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The following is a timeline of recent developments between the human race and various paranormal species.

1920: After World War I, the help received from the vampire, werewolf, and fae nations was acknowledged by the world governments in The Revelation Treaty, signed in Basel, Switzerland on the 21st of December, 1920. The agreement between human and paranormal races ended centuries of suspicion and hostility. Most humans had been aware of supernaturals, and the pact didn't shake the world, nor did it—as some had feared—rend the veil between the visible and invisible worlds in such a way as to allow the banished demon race to return. The understanding was that as long as none of the newly recognized species contravened the Treaty on a massive scale, life would continue on its designated path, with humans remaining dominant. 

The Treaty was broken many times in the decades following the emergence of paranormals into the public arena, but eventually, all species figured out how to co-exist.

1945: At the end of WWII, the Medal of Honor was awarded to two supernaturals (a vampire and a werewolf respectively) for their outstanding contributions above and beyond the call of duty during the war.

All species benefited from industrial and technological progress, despite the resentment and protests by humans that, as they had made these discoveries, paranormal access should be restricted. It was a limitation impossible to put into practice, given that some paranormals lived as humans part of the time as was intrinsic to their natures.

However, the Treaty didn't change human or paranormal aggression; internal wars were still fought, and allies solicited from both humans and supernaturals. Each species had their own method of governance and policing, and as long as each species stayed within the parameters laid down by their own authorities, the accord stated that each would be protected from external interference. 

All species, meanwhile, funded covert units for purposes of espionage.

1949: Professor Gordon Naysmith was awarded the Nobel Prize for Paranormal Research for his investigation into the nature of ghosts.

1989: A law banning the practice of contacting the recently departed was passed, making the practice illegal. Paranormal groups had persistently lobbied the UN, declaring the reluctance of humans to let the dead depart was disturbing the balance of their world.

2014: Due to a rise in demonic possessions, the Pope approved the revival of exorcism.
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​Chapter One: Starting Over
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Angelus's demon heat seared her wrists where he pinned her to the ground, his legs on top of hers, immobilizing her. Elation dawned in his blue eyes, brilliant with victory as he reinforced their link. He brought his face close and drew back his lips, showing his pearl white, perfect teeth. His fangs emerged, and he bit down on his lower lip.

She stared, mesmerized, as a droplet of dark red blood bloomed. He bent his mouth to hers. She screamed Vanse's name. His was the strongest link, he loved her. Where was he? Angelus's lips touched hers, and the bead of blood sank into her mouth.

Then the voice of another, chasing the nightmare away. “It’s okay, Tatya. It’s over. He’s gone and can never come back.” 

And the golden link connecting her to the voice pulsed with reassurance and conviction. 

Tatya jerked awake, covered in sweat, her legs entangled in the bedding making it impossible to move. She froze at the sound of footsteps in the corridor till she remembered where she was.

The door opened, and Eva’s tousled blonde head and sleep filled eyes appeared in the doorway. “The same dream?”

She nodded. “Sorry. Did I wake you?”

“No problem. It’s five thirty, and I wanted to be up early anyway. Coffee?”

“That’d be great. You up for a run before I leave?”

“You bet. Let’s see who’ll beat who today.”

They grinned at the old joke. 

After pulling on a sweat top and pants, and downing a quick coffee, Tatya followed Eva down the steep cliff path to the beach. The house was in an isolated spot and saw only occasional visits from a few hardcore surfers. The tide was out, and the dampened sand provided a firm surface for their morning jog. 

Eva lasted an hour before staggering to a halt, and gasping for breath. “How you do it is beyond me, but I’ve had enough. Don’t stay too long, I’m making pancakes for breakfast.” 

Once Eva had left, Tatya let herself go, racing back and forth on the mile-long stretch of white sand for another hour. When she finally tired, she stood for a moment staring out to sea.

Thin gray clouds lay along the horizon, and the pale delicate blue sky hinted at fine weather after yesterday’s spring storm. This morning the water was as peaceful as a sleeping babe, its surface smooth and glasslike, tiny wavelets surging and retreating, sushurring softly on the seaweed and driftwood-strewn beach. 

She remembered the recurring nightmare.

She sat with others, young and old, men, women, and children on a beach. They shared a fermented drink laughing, joking, drinking, eyes twinkling, and teeth glinting in celebration. Red-orange flames danced under the bright moonlit solstice sky. The bard stared at her across the fire. He’d seated himself opposite where she couldn’t avoid his gaze. He smiled, his blue eyes hypnotic as dark gold snakes covered in flickering black lines crawled out of his ears, eyes, nose, and mouth and slithered toward her. She turned to Vanse for help, but as she touched his arm, he disintegrated into ash. Then the half-demon, half-vampire grabbed her, and she was back on that ledge fighting for her life.

