve got other appointments.”

   He almost smiled. “Of course.” He stood. I stood. Neither of us offered to shake hands. He hesitated at the door; I stopped a ways back, not following as closely as I normally do. Room to maneuver, you know.

   “When can you do the job?”

   “I’m booked solid this week. I might be able to squeeze you in next Wednesday. Maybe next Thursday.”

   “What happened to next Monday and Tuesday?” he asked.

   
   
   I shrugged. “Booked up.”

   “You said, and I quote, ‘I’m booked solid this week.’ Then you mentioned next Wednesday.”

   I shrugged again. There was a time when I wasn’t good at lying, even now I’m not great at it, but not for the same reasons. I felt my eyes going flat and empty, as I said, “I meant to say I was booked up for most of the next two weeks.”

   He stared at me, hard enough to make me want to squirm. I fought off the urge and just gave him blank, vaguely friendly eyes.

   “Next Tuesday is the night of the full moon,” he said in a quiet voice.

   I blinked at him, fighting to keep the surprise off my face, and I think I succeeded, but I failed on my body language. My shoulders tensed, my hands flexed. Most people noticed your face, not the rest of you, but Harlan was a man who would notice. Damn it.

   “So it’s the full moon, yippee-skippy, what of it?” My voice was as matter-of-fact as I could make it.

   He gave that small smile of his. “You’re not very good at being coy, Ms. Blake.”

   “No, I’m not, but since I’m not being coy, that’s not a problem.”

   “Ms. Blake,” he said, voice almost cajoling, “please, do not insult my intelligence.”

   I thought about saying, but it’s so easy, but didn’t. First, it wasn’t easy at all; second, I was a little nervous about where this line of questioning was going. But I was not going to help him by volunteering information. Say less, it irritates people.

   “I haven’t insulted your intelligence.”

   He made a frown that I think was as true as that small smile. The real Harlan peeking through. “Rumor says that you haven’t worked on the night of the full moon for a few months now.” He seemed very serious all of a sudden, not in a menacing way, almost as if I’d been impolite, forgotten my table manners, or something, and he was correcting me.

   “Maybe I’m Wiccan. The full moon is a holy day for them you know. Or rather night.”

   “Are you Wiccan, Ms. Blake?”

   It never took me long to grow tired of word games. “No, Mr. Harlan, I am not.”

   “Then why don’t you work on the night of the full moon?” He was studying my face, searching it, as if for some reason the answer were more important than it should have been.

   I knew what he wanted me to say. He wanted me to confess to being a shape-shifter of some kind. Trouble was I couldn’t confess, because it wasn’t true. I was the first human Nimir-Ra, leopard queen, of a wereleopard pard in their history. I’d inherited the leopards when I was forced to kill their old leader, to keep him from killing me. I was also Bolverk of the local werewolf pack. Bolverk was more than a bodyguard, less than an executioner. It was basically someone who did the things that the Ulfric either couldn’t, or wouldn’t do. Richard Zeeman was the local Ulfric. He’d been my off-again, on-again honey-bun for a couple of years. Right now, it was off, very off. His parting shot to me had been, “I don’t want to love someone who is more at home with the monsters than I am.” What do you say to that? What can you say? Damned if I know. They say love conquers everything. They lie.

   As Nimir-Ra and Bolverk, I had people depending on me. I took the full moon off, so I’d be available. It was simple really, and nothing I was willing to share with Leo Harlan.

   “I sometimes take personal days, Mr. Harlan. If they’ve coincided with the full moon, I assure you, it’s coincidental.”

   “Rumor says you got cut up by a shifter a few months back, and now you’re one of them.” His voice was still quiet, but I was ready for this one. My face, my body, everything was calm, because he was wrong.

   “I am not a shape-shifter, Mr. Harlan.”

   His eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe you, Ms. Blake.”

   I sighed. “I don’t really care if you believe me, Mr. Harlan. My being a lycanthrope, or not, has no bearing on how good I am at raising the dead.”

   “Rumor says you’re the best, but you keep telling me the rumors are wrong. Are you really as good as they say you are?”

   “Better.”

   “You’re rumored to have raised entire graveyards.”

   I shrugged. “You’ll turn a girl’s head with talk like that.”

   “Are you saying it’s true?”

   “Does it really matter? Let me repeat: I can raise your ancestor, Mr. Harlan. I’m one of the few, if not the only, animator in this country that can do it without resorting to a human sacrifice.” I smiled at him, my professional smile, the one that was all bright and shiny and as empty of meaning as a lightbulb. “Will next Wednesday or Thursday be alright?”

   He nodded. “I’ll leave my cell phone number, you can reach me twenty-four hours a day.”

   “Are you in a hurry for this?”

   “Let’s just say that I never know when an offer may come my way that I would find hard to resist.”

   “Not just money,” I said.

   He gave that smile again. “No, not just money, Ms. Blake. I have enough money, but a job that holds new interests . . . new challenges. I’m always searching for that.”

   
   
   “Be careful what you wish for, Mr. Harlan. There’s always someone out there bigger and badder than you are.”

   “I have not found it so.”

   I smiled then. “Either you’re even scarier than you seem, or you haven’t been meeting the right people.”

   He looked at me for a long moment, until I felt the smile slide from my eyes. I met his dead eyes with my own. In that moment that well of quietness filled me. It was a peaceful place, the place I went when I killed. A great white static empty place, where nothing hurt, where nothing felt. Looking into Harlan’s empty eyes, I wondered if his head was white and empty and staticky. I almost asked, but I didn’t, because for just a second I thought he’d lied, lied about it all, and he was going to try and draw his gun from his jacket. It would explain why he wanted to know if I was a shape-shifter. For a heartbeat or two, I thought I’d have to kill Mr. Leo Harlan. I wasn’t scared now or nervous, I just readied myself. It was his choice, live or die. There was nothing but that slow eternal second where choices are made and lives are lost.

   Then he shook himself, almost like a bird settling its feathers back in place. “I was about to remind you that I am a very scary person all by myself, but I won’t now. It would be stupid to keep playing with you like this, like poking a rattlesnake with a stick.”

   I just looked at him with empty eyes, still held in that quiet place. My voice came out slow, careful, like my body felt. “I hope you haven’t lied to me today, Mr. Harlan.”

   He gave that unsettling smile. “So do I, Ms. Blake, so do I.” With that odd comment, he opened the door carefully, never taking his eyes from me. Then he turned and left quickly, shutting the door firmly behind him, and left me alone with the adrenaline rush draining like a puddle to my feet.

   It wasn’t fear that left me weak, but the adrenaline. I raised the dead for a living and was a legal vampire executioner. Wasn’t that unique enough? Did I have to attract scary clients too?

   I knew I should have told Harlan no dice, but I had told him the truth. I could raise this zombie, and no one else in the country could do it—without a human sacrifice. I was pretty sure that if I turned it down, Harlan would find someone else to do it. Someone else that didn’t have either my abilities or my morals. Sometimes you deal with the devil not because you want to, but because if you don’t, someone else will.
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    LINDEL CEMETERY WAS one of those new modern affairs, where all the headstones are low to the ground and you aren’t allowed to plant flowers. It makes mowing easier, but it also makes for a depressingly empty space. Nothing but flat land, with little oblong shapes in the dark. It was as empty and featureless as the dark side of the moon, and about as cheerful. Give me a cemetery with tombs and mausoleums, stone angels weeping over the portraits of children, the Mother Mary praying for us all, her silent eyes turned heavenward. A cemetery should have something to remind the people passing by that there is a heaven, and not just a hole in the ground with rock on top of it.

   I was here to raise Gordon Bennington from the dead because Fidelis Insurance Company hoped he was a suicide, not an accidental death. There was a multimillion dollar insurance claim at stake. The police had ruled the death accidental, but Fidelis wasn’t satisfied. They opted to pay my rather substantial fee in the hopes of saving millions. I was expensive, but not that expensive. Compared with what they stood to lose, I was a bargain.

   There were three groups of cars in the cemetery. Two of the groups were at least fifty feet apart because both Mrs. Bennington and Fidelis’s head lawyer, Arthur Conroy, had restraining orders against each other. The third group of two cars was parked in between the others. A marked police car and an unmarked police car. Don’t ask me to explain how I knew it was an unmarked police car, it just had that look.

   I parked a little in back of the first group of cars. I got out of my brand new Jeep Grand Cherokee, which was partially purchased by money I got from my now deceased Jeep Country Squire. The insurance company hadn’t wanted to pay up on my claim. They didn’t believe that werehyenas had eaten the Country Squire. They sent out some people to take photos and measurements, to see the bloodstains. They finally paid up, but they also dropped my policy. I’m paying month by month to a new company that will grant me a full policy, if, and only if, I can manage not to destroy another car for two years. Fat chance of that. My sympathies were all for Gordon Bennington’s family. Of course, it’s hard to have sympathy for an insurance company that is trying to squirm out of paying a widow with three children.

   The cars closest to me turned out to be those of Fidelis Insurance. Arthur Conroy came towards me, hand outstretched. He was on the tall end of short, with thinning blond hair that he combed over his bald spot, as if that hid it, silver-framed glasses that circled large gray eyes. If his eyelashes and eyebrows had been darker, his eyes would have been his best feature. But his eyes were so large and unadorned that I thought he looked vaguely froglike. But then maybe my recent disagreement with my insurance company had made me uncharitable. Maybe.

   Conroy was accompanied by a near-solid wall of other dark-suited men. I shook Conroy’s hand and glanced behind him at the two six-foot-plus men.

   “Bodyguards?” I made it a question.

   Conroy’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

   I shook my head. “They look like bodyguards, Mr. Conroy.”

   I shook hands with the other two Fidelis people. I didn’t offer to shake hands with the bodyguards. Most of them won’t shake hands, even if you do offer. I don’t know if it ruins the tough-guy image or they just want to keep their gun hands free. Either way, I didn’t offer, and neither did they.

   The dark-haired bodyguard, with shoulders nearly as broad as I was tall, smiled, though. “So you’re Anita Blake.”

   “And you are?”

   “Rex, Rex Canducci.”

   I raised eyebrows at him. “Is Rex really your first name?”

   He laughed, that surprised burst of laughter that is so masculine—and usually at a woman’s expense. “No.”

   I didn’t bother to ask what his real first name was, probably something embarrassing, like Florence, or Rosie. The second bodyguard was blond and silent. He watched me with small pale eyes. I didn’t like him.

   “And you are?” I asked.

   He blinked as if my asking had surprised him. Most people ignored bodyguards, some out of fear of not knowing what to do, because they’ve never met one; some because they have met one and figure they’re just furniture, to be ignored until needed.

   
   
   He hesitated, then said, “Balfour.”

   I waited a second, but he didn’t add anything. “Balfour, one name, like Madonna or Cher?” I asked, voice mild.

   His eyes narrowed, his shoulders a little tense. He’d been too easy to rattle. He had the stare down and the sense of menace, but he was just muscle. Scary looking, and knew it, but maybe not much else.

   Rex intervened, “I thought you’d be taller.” He made it a joke, with his happy-to-meet-you voice.

   Balfour’s shoulders had relaxed, the tension draining away. They’d worked together before, and Rex knew that his partner was not the most stable cookie in the box.

   I met Rex’s eyes. Balfour would be a problem if things turned messy, he’d overreact. Rex wouldn’t.

   I heard raised voices, one of them a woman. Shit. I’d told Mrs. Bennington’s lawyers to keep her home. They’d either ignored me or been unable to withstand her winning personality.

   The nice plainclothes policeman was talking to her, his voice calm, but carrying, in a low, wordless rumble, as he, apparently, tried to keep her fifty feet away from Conroy. Weeks ago she’d slapped the lawyer, and he’d bitch-slapped her back. She’d then put a fist to his jaw and sat him on his ass. That was about the time the court bailiffs had had to step in and break things up.

   I’d been present for all the festivities, because I was part of the court settlement, sort of. Tonight would decide the issue. If Gordon Bennington rose from the grave and said he’d died by accident, Fidelis had to pay. If he admitted to suicide, then Mrs. Bennington got nothing. I called her Mrs. Bennington at her insistence. When I’d referred to her as Ms. Bennington, she’d nearly bitten my head off. She was not one of your liberated women. She liked being a wife and mother. I was glad for her, it meant more freedom for the rest of us.

   I sighed and walked across the white gravel driveway towards the sound of rising voices. I passed the uniformed cop leaning against his car. I nodded, said, “Hi.”

   He nodded back, his eyes mostly on the insurance people, as if someone had told him that it was his job to make sure they didn’t start coming over. Or maybe he just didn’t like the size of Rex and Balfour. Both men had him by a hundred pounds. He was slender for a police officer and still had that untried look in his face, as if he hadn’t been on the job long, and hadn’t yet quite decided whether he wanted to be on the job at all.

   Mrs. Bennington was yelling at the nice officer who was barring her way. “Those bastards have hired her, and she’ll do what they say. She’ll make Gordon lie, I know it!”

   
   
   I sighed. I’d explained to everyone that the dead don’t lie. Pretty much only the judge had believed me, and the cops. I think Fidelis thought my fee had insured their outcome, and Mrs. Bennington thought the same.

   She finally spotted me over the cop’s broad shoulders. In her high heels she was taller than the officer. Which meant she was tall, and he wasn’t very. He was maybe five nine, tops.

   She tried to push past him, yelling at me now. He moved just enough so that he blocked her way, but didn’t have to grab her. She banged against his shoulder and frowned down at him. It stopped her yelling, for a second.

   “Get out of my way,” she said.

   “Mrs. Bennington,” his deep voice grumbled, “Ms. Blake is here by order of the court. You have to let her do her job.” He had short gray hair, a little longer on top. I didn’t think it was a fashion statement, more like he hadn’t had time to go to the barbershop in awhile.

   She tried to push past him again, and this time she grabbed him, as if she’d move him out of her way. He wasn’t tall, but he was broad, built like a square, a muscular square. She realized quickly that she couldn’t push him, so she moved to walk around him, still determined to give me a piece of her mind.

   He had to grab her arm to keep her away from me. She raised a hand to him, and his deep voice came clear in the still October night, “If you hit me, I will handcuff you and put you in the back of the squad car until we’re all finished here.”

   She hesitated, her hand raised, but there must have been something in his face, still turned away from me, that said, clearly, that he meant every word.

   His tone of voice had been enough for me. I’d have done what he said.

   Finally, she lowered her arm. “I’ll have your badge if you touch me.”

   “Striking a police officer is considered a crime, Mrs. Bennington,” he said in that deep voice.

   Even by moonlight you could see the astonishment on her face, as if somehow she hadn’t quite realized any of the rules applied to her. The realization seemed to take a lot of the wind out of her. She settled back and let her cadre of dark-suited lawyers lead her a little away from the nice police officer.

   I was the only one close enough to hear him say, “If she’d been my wife, I’d have shot myself too.”

   I laughed, I couldn’t help it.

   He turned, eyes angry, defensive, but whatever he saw in my face made him smile.

   “Count yourself lucky,” I said, “I’ve seen Mrs. Bennington on several occasions.” I held out my hand.

   
   
   He shook like he meant business, good, solid. “Lieutenant Nicols, and my condolences on having to deal with . . .” He hesitated.

   I finished the sentence for him, “ . . . that crazy bitch. I believe that is the phrase you’re searching for.”

   He nodded. “That is the phrase. I sympathize with a widow and children getting the money that is due them,” he said, “but she makes it awful hard to sympathize with her personally.”

   “I’ve noticed that,” I said, smiling.

   He laughed and reached into his jacket for a pack of cigarettes. “Mind?”

   “Not out here in the open, I guess. Besides, you’ve earned it, dealing with our wonderful Mrs. Bennington.”

   He tapped the cigarette out with one of those expert movements that longtime smokers use. “If Gordon Bennington rises from the grave and says he offed himself, she is going to go ballistic, Ms. Blake. I’m not allowed to shoot her, but I’m not sure what else I’m going to be able to do with her.”

   “Maybe her lawyers can sit on her. I think there’s enough of them to hold her down.”

   He put the cig between his lips, still talking. “They’ve been fu . . . freaking useless, too afraid of losing their fee.”

   “Fucking useless, Lt. Fucking useless is the phrase you’re searching for.”

   He laughed again, hard enough that he had to take the cigarette out of his mouth. “Fucking useless, yeah, that’s the phrase.” He put the cig between his lips again and took out one of those big metal lighters that you don’t see much anymore. The flame flared orangey red, as he cupped his hands around it automatically, even though there was no wind. When the end of his cig was glowing bright, he snapped the lighter shut and slid it back into his pocket, then took the cig out of his mouth and blew a long line of smoke.

   I took an involuntary step back to avoid the smoke, but we were outdoors and Mrs. Bennington was enough to drive anyone to smoke. Or would that be drink?

   “Can you call in more men?”

   “They won’t be allowed to shoot her either,” Nicols said.

   I smiled. “No, but maybe they can form a wall of flesh and keep her from hurting anyone.”

   “I could probably get another uniform, maybe two, but that’s it. She’s got connections with the top brass because she’s got money, and may end up having a lot more after tonight. But she’s also been fucking unpleasant.” He seemed to relish saying the F-word almost as much as smoking the cigarette, as if he’d had to watch his language around the grieving widow, and it had hurt.

   “Her political clout getting a little tarnished?” I asked.

   “The papers plastered her decking Conroy all over the front page. The powers that be are worried that this is going to turn into a mess, and they don’t want the mess to land on them.”

   “So they’re distancing themselves in case she does something even more unfortunate,” I said.

   He took a deep, deep pull off the cig, holding it almost like someone smoking a joint, then let the smoke trickle out of his mouth and nose as he answered me, “Distancing, that’s one word for it.”

   “Bailing, jumping ship, abandoning ship . . .”

   He was laughing again, and he hadn’t finished blowing out all the smoke, so he choked just a little, but didn’t seem to mind. “I don’t know if you’re really this amusing or if I just needed a laugh.”

   “It’s stress,” I said, “most people don’t find me funny at all.”

   He gave me a look sort of sideways out of surprisingly pale eyes. I was betting they were blue in sunlight. “I heard that about you, that you were a pain in the ass, and rub a lot of people the wrong way.”

   I shrugged. “A girl does what she can.”

   He smiled. “But the same people that said you could be a pain in the ass had no trouble working a case with you. Fact is, Ms. Blake,” he threw the cigarette on the ground, “most said they’d take you as backup over a lot of cops they could name.”

   I didn’t know what to say to that. There is no higher praise between policemen than that they’d let you back them up in a life or death situation.

   “You’re going to make me blush, Lt. Nicols.” I didn’t look at him as I said it.

   He seemed to be gazing down at the still-smoldering cigarette on the white gravel. “Zerbrowski over at RPIT says that you don’t blush much.”

   “Zerbrowski is a cheerfully lecherous shit,” I said.

   He chuckled, a deep roll of laughter, and stomped out his cigarette, so that even that small glow was lost in the dark. “That he is, that he is. You ever met his wife?”

   “I’ve met Katie.”

   “Ever wonder how Zerbrowski managed to nab her?”

   “Every damn time I see her,” I said.

   He sighed. “I’ll call for another squad car, try for two uniforms. Let’s get this done and get the hell away from these people.”

   “Let’s,” I said.

   He went to make the call. I went to fetch my zombie-raising equipment. Since one of my main tools is a machete bigger than my forearm, I’d left it in the car. It tends to scare people. I would try very hard tonight not to scare the bodyguards, or the nice policemen. I was pretty sure there was nothing I could do to scare Mrs. Bennington. I was also pretty sure there was nothing I could do to make her happy with me.
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    MY ZOMBIE-RAISING EQUIPMENT was in a gray Nike gym bag. Some animators have elaborate cases. I’ve even seen one who had a little suitcase that turned into a table like a magician’s or a street vendor’s. Me, I made sure everything was packed tight so nothing got broken or scratched up, but other than that, I didn’t see the point to being fancier than you needed to be. If people wanted a show they could go down to the Circus of the Damned and watch zombies crawl from the grave with actors pretending to be terrified of them. I wasn’t an entertainer, I was an animator, and this was work.

   I turned down Halloween parties every year, where people wanted zombies raised at the stroke of midnight or some such nonsense. The scarier my reputation got, the more people wanted me to come be scary for them. I’d told Bert I could always go and threaten to shoot all the partygoers, that’d be scary. Bert had not been amused. But he had stopped asking me to do parties.

   I’d been trained to use an ointment spread over face, hands, heart. The smell of rosemary, like breathing in a Christmas tree, still held a great nostalgic for me, but I didn’t use the ointment anymore. I’d raised the dead in emergencies without it, more than once, so it got me to thinking. Some believed it helped the spirits enter you, so the powers that be could use you to raise the dead. Most, in America anyway, believed that the scent and touch of the herbal mixture enhanced your psychic abilities, or helped open them so they’d work at all. I never seemed to have any trouble raising the dead. My psychic abilities were always on line for animating. So I still carried the ointment, just in case, but I didn’t use it much anymore.

   The three things I did still need for animating were steel, fresh blood, and salt. Though the salt actually was to put the zombie back in the grave once we were finished with it. I’d cut my paraphernalia to the absolute minimum, and recently, I’d cut it down even more. And I mean that “cut” part literally.

   My left hand was covered in little bandages. I was using the clear ones, so I didn’t look like a tan version of the mummy’s hand. There were larger bandages on my left forearm. All the wounds were self-inflicted, and it was beginning to piss me off.

   I had been learning how to control my growing psychic powers by studying with Marianne, who had been a psychic when I met her, but had become a witch. She was Wiccan now. Not all witches are Wiccan, and if Marianne had been another flavor of witch, I wouldn’t have had to cut myself up. Marianne as my teacher, shared some of my karmic debt, or so her group—read coven—believed. The fact that I killed an animal every time I raised the dead, three, four times a night, almost every night, had made her coven rant, rave, scream, and basically lose it. Blood magic is black magic to a Wiccan. Taking a life for magical purposes, any life, even a chicken’s, is very black magic.

   How could Marianne have tied herself to someone who was being so . . . evil? they demanded to know.

   To help Marianne’s karmic burden—and mine, the coven assured me—I’d been trying to raise the dead without killing anything. I’d done it in emergencies without an animal to sacrifice, so I knew it was possible. But—surprise, surprise—while it was true that I could do my job without killing anything, I could not do it without fresh blood. Blood magic is still black magic to Wiccans, so what to do? The compromise was that I would use only my own blood. I wasn’t sure it would work. But it did, for the recently dead, at least.

   I’d started out slicing up my left forearm, but that had rapidly lost its appeal, since I needed to do it three or more times a night. Then I’d taken to pricking my fingers. Just a little blood seemed to be enough for those dead under six months. But I’d run out of fingers, and my arm had enough scars already. I’d also found that when I practiced lefthanded shooting that I was slower, because the cuts freaking hurt. I would not cut up my right hand, because I couldn’t afford to be slower with my right. I’d pretty much decided that, while I was sorry I had to kill a few chickens or goats to raise the dead, the animal’s lives were not worth my own. There I’ve said it, a totally selfish judgment call.

   I’d really hoped the tiny cuts would heal instantly. Thanks to my ties to Jean-Claude, master vamp of the city, I healed fast, very fast. The little cuts didn’t heal fast. Marianne said it was probably because I was using a magically charged blade to do the cutting. But I liked my machete. Truthfully, I wasn’t a hundred percent sure that I could raise the dead with only a prick of blood without a magically charged blade. It was a problem.

   I was going to have to call Marianne and tell her I’d failed the Wiccan test of goodness. Why should they be any different? Most right-wing Christian groups hated me too.

   I glanced behind me at my audience. Two new uniformed police officers had joined Lt. Nicols and the first officer. The police stood in the middle of the two groups, which had been allowed to come close enough to the grave to hear what the zombie would say. It was way closer than fifty feet, but both parties needed to hear Gordon Bennington, or so the judge had ruled. The judge in question had actually joined us, along with a court reporter and her little machine. He’d also brought along two burly looking bailiffs, which made me think the judge was even smarter than he looked, and I’d been pretty impressed before. Not every judge will take zombie testimony.

   For tonight Lindel graveyard was court. I was glad that Court TV hadn’t gotten wind of it. It was just the kind of weird crap that they liked to televise. You know—transsexual’s custody case; female teacher rapes thirteen-year-old boy student; pro-football player’s murder trial. The O. J. Simpson trial had not been a good influence on American television.

   The judge said in his booming, court voice, which echoed strangely in the flat emptiness of the cemetery, “Go ahead, Ms. Blake, we’re all assembled.”

   Ordinarily I’d have beheaded a chicken and used its body to help me sprinkle a blood circle, a circle of power, to contain the zombie once it was raised so it wouldn’t go wandering all over the place. The circle also helped focus power and raise energy. But I had no chickens at the moment. There was a chance that if I’d tried to get enough blood out of my body to walk even a small circle of power, I’d be finished for the night, too dizzy and too light-headed to do anything else. So what’s a morally upright animator supposed to do?

   I sighed and unsheathed the machete and heard several gasps behind me. It was a big blade, but I’d found that in beheading a chicken one-handed you needed a big, sharp blade. I stared at my left hand and tried to find a space that was bandage free. I put the top edge of the blade against my middle finger (the symbolism was not lost on me) and pressed. I kept the machete too sharp to risk drawing the blade down my finger. It would be a bitch to need stitches because I’d cut too deep.

   The cut didn’t hurt immediately, which meant I’d probably cut deeper than I wanted. I raised my hand so the moonlight fell on it, and saw the first dark welling of blood. The moment I saw it, the cut hurt. Why was it that everything hurt worse when you realized you were bleeding?

   
   
   I began to walk the circle, holding the steel point downward, my bleeding finger flat to the earth, so that occasional drops would hit the ground. I’d never truly felt the machete carving the magic circle through the ground, through me, until I stopped killing animals. It had probably always been like a steel pencil tracing my circle, but I’d never ever been able to feel it over the stronger rush of the death. I felt each drop of blood that fell, felt the earth almost hungry for it, like rain in a drought, but it wasn’t the moisture the earth drank, it was the power. I knew when I’d walked the entire circle around the headstone, because the moment I touched the place where I’d begun, the circle closed with a skin-tingling, hair-raising rush.

   I turned to face the headstone, feeling the circle around me like an invisible trembling in the air. I went to the headstone, which was at the far end of the circle. I tapped the headstone with the machete. “Gordon Bennington, with steel I call you from your grave.” I touched my bloody hand to the cold stone. “With blood I call you from your grave.” I moved back to the far edge of the circle, at the foot of the grave. “Hear me now, Gordon Bennington, hear and obey. With steel, blood, and power, I command you to rise from your grave. Rise from your grave and walk amongst us.”

   The earth rolled like heavy water and just spilled the body upward. In the movies the zombies always crawl from the grave with reaching hands like the ground tries to keep them prisoner, but most of the time, the earth gives freely, and the zombie simply rises to the top, like something floating to the surface of a liquid. There were no flowers to get in the way this time, nothing for the body to trip over, as the zombie sat up and looked around.

   One thing I had noticed with not killing the animals was that my zombies weren’t as pretty. With a chicken I could have made Gordon Bennington look like his photo in the paper. With only my own blood, he looked like what he was, a reanimated corpse.

   He wasn’t awful, I’d seen much worse, but his widow screamed, long and loud, and began to sob. There had been more than one reason I wanted Mrs. Bennington to stay home.

   The nice blue suit hid the chest wound that had killed him. But you could still tell he was dead. It was the odd color of his skin. The way the flesh had begun to sink into the bones of his face. His eyes left too round, too large, too bare, so they rolled in their sockets barely contained by the waxy flesh. His blond hair was patchy and looked like it had grown. But that was illusion, caused by the shrinking of the meat of his body. Hair and fingernails do not grow after death, contrary to popular belief.

   There was one more thing I had to do to help Gordon Bennington speak. Blood. The Odyssey speaks of blood sacrifice to get a dead seer’s ghost to give Odysseus advice. It’s a very old truism that the dead crave blood. I walked across the now solid ground and knelt by his puzzled, wizened face. I couldn’t smooth my skirt down in back because one hand was full of machete and the other was bleeding. Everyone got a nice long glimpse of thigh, but it didn’t really matter, I was about to do the thing that disturbed me the most since I stopped sacrificing poultry.

   I held out my hand towards Gordon Bennington’s face. “Drink, Gordon, drink of my blood and speak to us.”

   Those round, rolling eyes stared at me, then his sunken nose caught the scent of blood, and he grabbed my hand with both of his, and lowered his mouth to the wound. His hands felt like cold wax with sticks inside. His mouth was almost lipless, so his teeth pressed close in my flesh as he sucked at my hand. His tongue whipped back and forth on the wound like something separate and alive in his mouth, feeding from me.

   I took a deep, steadying breath, breathe in and out, in and out. I would not be sick. Nope. I would not embarrass myself in front of this many people.

   When I thought he’d had enough, I said, “Gordon Bennington.”

   He didn’t react, but kept his mouth pressed to the wound, his hands clutching my wrist.

   I tapped the top of his head gently with the side of the machete. “Mr. Bennington, people are waiting to talk to you.”

   I don’t know if it was the words or the tap with the blade, but he looked up, and slowly began to pull back from my hand. His eyes held more of him now. The blood always seemed to do that, fill them back up with themselves.

   “Are you Gordon Bennington?” I asked. We had to be all formal.

   He shook his head.

   The judge said, “We need you to answer out loud, Mr. Bennington, for the record.”

   He stared up at me. I repeated what the judge had said, and Bennington spoke, “I am, was, Gordon Bennington.”

   One of the upsides to raising the dead with only my blood was that they always knew they were dead. I’d raised some before where they didn’t know that, and that was a bitch, telling someone that they were dead, and you were about to put them back in the grave. Real nightmare stuff, that was.

   “How did you die, Mr. Bennington?” I asked.

   He sighed, drawing in air, and I heard it whistle, because most of the right side of his chest was missing. The suit hid it, but I’d seen the forensic photos. Besides I knew what a mess a twelve-gauge shotgun makes at close range.

   “I got shot.”

   There was a tension behind me, I could feel it over the buzz of the power circle. “How did you get shot?” I asked, voice calm, soothing.

   “I shot myself going down the stairs to our basement.”

   
   
   There was a cry of triumph from one side of the crowd and an inarticulate scream from the other.

   “Did you shoot yourself on purpose?” I asked.

   “No, of course not. I tripped, gun went off, so stupid, really. So stupid.”

   There was a lot of screaming behind me. Mostly Mrs. Bennington yelling, “I told you so, little bitch . . .”

   I turned and called, “Judge Fletcher, did you hear all that?”

   “Most of it,” he said. He turned that booming voice on overdrive and shouted, “Mrs. Bennington, if you will be quiet long enough to listen, your husband has just said he died by accident.”

   “Gail,” Gordon Bennington’s voice was tentative, “Gail, are you there?”

   I did not want a tearful reunion on top of the grave. “Are we finished, Judge? Can I put him back?”

   “No,” this from Fidelis Insurance’s lawyers. Conroy stepped closer. “We have some questions for Mr. Bennington.”

   They asked questions, at first I had to repeat them for Bennington to be able to answer, but he got better at answering. He didn’t look any better, physically, but he was gathering himself up, being more alert, more aware of his surroundings. He spotted his wife, and said, “Gail, I’m so sorry. You were right about the guns. I wasn’t careful enough. I’m so sorry to leave you and the kids.”

   Mrs. Bennington came towards us, with her lawyers in tow. I thought I’d have to ask them to keep her off the grave, but she stopped outside the circle, as if she could feel it. Sometimes the people that turn out to be psychically gifted surprise you. I doubt if she was even aware of why she stopped moving forward. Of course, she was holding her hands tight to her body. She was not reaching out to touch her husband. I don’t think she wanted to find out what that waxy looking skin felt like. I couldn’t blame her.

   Conroy and the other lawyers tried to keep asking questions, but it was the judge who said, “Gordon Bennington has answered all your questions in detail. It’s time to let him get back to . . . rest.”

   I agreed. Mrs. Bennington was in tears, and Gordon would have been too, except his tear ducts had dried up months ago.

   I got Gordon Bennington’s attention. “Mr. Bennington, I’m going to put you back now.”

   “Will Gail and the children get the insurance money now?”

   I glanced behind me at the judge. He nodded.

   “Yes, Mr. Bennington, they will.”

   He smiled, or tried to. “Thank you, then, I’m ready.” He gazed back at his wife, who was still kneeling on the grass by his grave. “I’m glad I got to say good-bye.”

   
   
   She was shaking her head, over and over, tears streaming down her face. “Me, too, Gordie, me, too. I miss you.”

   “I miss you too, my little hell cat.”

   She burst into sobs at that. Hiding her face in her hands. If one of the lawyers hadn’t grabbed her she’d have fallen to the ground.

   
    ‘My little hell cat’ didn’t sound like a term of endearment to me, but hey, it proved Gordon Bennington had really known his wife. It probably also proved that she would miss him for the rest of her life. I could forgive her a few temper tantrums in the face of that much pain.

   I squeezed on the wound in my finger and thankfully got a little more blood. Some nights I had to reopen a wound, or make another one, to get the zombie put back. I touched my bloody hand to his forehead, leaving a small dark mark.

   “With blood I bind you to your grave, Gordon Bennington.” I touched him with the edge of the machete, gently. “With steel I bind you to your grave.” I switched the machete to my left hand and picked up the open container of salt that I’d left inside the circle. I sprinkled him with salt, and it sounded like dry sleet as it hit him. “With salt I bind you to your grave, Gordon Bennington. Go and rise no more.”

   With the touch of the salt, his eyes lost their alertness, he was empty as he lay back on the earth. The ground swallowed him, like some great beast had rippled its fur and he was just gone, sunk back into the grave. Gordon Bennington’s corpse was back where it belonged, and there was nothing to distinguish this grave from any other. Not so much as a blade of grass was out of place. Magic.

   I still had to walk the circle backwards and uncast it. Normally, I don’t have an audience for that part. The zombie goes back in the grave, everyone leaves. But Conroy of Fidelis Insurance was arguing with the judge, who was threatening to cite him for contempt. And Mrs. Bennington was not in a condition to walk yet.

   The police were standing around watching the show. Lieutenant Nicols looked at me and shook his head, smiling. He walked over to me as the circle went down, and I began to clean my new wound with antiseptic wipes.

   He lowered his voice so the truly grieving widow wouldn’t hear him. “You could not pay me enough to let that thing suck my blood.”

   I half-shrugged, holding gauze over my finger so it would stop bleeding. “You’d be surprised what people pay for this kind of work.”

   “It ain’t enough,” he said, an unlit cigarette already in his hand.

   I started to give some flip answer, when I felt the presence of a vampire, like a chill across my skin. Out there in the dark, someone was waiting. There was a gust of wind, and there was no wind tonight. I looked up, and no one else did, because humans never look up, never expect death to fall upon them from the sky.

   I had seconds to say, “Don’t shoot, he’s a friend,” before Asher appeared in our midst, very close to me, his long hair streaming behind him, his booted feet touching down. He was forced to make a half running step to catch the momentum of his flight, which brought him to my side.

   I turned and put myself in front of his body. He was too tall for me to cover all of him, but I did my best, moving us so that if anyone shot at him they’d risk hitting me. Every policeman, every bodyguard had drawn a gun, and every barrel was pointed at Asher, and at me.
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   I STARED AT the half circle of guns, trying to keep an eye on everyone at once and failing, because there were too many of them. I kept my hands out from my body, fingers spread, universal sign for I’m harmless. I didn’t want anyone thinking I was going for my own gun, that would be bad.

  “He’s a friend,” I said, voice a little high, but otherwise calm.

  “Whose friend?” Nicols asked.

  “Mine,” I said.

  “Well, he ain’t my friend,” one of the uniforms said.

  “He’s not a threat,” I said, pressing my body back enough that I could feel Asher in a long line against me.

  He said something in French, everybody gripped their guns a little tighter. “English, Asher, English.”

  He took a deep shuddering breath. “It was not my intent to frighten anyone.”

  Not too long ago, the police were allowed to shoot a vampire on sight, just for being a vampire. It had only been five years since Addison V. Clark had made vamps “alive” again, at least to the law. They were citizens with rights now, and shooting them without just cause was murder. But it still happened now and then.

  “If you shoot with me in the way, you can all kiss your badges good-bye.”

  “I don’t have a badge to lose.” It was Balfour, of course, being tough, but he had a big gun to go with his big talk.

  I looked at him. “If you shoot, you better kill me, because you won’t get a second chance.”

  “Nobody’s shooting anybody,” Nicols said, and I was close enough to hear him mutter, “damn it,” under his breath.

  
  
  He’d moved his gun to point at the bodyguards. “Put the guns down, now.” The other policemen followed his lead, and suddenly the circle of guns was pointed away from me, and at Balfour and Rex. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, and sagged a little against Asher.

  He knew better than to have surprised a bunch of humans, especially policemen, by flying into their midst. Nothing freaked people out like seeing vampires do things that were impossible. He’d also spoken in French, which meant he was scared enough, or angry enough, to have forgotten his English. Something was very wrong, but I couldn’t question him, not yet. First, get out of the line of fire, then fix the rest.

  We were standing so close together that his wavy golden hair brushed against my own black curls. He put his hands on my shoulders, and I could feel the tension. He was scared. What had happened?

  The police had convinced the bodyguards to put their guns away. The uniforms divided up and walked the two interested parties back to their respective cars. It left Nicols, the judge, and the court reporter standing near us. At least the court reporter wasn’t still typing.

  Nicols turned to me, his gun pointed downward, tapping a little against the leg of his slacks. He frowned, eyes flicking to Asher, then to me. He knew enough not to risk staring the vampire in the eyes. They could bespell you with their eyes, if they wanted to. I was immune because I was the human servant of the Master Vampire of the City. Through Jean-Claude I was safe from most of what Asher could do. Not all, but most.

  Nicols was obviously unhappy. “Okay, what was so damned urgent that he had to fly in here like that?”

  Damn, he was too good a cop. Even though he’d probably dealt very little with vampires, he’d made the logic jump that only an emergency would make Asher appear as he had.

  His eyes flicked up to Asher again, then down to my face. “It’s a good way to get yourself shot, Mr. . . .”

  “Asher,” I answered for him.

  “I didn’t ask you, Ms. Blake. I asked him.”

  “I am Asher,” he said in a voice that fell on the air like a caress. He was using vampire powers to make himself more acceptable. If Nicols figured out what he was doing, it would backfire. But it didn’t.

  “What’s wrong, Mr. Asher?”

  “Just Asher,” and the voice glided across my skin so soothing. I had some immunity to the voice, but Nicols didn’t.

  He blinked, then frowned, puzzled. “Fine, Asher, what the hell is the rush?”

  Asher’s fingers tightened minutely on my shoulders, and I felt him take a breath. I had a second to hope that he wasn’t going to try an Obi-Wan on Lieutenant Nicols. You know, these are not the droids you’re looking for. Nicols was stronger willed than that.

  “Musette has been gravely injured. I came to take Anita to her side.”

  I felt the color drain from my face, my breath caught in my throat. Musette was one of Belle Morte’s lieutenants. Belle Morte was the fountainhead, le sourdre de sang of Jean-Claude and Asher’s bloodline. She was also a member of the Council of Vampires that had a home base somewhere in Europe. Every time council members had visited us, people had died. Some of them ours, some of them theirs. But Belle Morte had never sent anyone, until now. There had been some careful negotiations about Musette coming over for a visit. She was due three months from now, just after Thanksgiving. So what the hell was she doing in town a month and some change before Halloween? I didn’t for a minute believe Musette was hurt. That was Asher’s sneaky way of telling me how bad things were in front of witnesses.

  I didn’t have to pretend to be shocked, or scared. My face must have looked like someone who’d just gotten bad news. Nicols nodded, as if satisfied. “You close to this Musette?”

  “Lieutenant, can we please go? I want to get there as soon as possible.” I was already looking around for my gym bag. I was glad it was already packed. My skin was cold with the thought of what Musette might be doing right now to people I cared about. The very mention of her name had always been enough to make Jean-Claude and Asher go pale.

  Nicols nodded again, putting up his gun. “Yeah, go on. I hope . . . your friend is okay.”

  I looked up at him, and didn’t try to hide the confusion in my eyes. “I hope so, too.” I wasn’t thinking of Musette, I was thinking of everyone else. So many people she could hurt if she had the blessing of the council, or at least the blessing of Belle Morte. I’d learned that council politics meant that having one member as an enemy didn’t mean that the others hated you. In fact, many of the council seemed to believe the old Sicilian adage, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.

  The judge murmured his thanks, and hopes for speedy recovery of my friend. The court reporter didn’t say anything—she was gazing at Asher as if mesmerized. I didn’t think he’d bespelled her, more like she’d never seen anything so beautiful. Maybe she hadn’t.

  His hair in the reflected glow of the headlights was truly gold, a curtain of nearly metallic waves flowing like a shining sea across the right side of his face. The hair looked even more gold against the dark brown of his silk shirt. The shirt was long-sleeved and untucked over blue jeans and brown boots. He looked like he’d dressed in haste, but I knew that was how he usually dressed. He made sure that the left side of his face, that most perfect of profiles was what showed to the light. Asher was a master at using light and shadow to highlight what he wished seen, and hide what he did not. The one eye that was visible was a clear, pale blue like the eyes of a Siberian husky dog. Human beings just didn’t have eyes like that. Even in life he must have been extraordinary.

  You got glimpses of that full mouth, the glimmer of his other blue, blue eye. What he was careful not to show to the light was that a few inches past his eye, trailing in a line nearly to his mouth were scars. Rivulets of scars, where holy water had been poured on that most beautiful of faces. More scars ran down the right side of his body, hidden under the clothes.

  The court reporter stared at him so still, as if she’d stopped breathing. Asher saw it and stiffened beside me. Perhaps because he knew that with a flick of his head he could show her the scars and watch that adoration turn to horror, or pity.

  I touched his arm. “Let’s go.”

  He walked towards my Jeep. Normally he sort of glided, as if vampire feet never rolled on gravel but floated just above it. Tonight he moved almost as heavily as a human.

  Neither of us spoke until we were inside my Jeep. We had the privacy of the darkened car, no one would overhear us.

  I buckled myself in while I talked, “What’s happened?”

  “Musette arrived an hour ago.”

  I put the Jeep in gear and began to drive carefully over the gravel around the still-parked police cars. I waved at Nicols as we went past, and he waved back, a cigarette flaring in his other hand.

  “I thought we hadn’t finished negotiating on how many people she could bring over with her.”

  “We had not.” His voice held sorrow so thick you could have squeezed it out, tears in your cup. Jean-Claude’s voice was better at sharing joy, seduction, but Asher was the master at sharing the darker emotions.

  I glanced at him. He was staring straight ahead, his face very still, hiding whatever he was feeling. “Then didn’t she break some treaty or law or something by invading our territory like this?”

  He nodded, his hair sliding around his face, hiding himself from me. I hated to watch him hide his scars from me. I found him beautiful, scars and all, but he never quite believed me. I think he thought the attraction was part Jean-Claude’s memories in my head, and part pity. There was no pity, but I couldn’t deny Jean-Claude’s memories. I was Jean-Claude’s human servant, and that gave me all kinds of interesting side benefits. One of those benefits was getting glimpses of Jean-Claude’s memories.

  I remembered Asher’s skin like cool silk on my fingertips, every inch of him flawless. But it was Jean-Claude’s fingers that had done the touching, not mine. The fact that I remembered the touch of Asher’s skin so strongly that even now, I had the urge to reach for his hand, just to see if the memory was real, was just one of those odd things I had to live with. Even if Jean-Claude had been in the car, he wouldn’t have touched Asher either. It had been centuries since they’d been part of a ménage à trois with Julianna, Asher’s human servant. Julianna had been burned as a witch by the same people that had used holy water to cleanse Asher’s evil. Jean-Claude had been able to save Asher, but he’d been too late for Julianna. Neither of the men had forgiven Jean-Claude for his tardiness.

  “If Musette broke the law, can’t we punish her, or kick her out of our territory?” I was at the edge of the cemetery now, watching for nonexistent traffic.

  “If it were another master vampire come so rudely, then we would be within our rights to slay her, but it is Musette. As you are Bolverk for the werewolves, so Musette is Belle’s . . .” He seemed to be searching for the word. “I do not know the word in English, but in French, Musette is the bourreau. She is our bogeyman, Anita, and she has been such for over six hundred years.”

  “Fine,” I said, “she’s scary, I accept that, but that doesn’t change the fact that she’s invaded our lands. If we let her get away with it, she’ll try for more.”

  “Anita, it is more than that. She is the . . .” he seemed to grope for a word again. That he was forgetting this many English words spoke to how frightened he was. “The vaisseau—why can I not think of the English for it?”

  “You’re upset.”

  “I am frightened,” he said, “but Belle Morte has made Musette her vessel. To harm Musette is to harm Belle.”

  “Literally?” I asked, as I turned onto Mackenzie.

  “Non, it is more like a courtesy than magic. She has given Musette her seal, her ring of office, which means Musette in effect speaks for Belle, we are forced to treat her as we would treat Belle Morte herself. This was most unexpected.”

  “What difference does this vaisseau make?” I asked. We were stuck at the light on Watson, staring at the McDonald’s and the Union Planters Bank.

  “If Musette were not Belle’s vessel, then we could punish her for coming early and breaking off negotiations. But if we punish her now, then it would mean that we would do the same to Belle if she came here.”

  “So? Why wouldn’t we punish Belle for entering our territory so rudely, as you put it?”

  Asher looked at me then, but I couldn’t hold eye contact because the light had finally changed. “You do not understand what you are saying, Anita.”

  “Explain it to me then.”

  
  
  “Belle is our sourdre de sang, our fountainhead. She is our bloodline. We cannot harm her.”

  “Why not?”

  He looked at me full face, letting his hair fall back so that his whole face showed at last. I think he was too shocked at my question to worry about hiding himself.

  “It is not done, that is all.”

  “What is not done? Defending your territory against all encroachers?”

  “Attacking the head of your line, your sourdre de sang, your fountain of blood, it is just not done.”

  “And I say again, why not? Belle has insulted us. Not the other way around. Jean-Claude has negotiated in good faith. It’s Musette that’s been the bad little vampire. And if she comes with Belle’s blessing, then Belle is abusing her status. She thinks we’ll just take whatever she dishes out.”

  “Dishes out?” he made it a question.

  “Whatever she does to us, she thinks we’ll just take it, just suck it up and take it without complaining.”

  “She is right,” Asher said.

  I frowned at him, then turned, still frowning, back to the road. “Why? Why shouldn’t we treat any threat or insult the same?”

  He ran his hands through his thick hair, pulling it back from his face. The streetlights crisscrossed his face in light and shadow. We were stopped at another light with an SUV beside us so that their window was even with ours. The woman behind the wheel glanced at us, then did a double take. Her eyes went round, and Asher didn’t notice. I looked at her and she looked away, embarrassed at being caught staring. Americans are taught not to stare at anything that isn’t perfect. It’s like to look at it is to make it more real. Ignore it, it’ll go away.