The memories and dreams never truly left her. Along with the dreams came thoughts of Vanse. Sometimes she dumped her pent-up lifelong hatred of everything vampiric onto him. At other times, when she could scarcely breathe at the thought of being separated from him, she wondered why she was putting herself through the unnecessary torture of staying away. After today, though, whatever problems she faced, this wouldn’t be one of them. Today, she was going home.

To say the relationship between them was complicated was an understatement. Vanse had saved her from the half-demon, half-vampire, Angelus, by giving her his blood, and for a time she’d been connected to both of them. Until she’d killed Angelus. But to keep the demon in hell, she and Vanse needed to stay connected. She could cut him off for short periods, but when either of them thought of the other, the link sparked. Regrettably, she had no power over his thoughts. 

She’d miss the sea—its vast unceasing movement and unending changes of color eased her inner restlessness. But she would miss Eva more. They’d been roommates in college, and Eva had offered her shelter and solace while she grieved for the loss of her Aunt Lil and Sean. Tatya laid both deaths at Angelus’s feet; his need for her powers had destroyed the people she loved. She had never been able to confirm it, but her aunt’s illness must have had a psychic origin, with Angelus the most likely culprit. But Aunt Lil hadn’t died from her illness. The monster had orchestrated her death using Sean as his instrument.

An hour later, standing by the truck, Tatya looked around for the final time. The rounded brown hills nearby, the darker purple mountains further away, and as she turned, the dark Prussian blue ocean in the distance. With her heightened senses, she could hear the waves, soft in the background, and she breathed in the fresh salt sea air. Staying here had purified and healed her body and her mind.

“Looking forward to the first road trip in your new baby?” Eva asked, opening the passenger door of the vehicle and dropping Tatya’s bag on the floor.

Tatya had spent a part of her aunt’s inheritance on a brand new shiny black Chevy truck. She’d never owned a new vehicle. Every single one of her previous cars and trucks had been second, third, or even tenth-hand. “I can’t wait to see how it handles. A long drive will give it a chance to stretch its muscles.”

“Be careful, though. Remember that card. You’ve pulled it every single time I’ve done a reading for you.”

Eva was a fortune-teller. A good old-fashioned seer who used a crystal ball, the I Ching, and her specialty, reading Tarot cards, which she’d taught Tatya how to use during her stay. The card she referred to was The Abyss.

The memory of Vanse turning to ash from her dream came to mind. “But you could say there’s danger at every step. You can get killed just crossing the road.”

“In New York or Los Angeles, yeah. But Orleton?”

They laughed

“You haven’t forgotten any of your new outfits, have you?” 

One day Eva had surprised her by taking her on a trip to San Francisco’s Uptown Oakland district, dragging her from one shop to another, insisting she needed at least a few smart outfits for the next chapter in her life.

“All packed and ready for those big business meetings I’m bound to have.”

“What time will you arrive in Orleton?”

“Tomorrow afternoon. I’m going to enjoy the scenery.”

“Drive safe.”

“Come here, you. Thanks. For everything. I mean it. You’re an angel, and I won’t forget. I owe you big time.” She put her arms around Eva and hugged her tight.

Listening to the engine’s smooth purr as she headed for the freeway, she calmed the butterflies fluttering in her stomach. She knew why she was nervous. Vanse. She’d put him out of her mind over the winter, while she cried her heart out over the two people she’d lost and mourned their passing. Now she had to return to the land of the living, or in Vanse’s case, the land of the undead.

The link flared, as his emotions, knowing she was returning, poured through the connection, and her body shook with the strength of his feeling. 

She slowed down, and summoning her power, she cut the link. A short sharp cut. Her hands and fingertips glowed as she gripped the steering wheel. Good. Eva’s psychic exercises were working. She no longer leaked like a powder keg waiting to blow. She was stronger physically and psychically. He’d caught her unawares, that was all, but she’d be prepared next time. He should know that overwhelming her wouldn’t make any difference to how she felt about him. Sparks would fly and rules would be made clear when they met. Keeping her speed down till her anger calmed, power retreated, and her hands steadied, she fixed her eyes on the ribbon of road ahead. But as she drove, her thoughts kept circling back to the tall, dark, and handsome vampire.

Vanse had waited centuries for her, but she’d known nothing of this, till knowledge of her past lives had awakened. In her first life she’d loved Vanse, and each time they’d met that love had rekindled. Last autumn, before Vanse halted her transformation, she’d experienced the intense emotions a newbie vamp has for its maker. This was now layered on top of memories of her love for him from the past. Soon she’d be in Orleton and unable to avoid him. The problem was, despite her protests to the contrary, the thought of seeing him sent a shiver of anticipation up and down her spine.