  Asher never noticed as the light changed and we drove off. He was exposing his face to strangers, and not noticing the effect it was having. No matter how angry, no matter how sad, no matter how anything, he never forgot the scars. They dominated his thoughts, his actions, his life. For him to forget like this said more than anything how serious the situation was, and I still didn’t understand why.

  “I don’t understand, Asher. We defended ourselves when council members invaded our territory awhile back. We hurt them, did our best to kill them. Why is this different?”

  He let go of his hair and swung it back into place like a curtain. I don’t think he was any less upset, it was just habit. “Last time it was not Belle Morte.”

  “What difference does that make?”

  
  
  “Mon Dieu, do you not understand what it means that Belle is the mother of our line?”

  “Apparently I don’t, explain it to me. We’re going to the Circus of the Damned, right? It will take awhile to get there. You’ll have time.”

  “Oui.” He stared out the window of the Jeep, as if looking for inspiration in the electric lights, the strip malls, and fast food restaurants.

  He finally turned to face me. “How do I explain to you what you have never understood? You have never had a king or queen, you are American and young, and you do not understand the duty owed a liege lord.”

  I shrugged. “I guess I don’t.”

  “Then how can you understand what it is we owe Belle Morte, and how it would be . . . treason to raise a hand against her.”

  I shook my head. “That’s a great theory, Asher, but I’ve dealt with enough vampire politics to know one thing. If we let her push us around, she’ll see it as a sign of weakness, and she’ll push and push until she sees how weak, or how strong we are.”

  “We are not at war with Belle Morte,” he said.

  “No, but if she thinks we are weak enough, that might be next. I’ve seen how you guys operate. The big vampire fish eat the little vampire fish. We can’t afford for Musette or Belle to think we’re little fish.”

  “Anita, don’t you understand, yet? We are little fish, compared to Belle Morte, we are very little fish indeed.”
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   I HAD A hard time believing we were very little fish indeed. Maybe not big fish, but that wasn’t the same thing as being very little. But Asher was so obviously convinced of it that I didn’t argue.

  I did call on my cell phone and leave messages around town about Musette’s early arrival. Richard may have been pissed at me, but he was still the other third of our triumvirate of power; Ulfric to Jean-Claude’s Master of the City, and my necromancer. Richard was Jean-Claude’s animal to call, and I was his human servant, whether we liked it, or whether we didn’t. I also called Micah Callahan who was my Nimir-Raj and took care of all the shape-shifters when I was off doing other things. I was so often embroiled in other things, I needed the help. Micah was also my boyfriend, along with Jean-Claude. Neither of them seemed to mind, though it still made me uncomfortable. I was raised to believe that a girl didn’t date two people at once, at least not seriously.

  I got only machines, and left messages that were as succinct and calm as I could make them. How do you leave phone messages like this? “Hi, Micah, this is Anita, Musette has come to town early, invading Jean-Claude’s territory. Asher and I are driving to the Circus now, if you don’t hear from me by dawn, send help. But don’t come down to the Circus before that unless I call personally. The fewer people in the line of fire, the better.” I let Asher leave the message on Richard’s machine, sometimes he erased messages from me without listening to them. It depended on how bad a mood he was in that day. Though he’d dumped me, not the other way around, he acted like the wounded party and blamed me for everything. I gave him as wide a berth as I could, but there were times, like now, when we were probably going to have to work together to keep all our people alive and healthy. Survival took precedence over emotional pain. It had to. I hoped Richard remembered that.

  The Circus of the Damned was a combination of a live action drama with frightening themes; traditional, if macabre, circus performances; a carnival complete with rides, games, corn dogs, funnel cakes; and a side show that would give even me nightmares.

  Behind the Circus was dark and quiet. The calliope music that blared out front was a distant dream back here. Once upon a time I’d only come to the Circus to kill vampires. Now I used the employee parking lot. Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

  I was actually a few steps from the Jeep, when I realized that Asher was still sitting in the car, immobile. I sighed and went back to the car. I had to tap on his window to get him to look at me. I half expected him to jump, but he didn’t. He just turned his face slowly towards me like someone in a nightmare who knows if they move too fast the monster will get them.

  I expected him to open the door, but he just stared at me. I took a deep breath and counted slowly. I did not have time to hold his emotional wounds closed. Jean-Claude, my sweetie, was down under the Circus, entertaining the bogeyman of vampire-kind. Asher had told me no harm had come to anyone, yet. But I wouldn’t actually believe it until I saw Jean-Claude, touched his hand. As much as I cared for Asher, I did not have time for this. None of us did.

  I opened the door for him. Still, he did not move. “Asher, don’t fall apart on me here. We need you tonight.”

  He shook his head. “You must know. Anita, Jean-Claude didn’t send me to you because I travel faster than anyone else. He sent me to get me away from her.”

  “Are you not supposed to go back in?” I asked.

  He shook his head again, all those golden waves swimming around his face. His eyes were their normal ice-blue in the dome light. “I am his témoin, his second, I must go back inside.”

  “Then you’re going to have to get out of the Jeep,” I said.

  He looked down at his hands, limp in his lap. “I know.” But he still didn’t move.

  I put one hand on the door and the other on the roof, leaning in towards him. “Asher . . . if you can’t do this, then fly to my house, hide in the basement, we’ve got an extra coffin.”

  He did look up then. There was anger in his face. “Let you go in there alone? No, never. If something happened to you . . .” He looked down again, his hair hiding his face like the curtain he’d made of it. “I could not live with the knowledge that I had failed you.”

  
  
  I sighed again. “Great, thanks for the sentiment. I know you mean it, but that means you have to get out of the car now.”

  A gust of wind slapped against my back, too much wind, like the wind Asher had raised in the cemetery. I went for my gun as I dropped to one knee.

  Damian landed in front of me. The barrel of the gun was aimed low at his body. If he’d been a little shorter than six feet, it would have been chest high.

  I let out a breath slowly and eased my finger off the trigger. “Damn, Damian, you startled me, and that can be real unhealthy.” I got to my feet.

  “Sorry,” he said, “but Micah wanted you to have someone else with you.” He spread his hands wide, showing himself both unarmed and harmless. He might have been unarmed, but harmless, never that. It wasn’t just that Damian was handsome—a lot of men, dead and alive, are handsome. His hair fell in a straight, silken curtain, scarlet, like a spill of blood. It was what red hair looked like after more than six hundred years of no sun. He blinked green eyes into the lights of the streetlamps overhead. A green that any cat would envy. The eyes were three shades brighter than the T-shirt that clung to his upper body. Black slacks fell over black dress shoes. A black belt with a silver buckle completed the outfit. Damian hadn’t dressed up, he’d just been wearing slacks and dress shoes. Most of the vamps that had recently come from Europe didn’t feel comfortable in jeans and jogging shoes.

  Yeah, he was a treat for the eyes, but that wasn’t the danger. The fact that I wanted to touch him, to run my hands up the white, white skin of his arms. That was the danger. It wasn’t love, or even lust. Through a series of accidents and emergencies, I’d bound Damian to me as my vampire servant. Which was impossible, I mean vamps have human servants, but humans don’t have vampire servants. I was beginning to understand why the Council used to kill all necromancers on sight. Damian was glowing with good health, which meant he’d recently fed on someone, but I knew it had been a willing victim, because I’d forbidden him to hunt. He would do exactly what I said, no more, no less. He obeyed me in all things, because he had no choice.

  “I knew I could get here before you went inside,” he said.

  “Yeah, flying does have its benefits.” I shook my head and put up my gun. I had to rub my hand on my skirt to keep from touching him. The palm of my hand ached to caress his skin. He wasn’t my lover, or boyfriend, yet I craved his touch when he was near me, in a way that felt disturbingly familiar.

  I took a deep breath that seemed to shake just a little. “I told Micah not to send anyone until I’d found out what was up.”

  Damian shrugged, hands up. “Micah said, go, so here I am.” He kept his face carefully blank. There was a tension to him that said he was waiting for me to hurt the messenger.

  “Touch him,” Asher said.

  His quiet voice from right behind me made me jump, but at least he’d gotten out of the Jeep.

  “What?”

  “Touch him, ma cherie, touch your servant.”

  I felt heat climb up my face. “Is it that obvious?”

  He smiled at me, but not like he was happy. “I remember what it was like with . . . Julianna.” He said her name in a whisper that still carried on the cool autumn air. It startled me a little to hear him say her name, he avoided her name if he could; saying it, or hearing it.

  “I’m Jean-Claude’s human servant, but I don’t feel an overwhelming need to touch him every time I see him.”

  He looked up at me. “You don’t.”

  I started to say, no, then had to think about it. I did want to touch Jean-Claude when I saw him, but that was the sex, the rush of being a relatively new couple, wasn’t it?

  I frowned and concentrated on something else. “Does Jean-Claude feel the same need to touch me?” Like I feel for Damian went unsaid.

  “Almost certainly,” Asher said.

  I frowned harder. “He hides it well.”

  “Because to expose such raw need to you would have made you run away.” He touched my elbow, a light touch. “I did not mean to give away uncomfortable secrets, but we must show a united front for . . . her, this night. When you touch Damian you gain power, just as when Jean-Claude touches you and Richard, he gains power.”

  I took a deep breath, let it out slowly. One thing I was almost certain of was that Richard wouldn’t be here tonight. He hadn’t come near the Circus of the Damned since we broke up. It weakened us that one-third of our triumvirate was missing. He’d promised to come to the Circus in three months’ time to greet Musette, but he wouldn’t come early. I would bet my life on that, and maybe I was. Who the hell knew what was inside the Circus waiting for us?

  I glanced from one vampire to the other, then shook my head. We needed to get inside, and I needed to stop being squeamish. Asher needed it, too, but I couldn’t control what he did, only what I did.

  I touched Damian’s arm, and power flared between us like a breath of wind. I slid my hand down the smoothness of his arm, using everything but the tips of my fingers. The tips of my fingers hurt when they brushed things too solidly. His breath came out in a shudder, as I slid my left hand into his right, squeezing my fingers ’round his. As long as I didn’t squeeze too hard, my bandaged fingers were fine. It felt so right to touch him. It was hard to explain, because touching him didn’t make me think of sex. It wasn’t like touching Jean-Claude, or Micah, or even Richard. Richard and I were feuding, but he could still affect me just by being present. When I could be in the same room with Richard and not feel my body tighten, then I’d know that I was truly out of love with him.

  “I don’t mind that Micah sent backup.”

  I felt his hand, his arm, his body give up the tension I hadn’t even realized he was holding. He smiled and squeezed my hand back. “Good.”

  “You’ve mellowed,” a voice behind us called. We all whirled, to find Jason walking towards us over the pavement. He was grinning, proud he’d startled us, I think.

  “Damn quiet for a werewolf,” I said.

  He was wearing jeans, jogging shoes, and a short leather jacket. Jason was as American as I was, we liked the casual look. His blond hair was still cut short like a young executive. It made him look older, more grown-up. Somehow without the hair to trail around his face, you noticed his eyes more, blue, the color of an innocent spring sky. The color never matched the twinkle in his eye.

  “A little warm for a leather jacket,” I said.

  He unzipped the jacket in one smooth motion, and flashed his bare chest and stomach, still walking towards us, never missing a beat. Sometimes I forgot that Jason’s day job was as a stripper at Guilty Pleasures, one of Jean-Claude’s other clubs. Then there were moments like this when he managed to remind me.

  “I didn’t have time to dress when Jean-Claude sent me out to wait for you.”

  “Why the hurry?” I asked.

  “Musette has offered to share her pomme de sang with Jean-Claude, if he’ll share me with her.”

  
   Pomme de sang meant literally, apple of blood, it was slang with the vamps for someone that was much more than simply a blood donor. Jean-Claude had once described it as a beloved mistress, except instead of sex you got blood. A kept woman, or in Jason’s case, a kept man.

  “I thought it was a faux pas to ask to feed on someone else’s pomme de sang,” I said.

  “It can also be a great courtesy and honor,” Asher said. “You may trust Musette to turn custom into torment if she is able.”

  “So she’s not offering up her pomme de sang to honor Jean-Claude, she’s doing it because she knows he won’t want to share Jason?”

  
  
  “Oui,” Asher said.

  “Great, just great. What other little vampire customs are going to come up and bite us on the butt tonight?”

  He smiled and raised my hand to his lips for a quick, chaste kiss. “Many, I would think, ma cherie, very many.” He looked at Jason. “As truth, I am amazed that Musette allowed you to leave her presence without sharing blood.”

  Jason’s grin faded. “Her pomme de sang is illegal in this country, so Jean-Claude had to decline.”

  “Illegal,” I said, “in what way?”

  He sighed, looking decidedly unhappy. “The girl can’t be more than fifteen.”

  “And it’s against the law to take blood from a minor,” I said.

  “Jean-Claude informed her of this, which is how I come to be standing out here in the cold.”

  “It’s not cold,” Damian said.

  Jason shivered. “That is a matter of opinion.” He huddled the still unzipped jacket around his bare body. “Jean-Claude doesn’t want you to be surprised, Anita, but two of the vamps with her are children.”

  I could feel my face tightening with anger.

  “It’s not that bad, they aren’t new. At a guess I’d say several hundred years old, minimum. Even in the United States they’d be grandfathered in under the current law.”

  I tried to ease some of the tension I was holding. I’d let go of everyone’s hand, because I had this urge to have my hands free for weapons. There was nothing to fight, not yet, but the urge was still there.

  Damian touched my arm, tentative, afraid the anger would spill over onto him, I think. My usual theory was anybody to be angry at was better than nobody to be angry at. I was trying to be better than that, more fair, but damn, it was hard.

  When I didn’t jerk away, or yell at him, Damian touched my hand, and his fingers light across my skin made me feel calmer. “Do you think Musette brought an underage pomme just to see what we’d do?”

  “Musette likes the young,” Asher said, voice still very quiet, not a whisper but close, as if he were afraid of being overheard. And maybe he was.

  I looked up at Asher. Damian’s fingers were still moving, lightly, over the back of my hand. “She’s not a pedophile, please tell me she’s not.”

  He shook his head. “No, not for sex, Anita, but blood, yes, she likes them young.”

  Yuck. “She cannot take blood from anyone under eighteen while she’s in this country. Doing that can get you an order of execution with your name on it, and I’m the Executioner.”

  
  
  “I believe that Musette was carefully chosen by Belle Morte. Belle has other lieutenants that have less objectionable habits. I believe that Musette is an ordeal in the traditional sense of the word. She has been sent by Belle to test us, especially you, I think, you and perhaps Richard.”

  “Why do we get special treatment?” I asked.

  “Because Belle does not know either of you of old. She likes to test her blades before blooding them, Anita.”

  “I am not her blade, I’m not her anything.”

  Asher had a patient look on his face. “She is le sourdre de sang, the fountainhead of our bloodline. Belle is like an empress, and all the master vampires that descend from her line are kings that owe her fealty. To owe fealty means to owe so many troops to the cause.”

  “What cause?”

  He let out an exasperated breath. “Whatever cause the empress wishes.”

  I shook my head. “You’re not really making sense to me here.” Damian’s hand was still playing lightly over mine. I think if he hadn’t been touching me, I’d have been more upset.

  “Belle considers all who descend from her line, hers, thus through Jean-Claude you and Richard belong to her.”

  I shook my head and started to speak. Asher held up his hand. “Please, let me finish. It does not matter, Anita, whether you agree that you and Richard belong to Belle. It matters only that she believes you belong to her. She sees you as more weapons in her arsenal. Can you understand that?”

  “I understand what you’re saying, I don’t agree that I belong to anyone, but I can see where Belle Morte might think so.”

  He nodded, looked a little relieved, as if he hadn’t been sure what he’d do if I’d continued to argue. “Bon, bon, then you must agree that Belle will want to test the metal of her two newest weapons.”

  “Test how?” I asked.

  “For one thing, by bringing an underage pomme de sang to America and flaunting it in front of the Executioner herself. If Musette has offered to share pomme de sangs, then she may also offer to share human servants. It is considered a great honor to do so.”

  “Share?” I asked, instantly suspicious. Damian’s fingers had sped up, but I didn’t tell him to stop, because anger was tightening my shoulders, my arms.

  “Share blood, probably, because most vampires take blood from their human servants. Do not worry about sex, ma cherie, Musette is not a lover of women.”

  I half shrugged. “I guess that’s a relief.” I frowned. “If she considers me and Richard part of her . . . whatever, then what about his pack and my pard? Does Belle consider our people her people?”

  
  
  Asher licked his lips, and I knew the answer before he said it. “It would be like her to assume that.”

  “So Musette and company will be testing not just me, or Richard, but the rest of our people.” I made it a statement.

  “It is logical to assume so,” he said.

  I closed my eyes and shook my head. “I hate vampire politics.”

  “She’s not yelling yet,” Jason said, “I’ve never seen her this calm after this much bad news.”

  I opened my eyes and frowned at him.

  “I believe it is Damian’s influence,” Asher said.

  Jason’s eyes flicked down to where Damian was playing gently with my hand. “You mean just touching her like that is helping her hold her temper?”

  Asher nodded.

  I had an urge to make Damian stop touching me, but I didn’t, because I was furious. How dare anyone come into our territory and test us? How arrogant! How typically vampire. And I was tired already, tired of the games to come. If Jean-Claude would just let me shoot everyone in Musette’s party tonight, it would save a lot of trouble. I just knew it would.

  I did make Damian stop playing with my hand by taking his hand in mine and holding it firmly. The edge of my anger softened. I was still angry, but it was distant, manageable. Damn, Asher was right. I hated that. Hated that some new metaphysical bullshit had reached up to force me into closer personal contact with yet another vampire. Why couldn’t metaphysics work just once without all the touchie-feelie crap?

  Jason was looking at us, an odd expression on his face. “I think we should attach Damian to Anita for the night.”

  “You think Musette is going to piss me off that badly?” I asked.

  “She’s not hurt anyone, yet, Anita, not raised a finger to anyone, yet everyone’s terrified. I’m fucking terrified, and I can’t figure out why. She’s this cute little, blond thing, and she’s gorgeous like a life size Barbie doll, with smaller breasts, but hey a man doesn’t need more than a mouthful, right?”

  “You’re over-sharing,” I said.

  He didn’t smile at me. His face was way too serious. “Normally, I wouldn’t mind a gorgeous vampire sinking fang into me, but Anita, I do not want this chick to touch me.” He looked scared all of a sudden, scared and younger even than his twenty-two years. “I do not want her touching me.” He stared up at me with haunted eyes. “Jean-Claude’s promised me that Musette isn’t one of those vampires who rots all over you. But it doesn’t matter, I’m still so scared of her that it makes my stomach hurt.”

  I reached out my free hand, and Jason came to me. I hugged him and could feel a fine tremble running through him. He was cold, but not the kind of cold that extra clothes would fix. “We’ll keep her off of you, Jason.”

  He hugged me so tight it was hard to breath, and he spoke with his face against my neck. “Don’t promise things you can’t deliver, Anita.”

  I opened my mouth to promise just that, when Asher interrupted. “No, Anita, do not promise safe passage to any of us, not yet, not until you have met Musette.”

  I drew back from Jason and looked up at Asher. “If I just shoot her dead when I walk in the room what would Belle do?”

  He paled, and that’s a neat trick for a vampire, even one that’s fed. “You cannot, you must not, Anita . . . I beg of you.”

  “You know that if I killed her tonight we’d all be safer.”

  He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it. “Anita, ma cherie, please . . .”

  Jason stepped back from me and made a motion with his hands. Damian was at my back, hands on my shoulders. The moment he touched me, I felt better, not exactly calmer, not even clearer-headed. Because I was right, we should kill Musette tonight. In the short run it would save so much trouble. But in the long run Belle Morte, maybe even the whole council, would come in force and kill us. I knew that. With Damian’s hands kneading gently on the tight muscles of my shoulders I could even agree with it.

  “Why does Damian’s touch make me feel less like killing things?” I asked.

  “I have noticed that you seem to gain a measure of calm, an extra layer of thoughtfulness before you pull the trigger when he is touching you.”

  “Jean-Claude isn’t one bit less ruthless when I’m around him.”

  “You can only gain from your servant what your servant has to offer,” Asher said. “I would say that you have helped make Jean-Claude more ruthless, not less, because that is your nature.” He looked at the vampire standing behind me. “Damian survived for centuries with a mistress that tolerated no anger, no pride. Her will and her will alone was allowed. Damian learned to be less angry, less ruthless, or she-who-made-him would have destroyed him long ago.”

  Damian’s hands had gone very still against my shoulders. I patted one of his hands the way you’d pat a friend that was hearing bad news. “It’s alright, Damian, she can’t touch you now.”

  “No, Jean-Claude bargained for my freedom from her, and I will always owe him a great debt for that. But that has nothing to do with blood oaths or vampiric bonds. I owe him for bringing me out of a terrible bondage.”

  “If you can keep Anita from doing anything unfortunate tonight, then you will have paid part of that debt,” Asher said.

  I felt Damian nod. “Then let us go down to the underground, for I know Musette of old and I do not fear her, as much as I fear she-who-made-me.”

  
  
  I turned so I could see Damian’s face. “Are you implying that you fear Musette only a little less than she-who-made-you?”

  He seemed to think about that for a second, or two, then slowly nodded. “I fear my old master more, but yes, I fear Musette.”

  “All fear her,” Asher said.

  Damian nodded. “All fear her.”

  I laid the top of my head against Damian’s chest, shaking my head back and forth, messing up my hair, but I didn’t care. “Damn it, if you’d just let me kill her tonight, now, it would save so much trouble. I’m right, you know I’m right.”

  Damian raised my face so I had to meet his eyes. “If you slay Musette, then Belle Morte will destroy Jean-Claude.”

  “What if Musette does something really terrible?”

  Damian looked behind me at Asher. I turned so I could watch the vampires exchanging glances. Asher finally spoke, “I would never want to tell you that under no circumstances are we to slay Musette, because there may come a time when she gives you no choice. I would not have you endanger yourself by hesitating, if that time comes. But I think that Musette will play the political game very well and will give you no excuse so awful as that.”

  I sighed.

  “If you don’t handcuff Damian to Anita tonight, she’s never going to make it through Musette’s little show,” Jason said.

  “I do not believe that will be necessary,” Asher said, “will it, Anita?”

  I frowned. “How the hell should I know? Besides, I’m fresh out of handcuffs.”

  Jason drew a pair out of his jacket pocket. “You can borrow mine.”

  I frowned harder. “What are you doing carrying around a pair of handcuffs?” I held up my hand. “Wait, I don’t want to know.”

  He grinned at me. “I’m a stripper, Anita, I use all sorts of props.”

  On one hand it was good to know that Jason didn’t carry the handcuffs around for his own love life. On the other hand, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know that handcuffs were part of his props as a stripper. What kind of shows were they doing down at Guilty Pleasures these days? Wait, I didn’t really want an answer to that question either.

  We all trooped to the back door of Circus of the Damned. We didn’t use Jason’s handcuffs, but I did end up walking down all those stairs holding Damian’s hand. There was a growing list of people that walking hand in hand with I would have found romantic or titillating. Damian wasn’t on the list, more’s the pity.
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   DEEP UNDER THE Circus of the Damned were what seemed like miles of underground rooms. They had been the home of St. Louis’s Master of the City, whoever that happened to be, for as long as anyone could remember. Only the huge warehouse above ground had changed. Jean-Claude had modernized the underground, redecorated some of it, but that was all. It was still room after room of stone and torches.

  To soften the stone look, Jean-Claude had used huge gauzy drapes to make a sort of tent for his living room walls. The outside was white, but once you parted the first set of hangings the “walls” were silver, gold, and white. Jason had reached out to part the drapes, when Jean-Claude pushed through. He motioned us all back, a finger to his lips.

  I swallowed my greeting. He was wearing skin-tight leather pants tucked into thigh-high boots, so it was hard to tell where the pants left off and the boots began. The shirt was one of his typical shirts, something sort of 1700s, with mounds of ruffles at sleeves, and neck. But the color of all that silk was something I’d never seen him in. A vibrant blue somewhere between royal and navy. The color made his midnight eyes bluer than ever. His face was as always flawless, breathtaking. It was, as always, like some wet dream come to life, too beautiful to be real, too sensuous to be safe.

  My heart was hammering in my throat. I wanted to fling myself on him, to wrap myself around him like a blanket. I wanted all those black curls to sweep along my body like I was being caressed by living silk. I wanted him. I almost always wanted him, but tonight, I WANTED him. With everything that was happening and about to happen, all I could think of was sex, sex with Jean-Claude.

  
  
  He glided towards me, and I held out a hand so he wouldn’t touch me. If he laid so much as a finger on me, I wasn’t sure what I’d do.

  He looked puzzled, and I heard his voice in my head, “What is wrong, ma petite?”

  I still didn’t have the trick of talking mind-to-mind down pat, so I didn’t try. I just held up my left hand and pointed at my watch. It was ten to midnight.

  Like Cinderella, I needed to be home by midnight every night. I’d told my coworkers that it was a lunch break, and it was, sometimes I even got food. But what I had to feed every twelve hours didn’t have much to do with my stomach. No, lower places, definitely lower places.

  Jean-Claude’s eyes went wide. In my head, he said, “Ma petite, please tell me you have fed the ardeur already.”

  I shrugged. “Twelve hours ago.” I didn’t bother to whisper; the vampires behind the curtains would hear it, so I used a normal tone of voice. It wasn’t like I was going to be able to hide the ardeur from them anyway. The ardeur was one of the side effects of being Jean-Claude’s human servant. In another age, Jean-Claude would have been considered an incubus, because he could feed on lust. Not just feed upon it, but cause others to lust after him. It was a way of making more of what you needed. In an emergency, he could feed off of lust and forgo blood for a few days. It was very rare for a vampire to have a secondary power like this. Damian’s master had been able to feed off of fear. She’d been what they call a night hag, or mora.

  Belle Morte, of course, held the ardeur. She had used it for centuries to manipulate kings and emperors. Jean-Claude was one of the few of her bloodline to inherit this particular power. And I was, to my knowledge, the only human servant to ever inherit it from anyone.

  When the ardeur first awoke in a vamp, it controlled them just like the blood lust, then gradually they learned to control it. Or that was the plan. Since I’d had it, I’d fought like hell so that I only had to feed every twelve hours or so. The feeling didn’t have to involve intercourse, but there did have to be sexual contact. All those old stories about succubi and incubi killing people by loving them to death were true. I could not feed off the same person every time. Micah let me feed off him. Jean-Claude had been waiting to share the ardeur with me for years, though he’d thought it would be him doing the feeding, not me. I’d been forced to make Nathaniel, one of my wereleopards, into my own version of a pomme de sang. Embarrassing as hell, but it beat the heck out of molesting strangers, which was entirely possible if you fought the ardeur. It was a hard taskmistress just like Belle Morte.

  The plan for tonight had been to go to my house and meet with Micah, but instead I was here at the Circus. That wasn’t bad in itself, because Jean-Claude was always willing. Unfortunately, we had big bad vampires in the next room, and I didn’t think they’d wait while we had hot monkey sex. Call it a hunch, but I suspected Musette would be sympathetic.

  The trouble was, the ardeur wasn’t sympathetic either.

  The men were all standing around with that, oh, my god, silence thick on the ground. We were all looking at Jean-Claude to solve this. “What do we do?” I asked.

  He looked lost for a moment, then he laughed, that touchable, caressable laugh. It made me shudder, and only Damian grabbing me kept me from falling. I waited for the ardeur to spread to him like the contagious disease it could be, but it didn’t. The moment he touched me, the ardeur receded like the ocean pulling back from the shore. I felt light and clean, clear-headed. I could think again. I clutched Damian’s arm like it was the last piece of wood in the ocean.

  I turned wide eyes to Jean-Claude. He was looking very serious. “I feel it too, ma petite.”

  We knew through practice that if Jean-Claude concentrated on controlling the ardeur, he could help me control it as well. But when he wasn’t concentrating, the fire burned through us both like some overwhelming force of nature.

  I felt Damian’s sorrow at my cool touch, felt it like a taste across my tongue, as if rain could have a flavor.

  I knew that Damian wanted me, in that good ol’-fashioned way that had very little to do with hearts and flowers, and everything to do with lust. He craved me the way he did blood, because to be without me was to die. Damian was over six hundred years old, but he’d never be a master vampire. Which meant that literally his original mistress had made his heart beat, his body walk. Then Jean-Claude had been his animating force, and then, accidentally, I’d stolen him from Jean-Claude, and now it was my necromancy that made his blood flow, his heart beat.

  I’d been horrified to find that I had, in effect, a pet vampire. I’d tried to ignore what I’d done, run from it. I’d been running from so many things. But I knew that Damian wasn’t one of those things that I could ignore.

  If I cut myself off from Damian, he would first go mad, then he would die in truth. Of course, long before he faded away, the other vampires would have had to execute him. You couldn’t have a six-hundred-year-old vampire gone stark raving mad running around the city slaughtering people. It was bad for business. How did I know what would happen if I denied Damian? Because I hadn’t known he was my vampire servant for the first six months after it had happened. He had gone mad, and he had slaughtered innocents. Jean-Claude had imprisoned him, waiting for me to come home, waiting for me to live up to my responsibilities instead of running from them. Damian had been one of my object lessons that you either embraced your power, or others paid the price.

  I looked at Jean-Claude. He was still beautiful, but I could look at him without wanting to swarm all over him. “This is amazing,” I said.

  “If you would have let Damian touch you like this months ago, we would have discovered it sooner,” Jean-Claude said.

  There was a time, not that long ago, that I would have resented being reminded of my own shortcomings, but one of my new resolutions was not to argue about everything. Picking my battles, that was the goal.

  Jean-Claude nodded, walked over to me, and held out his hand. “My apologies for the earlier indiscretion, ma petite, but I am master now, no longer pawn of the fire that burns us both.”

  I stared at the hand, so pale, long-fingered, graceful. Even without the ardeur’s interference, he was always fascinating in ways that I had no words for. I took his hand, while still clutching Damian’s arm. Jean-Claude’s fingers closed around mine, and my heart stayed calm. The ardeur did not raise its lascivious head.

  He raised my hand to his mouth, slowly, touched his lips to my knuckles. Nothing happened. He risked a caress of his lips, sliding along my skin. It did make me catch my breath, but the ardeur did not rise.

  He stood upright, my hand still in his. He smiled, that brilliant smile that I valued, because it was real, or as close to real as he could come. He’d spent centuries schooling his face, his every motion to be courtly, graceful, and give nothing away. He found it hard to simply react. “Come, ma petite, come let us meet our guests.”

  I nodded. “Sure.”

  He wrapped my arm through his and looked at Damian. “Take her other arm, mon ami, let us escort her inside.”

  Damian settled my hand on the smooth, muscled skin of his forearm. “With pleasure, master.”

  Normally, Jean-Claude didn’t like his vamps calling him master, but tonight we’d be formal. We were trying to impress people who hadn’t been impressed by anything in centuries.

  Asher stepped forward to get the drapes, Jason went to the other side, and they held the drapes aside for us so we could enter without having to bat at the drapes. There are reasons that wall-hangings over doorways fell out of favor.

  The only downside to having an attractive vampire on each arm was that I couldn’t go for my gun quickly. Of course, if I had to draw a gun as soon as we went through the door, then the night was going to be a bad one. Bad enough that we might survive this night, but not the next.
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   MUSETTE STOOD BY the white brick fireplace. It had to be her, because she was the only little blond Barbie doll in the room, and that’s how Jason had described her. Jason had a lot of faults, but describing a woman inaccurately was not one of them.

  She was indeed small, shorter than me by at least three inches. Which made her barely five feet tall, if she was wearing heels under the long white gown, then she was tinier still. Her hair fell around her shoulders in blond waves, but her eyebrows were black and perfectly arched. Either she dyed one thing or the other, or she was one of those rare blonds where body and head hair didn’t match. Which did happen, but not often. The blond hair, pale skin, dark eyebrows and eyelashes framed blue eyes like spring skies. I realized that her eyes were only a few shades bluer than Jason’s. Maybe it was the dark eyebrows and lashes that made them seem so much more vivid.

  She smiled with a rosebud mouth that was so red I knew she was wearing lipstick, and once I saw that I knew she was wearing more makeup. Well done, understated, but there were touches here and there that helped a striking, almost childlike beauty along.

  Her pomme de sang knelt at her feet like a pet. The girl’s long brown hair was piled on top of her head in a complicated layer of curls that made her look even younger than she was. She was pale, not vampire pale, but pale, and the icy blue of her long, old-fashioned dress didn’t help give her any color. Her slender neck was smooth and untouched. If Musette was taking blood, where was she taking it from? Did I want to know? Not really.

  A man stood between the fireplace and the large white couch with its spill of gold and silver pillows. He was the opposite of Musette in almost every way. Well over six feet tall, built like an overly large swimmer, broad-shouldered, slim-waisted, narrow-hipped, with legs that seemed longer than I was tall. His hair was black, black like mine was black—with blue highlights. It was tied in a thick braid down his back. His skin was as dark as skin that hadn’t seen much sun in centuries could be. I was betting he tanned with very little effort. He just hadn’t had much opportunity to catch any rays. His eyes were an odd blue green, aqua, like the waters of the Caribbean. They were startling in his dark face and should have added warmth and beauty. But they were cold. He should have been handsome, but he wasn’t, the sour expression on his face stole all that. He looked as if he were always in a bad mood.

  Maybe it was the clothes. He was dressed as if he’d stepped out of a century’s-old painting. If I had to go around in tights, I might be grumpy, too.

  Though I had a man on either arm, it was definitely Jean-Claude who led us between the two overstuffed chairs, one gold, one silver, with their piles of white pillows. He stopped in front of the white wood coffee table with its crystal bowl of white and yellow carnations. Damian also stopped instantly, standing very still under the touch of my hand. Jason flopped, gracefully, into the gold chair closest to the fireplace. Asher stood on the other side of the silver chair, as far away from Musette as he could get without leaving the room.

  Musette said something in French. Jean-Claude replied in French, and I actually understood that he’d told her that I didn’t speak French. She said something else that was a complete mystery to me, then she switched to a heavily accented English. Most vampires have no accent, at least in America, but Musette had a doozy. Thick enough in places that I knew if she spoke too fast, English or not, I wouldn’t be able to understand her.

  “Damian, it has been long since you graced our court with your presence.”

  “My old mistress did not care for the life of the court.”

  “She is an odd one, your mistress Morvoren.”

  I felt Damian’s body react to the name like he’d been slapped. I stroked the top of his hand the way you’d sooth a worried child.

  “Morvoren is powerful enough to compete for a council seat. She was even offered the Earthmover’s old place. She would not even have had to fight for it. It was a gift.” Musette was watching Damian, studying his face, his body, his reactions. “Why do you think she refused such a bounty?”

  Damian swallowed, his breath shaky. “As I said,” he had to clear his throat, to finish, “my old mistress is not one for court life. She prefers her solitude.”

  
  
  “But to give up a seat on the council without a battle to risk, that is madness. Why would Morvoren do that?”

  Each time she said the name, Damian flinched. “Damian answered your question,” I said, “his old master likes her privacy.”

  Musette turned those blue eyes to me, and the flat unfriendliness of the stare made me half wish I hadn’t interrupted.

  “So, this is the new one.” She walked towards us, and it wasn’t just gliding, it was a sway of hips, there were high heels under the skirt. You didn’t get that sashay without them.

  The tall dark and scary man moved behind her like a shadow. The young girl stayed sitting in front of the fireplace, her pale blue skirts spread around her like they’d been arranged. Her hands were very still in her lap. She looked arranged, too, as if she’d been told sit here, like this, and she would sit there, like that, until Musette told her to move. Definitely yucky.

  “May I present Anita Blake, my human servant, the very first I have ever called to me. There is no other, there is only she.” Jean-Claude used his hand in mine to sweep me outward away from the coffee table, and incidentally, Musette. It was almost a dance move, as if I was supposed to curtsy, or something. Damian followed the movement, making it look like a very graceful game of crack the whip. The vampires bowed, and, caught between them, I had little choice but to do what they did. Maybe there was more than one reason that Jean-Claude had put me in the middle.

  Musette swayed towards us, her hips making a dance of the billowing white skirt. “You know the one I mean, Asher’s servant, what was her name?” There was a look in those blue eyes that said she knew damn well what the name was.

  “Julianna,” Jean-Claude said, voice as neutral as he could make it. But neither Asher nor he could say Julianna’s name without some emotion.

  “Ah, yes, Julianna, a pretty name for someone so common.” She’d come to stand in front of us. The tall dark man stood behind her, menacing by his very size. He had to be damn close to seven feet tall. “Why is it that Asher and you choose such common women? I suppose there is something comforting about good, sturdy, peasant stock.”

  I laughed before I could think. Jean-Claude squeezed my hand. Damian went very still under my other hand.

  Musette didn’t like being laughed at, that was plain on her face. “You laugh, girl, why?”

  Jean-Claude squeezed my hand tight enough that it was just this side of pain. “Sorry,” I said, “but calling me a peasant isn’t much of an insult.”

  “Why is it not?” she asked, and she looked genuinely puzzled.

  “Because, you’re right, as far back as anyone can trace my family tree I have nothing but soldiers and farmers. I am good peasant stock and proud of it.”

  “Why would you be proud of that?”

  “Because everything we’ve gotten, we’ve made with our two hands, the sweat of our brows, that kind of thing. We’ve had to work for everything we have. No one has ever given us anything.”

  “I do not understand,” she said.

  “I don’t know if I can explain it to you,” I said. I was thinking it was like Asher trying to explain to me what you owed a liege lord. I had nothing in my life that prepared me to understand that sort of obligation. I didn’t say that out loud though, because I didn’t want to bring up the idea that I owed Belle Morte anything. Because I didn’t feel I did.

  “I am not stupid, Anita, I would understand if you would explain yourself clearly.”

  Asher moved from behind, to the other side of us, still as far as he could stay from Musette, but it was brave of him to draw attention to himself. “I attempted to explain to Anita earlier what one owes a liege lord, and she could not understand it. She is young and American, they have never had the . . . benefit of being ruled here.”

  She turned her head to one side, disturbingly like a bird just before it takes a bite out of a worm. “And what has her lack of understanding of civilized ways to do with anything?”

  A human being would have licked their lips, Asher went still, quiet. (Hold still enough, and the fox won’t know you’re there.) “You, lovely Musette, have never lived where you were not subject to a lord, or lady, or where you did not rule others. You have never lived without knowing the duties one owes one’s liege.”

  “Oui?” she made that one word cold, so cold, as if to say, go on, dig yourself a deeper hole to be buried in.

  “You have never dreamt of the possibility that being a peasant, owing no one, would be a freeing experience.”

  She waved a carefully manicured hand, as if clearing the very thought from the air. “Absurd. ‘Freeing experience,’ what does that mean?”

  “I believe,” Jean-Claude said, “that the fact that you do not understand what that means is Asher’s exact point.”

  She frowned at them both. “I do not understand, thus it cannot be that important.” She dismissed it all with a wave of dainty hands. Then she turned her attention back to me, and it was frightening. I wasn’t sure what it was about the mere gaze of those eyes, but it chilled the marrow in my bones.

  “Have you seen our present to Jean-Claude and Asher?”

  I must have looked as confused as I felt, because she turned and tried to motion behind her, but all I could see was her very large human servant. “Angelito, move so she may see.” Angelito? Somehow the name, “little angel” didn’t fit him. He moved, and she finished the motion towards the fireplace.

  It was only the fireplace with it’s painting above it, then something about the painting caught my eye. It was supposed to be a painting of Jean-Claude, Asher, and Julianna in clothing à la the Three Musketeers, but it wasn’t. If there hadn’t been new and strange vampires in the room, I’m sure I would have noticed it sooner. Oh, yes, I would have noticed it sooner.

  It was a picture of Cupid and Psyche, that traditional scene where Cupid asleep is finally revealed to the candle-wielding Psyche. Valentine’s Day has robbed Cupid of what he was in the beginning. He was not a chubby sexless baby with wings. He was a god, a god of love.

  I knew who had posed for Cupid, because no one else had ever had that golden hair, that long, flawless body. I had memories of what Asher had looked like before, but I’d never seen it, not me, myself. I walked towards the painting like a flower pulled towards the sun. It was irresistible.

  Asher lay on his side in the painting, one hand curled against his stomach, the other hand flung outward, limp with sleep. His skin glowed golden in the candlelight, only a few shades lighter than the foam of hair that framed his face and shoulders.

  He was nude, but that word didn’t do him justice. The candlelight made his skin glow warm from the broadening of his shoulders to the curve of his feet. His nipples were like dark halos against the swell of his chest, his stomach was flat to the grace of his belly button as if an angel had touched that flawless skin and left a delicate imprint, a line of hair dark gold, almost auburn, traced the edge of his stomach, and ran in a line down, down to curl around him, where he lay swollen, partially erect, caught forever between sleep and passion. The curve of his hip was the most perfect few inches of skin that I’d ever seen. That curve drew the eye down to the line of his thigh, the long sweep of his legs.

  I remembered with Jean-Claude’s memories what the curve of that hip had felt like under my fingertips. I remembered arguing about whose hip was the softest, the most perfect. Belle Morte had said that the lines of both their bodies were the closest to perfection she’d ever seen on a man. Jean-Claude had always believed that Asher was the more beautiful, and Asher had believed the same of Jean-Claude.

  The artist had painted white wings on the sleeping figure, so detailed they looked as if they’d be soft if you could touch them. The wings were huge and reminded me of renaissance pictures of angels. They seemed out of place on that golden body.

  Psyche was peering around the edge of one wing, so that it shielded her upper body, yet revealed a shoulder, the edge of her body, down to that first curve of hip, but most of her was lost behind Cupid’s body. I frowned up at the picture. I knew that shoulder, the curve of the ribs under that white skin. Though traced with golden candlelight, I knew the line of that body. I’d expected Psyche to be Belle Morte, I’d been wrong.

  I looked past the long black curls that didn’t so much hide the figure as decorate it, and the face peering around the candle’s edge was Jean-Claude’s. It took me a second to be sure, because he seemed more delicately beautiful than normal, until I realized that he was wearing makeup—that centuries-old version of it, anyway. Things had been done to soften the line of his face, make his lips more pouting. But the eyes, the eyes were unchanged, with their black lace of lashes and that drowning deep color.

  The painting was too large for me to stand next to the fireplace and see it all, but there was something about the eyes of the Cupid figure. I had to move close to see that they were open a mere slit, enough to show the cold blue fire that I’d seen when the hunger was upon Asher.

  Jean-Claude touched my face, and it made me jump. Damian had moved back, giving us space. Jean-Claude traced the tears on my cheeks. The look in his eyes said clearly that I was crying tears for both of us. He couldn’t afford to appear weak in front of Musette. And I couldn’t help it.

  We both turned to Asher, but he was standing as far away as the room would allow. He had turned away, so that all you could see of his face was that golden fall of hair. His shoulders were slightly hunched, as if he’d been struck.

  Musette came to stand on the other side of Jean-Claude. “Our mistress thought, since you are together again as of old, that you would enjoy this little reminder of days gone by.”

  The look I gave her around Jean-Claude’s shoulder was not a friendly one. I saw the girl who was her pomme de sang on the other side of the couch. I hadn’t even been aware she’d moved away from the fireplace. If the bad guys had wanted to take me out, they could have done it, because I had seen nothing for a few minutes but the painting.

  “The painting is our guest gift to our host, but we have a more personal gift just for Asher.”

  Angelito moved up beside her like a dark mountain, a much smaller painting in his hands. There were remnants of the paper and twine that had covered it like a discarded skin on the floor. It was half the size of the other, but obviously in the same style, realistic, but in glowing colors, hyperrealistic, very Titian.

  The only light in the painting was firelight, the glow of the forge. Asher’s body was colored gold and crimson with the reflected firelight. He was nude again, the edge of the anvil hid his groin, but the right side of his body was bare to the light. Even his hair was tied back in a loose ponytail so that the right side of his face couldn’t be hidden. His arms were still strong as they pretended to forge the blade that lay on the anvil, but the right side of his face, the right side of chest, his stomach, his thigh, were a melted ruin.

  These were not the old white scars that I was used to seeing, these were raw, red, discolored, angry lines, like some monster had slashed and gouged at his body. I was suddenly overwhelmed with a memory that was not mine.

  
   Asher lying on the floor of the torture room, freed of the silver chains, the men who had tormented him slaughtered around him, in an explosion of blood. He reached out to us, his face . . . his face . . .
  

  I swooned, and Jean-Claude and I fell in a heap on the floor, because I was experiencing directly what he was remembering.

  Damian and Jason moved up beside us, but Asher stayed well back. I didn’t blame him in the least.
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  “ASHER, COME AND see your gift,” Musette called.

  Damian was already on the ground beside me, his hands on my shoulders, fingers digging in. I think he was afraid of what I would do. He should have been.

  Asher’s voice came strained, but clear, “I have seen that particular gift before. I know it well.”

  “Do you wish us to return to Belle Morte and tell her you did not appreciate her gift?”

  “You may tell Belle Morte, that I have gotten exactly what she wished me to get out of her gifts.”

  “And what is that?”

  “I am reminded of what I was, and of what I am.”

  I got to my feet, Damian still with a death grip on my shoulders. Jean-Claude rose gracefully like a puppet pulled by invisible strings. I would never be that graceful, but tonight it didn’t matter.

  Musette turned back to Jean-Claude. “We have given our gift to you Jean-Claude, and to Asher. We await our guest gifts.”

  His voice was empty, so bland it was like listening to silence. “I have told you, Musette, our guest gifts are weeks away from completion.”

  “I’m sure you can find something to stand in their stead.” She stared at me.

  I found my voice, and it wasn’t bland. “How dare you come here three months early, knowing we won’t be prepared and make demands on us?” Damian was clinging to my back a little frantically, but I was polite, for me. After what she and Belle Morte had just done, I was downright kind. “Your rudeness, will not be used as an excuse to force us to do anything we don’t want to do.”

  Damian’s arms slid over my shoulders so he was cradling me against his body. I didn’t fight it, because without his presence I think I would probably have struck her, or shot her. Which sounded like such a good idea.

  Jean-Claude tried to smooth things over, but Musette waved him aside. “Let your servant talk, if she has something to say.”

  I opened my mouth to call her a heartless bitch, but it wasn’t what came out. “Did you believe that gifts worthy of such beauty could be hurried? Would you really take some poor substitute in the place of the magnificence we had commissioned?”

  I stopped talking. All of our men were staring at me, except Damian, who was hugging me for all he was worth.

  “Ventriloquism,” Jason said, from the other side of Jean-Claude, “it’s the only answer.”

  Jean-Claude nodded. “A miracle indeed.” Then he turned to Musette. “All, save one, pales before your beauty, Musette. How could I offer anything less than something beautiful to grace your loveliness?”

  Her gaze turned back to me. “Is she not a beauty to equal mine?”

  I laughed. Damian’s arms tightened enough that I had to pat his arm so I could keep breathing comfortably. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this one covered.” I don’t think anyone believed me, but I did, honest. “Musette, I know I’m pretty, I can admit that, but compared to the otherworldly triplets here, I am not the most beautiful person on our side.”

  “Triplets,” Jason said, “why do I think I’m not included in that threesome?”

  “Sorry, Jason, but you’re like me, we clean up nice, but with these three standing here we are out of our league.”

  “You include Asher in the three beauties?” Musette said.

  I nodded. “If you are cataloging beautiful people and Asher is in the room, then he always makes the list.”

  “Once, oui, but not now, not for centuries,” she said.

  “I disagree,” I said.

  “You lie.”

  I looked at her. “You’re a Master Vampire, can’t you tell when someone’s lying, or telling the truth? Can’t you feel it in my words, smell it on my skin?” I watched her face, those beautiful but frightening eyes. She couldn’t tell if I was lying, or not. I’d only met one other Master Vamp that couldn’t tell truth from lie, and that was because she was lying so badly to herself that truth would have gotten in her way. Musette was blind to truth, which meant we could lie through our teeth to her. That had possibilities.

  She frowned at me and waved it all away with those tiny well-manicured hands. “Enough of this.” She was intelligent enough to realize she was losing part of this argument, but she wasn’t bright enough to know why. So she was moving on to something she thought she could win.

  “Even Asher with his ruined beauty is more lovely than you are, Anita.”

  It was my turn to frown at her. “I think I already said that.”

  She frowned again. It was like she had been sent with certain lines to say, and I wasn’t making the replies she’d expected. I was throwing her performance off, and Musette didn’t seem to enjoy improvisation.

  “It doesn’t bother you that you are not more beautiful than the men?”

  “I had to make peace with being the homely one of the group a long time ago.”

  She frowned so hard it looked painful. “You are a very hard woman to insult.”

  I shrugged as much as I could with Damian’s arms still wrapped around me. “Truth is truth, Musette. I’ve broken the cardinal girl rule.”

  “And that would be?”

  “Never date anyone prettier than you are.”

  That made her laugh, a surprised burst of sound. “Non, non, the rule is never to admit it.” The smile faded. “You truly have no . . . difficulty with me saying I am more lovely than you.”

  I shook my head. “Nope.”

  She looked completely lost for a moment, until her own human servant touched her shoulder. She shuddered, took a deep shaking breath, as if remembering who and what she was, and why she was there. The last sign of laughter faded from her eyes.

  “You have admitted that your beauty cannot rival mine, thus taking blood from you would not be a gift worthy of replacing the bauble that Jean-Claude is having made for me. You are correct, also, about your wolf. He is charming, but not as charming as the three of them.

  I suddenly had a bad feeling about where this was headed.

  “Damian is somehow yours. I do not understand it, but I can feel it. He is yours the way Angelito is mine, and you are Jean-Claude’s. As Master of the City, Jean-Claude cannot be drink for the taking, but Asher belongs to no one. Give him to me for my guest gift.”

  “He is my second in command, my témoin,” Jean-Claude said, still in that empty, means-nothing voice, “I would not lightly share him.”

  “I have met some of your other vampires this night. Meng Die has an animal to call. She is more powerful than Asher, why is she not your second?”

  “She is another’s second and will be going back to him in a few months.”

  “Why is she here then?”

  “I called her.”

  
  
  “Why?”

  The real reason was that while I was off doing my soul-searching Jean-Claude had needed more backup. But I didn’t think he’d share that. He didn’t. “A master calls home his flock periodically, especially if he thinks they will soon become masters of their own territory. A last visit before he loses the power to call them.”

  “Belle was most perturbed that you rose to Master of the City without that one last visit, Jean-Claude. She woke speaking your name, saying that you had struck out on your own. None of us thought you would ever rise so high.”

  He gave a low, sweeping bow, and she was standing so close that his hair almost brushed her skirt. “It is not often that anyone so surprises Belle Morte. I am most honored.”

  Musette frowned. “You should be. She was most . . . unhappy.”

  He stood slowly. “Why would my rise to power make her unhappy?”

  “Because to be Master of the City is to be beyond the ties of obligation.”

  Ties of obligation seemed to mean more to the vampires than it did to me, because I felt them go all quiet. Damian was so still around my body that it was like he wasn’t there at all. Only the weight of his arms let me know he was still clinging to me. The beat and pulse of his body was gone, tucked away somewhere deep inside.

  “But Asher has not risen so high. He could still be called home,” she said.

  I glanced at Jean-Claude, but his face was utterly blank, that polite nothingness that meant he was hiding his every reaction. “That is, of course, within her purview, but I would need some notice before Asher was called away. America is less settled than Europe, and fights for territory are much less civilized.” His voice was still empty, emotionless, nothing mattered. “If my second were to simply vanish, others would see that as a weakness.”

  “Do not worry, our mistress is not going to call him home, but she admits to being puzzled.”

  We all waited for her to go on, but Musette seemed content to let the silence stand.

  Even with Damian hanging on to me, I broke first. “Puzzled about what?”

  “Why Asher left her side, of course.”

  Asher moved up closer, though still keeping a much greater distance between himself and Musette than the rest of us. “I did not leave her side,” he said, “Belle Morte had not touched me in centuries. She would not even watch entertainments where I was . . . featured. She said I offended her eye.”

  “It is her prerogative to do with her people as she sees fit,” Musette said.

  “True,” Asher said, “but she bid me come to America with Yvette as my overseer. Yvette died, and I had no more orders.”

  “And if our mistress ordered you home?”

  
  
  Silence, ours this time.

  Asher’s face was as empty of emotion as Jean-Claude’s. Whatever he felt was hidden, but the very blankness of both their faces said that it did matter, and it was important.

  “Belle Morte encourages her people to strike out on their own,” Jean-Claude said. “It is one of the reasons her bloodline rules more territories than any other, especially here in the United States.”

  Musette turned those beautiful pitiless eyes on him. “But Asher did not leave to become a Master of the City, he left to have revenge on you and your human servant. He wanted to extract payment for his beloved Julianna’s death.”

  See, she had known the name all along.

  “Yet, here your servant stands, strong, well, and unharmed. Where is your vengeance, Asher? Where is the price Jean-Claude was to pay for his murder of your servant?”

  Asher seemed to close in upon himself, so very, very still. I thought if I blinked, he’d have vanished altogether. His voice came distant, empty. “I found that, perhaps, I had blamed Jean-Claude in error. That, perhaps, he too mourned her loss.”

  “So,” she snapped her fingers, “like that, all your pain, your hatred is forgotten.”

  “Not just like that, non, but I have learned many things that I had forgotten.”

  “Such as the sweet touch of Jean-Claude’s body?” she asked.

  The silence this time was so thick I could hear my blood roaring in my ears. Damian felt like a ghost against my body. All the vampires, I was sure, were wishing themselves away.

  Either Jean-Claude and Asher had been doing it behind my back. Which was not impossible. But if not, to answer the question truthfully would be bad.

  Jason caught my eye, but neither of us dared even shrug. I don’t think we were sure what was going on, but that it would end some place painful was almost certain.

  Musette swayed around Jean-Claude, to stand closer to Asher. “Are you and Jean-Claude a happy couple, once more, or,” here she looked at me, “is it a happy ménage à trois? Is that why you did not come home?” She pushed past Asher and Jean-Claude, making them move back, so she could stand in front of me. “How can the touch of such as this compare to the magnificence of our mistress?”

  I think she’d just implied that I wasn’t as good in bed as Belle Morte, but I wasn’t entirely sure that’s what she meant, and I didn’t care. She could insult me all she wanted. Insulting me was less painful than so many other things she could be doing.

  “Belle Morte is sickened at the sight of me,” Asher said, finally, “she avoids me in all things.” He motioned at the painting that Angelito was still holding up. “This is how she sees me. How she will always see me.”

  Musette swayed her way back to stand in front of Asher. “To be least among her court is better than ruling anywhere else.”

  I couldn’t help myself. “Are you saying it’s better to serve in Heaven than rule in Hell?”

  She nodded, smiling, seemingly oblivious to the literary allusion. “Oui, precisement. Our mistress is the sun, the moon, the all. To be parted from her, only that is true death.”

  Musette’s face was rapturous, glowing with that inner certainty usually reserved for Holy Rollers and television evangelists. She was, indeed, a true believer.

  I couldn’t see Damian’s face, but I was betting it was as carefully blank as the rest. Jason was staring at Musette as if she had sprouted a second head, an ugly, spiky second head. She was a zealot, and zealots are never quite sane.

  She turned to Asher with that radiance still suffusing her face. “Our mistress does not understand why you left her, Asher.”

  I did. I think everyone in the room did, except maybe for Angelito and the girl who was still standing on the other side of the couch where Musette had put her.

  “Look at the painting of me as Vulcan, Musette, see what our mistress thinks of me.”

  Musette didn’t bother to look behind her. She gave that Gallic shrug that meant everything and nothing.

  “Anita does not see me that way,” he said.

  “Jean-Claude cannot look at you without seeing what was lost,” she said.

  “The time when you could speak for me, Musette, is long past. You do not know my heart, or my mind, you never truly did,” Jean-Claude said.

  She turned to him. “Are you truly telling me that you would touch him, as he is now? Be careful how you answer, Jean-Claude, know that our mistress has seen deep into your heart and mind. You may lie to me, but never to her.”

  Jean-Claude was quiet for a time, but finally he told the truth. “We are not currently together in that way.”

  “See, you refuse to touch him, as she refuses to touch him.”

  I loosened Damian’s arms enough so I could move more easily. “Not exactly,” I said, “sorry, but it’s my fault that they aren’t a couple.”

  
  
  She turned to me. “What do you mean, servant?”

  “You know, even if I was, like a maid, I know enough about polite society to know that you don’t call a maid, simply, maid. You don’t call a servant, servant, not unless you truly have never interacted with servants.” I folded my arms across my stomach, looking puzzled on purpose. Damian’s hands stayed lightly on my shoulders. “Is that it, Musette? Are you not an aristocrat, after all? Is it all pretend, and you simply don’t know any better?”

  Jean-Claude gave me a look that she couldn’t see.

  “How dare you!” Musette said.

  “Then prove you are noble, address me at least like someone who has truly had servants.”

  She opened her mouth to argue, then she seemed to hear something that I couldn’t hear. She let out a long breath. “As you like, Blake, then.”

  “Blake is fine,” I said, “and what I mean is that I’m not entirely comfortable with this bisexual thing. I won’t share Jean-Claude with another woman, and definitely not with a man.”

  Musette did that head to the side movement again, as if she’d spied the worm she intended to eat. “Very good, then Asher has no tie to any of you. He is merely your second.”

  I looked from one vampire to another, only Jason looked as confused as I felt. The vamps were acting like a trap had been sprung, and I didn’t see it yet. “What’s going on?” I asked.

  Musette laughed, and it wasn’t anywhere near as good a laugh as Jean-Claude or Asher were capable of. It was just a laugh, a vaguely unpleasant one, at that. “I am within my rights to ask for him as my gift for tonight,” she said.

  “Wait,” I said, and Damian’s hands tried to pull me back in against him, but I wasn’t moving this time. “I thought you agreed with Belle that Asher isn’t pretty enough to have sex with anymore.”

  “Whoever said anything about sex?” Musette asked.

  Now I really was puzzled. “Why else would you want him for the night?”

  She laughed then, head back, very unladylike, a bray of sound like a hound baying. I hadn’t said anything that funny, had I?

  Jean-Claude’s quiet voice came into the silence that followed that laugh. “Musette’s interests run to pain more than sex, ma petite.”

  I looked at him. “You don’t mean dominance and submission where you have safe words, do you?”

  “There is no word in any language that I have ever heard screamed that would dissuade Musette from her pleasures.”

  I licked my suddenly dry lips. They lie about that moisturizing lipstick. Your lips still dry out when you get scared. “Let me test my understanding. If Asher was your lover, or mine, or anyone’s, then he’d be safe from her?”

  
  
  “Non, ma petite, Asher would only be safe if he belonged to you, or me. Lesser powers cannot protect those they love.”

  “But because we’re not doing him, he’s free meat?” I asked.

  He seemed to think about that for a time. “That is accurate enough, oui.”

  “Fuck,” I said.

  “Oui, ma petite, oui.” A thread of tiredness had finally broken through his empty voice.

  I looked at Asher, and he was hiding behind that shining hair again. What was I supposed to say, that if I hadn’t been so squeamish this wouldn’t be happening? I’m sorry I have issues with my boyfriend doing other men. I’m sorry I have issues with me doing other men. Why was I always being made to feel guilty because I wasn’t having sex with more people? Wasn’t it supposed to be the other way around?

  Musette held her hand out to Asher. He stood there for a second or two, then he took her hand. He looked back once at Jean-Claude, a shine of eyes in all that hair. Jean-Claude never reacted, as if he were trying to pretend he wasn’t there.

  I moved forward, only Damian’s fingers digging into my shoulders brought me up short. “We are not letting her do this,” I said.

  “She is Musette, and Belle Morte’s lieutenant.” Jean-Claude’s voice had gone small and distant.

  Musette didn’t take him through the drapes into another room. She stopped a few yards away, not even that close to the “walls.” She turned Asher to face her, then she drew a knife from her white skirts, and plunged it into his stomach before anyone could react. Asher could move faster than the eye could follow, but he made no move to protect himself. He just let her sink the knife home, grinding it until the hilt met his skin, and she couldn’t push it in any farther.

  I had my gun out of the holster, and Jean-Claude grabbed my hand. “The knife is not silver, ma petite, when it is removed he will heal almost instantly.”

  I looked up at him, straining to raise the gun, and making some progress. Thanks to his own vampire marks, I was stronger than I should have been. “How do you know it’s not silver?”

  “Because I have played this game with Musette before.”

  That made me stop trying to bring the gun up. I went quiet in his hands. Their hands, I should have said, because Damian’s hands were plastered to my shoulders. Only Jason hadn’t joined in trying to hold me back. From the look on his face I think he wanted to help me, not hinder me.

  I looked past Jean-Claude to see Asher still standing, his hands to his stomach where blood blossomed across the skin of his hands. The brown of the shirt was dark enough to hide the first rush of blood. Musette put the knife to her delicate mouth and licked down the blade.

  
  
  I knew through Jean-Claude’s memories that vampire blood gives no sustenance. You cannot feed from the dead, not in that way.

  Asher looked at us. “It is not silver, ma cherie, it will not kill me.” His breath was cut off in his throat, as Musette plunged the knife in a second time.

  The world swam in streamers of colors. I closed my eyes for a second and spoke in a low, careful voice. “Let go of me, Damian.” The hands at my back dropped away instantly, because I’d given a direct order. I opened my eyes and met Jean-Claude’s gaze. We stared at each other, until his hand dropped, slowly, away. His voice echoed like a whisper in my mind, “You cannot kill her for this.”

  I put my gun back in its holster. “Yeah, I know.” I couldn’t kill her, because she wasn’t trying to kill Asher, but I would not stand here and watch him be tortured. I would not, could not, do it. I’d once thought that arm wrestling vampires was a bad idea. She was stronger than me, even with Jean-Claude’s marks, but I was also betting she wasn’t trained in hand-to-hand fighting. If I was wrong, I was about to get my ass kicked. If I was right, well, we’d see.
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   MUSETTE MADE NO move to protect herself. Angelito stayed with the other men across the room. It was as if neither of them saw me as a threat. You’d think with my reputation, vampires would stop underestimating me. But dead or alive, there are always fools.

  I could feel myself smiling, and I didn’t need a mirror to know that it wasn’t a nice smile. It was the smile I got when I’d been pissed off too much and I’d finally decided to do something about it.

  Musette made a big show of licking the knife clean, while Asher stood in front of her and bled. She licked it like a kid with a Popsicle on a hot day—got to lick carefully, but quickly, or it drips down your hand, and you lose some of it. Her eyes were all for me, the show was all for me. It was as if Asher didn’t matter at all to her. Maybe he didn’t.

  She had actually turned back to plunge the blade home a third time, when I was within touching distance. I don’t know what she thought I planned to do, because she seemed totally surprised when I grabbed her hand. Maybe she expected me to fight like a girl, whatever the hell that means.

  I pushed my shoulder into her, and she tottered backwards on her high heels. I hooked my heel behind hers, and foot swept her leg out from under her. She fell backwards, because I helped. I rode her body down to the ground, turning the knife in her hand with mine, and when she hit the floor, I plunged the knife home. I leaned my knee into the back of our hands and felt the blade come out the back of her body.

  I whispered to her, “It’s not silver, you’ll heal.”

  She screamed.

  I didn’t so much hear Angelito move as feel him. “If you come over here, Angelito, I will force this blade up into her heart, and it won’t matter if it’s silver, or if it’s not. I’ll shred her heart before you can cross the room.”

  The far drapes opened and vampires spilled into the room, some ours, some hers. I don’t know what would have happened, but I heard the far door open, behind the drapes. I heard a lot of movement, and I almost tore the blade up through her, not at all sure the metal was strong enough to take the strain. With a better blade I could have dug for her heart, with this one I wasn’t sure.

  A split second before I tried it, I heard a sound that raised the hair on my arms. The sound of hyenas hunting. It’s a hell of a lot creepier than the howl of a wolf, but that joined with it. I knew the moment I heard the noises that it was our calvary coming, not Musette’s.

  I didn’t look behind, because I didn’t dare take my eyes off the vampire I had pinned to the floor. But I felt the crowd surge behind me, felt the neck-ruffling power of shape-shifters filling the room like an electric cloud.

  The touch of so many of them with such tension called my own beast like a snake in my gut to writhe and flow inside my body. I wasn’t a shape-shifter, but through Richard and my tie to the wereleopards, I had the closest thing a human being could have to their very own private beast.

  It was Bobby Lee, who was actually a wererat, that came forward enough for me to see him. His southern drawl always sounded so out of place in a fight. “You planning to kill her?”

  “I’m thinking about it.”

  He knelt on one knee beside us. “You think that’s the smart thing to do?” He glanced up at the vampires on the other side of the room.

  “Probably not.”

  “Then maybe you should oughta ease up there, before you gut her.”

  “Micah send you?” I asked, eyes still on Musette’s pain-filled face. I was happy to see her hurting. I didn’t usually enjoy causing pain to anyone, but I just didn’t mind hurting Musette.

  “He didn’t send any of your leopards, cause you told him not to, but he contacted the other leaders, and here we are. If you’re not going to kill her, girl, you should probably let her go.”

  “Not yet,” I said.

  He didn’t ask again, but stood up near us, like the good bodyguard he was.

  I spoke directly to Musette, but I made sure my voice carried. “No one comes into our territory and harms our people. No one, not the council, not even le sourdre de sang of our bloodline. Everyone tells me that when I speak to you I’m speaking to Belle herself, well, here’s the message. The next one of her people to harm one of our people is dead. I will take their heads, their hearts, and I’ll burn the rest.”

  
  
  Musette found her voice, at long last, though it was strained, and a little afraid. “You would not dare.”

  I leaned into the blade, a little bit more, made her grunt with the force of it. “Try me.”

  The pain in Musette’s face faded, vanishing like someone wiped it away, and her blue eyes began to darken. I rode the knife into her while Belle’s pale brown eyes swirled to the surface, the dark overwhelming all that blue, until Musette’s eyes were the color of poisoned honey.

  I’d seen Belle do this trick once before, but it had been in a mirror, and my own eyes. Fear drove through me like a blade, chilling my skin, bringing my heart into my neck like a trapped thing. Fear can either chase back the beast, or call it. This fear calmed it, dampened it, so that that rising power sank away, leaving me alone, and scared. It wasn’t a vampire trick that made me want to let her go and run away. I’d felt Belle move through my own body, and I never wanted her to be able to do it again. If I took Musette’s heart with Belle inside her, could I kill them both? Probably not, but God, it was tempting.

  Belle’s voice came without a trace of fear, or strain. If the knife hurt her too, it didn’t show. “Jean-Claude, have you taught her nothing?” The voice was not Musette’s, it was deeper, richer, a low contralto. The irreverent thought that she’d give really good phone sex crossed my mind.

  Jean-Claude started gliding towards us. He motioned for Damian to follow, and the red-haired vampire fell into step behind him. Jean-Claude came to kneel beside us and motioned Damian to do the same. They both bowed their heads, carefully out of reach. “Musette overstepped the bounds for a visitor to my lands. You would not tolerate such treatment of one of your own people. I have learned well the lessons you taught me, Belle Morte.”

  “What lesson is this?” she asked.

  “Tolerate nothing. No hint of disobedience. No breath of revolution. No insult is tolerated. I admit that I forgot this in the rush of fear that Musette brought with her. The thought of insulting you, even indirectly was unthinkable, but I am no longer your creature. I am a Master of the City now. I am my own creature, and Asher is mine now. I will be what you brought me up to be, Belle, I will truly be your child. I will let ma petite be as ruthless as she likes, and Musette will either learn better manners, or she will not be coming home to you ever again.”

  She sat up. With the knife plunged through her body, she sat up, and I could not keep her pinned down. The movement pushed me backwards enough to brush against Damian. He touched my back, and when I didn’t tell him not to, he touched my shoulder.

  Belle even dropped Musette’s hand away from the knife, so that my hand held it in place. But she showed no pain, in fact she ignored me to look at Jean-Claude. I began to feel silly with my bloody hands and the knife still stuck in Musette. No, not silly, superfluous.

  “You know what I would do to you if you harmed her,” Belle said.

  “I know that according to our own laws, the laws you helped enact, that no one is allowed to simply enter a territory without negotiating safe passage. Musette and her people are here three months before we gave them permission to enter, which means, in effect, they are outlaw, and have no rights, no safety. I could slaughter them all and council law would be on my side. You have too many people on the council that fear you, Belle, they would think it a good joke.”

  “You would not dare,” she said.

  “I will not allow you to harm Asher, not anymore.”

  “He is nothing to you, Jean-Claude.”

  “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen, magnificent in your lust; I am humbled by your power, awed by the political maneuvering that you do so effortlessly. But I have been long away from you, and I have learned that beauty is not always what it seems, that lust is not always better than love, that power alone is not enough to fill the bed or the heart, and that I don’t have your patience for the politics.”

  She reached out a slender hand towards him. “I showed you love such as no mortal ever could.”

  “You showed me lust, mistress, sexual appetite.”

  “Oui, amour,” she said, her voice sultry enough to cause goosebumps on my arms.

  Jean-Claude shook his head. “Non, lust, not love, never love.”

  A look passed over her face, like a badly designed mask moving liquid under Musette’s skin. It reminded me uncomfortably of watching the beast glide under the skin of a shape-shifter before it springs forth. If she changed into Belle completely, I was trying for her heart while I had the chance.

  “You loved me once, Jean-Claude.”

  “Oui, with all my heart and all my soul.”

  “But you do not love me now,” her voice was soft, there might even have been a trace of loss.

  “I have learned that love can grow without the touch of sex, and that sex does not always lead to love.”

  “I would love you again,” she whispered.

  “Non, you would possess me again, and love is not about possession.”

  “You speak in riddles,” she said.

  “I speak truth as I have come to know it,” he said.

  Those pale honey brown eyes turned to me. “You have done this. Somehow, you have done this.”

  I was beginning to feel positively silly with the knife still in Musette, but I was afraid to take it out, because I was half expecting Belle to stand up and say, aha, that was what I was waiting for. So I kept the blade in and tried to think what to do. Staring into those pale brown eyes it was hard to think, hard not to either run away or try and kill her. If I can’t run from my fears, I have a tendency to try and kill them. It’s a strategy that’s worked so far.

  “What have I done?” I asked, and my voice showed the strain. Damian’s hands kneaded gently at my shoulders, not so much a massage, as a reassurance that he was there, I think.

  “You have turned him against me,” she said.

  “No,” I said, “you did that all on your own, centuries before I was born.”

  That liquid mask moved under Musette’s skin again. If I touched her face I thought I’d feel things underneath that should not have been there. “I took him to my bed, what more does anyone desire of Belle Morte?”

  “You showed him what your love was worth when you cast Asher out of your bed.”

  “What does Asher’s fate have to do with Jean-Claude’s love?”

  That anyone who knew the two of them could ask that was amazing. That the vampire that brought them together could ask that was both frightening and sad.

  “You need to leave now, Belle,” I said.

  “Why, what have I said to upset you?”

  I shook my head. “The list is too long, Belle, we don’t have all night, let me hit the highlights. Go away, for now, please, just leave. I’m tired of trying to explain color to the blind.”

  “I do not understand what that means.”

  “No,” I said, “you don’t.”

  She stared up at me. Her hand came up as if to touch my face. “If you touch me,” I said, “I’ll see if Musette can survive without her heart.”

  “Why is the touch of my hand worse then the touch of our bodies one against the other?”

  “Call it a hunch, but I don’t want you touching me on purpose. Besides it’s not your body, it’s Musette’s. Although I’m not sure about that, so call me cautious, and just don’t touch me.”

  “I will see you again, Anita, I promise you that.”

  “Yeah, yeah, I know.”

  “You don’t seem to believe me.”

  “Oh, I believe you, I just can’t get too worked up over it.”

  “Worked up?” she made it a question.

  “She means she cannot get too upset about your threat,” Jean-Claude said.

  Belle looked back at me. “Why can you not?”

  “I’ve had a lot of vampires threaten me, I can’t panic every time.”

  
  
  “I am Belle Morte, member of the council on high, do not underestimate me, Anita.”

  “Tell that to the Earthmover,” I said. He’d been a council member that had come to town once upon a time. He’d died.

  “I have not forgotten that Jean-Claude slew a council member.”

  Actually, I’d slain him, but why quibble? “Just go, Belle, please, just go.”

  “And if I choose to stay? What will you do? What can you do?”

  I thought about several options, most of them fatal to one or both of us. Finally, I said, “If you want to keep this body, fine. It’s not my body. It’s not even my vampire. You want it, knock yourself out.”

  I leaned back from her and jerked the knife out. There was no way I was leaving a weapon on Musette. She was too likely to take the blade out and stick it in me. The blade pulling out brought a gasp from Belle that plunging it in hadn’t.

  She grabbed my wrist, as if to keep me from hurting her, but I should have known better. Some small, screaming part of me knew I was still kneeling on the carpet in Jean-Claude’s living room, but the rest of me was in a dark, candlelit room. The bed was large and soft, mounded with pillows as if it would rise up in a soft cushioned wave and engulf me. The woman pressed into all that softness lay in a bed of her own dark hair, her eyes a solid golden brown fire, like staring at the sun through a piece of colored glass. Belle Morte stared up at me, her pale body naked. The glory of her spread before me, nothing hidden. I wanted her, wanted her as I’d never wanted anything else in my life.

  I came back to myself, with a gasp. Jean-Claude held my other hand in a death grip. Damian was a weight against the back of my body. Jason stood over the rest of us as we knelt. His hands were on Jean-Claude’s shoulder, and against the side of my neck, above Damian’s hand. I could feel the pulse in my neck pounding against the pulse in the palm of Jason’s hand.

  I could smell the musty scent of fur, the rich, almost eatable smell of the forest. It was the smell of the pack. The werewolves that had come to guard our back had stepped up through the crowd. I could feel the wolves ranged behind me, feel them like there was an invisible thread between Jason, me, and them. Jean-Claude’s ties to the wolves were direct, they were his animal to call. He didn’t need Richard’s beast to call the wolves. I needed a surrogate wolf to bind me to them. Richard should have been at our back, but he wasn’t. If Jason had not been there to be our third, then Belle might have raised the ardeur, drowned us in memories of her sweet flesh. Flung us out into the room and turned my Mexican standoff into an orgy.

  But Jean-Claude gave me his control through the press of his hand; Damian gave me his desperate reserve through his body molded against my back; Jason fed the pulse of the pack into the bend of my neck. We were not merely a triumvirate of power; through Damian’s addition, we were more. And that more was stronger than Belle Morte trapped in Musette’s body. If she’d been here in person, it might have been a different story, but she wasn’t. She was way the hell in Europe somewhere.

  A howl broke out behind me, and another, and another. Jason threw his head back, making a long clean line of his throat. A howl trembled from his mouth, to join with the chorus behind us. The sound rose and fell, one wolf’s note dying off, another taking up the call, until the sound rose and fell like music—lonely, trembling, amazing music.

  I met Belle’s pale brown eyes and found them full of fire, like staring at flames through brown glass. It did remind me of her eyes in the memory she had chosen, but it was just a memory. There was no bite or pull to it now. The ardeur lay quiet, held behind the bars we had forged for it, from sheer force of will, and months of practice.

  “The last time you rolled the ardeur over us, it was new to me. It’s not new anymore,” I said.

  Something flowed under Musette’s skin. It was like watching a second face roll underneath her skin. Again, I half expected Belle to burst out through Musette’s body like some kind of shape-shifter. But the rolling shape stopped, and those dark fire eyes stared into mine.

  “There will be other nights, Anita,” she said, in that low, almost purring voice of hers.

  I nodded. “I know.”

  With that she vanished. Musette fell back onto the floor into a . . . dead faint. Her vampires rushed forward. The wolves stayed at my back, the werehyenas stepped up, the wererats drew guns, and Bobby Lee said, “Don’t queer our shot, gentlemen.”

  The werehyenas hesitated, forming two groups one to either side of the vampires. Our vampires peeled off from Musette’s and eased through the crowd of wereanimals. “Nobody moves, nobody gets hurt,” Bobby Lee said.

  “Let them fetch their mistress,” Jean-Claude said.

  Some of the shape-shifters looked his way, none of the wererats did. We had this much backup not because Jean-Claude had a tie to any other animal except the wolves, but because I’d made friends. The wererats and werehyenas were here for me, not him.

  “Ease down, Bobby Lee, let them get Musette. I certainly don’t want to have to take care of her.”

  The men and women, wererats all, with their guns nicely pointed, moved back in two lines so the vampires had to walk between them to reach Musette. Angelito had joined them, but Bobby Lee motioned him back with a wave of his gun barrel. Angelito was imposing, but he was also one of the few humans among them. I wasn’t sure the big man was the most dangerous person on their side. A little girl of seven or eight with dark curls cut short around an angelic face flashed dainty fangs and hissed at me. An older boy who looked like a young twelve, or an old ten, picked Musette’s shoulders up, raising her limp figure off the ground as if she weighed nothing. He didn’t flash fangs, he just looked at me with dark, unfriendly eyes.

  A male vamp in a dark conservative suit got Musette’s feet, though he made no move to take the small woman from the boy. I knew the male vamp could have carried her easily, but he didn’t argue with the boy. The boy didn’t lack strength, just height, and leverage.

  They carried her back to Angelito, who took her from the others. Musette looked tiny held in his long arms. There were people in the room who had thicker arms than Angelito. The werehyenas were bodybuilders, but there was no one on our side that had the length and size of Musette’s little angel.

  Jean-Claude stood, drawing me to my feet. Damian moved as I moved. Jason, too. “We have rooms prepared for all of you. You will be escorted to them, then we will leave guards outside your doors, for the protection of all concerned.”

  Bobby Lee was still holding his gun nice and steady on the vamps. “Anita?” he made my name a question.

  “I don’t want them wandering around without guards on them, so yeah, sounds like a good idea to me. You guys able to stick around that long?”

  “Honey-child, I would follow you to the ends of the earth. ’Course we can.” He laid the southern accent on thick enough to walk across.

  “Thanks, Bobby.”

  “Our pleasure.”

  “Meng Die, Faust, you know the way to the rooms, show our guards where to go.” Meng Die was lovely, delicate, with perfectly straight black hair cut just above her shoulders; her skin was like pale porcelain. She would have looked like a perfect China doll if she hadn’t liked wearing skintight black leather most of the time. The leather sort of ruined the image. She was a Master Vampire, and her animal to call, I’d been surprised to learn, was the wolf. Strangely, this didn’t make her any more attractive to the wolves or me. She was just too damn unfriendly.

  Faust was not much taller than Meng Die, but he didn’t make you think delicate, just short. He was cheerfully attractive—like the boy next door if he happened to be a vampire—and had dyed his hair a dark wine-burgundy. His eyes were the color of new pennies as if the brown had a touch of fresh blood in it. He was a Master Vampire but not strong enough to ever be Master of the City, or at least not hold on to it. A weak Master of the City is usually a dead one.

  Meng Die and Faust led the way through the drapes and the far corridor beyond. Musette’s vamps went next. The wererats and the werehyenas brought up the rear. The drapes swished closed behind them. We were left alone with our thoughts. I hoped everyone else’s thoughts were more useful than mine, because all I could think was that Belle wouldn’t like being given her hat and shown the door. She’d find a way to make us eat the insult, if she could. Maybe she couldn’t, but she was over two thousand years old, according to Jean-Claude. You didn’t survive that long without knowing things, things that would make your enemies run screaming. The council member we’d killed had been able to cause earthquakes simply by thinking about it. I was pretty sure Belle had her own special tricks. I just hadn’t seen them yet.
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   LESS THAN AN hour later Jean-Claude and I were in his room, alone. Damian was one of the guards outside our door. We’d split our vamps up among the wereanimals so that, hopefully, the bad vampires couldn’t use mind tricks on the wereanimals without the vamps knowing it. We’d done the best we could do, which had actually been pretty damned good. The ardeur was still in hiding. I wasn’t questioning it, just grateful.

  Jean-Claude’s large four-poster bed was draped in blue silk, mounded with pillows in at least three vibrant shades of blue. He traded the drapes and pillows to match whatever color the sheets were, so I knew without looking that the sheets would be blue silk. Jean-Claude did not do white sheets, no matter what they were made out of.

  He was sitting in the room’s only chair, slumped down, hands crossed over his stomach. I was sitting on the rug that he’d put beside the bed. The rug was actually fur, thick and soft, and somehow just by touch you knew it had once been alive. We’d both been strangely reluctant to go to bed. I think we were both afraid the ardeur would rise, and we weren’t ready for it.

  “Let me test my understanding,” I said.

  Jean-Claude looked at me, moving only his eyes.

  “Tomorrow night, if Asher is still nobody’s, will they be within their rights to ask for him?”

  “Not as they did tonight, no, you have made that impossible now, unless they can take him by force.”

  I shook my head. “I’ve been around enough vamp politics to know that if you stop them from doing one thing, they’ll do something else, not because they want to, but because it will cause you pain.”

  
  
  He frowned at me.

  I sighed. “Let me try that again. Here’s the deal, what are they within their rights to ask from us, while they’re here?”

  “Hunting rights, or willing donors, lovers—the basic needs to be met.”

  “Sex is a basic need?”

  He just looked at me.

  “Sorry, sorry. So I understand the willing donor part, they’ve got to eat. But the lovers, what does that mean, exactly?”

  “It would be déclassé to demand lovers for the servants, so Musette’s lady’s maid and butler are not to be worried over. The two children are special cases. The girl is physically too young, she does not think of such things. The boy is a problem. Bartolomé was precocious, which is why Belle sent Musette to take him.”

  I stared at him. “Please, tell me that Musette never had sex with the kid?”

  He seemed suddenly tired, rubbing his eyes with his fingertips. “Do you wish the truth, or a more pleasant lie?”

  “The truth, I guess.”

  “Belle Morte can smell sexual appetite, it is one of her gifts. Bartolomé may look like a child, but he does not think like one, nor did he when he was human and a true boy of eleven going on twelve. He was the heir to a great fortune. Belle wanted to control that fortune. He was also notorious in an age when noble sons were allowed almost any indiscretion with women who were not of noble blood.”

  “Explain that,” I said.

  “He looked like a child, Anita, and he would use that innocent face to maneuver women into compromising situations. By the time they realized that they were in danger of abuse, it was often too late. More than that, he threatened to accuse them of being the aggressor. There was no such phrase as child molestation in that century, but everyone knew it happened. Children were often married as young as ten or eleven, so the people who had such tastes could satisfy their needs within the marriage bed, until their spouses became too old for their tastes, then they would look outside their marriage, or by that time their own children might be old enough.”

  I stared at him. “I don’t think I wanted to know that last part. That is beyond disgusting.”

  “Oui, ma petite, but it is still true. A fortune as large as Bartolomé’s would normally be Belle’s task. She would never leave such monies, or lands, or titles, to anyone else. But she is not a lover of children, no matter how grown-up they may be, so she cast it to Musette. Who, as you now realize, will do anything our mistress bids her do.”

  “I got that impression.”

  “So, yes, she seduced, or allowed herself to be seduced by the boy. Belle gave her a touch of the ardeur and Bartolomé was enraptured. Belle did not mean to bring him over to us as a boy. She meant to wait until he grew older, but Bartolomé was thrown from his horse. He had crushed his skull, and was dying. His next brother was only five, and Belle would have no hold on him. She needed Bartolomé, and so she bid Musette finish him.”

  “How did he feel when he woke up?”

  “He was happy to be alive.”

  “How’d he feel when he finally realized he’d be a little boy forever, no matter how precocious?”

  Jean-Claude sighed. “He was . . . unhappy. Bringing children over is forbidden for a reason. Musette did not make Valentina one of us. Belle found that one of her Master Vampires was a pedophile and had brought over children to be his permanent . . . companions.” His voice went soft at the end.

  I felt ill. I breathed deep and slow. “Sweet Jesus,” I said.

  “He had broken our prohibition against bringing over children, and when Belle Morte found out why he had done it . . . she slew him. With full permission of the council, she slew him. They destroyed most of the children he had made. They were vampires trapped in children’s bodies, and they had been abused.” He shook his head. “Their minds did not survive, not whole.”

  “So how did Valentina escape?” I asked.

  “She was his newest and had yet to be touched. She was a child and a vampire but she was not mad. Belle took her in and found her people to care for her. She had human nannies for many years. She had human playmates. I must say that Belle did her best for Valentina. I think she blamed herself for not realizing what a true monster Sebastian was.”

  “Why do I think this ideal picture doesn’t stay ideal?”

  “You know us too well, ma petite. Valentina tried to turn some of her playmates into vampires, so she would not be the only one. When her nanny discovered her, Valentina slit her throat. That was the end of human nannies and human playmates.”

  “That’s why the vampire nanny,” I said.

  He nodded. “She does not truly need one in the traditional sense of a child’s need, but she is forever eight years old, and even today she cannot catch a taxi by herself, register in a hotel, without people wondering. Some well-meaning human will call the police to report the poor abandoned child that’s staying in their hotel.”

  “She must hate it.”

  “It?”

  “Her existence,” I said.

  He gave half a shrug. “I do not know. I do not speak to Valentina.”

  
  
  “You’re afraid of her.”

  “Non, ma petite, but I am unnerved by her. The few children that survive for centuries are twisted things. It cannot be otherwise.”

  “How did she end up with Musette’s entourage?”

  “Valentina was taken before her body grew large enough for much physical pleasure. She has turned such energies into other,” he licked his lips, “avenues of interest.”

  I sighed. “Musette is Belle’s torturer, which means that Valentina is what, her little assistant in the torture?”

  He nodded, head resting against the chair back, eyes closed. “Valentina has been a very apt pupil.”

  “She’s tortured you?”

  He nodded, eyes still closed. “I told you that the price for Belle saving Asher’s life was my servitude for a century among them. But Belle wished to punish me for leaving her, and for a long time she gave me to pain rather than pleasure.”

  I went to him, crawling on the floor by his chair, smoothing my skirts down automatically, though there was no one there to see. “So Valentina won’t be asking for a lover.”

  “Non.”

  “Will she try for a . . . what? Submissive?”

  “Oui.”

  “Can we just refuse?”

  “Oui.”

  “Can we make the ‘no’ stick?”

  He opened his eyes and looked down at me. “I believe so, but to say absolutely would be too close to a lie.”

  I shook my head. “If Musette left tonight, and returned in three months, would we have less ground to stand on?”

  “She will not leave, ma petite.”

  “No, that’s not what I mean. What I mean is, if she had come in three months after good faith negotiations had gone through, would I still have been allowed to get away with what I did tonight? Or would we have faced the council’s wrath?”

  “We would have chosen a victim for Musette, or chosen a lover for her, or both before she arrived. It would have been settled and not a surprise.”

  “You know most human guests don’t expect their hosts to supply them with sex partners.”

  “Nor do most of the bloodlines that descend from the council, but Belle’s line is built upon sex, and it has become custom to offer any of Belle’s line sex when they visit you. It is assumed that we all carry a touch of her succubus within us.”

  
  
  “That’s not true,” I said.

  “Non, but no one of her line has ever wished to dissuade others of the lie.”

  I smiled, thought about laughing, and was too tired. “We can keep Willie and Hannah safe because they’ve got to be in charge of the two clubs. We’ve already negotiated that our businesses are not to be disrupted by the visit,” I said.

  “Belle was always one to keep her mind on where the money was coming from, so yes, Willie is my manager for The Laughing Corpse, and Hannah is temporary manager of Danse Macabre. The two weakest of my flock are safe away.”

  “Damian is my vampire servant, I’m your human servant, you’re Master of the City, Jason is your pomme de sang, Nathaniel is my pomme de sang, Micah is my lover and my Nimir-Raj, Richard is Ulfric, and the bodyguards can’t guard our bodies if they’re screwing other people.”

  “We have made everyone as safe as we can, ma petite.”

  “There’s one name that’s conspicuously absent from that list, Jean-Claude.”

  “Three actually, ma petite, four if you count Gretchen.”

  “Gretchen is crazy, Jean-Claude. You got a special pass for her from Belle because she’s still ill, right?” Gretchen had tried to kill me once, as punishment, she got locked up in a coffin for a while. The isolation had driven her even crazier.

  “Oui, Gretchen will keep to her room for Musette’s visit, but that does not protect Meng Die or Faust.”

  “Faust likes men, and to my knowledge nobody in Musette’s party is gay, right?”

  “Oui, but that is not always a barrier.”

  “We laid down the law tonight, that no one was to be hurt again. Forcing someone to have sex with a partner they find repugnant is a form of rape, and thus it’s harm.”

  He looked at me, surprised. “Ma petite, you are becoming devious.”

  I shook my head. “Nope, just practical. So Faust is safe, because he only likes men and none of Musette’s men likes men. Torture is out, because that’s just harm.”

  “Meng Die will fascinate Bartolomé.”

  “But again, Meng Die doesn’t like children, so Bartolomé would have to rape her to get his way with her, thus . . .”

  “She is safe from his advances.” He seemed to think about that for a second or two. “But what of Angelito?”

  “Isn’t he a couple with Musette? Aren’t they doing each other?”

  
  
  “When they wish to, yes.”

  I frowned at him. “Not a hot pair?”

  “Musette’s true love is not sex, which is why she and Valentina have been so close for so long.”

  “Not our problem. If everyone has access to someone they can fuck, or we have no suitable partners for them outside of rape, then everyone’s covered. Or have I missed something?”

  He thought about it quietly for a few minutes. “Non, ma petite. Your machinations are worthy of Belle herself, if her intention were to keep her people safe.” Then he looked at me. “Except for one problem. Musette has had sex with Asher in the past, so you cannot make a charge of rape.”

  “Having sex in the past doesn’t mean it can’t be rape in the present,” I said.

  He waved that away with his hand. “I know that you believe that, ma petite, I will not even disagree, but Musette will not be dissuaded by the argument. Asher likes both men and women, he has had sex with her and enjoyed it in the past. You have made sure she cannot physically harm him, so it would be merely sex, merely fucking. He would not be harmed by that.”

  I raised eyebrows at him. “You believe that, that there’d be no harm to it?”

  “Non, nor does Musette in truth. Musette knows, Belle knows, that to have sex with Musette again after all these years will be painful for Asher. It will harm him, but not in a way that Belle will let us negotiate around. To Belle Morte, if a man has an orgasm, then he must have enjoyed himself. It is her reasoning.”

  “She really doesn’t understand that there’s a difference between lust and love, does she?”

  “Non, ma petite, très non.”

  “Why is it always Asher that we can’t protect? Asher that we can’t save?”

  He shook his head. “I have asked that for a very, very long time, ma petite. I have yet to find an answer.”

  I laid my cheek against his knee. “This is the longest I’ve ever been able to go between feedings.” I glanced a my watch. “It’s almost two.”

  “Dawn will come in three, almost four hours. I must rescind the control I have lent you for the ardeur before then. You must feed it.”

  “It’s not only your control is it?”

  “No, it is fear and exhaustion, and thinking too hard, and your own growing abilities. In a few more months you will be down to one feeding a day, or a night. You will be able to store up the feedings and go longer.”

  “My head is practically in your lap, and I don’t feel the least stirrings.”

  
  
  He stroked my hair, and it was a comforting touch. I wanted to be held more than I wanted sex. I wanted him to hold me while I drifted off to sleep. That sounded better than anything else I could think of right now.

  “Once dawn comes my tie with you will weaken, and you will not be able to keep the ardeur at bay. I am sorry, ma petite, but we must feed it.”

  “You’re as tired as I am,” I said.

  “I want nothing more than to climb between the silk sheets and wrap our nude bodies around one another. I want to hold and be held. Sex is a wondrous thing, but tonight I wish to be comforted more than pleasured. I feel like a child in the dark who knows the monsters are under the bed. I want to be told it will be alright, but I am far too old to believe such comforting lies.”

  Maybe it was because I was tired. Maybe it was because Jean-Claude had just said out loud almost exactly how I felt. I remembered other nights when we’d all been this tired, this frightened, this unsure of what the next nightfall would bring. I remembered Asher and Julianna, and I, we, Jean-Claude holding each other. Simply holding each other, the feel of bare skin and warmth, like a grown-up version of a teddy bear. Hold me tonight, Julianna used to say, and unspoken between the two men had been how often her fears allowed them to be as close and frightened as they truly were.

  Julianna had been the bridge between the two men. They would never have been able to be so close for so long without her. I had the memories, I knew how many times her needs had brought them together, her love for each of them had bound them close. Jean-Claude had been the brains, Asher the charm, though both were charming and both intelligent, but Julianna had been their heart. One living, beating heart for all three of them.

  I could never be Julianna. I didn’t have her kindness, her gentleness, her patience. We were so unalike, but here I was centuries later with the same two men. I let out a long breath, took in another, let it out, listened to it shake.

  “Is something wrong, ma petite, I mean more wrong than I know?”

  I raised my face from his knee. “If Asher was truly a ménage à trois with us, then Musette would have to leave him alone, wouldn’t she?”

  Some expression passed over his face, quickly swallowed away, hidden behind that beautiful, polite mask he wore when he was not sure what expression would help, and what would hurt. “If we had been able to answer truthfully tonight that Asher was in our bed, then Musette could not have asked for him. This is true.”

  “If he joined us tonight, then tomorrow he’d be safe.” My voice sounded so matter of fact, as if I were proposing we go shopping, or get dinner.

  His voice was even more careful than mine. “That would be true.”

  
  
  “If I had just let you and Asher be a couple when I wasn’t around, then he would have been safe, but I can’t.” I shook my head. “In theory I don’t have a problem with it. I like men. I see men as attractive, so I understand everyone seeing them as attractive. That men are attracted to men makes perfect sense to me. But in practice I can’t bring myself to share my man with another man. I can’t do it. If I found out you and Asher had been doing it behind my back, I’d dump your ass. I know it’s amazingly unfair. I’m sleeping with Micah, and damn near sleeping with Nathaniel, and was having sex with Richard until a few months ago. Yet you have to be with just me. It’s monstrously unfair, I know that.”

  “I am not alienated from your bed when the others are with you, except for Richard, who would never share.”

  “I know, you get blood from the men because I still won’t donate blood to you, but it’s not the same.”

  “I want no one but you, ma petite. I have made that clear.”

  I looked up at him then. “You’ve made it clear, but I know that you do want someone else besides me. I’ve felt what you feel when you look at Asher. I see the way you two look at each other. It hurts sometimes just to watch you be in a room together.”

  “I am sorry, ma petite.”

  I tucked my knees to my chest and hugged them there. “Let me finish this thought, Jean-Claude, please.”

  He motioned for me to go ahead.

  “I can’t let you take Asher to your bed, and I can’t take Asher to mine. But I remember what it was like for the three of you. I remember how safe it felt. There are moments when I forget that these aren’t my memories and I long for what the three of you had. It seems a hell of a lot more peaceful than what we’re doing.”

  I hugged my legs so tight, my arms trembled with the force of it. “I don’t know if I can go through with it, but I’d like to try.”

  “Try what, ma petite?” His voice was very careful.

  “I want Asher safe.”

  Jean-Claude had gone very still. “I do not understand, ma petite.”

  “Yes, you do.”

  He shook his head. “Non, I will have no misunderstandings here. You must be precise in your meaning.”

  I couldn’t look at him while I said it. “Bring Asher in here for the night. I don’t promise, but I want him warm and nude beside us. I want to chase that hurt from his eyes. I want to show him with my hands and my body that I find him lovely.” I looked up at him, then, and found his face unreadable. “I don’t know at what point I’m going to scream foul and bail on you both. I’m sure there’s going to come a point, there usually is, but if we bring him into our bed tonight, in whatever way, then he’s safe for tomorrow, right?”

  “What will your Nimir-Raj say?”

  “He assumed that you and I were intimate with Asher when he got to town. A lot of people assume it.”

  “You have told him the truth?”

  “Yes.”

  “And won’t he be angry about sharing you with yet another man?”

  I shook my head. “Micah is more practical than I am, Jean-Claude. It’s not just love, or lust, that brings me back to Asher. Tonight it’s securing our power base. If Asher is safe, then we’re all safer. His pain can’t be used against us.”

  “How very practical of you, ma petite.”

  “I’ve learned from the best.”

  He gave me a look, one eyebrow raised. “If I were truly practical in matters of the heart, things would have gone more quickly between us.”

  “Maybe, or maybe not, you knew if you pushed too hard, I’d have either run, or tried to kill you.”

  He gave that graceful shrug. “Perhaps, but I should ask, so there are no misunderstandings, do you mean to bring Asher to our bed only for tonight?”

  “Would it make a difference?” I asked.

  “It may to him.”

  I tried to wrap my head around it all, and failed. “I don’t know. I know that I don’t want to give up alone time with you, just you. I know that I don’t want to always have company.”

  “Julianna and Asher managed alone time even though we were a threesome.”

  “For the first time in a long time my personal life is as close as it’s ever been to working. I don’t want to screw that up.”

  “I understand.”

  “I guess, I want Asher safe, I want to chase that flinching out of his eyes, but in the real world we are just running this up the flagpole. If it works, great, but if it doesn’t work, then what? Will Asher have to leave? Will you lose your second? Will it hurt you and Asher more? Will . . .”

  He touched fingertips to my lips. “Shhh, ma petite. I have called Asher. He comes even now.”

  I felt my eyes go big, my breath freeze in my throat, while my pulse beat like a crazed thing. What had I done? Nothing yet. The ten thousand dollar question was, what was I about to do, and could I live with it later?
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   ASHER CAME THROUGH the door, slowly, his face carefully hidden behind a fall of golden hair. He’d changed to a fresh, unbloodied shirt. It was white and the color did not suit him. “You called,” he said. I froze, still hugging my knees, my pulse suddenly pounding in my throat. Yet my breath stopped for a second or two.

  “We did,” Jean-Claude said in that careful voice.

  Asher looked up then, a glimpse of face through all that hair. I think it was the “we” that brought the reaction.

  Jean-Claude had sat up very straight before Asher came to the door. He was elegant, poised, in his leather and silk.

  I was still huddled on the rug at his feet, staring at Asher like he was the fox and I was the rabbit. Jean-Claude touched my shoulder, and I jumped.

  I looked up at him, and he was staring down at me. “It must be your decision, ma petite.”

  “Why is everything always my decision?” I asked.

  “Because you will not tolerate anything else.”

  Oh, I remembered now. “Great,” I whispered.

  He squeezed my shoulder gently. “Nothing has been said. We can go on as we are.”

  I shook my head. “No, I won’t be the one responsible for tomorrow night if it goes all wrong. I won’t risk him, because of my moral outrage.”

  “As you like, ma petite,” he said, in that careful voice that said nothing.

  “What has happened now?” Asher asked, and his voice wasn’t quite empty, there was a thread of fear in it. With what was sleeping down the hall, I couldn’t blame him.

  
  
  I eased my arms from around my knees. They were stiff from holding on too tight. I tried to smooth my numb hands down my legs to touch my skirt and found only my hose. The navy skirt was too short for me to have been sitting the way I was. If there’d been anyone in the room to see, they’d have been able to tell my underwear matched it.

  I got my knees under me, moving slowly, stiffly, my body tight with tension.

  “What has happened?” Asher asked, and this time his voice was bland.

  “Nothing, mon ami,” Jean-Claude said, “or rather, nothing more.”

  “It’s my fault,” I said. I got to my feet, still moving slowly.

  “What is your fault?” Asher was looking from one to the other of us, trying to read something from our faces.

  I stepped off the fur, and my high heels made a sharp sound on the floor. “That you’re in danger from Musette.”

  “You have done all you can to protect me, Anita, more than I had ever dreamt. No one challenges Musette for fear of Belle Morte. You have done what many council members would fear to do.”

  “Ignorance is bliss,” I said.

  He gave me a quick look through the shine of his hair. “What does that mean?”

  I walked towards him, where he still stood just inside the door. “It means that maybe I can be brave because I don’t know any better. I’ve never seen Belle in person. Don’t get me wrong, she’s impressive enough from a distance, but I’ve never met the real thing.”

  I was standing in front of him now. He had turned his face so that only the perfect half showed. He hadn’t hidden himself from me this completely in months.

  I reached up to touch the side of his face he’d turned away, and he flinched, jerking back hard enough to make the door rattle. “Non, non.”

  “I’ve touched you before,” I said, and my voice was low, soft, the voice you’d use to talk to a skittish animal or a man on a ledge.

  He turned his whole face away from me. “You saw the paintings. You saw what I once was, and you have seen now what I looked like when the . . . wounds were fresh.” He turned his back, hands on the door, shaking his head. “You have seen what Belle Morte saw.”

  I shook my head, realized he couldn’t see it, and touched his shoulder.

  He flinched.

  I glanced back at Jean-Claude, and his face was empty, only his eyes shown the barest glimpse of a pain so deep it had nearly destroyed three people.

  I pressed my body against Asher’s back, moved my arms up his sides, hugging him from behind. He froze under my touch, so still, folding himself away, going deep inside where it wouldn’t hurt. I pressed my cheek against his back and held him while his body went quiet under my touch.

  I swallowed past tears that I would not shed. My voice was steady, though. “I have seen you through Jean-Claude’s memories long before tonight. I remember the glory of you under my hands, against my body.” I molded my body against his, clung to him. “I needed no painting to show me your beauty.”

  A shudder ran through his body, and he tried to turn, to throw me off, but I held on, and he couldn’t move away without hurting me. “Let me go, Anita, let me go.”

  “No,” I said, “no, not tonight.”

  He made small struggling motions trapped against the door, like a man trying to pace a room that was only an inch wider than his own body.

  “What do you want from me?” There was something close to tears in his voice.

  “Join us tonight, that’s what I want, join us.”

  He stopped his restless movements and went still again, but not like before. I could feel his heart beating against my cheek. I’d have sworn it hadn’t been beating a second before.

  “Join you how?” his voice was a strangled whisper.

  I grabbed his shirt and used it to turn him around. He moved slowly, like trying to turn the earth against its axis. He pressed his back to the door and showed me only what remained of that perfect profile.

  I pulled on the shirt, trying to lead him into the room, but he would not be moved this far. He looked past me to Jean-Claude. “I cannot do this.” His voice held such pain.

  “What do you think she is asking?” Jean-Claude’s voice was still so carefully empty.

  “She will do anything to keep her people safe, even take a cripple to her bed for one night.”

  I wadded the shirt in my hands and was forced to go to him, because he would not come to me. “I do want to keep you safe from Musette, and this will do it, but that’s not why, not really.”

  He looked down at me, and there was a world in his eyes, a world of pain and need and horror, so big, so lonely. The first hot tear grazed my cheek. I spoke softly to him in French, and I understood some of what I said.

  Asher grabbed my wrists and forced me away from him. “Non, Jean-Claude, not like this. It is either her desire, or it is not to be. I will not divide you from what remains of your triumvirate. I would rather spend a night in Musette’s bed than weaken your power so. You must be strong while they are here, or we will all perish.”

  I took a deep breath, and it was as if something had pulled back from me, like a veil being lifted. I turned and glanced at the vampire behind me. “Did you do that on purpose?”

  He hid his face in his hands and said, spoke, voice no longer empty, “I cannot help wanting what I want, ma petite, forgive me.”

  I turned back to Asher. “It isn’t my desire you want, Asher. You know I’m attracted to you.”

  He tried to look away, but I touched his face, and this time he didn’t flinch away. He let me turn him to face me again, my fingers on the edge of his chin. The skin was still smooth there, even though it was on the right side where most was ruined. It was almost as if the people that had done this to him couldn’t bring themselves to ruin the perfect curve of his lips.

  “It’s not lust you want from me.”

  His gaze dropped. He almost closed his eyes, the expression on his face like a man bracing for a blow. He whispered, “No.”

  I went up on tiptoe, put my hands on either side of his face, one so smooth like satin and silk, but softer, the other rough, pitted, hardly feeling like skin at all. “I do love you, Asher.”

  His eyes opened, and they were so raw, so full of so many things that could be used to hurt.

  “I don’t know how much was Jean-Claude’s memories at first, but whatever it began as, I do love you. Me, no one else.”

  “Yet you have not taken me to your bed.”

  “I love a lot of people that I don’t sleep with. Okay, that I don’t have sex with.”

  The expression in his eyes began to die. I realized what I’d said, “I want you to come to bed tonight, please, Asher, and not just for sleeping.”

  He put his hands on either side of mine. “Only to keep me safe from Musette.”

  I couldn’t argue that, but . . . “That’s true, but does that matter so very much? Does it matter that that’s why?”

  He smiled gently and moved my hands away from his face. “Yes, Anita, it does matter why. You will take me to your bed tonight, but tomorrow you will feel guilty and you will run away again.”

  I frowned at him. “You talk like I’ve done this before with you, and I haven’t.”

  He patted my hands between his. “You took four men into that bed over there, four of us, yet you have sex with only Jean-Claude. You feed the ardeur from Nathaniel, but you have not fucked him.” He let go of my hands and shook his head, laughing. “Only you could have the strength of will to sleep night after night beside such beauty and not take all that Nathaniel had to offer. I have met saints and priests over the centuries that had not your will to resist temptation.”

  
  
  “I don’t seem to be resisting all that much anymore,” I said, hands on hips.

  He laughed again, smile fading as he did it. “Jason you have put firmly back into the box, marked ‘friend.’ But what of me? I do not wish to join you in that bed again, if tomorrow I will be merely another friend. I cannot bear it.”

  I frowned up at him. I’d done my best to forget what happened when Belle Morte caused the ardeur to rise months ago. Thanks to her, I’d participated in the closest thing I hoped to ever get to an orgy. No intercourse, but a lot of hands and bodies touching where they shouldn’t have been. Asher was right; I’d done my best to ignore the whole thing. Ignore it hard enough, and it never happened. But of course it had happened, and I’d not dealt with it.

  “What do you want me to say? I’m sorry that I’m a little squeamish about having been in bed with four men at the same time. Yeah, it embarrassed me, so sue me.”

  “Tonight will embarrass you, too.”

  “A lot of things embarrass me, Asher, I can’t help that.”

  “You cannot help but be who and what you are, Anita. I would not change you, but I also will not be just a night of charity in your bed. I tell you I could not bear being cast out again.”

  I knew in that instant that he didn’t mean me casting him out from our bed after the ardeur. He meant what Belle had done to him all those centuries ago. She had thrown him away like a damaged toy. After all, you can always buy more toys.

  I started to pace back and forth in front of him, not looking at either of them, but doing something, anything for the nervous energy that was building up. “What do you want from me, Asher? A guarantee?”

  “Yes,” he said, at last. “That is exactly what I want from you.”

  I stopped pacing and looked at him. “What kind of guarantee? That I won’t freak out about this tomorrow?” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I can’t promise, because I don’t know how I’ll feel.”

  “What will Micah say, if he finds out you’ve been with me?”

  “Micah is okay with it.”

  Asher looked at me.

  “I know, I know, I keep waiting for him to pitch a fit about something. He’s fine with sharing me with Jean-Claude, and Nathaniel, and, I quote, ‘anyone else that you need to include,’ unquote.”

  Asher widened eyes at me. “My, isn’t he understanding.”

  “You have no idea,” I said. “When he came into my life, he said he’d do anything to stay with me, anything to be my Nimir-Raj. So far he’s meant it.”

  
  
  “He seems perfect for you,” Asher said, voice full of a soft irony.

  “I know, makes me wonder when the other shoe will drop and he’ll turn on me.”

  Asher touched my face, which made me look at him. He was looking full at me now, those ice blue eyes so sincere. “I would never want to do anything that would damage what you have built in your life. If we do this and you run away, then Jean-Claude will have damaged his relationship with you, and I will leave.”

  I felt my eyes go wide. “What do you mean, you’ll leave?”

  “I mean if you take me to your bed tonight and cast me out tomorrow, I will leave. I will no longer watch Jean-Claude be in love with others while I wait. It will take time to find another Master who will want me, and probably not as a second. I know that I am weak for a master. I have no animal to call,” he shook his head, “so many of my powers are useless except in intimate situations, and once,” he almost touched the scarred side of his face, but let his hand fall away, “once this happened, no one would let me get close enough to use my powers on them.”

  He licked his lips, sighing at the same time, and that one gesture made me catch my breath. I did want him, I’d wanted him the way a woman wants a man for a long time. But lust alone had never been enough for me.

  “You’re saying that if we take you to our bed tonight, but I freak tomorrow, and it’s only this one time, that you’ll leave us?” I asked.

  He nodded. He didn’t even need to think about it.

  “You’re giving me an ultimatum, Asher, I’m not good at ultimatums.”

  “I know that, but I have to protect myself, Anita. I cannot live this close to heaven and not be allowed inside. I think it will drive me mad in the end.” He leaned back against the door and looked past me to Jean-Claude. “I have been thinking for some months now that I should go. It is too hard on all of us. Know that it has healed some of the wounds to be with you as a friend again, Jean-Claude.” He turned and smiled at me. “And seeing the way you watch me has helped, more than it’s hurt, Anita.” He turned, put his hand on the doorknob.

  I put my hand flat on the door, holding it.

  Asher looked at me. “Let me go, Anita, you know you don’t want this.”

  “What am I supposed to say to that, Asher? That you’re right? That if Musette hadn’t come today that I wouldn’t be making this offer now? You’re right, I wouldn’t be.” I pressed myself against the side of the door. “But the thought of you leaving, of never seeing you again . . .” I shook my head, and damn it if I was going to cry again. “Don’t go, please, don’t go.”

  “I have to go, Anita.” He touched my shoulder, tried to move me out of the way so he could open the door.

  I shook my head. “No.”

  
  
  He frowned at me. “Ma cherie, you do not love me, not truly. If you do not love me, and you do not want me, then you must let me go.”

  “I do love you, and I do want you.”

  “You love me as a friend, you want me, but you want many men, yet you do not give yourself to them. I have all eternity, but my patience is not good enough to out wait you, ma cherie. You have defeated me. I would have tried to seduce you, but . . .” Again he almost touched the scarred side of his face, but his hand fell away, as if he could not bare to touch himself. “I have seen the men you have turned down. Such perfection, and you walk away without so much as a regret.” He frowned as if he didn’t understand it, but he knew it to be true. “What could I offer that they could not?”

  He put his hands against my shoulder and gently tried to move me out of the way. I pressed my back into the doorframe, my hand on the doorknob. “No,” was all I could think to say.

  “Yes, ma cherie, yes. It is time.”

  I shook my head. “No.” I pressed my back into the door so hard that I knew I’d be bruised in the morning. I couldn’t let him go. I knew somehow that if he opened that door, we would never get another chance.

  I prayed for words. I prayed to be able to speak my heart and not to be afraid. “I let Richard walk out on me. I think he’d have gone anyway, but I just sat on the floor and watched him go. I didn’t stand in his way. I figured it was his choice, and you can’t hold someone if they don’t want to be held. If someone really wants to be free of you, you have to let them go. Well, fuck that, fuck that all to hell. Don’t go, Asher, please, don’t go. I love the way your hair shines in the light. I love the way you smile when you’re not trying to hide or impress anyone. I love your laughter. I love the way your voice can hold sorrow like the taste of rain. I love the way you watch Jean-Claude when he moves through a room, when you don’t think anyone’s watching, because it’s exactly the way I watch him. I love your eyes. I love your pain. I love you.”

  I closed the distance between us, wrapped my arms around him, pressed my cheek to his chest, dried tears on the silk of his shirt, and was still whispering, “I love you, I do love you,” when he raised my face and kissed me, really kissed me, for the very first time.
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   WE BROKE FROM that gentle kiss, and I led Asher to the bed by the hand. He pulled back, coming like a reluctant child.

  Jean-Claude stood by the bed, his face as blank as he could make it. “There is one thing I must say before we begin. I am controlling ma petite’s ardeur, but there will come a point in all this where I will lose control. I cannot guarantee what will happen when that control is lost.”

  Asher and I stood beside him, holding hands. He was clinging to my hand with a fierceness that was almost painful. His voice did not show the tension I felt in his body. “If I thought it was only the ardeur which made Anita want to take me to her bed, then I would say no, because when the ardeur had cooled, she would cast me aside as she did before.” He raised my hand to his lips and laid the softest touch across my knuckles. “I believe Anita wishes me in her bed. The ardeur may rise, or fall, it is all the same to me now.”

  Jean-Claude looked at me. “Ma petite.”

  “I would rather do as much of this as possible before the ardeur, but I understand that it’s going to be . . . hard on you.” I shrugged. “I don’t know. I know I’m committed to this, so I guess it’s okay.”

  He raised an eyebrow at me. “You are never convincing when you lie, ma petite.”

  “Now that’s just not true,” I said, “I lie very well, thank you.”

  “Not to me.”

  I shrugged. “I’m doing the best I can here, Jean-Claude.” I looked up at the ceiling as if I could see the sky through all the rock above us. “I know one thing, I want whatever we’re doing done before dawn. I do not want you guys to fade in the middle.”

  “Ma petite still finds it unnerving that we die at dawn,” Jean-Claude said.

  “What time is it?” Asher asked.

  I looked at my watch. “We’re down to about two and a half hours.”

  “Barely enough time,” Asher said. And something about what he said, or the way he said it, made Jean-Claude do that masculine chuckle that only men do, and only about women, or sex. I wasn’t sure I’d ever heard that sound from Jean-Claude.

  I was suddenly very aware that I was the only girl, and they were both men. I know that sounds silly. I mean, I knew that already, but . . . I suddenly felt it. It was like walking into a bar and feeling all those eyes follow you as you walk, like lions watching gazelles.

  If either of the men had turned that same look to me, I think I would have bolted, but they didn’t. Jean-Claude crawled onto the bed, still fully clothed, and held out his hand to me. I stared at that long-fingered, pale hand, graceful even in that small movement. Asher’s hand squeezed, more gently, on my other hand.

  I realized in that moment that if I chickened out, that would be the end of it. There would be no pressure from either of them. But Asher would be gone, not tonight, but soon. I didn’t want him to be gone.

  I took Jean-Claude’s hand, and he pulled me gently onto the silk bedspread. Silk is slippery when you’re wearing hose. Their hands on mine kept me from slipping off the edge of the bed. They half pulled me onto the bed.

  “Why is it,” I said, “that you never slide off the bed when you’re wearing silk?”

  “Centuries of practice,” Jean-Claude said.

  “I recall when you weren’t so practiced. Remember the Duchess Vicante?” said Asher.

  Jean-Claude blushed, a faint hint of pink. I hadn’t even known he could blush. “What happened?” I asked.

  “I fell,” he said, trying for dignity and failing, because he smiled.

  “What he will not say is that he cut his chin on a silver mirror that he broke when he fell off the Duchess and her silk sheets. Blood everywhere, and the cuckold husband on the stairs.”

  I looked at Jean-Claude. He nodded, shrugged.

  “What happened?” I asked.

  “The duchess cut herself on one of the shards of glass and told her husband it was her own blood. She was a very enterprising woman, was the Duchess Vicante.”

  “So you both knew each other when you weren’t perfectly suave.”

  
  
  Jean-Claude said, “No, Asher watched me learn my lessons, but he had five years with Belle before I came to court. If he had rough edges they were worn away by the time I arrived.”

  “I had them, mon ami,” Asher said, and he smiled. I was overwhelmed with a flood of images of that smile. That smile when his hair was in long locks and the hat on his head graceful with feathers, that smile by candlelight, that smile while we played chess and Julianna sewed by the fire, that smile in a spill of clean sheets and Julianna’s laughter.

  It had been a long time since we’d seen that smile. We drew him to the bed, and the smile vanished. Jean-Claude swept the bedspread aside to reveal sheets a little bluer than Asher’s eyes, blue as the daytime sky, cerulean blue. But Asher stayed on his knees, as if afraid to lay upon the bed. I could see his pulse thudding in his throat, and it had nothing to do with vampire or shape-shifter powers, only fear, I think.

  Asher was afraid. I could taste his fear on the back of my tongue. I could swallow it, enjoy the bouquet of it, like a fine wine to whet the appetite.

  The fear called to that piece of me that was Richard’s beast. It roiled inside me like a cat stretching, exploring the space it was trapped in. A thin growl trickled from my lips.

  “Control, ma petite, do not lose it so soon.”

  It was hard to think, let alone talk. I came to my knees and raised Asher’s shirt, my fingers playing along his skin. I wanted to rip his shirt off and put my mouth to that tender skin. But it wasn’t sex I was thinking of. Vampires may not feed off each other, but a werewolf will eat a vampire.

  I closed my eyes, forced my hands away from his body. “I’m trying, but you know what happens if I push the ardeur off too long.”

  “The other hungers rise, oui, ma petite. I have not forgotten.”

  “You can’t help control Richard’s beast.” My voice sounded hoarse.

  “Non.”

  I looked into Asher’s wide blue eyes, so afraid, so very afraid, and not of my beast. It helped steady me, but I knew it wouldn’t last long, whatever we were going to do had to be done quickly.

  “I want to see you nude for the first time without the ardeur riding me, Asher. But there isn’t much time.” I tried to draw him down onto the bed, but he wouldn’t come.

  Jean-Claude propped himself up on the pillows and held out his arms, almost the way you’d reach for a baby. He spoke softly in French, but I couldn’t catch it all, most of it was a plea to hurry.

  Asher crawled onto the bed completely, though every movement was slow, reluctant. He let himself be settled down against Jean-Claude’s body, but they were both fully clothed, and the way they were sitting, they could have been in any club. It wasn’t so much sexual as comforting.

  
  
  I looked at the two of them and knew someone was going to have to take off some clothes. Fine. I stripped off my jacket and tossed it to the floor.

  Jean-Claude raised eyebrows.

  “If we keep going this carefully it’ll be dawn and nothing will have changed.” I had to slide off the bed to get the skirt off, and left it in a pile with my blouse. The panties and bra were a matched pair, a shiny navy satin. When I’d found them, they had reminded me of the color of Jean-Claude’s eyes.

  I expected to feel embarrassed standing there in my underwear, but I didn’t. Maybe I’d spent too much time around the shape-shifters and their casual nudist policy. Or perhaps, it just didn’t seem wrong to be undressed in front of Asher. I don’t know, but I didn’t question it. I climbed carefully back onto the cerulean silk, so that I didn’t slide off again.

  “You have truly decided to do this,” Asher said, in a voice that was soft, uncertain.

  I nodded, as I crawled in my thigh-high hose and high heels across the bed to them. I kept the heels because I knew Jean-Claude liked it, and he’d worn enough boots to bed for me. Turn about can be fair play.

  I tapped Asher’s ankles, and he opened his legs a little. I crawled between his legs, having to force my body up between his calves, his knees. Jean-Claude’s legs on either side of his seemed to hold him tight against me. I was left to worm my way between his thighs, using my hips, my legs, and finally impatient, my hands, to spread him wide before me. It left me, finally, kneeling between his legs, my knees pressed up against him, which was actually a lot less erotic than it sounds, because he was still wearing his pants, and the angle was odd.

  I reached for the buttons on his shirt. Asher grabbed my hands. “Slowly, ma cherie.”

  I raised eyebrows at him. “We don’t have time for slow.”

  He rolled his head back so he could see Jean-Claude. “Is she always this impatient?”

  “She begins like an American man, but she does foreplay like she’s French.”

  “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

  “Let us help you undress, mon ami, and you will not need to ask questions, for you will know.”

  Asher’s hands dropped away from mine, and I unbuttoned his shirt. I did do it quickly, because time was not on our side. I did not want to be in the bed with them when they died at dawn. I was still unnerved when Jean-Claude did it with me, I did not want to see it done in stereo.

  Jean-Claude raised Asher up, and between the two of us we peeled the long-sleeved shirt off of his upper body. “I would love to linger on every piece of your body, Asher, but I want to see you nude before dawn. Next time, if we start earlier, we can take our time.”

  He smiled. “Next time, you have not seen all there is to see, do not promise until you have seen, as they say, the whole show.”

  I leaned into him, our faces only inches apart. “I don’t believe there is anything you could show me that would make me not want you.”

  “I almost believe that, ma cherie, almost.”

  I leaned back enough on my knees to cradle his face between my hands. The difference in texture wasn’t jarring, it was just part of touching Asher. I kissed him, long, slow, exploring him, softly with my lips. I drew back enough to see his face.

  “Believe it.” I drew my fingers down the edge of his jaw on either side, tickling nails across the smooth line of his neck, one hand mirroring the other, until I came to his chest. It wasn’t hands I wanted to use there.

  I kissed along the scarred edge of his collarbone, but the scars made the skin too thick, I had to move to the other side to nibble along his collarbone, to give him that safe edge of teeth.

  He shuddered for me.

  I moved back to the right side and kissed down until I found his nipple, stranded in all that hardness. I wasn’t sure if his nipple had the sensitivity it had had before. There was only one way to find out. I licked his nipple, a quick flick of tongue and felt the skin move, contract. I used my hands to help mound that side of his chest so that I could find a mouthful of him. The scars were harsh to my mouth, but his nipple drew tight under my tongue, my mouth, and lightly, teeth. Only when I’d thoroughly explored the right, did I turn to the left. His left nipple was easier to take into my mouth, easier to tease. I used more teeth, and he groaned as I marked him, lightly, nothing that wouldn’t fade within moments.

  I licked down the left side of his chest, his stomach, then moved back to the right and explored the scarred flesh as I had the other, because I knew now, that scarred or not, it worked. He could feel my mouth on his skin, my fingers trailing lower. If he could feel then I wanted to give him everything I could.

  My mouth came to his waist, the belt, the top of his pants. I licked from one side of his waist to the other, then came back to the right side and licked along the front of his flat stomach, so the tip of my tongue eased inside the very top of his pants, even with the belt.

  Asher’s voice came breathy, harsh, “You have taught her well.”

  “I can take little credit for it, mon ami, she enjoys her work.”

  I rolled eyes up at them. “Please, stop talking about me like I can’t understand you.”

  “Our most sincere apologies,” Jean-Claude said.

  
  
  “Oui,” Asher said, “it was not an insult.”

  “No, but you assume that if I’m any good it has to be because a man taught me. That’s so sexist.”

  “We can only apologize again, ma petite.”

  I undid the buckle on Asher’s belt, and he didn’t stop me this time. I got the top fastener undone, but I’ve never been good at unzipping a man when he’s sitting down. I think I’m always a little afraid I’ll get him caught in the zipper.

  “Some help here,” I said.

  Jean-Claude lifted, Asher helped, and the zipper came down, revealing that he was wearing royal blue bikini’s in silk, what else? There is no way to get real pants off of anyone gracefully. I peeled the pants down Asher’s long legs, slipped off the shoes that he was still wearing, there were no socks to bother with. He lay back, cradled against Jean-Claude, wearing nothing but the tiny blue silk undies. I wanted to snatch them away from him. I wanted to see him completely nude, it seemed more important than anything else. To finally see if the scars went all the way across.

  I crawled forward and licked the edge of his stomach, so that my tongue dipped just below the waistband of the silk, an echo of what I’d done to his pants. I could feel him pressed against the thin cloth, the hardness of him brushing against my chin as I moved around his waist.

  I went back to the right side and the scars that dribbled down to mid-thigh. I licked, kissed, and bit along them until he cried out. Then I did the same to his other thigh, going lower until I licked the back of his knee, and he whimpered.

  Jean-Claude’s voice came almost strangled, “Ma petite, please.”

  I looked up, the tip of my tongue still playing lightly on the very edge of the bend of Asher’s knee. Asher’s eyes were rolled almost back into his head. I knew things through Jean-Claude’s memories that only a lover would know, such as the fact that he loved having the backs of his knees licked.

  “Please, what?” I asked.

  “Please, finish it.”

  I knew what he meant. I crawled back up until I was kneeling between their legs again. The blue silk was stretched tight, and this time it was very erotic.

  I slid my fingers in the top of the silk, and it was Asher’s hands that spilled eager, helping slide the silk down his hips. I pulled the silk down his thighs, but was only half paying attention, because I was staring at what had been revealed.

  Scars dribbled from his thigh towards the groin like white worms frozen under the skin, but they stopped a few inches short of the groin, and he lay thick, and long, and straight, and perfect.

  
  
  I had a confused image of him with the scars fresh, and he was misshapen, unable to become fully erect, twisted to one side, unable to perform.

  I had to shake my head to clear the memory. I met Jean-Claude’s gaze. I’d never seen him look so utterly lost, shocked, amazed. I had never seen so many different emotions flow across his face. He was finally caught between laughter and tears. “Mon ami, what . . .”

  “There was a doctor only a few years ago, who thought that most of the scarring was in the foreskin, and it was.”

  Jean-Claude laid his head on Asher’s shoulder, lost in that golden hair, and he wept, and cried. “All this time . . . all this time, and I thought it was my fault, you were ruined, and it was my fault.”

  Asher reached back and stroked Jean-Claude’s hair. “It was never your fault, mon ami. If you had been with us when we were taken, they would have done to you what they did to me, and that I could not have borne. If you had not been free to save me, I would be dead now, along with our Julianna.”

  They held each other and cried, and laughed, and healed, and I was suddenly superfluous, kneeling on the bed in my lingerie. And for once, I didn’t mind in the least.
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   JEAN- CLAUDE RELEASED THE 
   ardeur with less than an hour to go, before they would die. I did not want to be trapped underneath anyone when that happened. But the ardeur had been denied longer than I’d ever denied it, and it was like a force of nature, a storm that broke over us, washed away Jean-Claude’s clothes and what was left of mine.

  I took Asher into my mouth and explored the perfection of him, found the one thin scar that trailed down his scrotum. I sucked the ridge of scar tissue into my mouth and made him cry out above me.

  It was chance more than planning that put Jean-Claude underneath me, inside me, with Asher at my back, his weight beating into both of us, but without an opening to claim. Or without an opening I was willing to share. I could feel the length of Asher pressed along my back. Every time Jean-Claude pushed himself up inside me, Asher pushed himself against my back, wedged between the cheeks of my buttocks. They echoed each other perfectly. When one moved, the other moved. Until somewhere in the middle of it all, I begged, Asher to enter me, take me.

  Jean-Claude’s voice came as if from a great distance, “Non, mon chardonneret, we have done no preparation. She has never had it done before.”

  Dimly I realized what I’d asked and was happy someone could think well enough to stop me from letting others hurt me. But part of me was angry, the ardeur wanted Asher inside, wanted to drink him in.

  I rode Jean-Claude’s body, while Asher’s body rode mine. Jean-Claude’s hands were on my waist, holding me in place, steadying me, directing me, the way you lead a dance partner. One of Asher’s hands propped him up on the bed but the other had spilled up to cup my breast, his hand kneading, pulling, just this side of pain.

  I felt the building pressure inside me, that feeling that preceded the explosion, and I didn’t want it yet, not yet. I wanted Asher, the way I wanted Jean-Claude. I wanted, needed him to pierce my body. “Please, Asher, please, be inside me, please!”

  He drew my hair to one side and bared my neck. The ardeur flared through me. “Yes, Asher, yes.”

  That warm deep well was filling up, up inside me, there were only seconds to have him join us. I wanted his release with ours. I wanted him with us.

  There seemed like there was something else I should have been remembering but it was lost in the pounding of Jean-Claude’s body, the rhythm of my hips, the feel of his hands on my waist, Asher’s hand on my breast, tight enough for pain now, the feel of him so solid, so wet from his own body, so that he moved in a channel of his own moisture, yet I knew he had not come.

  He raised the hand from the bed and cupped my head to one side, holding it, straining my neck in a long, clean line.

  It was as if they knew, they both knew what my body was about to do, as if they could smell it, or hear it, or taste it. At the moment that that warmth spilled over the edge, as the first drop of it spilled over my skin, tightened my body; Asher struck. There was one moment of sharp pain, and the pain fed into the pleasure, and I remembered what I had forgotten. Asher’s bite was pleasure.

  I rode that pleasure over and over and over until I screamed out, wordless, soundless, skinless, boneless, I was nothing, but the warm spilling pleasure. There was nothing else.

  Jean-Claude came screaming, his nails digging into my skin, and that brought me back, reminded me I had a body, that skin contained me, that bones and muscles rode the body underneath me. Asher came in a scalding wave against my back, as his mouth stayed locked on my throat. We fed on one another.

  My ardeur drank Jean-Claude up through the warm moistness of my body, through the skin wherever it touched his. His ardeur drank me down, pulling down the long shaft of him like a hand inside my body taking things away. My ardeur drank Asher down, absorbed him where he lay on my skin, sucked him in as he pulled at me. The feel of his mouth locked on my neck was like a trap, the ardeur sucking him down through his mouth, and he, sucking my blood, feeding, swallowing, drinking me down. As long as he fed, he brought orgasm in one crashing wave after another, wave after wave of pleasure, and it wasn’t until Jean-Claude cried out underneath me that I realized, through his own marks, he was able to feel what I was feeling.

  
  
  Asher rode us both, rode us and brought us, rode us and brought us, until when he drew back there was blood pouring from his mouth and I knew he’d taken more than he needed merely to feed. It wouldn’t kill me, but in that one shining moment I wasn’t sure it mattered. It was the kind of pleasure you’d beg for, kill for, maybe, maybe even let yourself die for.

  I collapsed on top of Jean-Claude, twitching, unable to control my body, unable to do more than shiver. Jean-Claude lay trembling underneath me. Asher collapsed on top of us. I felt him tremble against my back. We lay shaking, trembling, waiting for one of us to be able to move enough to walk, or scream, or anything. Then dawn came, and I felt their souls slip away, felt their bodies go slack and empty. I was pressed between the frantic pulse and warmth of their bodies, the fluids not even cooled on our skin, and suddenly, Asher was heavy, and Jean-Claude was totally limp under all the weight.

  I struggled to get out from between them, but my arms and legs weren’t working yet. I did not want to lie here while their bodies cooled. I couldn’t get up. I couldn’t get Asher off of me. I couldn’t make my body work. How much blood had I lost? Too much? How much?

  I was dizzy, light-headed, and I couldn’t tell if it was from the sex, or if Asher had truly taken too much blood. I tried to push him off of me, I should have been able to do that, and I couldn’t. The first edge of nausea hit me, and I knew it was blood loss. I touched my neck and found that blood was still seeping from the puncture wounds. That shouldn’t have been happening. Should it? I never donated blood voluntarily. I didn’t know how long the wounds should bleed.

  I tried to lift with my arms, like doing a push-up, and the world swam in streams of colors, dizziness threatened to engulf the world. I did the only thing I could think of—I screamed.
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   THE DOOR OPENED and it was Jason. I don’t think I’d ever been so happy to see him. I managed to say, “Help me.” My voice sounded weak and scared, and I hated it, but I also was feeling nauseous and dizzy, and that wasn’t post-coitial languor, it was blood loss.

  Now that I could see again, I realized I was drenched in blood—and other things—but it was mainly the blood that was worrying me, because it was all mine.

  Jason rolled Asher off of me. He moved with that boneless ease that only a truly dead body has. I don’t know what the difference between sleep and death is, but you know instantly when you move even an arm whether it’s death, or whether it’s sleep.

  Asher lay there on his back, his hair spilled around his face like a halo, crimson blood glittered on his chin, his neck, his upper chest. The scars didn’t take away from the beauty of him nude. They weren’t the first thing you noticed, or even the third. He lay, drenched in my blood, like some fallen god, come down to death at last.

  Even sick from loss of blood, I could not find him anything but beautiful. What the fuck was wrong with me?

  Jason had to help me slide off of Jean-Claude, catching me in his arms, holding me like you’d hold a child. I was nude, he’d just dragged me from a bed where I’d obviously had sex with two men, yet Jason hadn’t made a single quip, or joke. When Jason had this much ammunition but didn’t tease, things were bad.

  I laid my head against Jason’s shoulder, and that helped the dizziness, made the world a little less shaky. He started to turn me away from the bed, but I said, “Wait, not yet.”

  He stopped moving. “What?”

  “I want to remember this.”

  “What?” he asked again.

  “The way they look together.” They both lay on their backs, but whereas Asher looked like some fallen death god, Jean-Claude looked like a god of a different kind. His thick black hair lay in a heavy mass around his head, carelessly arranged like a dark frame for that pale, pale face. His lips were half-parted, his lashes thick as lace upon his cheeks. He lay as if he had fallen asleep after some great passion, one hand across his stomach, the other at his side, one knee bent, so that he seemed almost displayed. Only Jean-Claude could die and look this pretty while he did it.

  “Anita, Anita,” I realized that Jason had been talking for awhile. “How much blood did they take?”

  My voice came out hoarse, my mouth was dry. “Not they, only Asher.”

  He settled me closer in his arms, almost like he was hugging me. His leather jacket creaked as he moved. His bare chest was very warm against my naked skin. “He didn’t just feed.” Jason sounded disapproving, which you didn’t hear much.

  “He got caught up in the moment, I think.”

  He shifted me so that he could free up a hand to touch my forehead, which seemed silly since I was nude, but we often fall into habit when we’re stressed. You check someone’s temperature on their foreheads, even if they’re naked.

  “You don’t feel feverish. If anything you feel a little cool.”

  That made me remember something, and the fact that I’d forgotten said I was feeling worse than I knew. “Is my neck still bleeding?”

  “A little.”

  “Should it be?”

  He carried me towards the bathroom. “Have you never been bitten this badly before?” He opened the door with his knee and one hand, and carried me through.

  “Not without passing out afterwards, non.” I frowned. “Did I just say, non, instead of no?”

  “Yep,” he said.

  “Shit,” I said.

  “Yeah,” he said. He sat on the edge of the huge black marble tub, balancing me in his lap while he turned on the water. The water spilled out of a silver swan’s mouth, which I’d always thought was ostentatious, but hey, it wasn’t my bathroom.

  
  
  The nausea had passed, the dizziness was waning. “Down, put me down.”

  “The marble is cold,” he said.

  I sighed. “I need to find out how well my body’s working.”

  “Just try sitting up in my lap without me holding you. If you’re okay, I’ll fetch towels and you can sit on them, but trust me you don’t want to sit naked on this marble.”

  “Practical,” I said.

  “Don’t tell anyone I actually made sense, it’ll ruin my image.”

  I smiled. “Secret’s safe with me.” I tried sitting up, while Jason fidgeted with the water, trying to get the right temperature. I could sit up. Great. I tried to stand, and only Jason’s arm around my waist kept me from falling on the marble steps leading down from the tub.

  He tucked me safely back in his lap. “Don’t try and do so much so fast, Anita.”

  I leaned back against him, his arm like a safety belt around my waist. “Why I am so weak?”

  “How can you have been around vampires this long and ask me that?”

  “I don’t let them feed,” I said.

  “I do, and trust me, when you’ve donated this much, it takes a little while to recover.” He seemed satisfied with the water temperature at last. He turned the faucets on harder and had to talk louder over the sound of the water. “We’ll get you cleaned up and see how you feel.”

  I could feel myself frowning, and I wasn’t sure why. I felt like I should be angry. I should be something, and I wasn’t. Now that I wasn’t trapped between Jean-Claude and Asher anymore, I was strangely calm. No, not just calm, I felt good, and I shouldn’t have.

  I frowned harder, trying to chase this wonderful lassitude away. It was like trying to wake from a bad dream when it didn’t want to let you go. Except instead of fighting to wake from a nightmare, I was fighting to destroy a good dream. That seemed wrong, too. Everything seemed wrong. I felt, vaguely, like I’d missed something important, but for the life of me, I couldn’t place it.

  I felt out of sorts and wonderful at the same time. It was as if my natural grumpiness was fighting some warm happy thought. The warm happy thought was winning, but I wasn’t sure that that was necessarily a good thing.

  “What’s wrong with me?” I asked.

  “What do you mean?” Jason asked.

  “I feel good, and I shouldn’t. I feel wonderful. A few minutes ago I was terrified, dizzy, sick, and scared. But once you got me out of the bed, it all seemed better.”

  “Just better?” he asked. He was slipping out of his leather jacket, one arm at a time, while he took turns holding me with the other arm.

  
  
  “You’re right, not just better. Once I wasn’t scared, it was wonderful again.” I frowned and tried to think, and was still having trouble doing it. “Why can’t I think through this?”

  He rearranged me in his lap so he could unzip his boots, and push them off with his feet. It finally hit me that he was undressing himself, while still holding me in his lap. Who says that the skills you learn at work don’t come in useful in your everyday life?

  “Why are you undressing?”

  “You can’t move around without falling down, I’d hate for you to drown in the tub.”

  I tried pushing this wonderful feeling farther away, but it was like trying to fight a warm, comforting mist. You could strike out, but there was nothing solid to hit. The mist just moved and reformed, and stayed.

  “Stop,” I said, the one word was firm enough, though I didn’t feel very firm inside.

  “What?” he asked, as he moved me enough forward so that he could unfasten the tops of his jeans.

  “This should bother me, you trying to get naked, while I’m naked, in a tub, that should bother me, right?”

  “But it doesn’t, does it,” he said. He was unbuttoning his button fly jeans with one hand. That took talent.

  “No, it doesn’t,” I said, frowning again, “why doesn’t it bother me?”

  “You really don’t know, do you?” he asked.

  “No,” I said, not even sure what I was saying no to.

  He’d gotten his jeans unbuttoned. “I can either lay you down on the very cold tile, or I can throw you over my shoulder for a few seconds while I take the pants off, lady’s choice.”

  The decision seemed too hard for me. “I don’t know.”

  He didn’t ask a second time, just tossed me, as gently as he could over his shoulder, sort of half a fireman’s carry. Being upside down made the world spin again, and I wondered if I was going to be sick all over his back. He balanced me there while he wormed out of his jeans.

  I was now staring down his bare back as the jeans slid down the top of his butt. The nausea had passed, and I giggled—I never giggle—“Nice ass.”

  He choked, or laughed. “I never knew you noticed.”

  “Underwear,” I said.

  “What?”

  “You had underwear, I caught a glimpse of it.” I had this horrible urge to run my hands over his butt, just because it was there, and I could. It was like I was drunk or high.

  “Yeah, I had underwear on, what about it?”

  
  
  “Can you put it back on?”

  “You don’t really care if I have underwear on, or not, do you?” and there was something in his voice that was almost teasing.

  “Nope.” I shook my head, which made the world spin again. “Oh, God, I think I’m going to be sick.”

  “Stop moving, it’ll pass. You wouldn’t be sick at all if you hadn’t fought to get out from between the two of them. Too much physical exertion right afterwards will make you sick as a dog. Sink into the feeling, just ride it, and it feels wonderful.”

  I felt a little silly talking to his ass, but it didn’t seem nearly as silly as it should have. “What feels wonderful?”

  “Guess,” he said.

  That made me frown. “Don’t want to guess.” God, what was wrong with me? “Tell me.”

  “Let’s get you in the tub, a bath will help clear your head.”

  He moved me back to his arms, and stepped over the edge of the tub. “You’re naked,” I said.

  “So are you,” he said.

  That had a certain logic to it that I couldn’t quite argue with, though I felt I should have argued with it. “Weren’t you going to put something back on?”

  “The underwear is silk, I’m not going to ruin it by wearing it in the tub, because you think I should put it on. Besides, you don’t really care if I’m naked or not. Remember?”

  A headache was beginning just behind one eye. “No,” I said, “but I should care, shouldn’t I? I mean . . .”

  Jason lowered us both into the water. It felt wonderful, so warm, so smooth, so good against my skin. Jason moved me gently in the water until I was sitting in front of him, cradled against his body.

  The water was so warm, so warm, and I was so tired. It would feel so good to just sleep.

  Jason’s arm on my waist jerked me back. “Anita, you can’t sleep in the bathtub, you’ll drown.”

  “You won’t let me drown,” I said, and my voice was thick with warmth and sleep.

  “No, I won’t let you drown,” he said.

  I frowned, as I half-floated in the water. “What is wrong with me, Jason? I feel drunk.”

  “You have been well and truly rolled by a vampire, Anita.”

  “Jean-Claude can’t, his own marks protect me,” my voice seemed to be coming from a long way away.

  “I never said it was Jean-Claude.”

  
  
  “Asher,” I whispered the name.

  “I’ve shared blood with him before, and it is the most amazing thing. Jean-Claude says he always holds back, because he knows I’m not his pomme de sang, I’m just a loaner.”

  “Loaner,” I said.

  “I don’t think Asher held back with you tonight.”

  “The ardeur, we . . . were doing . . . the ardeur.” Each word was thick with effort.

  “The ardeur could have made him careless,” Jason said. His hands were very solid on me, cradling me in the water more than against his body.

  “Careless?” I said.

  “Go ahead and pass out, Anita. When you wake up, we’ll talk.”

  “ ’bout what?”

  “Things,” he said, and his voice was sinking away into the candlelit dark. I didn’t remember him lighting the candles that Jean-Claude usually kept around the tub.

  I started to ask, what things? but the words never made it out loud. I fell into a warm, soft darkness, where there was no fear, no pain. So warm, so safe, so loved.
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