***
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Tatya opened the bedroom blinds, flooding the room with bright early morning sun. If she squinted, she could make out a dark line to the southwest, where the plateau rose in forested slopes. Farther on, lay the Glusgap National Forest. Maybe when she got time, she’d drive out that way, do some exploring. She wriggled her toes. Feeling the smooth worn floorboards under her bare feet grounded her, connecting her to this new home. Her intuition had been right. Whoever had lived here had welcomed love in, and it had flourished. Her bedroom, at the rear of the apartment, overlooked a quarter of an acre, which she planned to use for growing herbs. The shop wasn’t near the town’s two up-market shopping blocks, but sat at the southern end of Main Street, right on the edge of Orleton. Those who wanted to buy her specialist teas or needed her healing skills would find her, and be happy they didn’t have to make the trek out of town any more.

The yard had been cleared of the garbage that had littered it when she’d first seen the place, but the well-established weeds would still have to be dug up, roots and all. She’d look into setting up a modern automatic irrigation system when it came time to plant seeds. 

Tatya had arrived later than she’d planned yesterday evening. Too tired to do much more than unload her few boxes of clothes, and dump them in the shop, she’d taken her sleeping bag, and slept on the thick piece of foam she’d bought and left last time she was here. It would do till she could buy a new bed. 

She decided to go for a run before starting her long list of things to do. Reestablishing the habit at Eva’s had given her a clear head at the start of the day, and she’d resolved to maintain the habit. Kimimela Woods wasn’t far; twenty acres of trees and bushes with paths for dog walkers, joggers, and cyclists designed for residents from the nearby exclusive suburbs. 

She pulled into a parking space at a less frequented entrance to the woods. She could have chosen the regular access nearer town—but she’d have had to park in St. Raphael’s car park. This would be too near to Vanse’s lair in the hospital basement, and she wasn’t ready to face him yet. She remembered yesterday’s overload, and pushed down on the connection, ensuring it stayed closed. Keeping her mind clear of memories was a challenge, even without the extra stresses brought on by contact with him. Becoming reacquainted with the familiar sights, sounds, and smells of the town she’d grown up in was enough for the moment. She’d get around to Vanse when she was good and ready.

She stretched, although she was positive her muscles no longer needed the warm-up, and entered the woods. Ground mist swirled through the aspen and spruce trunks. By the time she’d run her fifth lap, passing the odd dog walker and fellow runner, the kinks, and anxieties about returning to Orleton had eased. She wondered if she could manage to run all day. How far could she push this hybrid body; what were its limits? An idea flickered. Perhaps she’d take up a martial art like judo or karate? Didn’t the high school run a course in something in the evening? She giggled aloud. Who did she think she’d turned into? Wonder Woman?

Stopping to get her bearings, she realized she’d been too absorbed in her own thoughts and had taken a wrong turn ending up adjacent to the hospital car park. Checking her watch, she realized she’d stayed longer than she intended. The new kitchen was scheduled to arrive this morning. As she turned to retrace her steps, a flash of red caught her eye. Bending and moving aside branches from a low bush at the edge of the track, she peered into the undergrowth. For a second she thought the young woman was asleep. She lay on her back with her arms crossed over her chest, long red-brown hair curling around her shoulders, and her expression peaceful. Then gasped as she realized there was no rise and fall of her chest, no air moving in and out of her lungs. 

The woman was dead.

Tatya snapped her shields into place, and with her heart drumming faster she took a deep breath and began to scry. Linked to a person’s life force, the aura took around twelve hours to disappear. Here, disintegration seemed to be advanced, and tattered remnants of shredded pale green scraps lingered, bleeding into the ether. Her psychic senses spiked, alarms flashed.

“What’s wrong?” Vanse’s concerned voice quickly broke into her thoughts.

“Nothing,” she snapped, startled by the suddenness of his intrusion.

“Tatya, do you need me?”

She softened. Pushing him away was instinct. “I’m fine.” She didn’t mention the dead woman. Otherwise, he’d be out here in a flash, and working with the sheriff had drummed certain habits into her.

“Are you sure?”

A pulse of warmth caressed, soothed her. “Vanse, back off.” But her words were without bite. “I’ll see you later.” She cut the connection, grateful he’d called. That ‘later’ had jumped out before she could stop it. She could practically see a lazy smile spreading across his face. Yes, he cared, but he crowded her, was over-protective; yet he had her back. No matter what happened, he’d come if she asked. The thought strengthened her.

She took out her phone. “Bill?” She turned away from the woman’s body, wiping away a tear. As a healer, she’d seen death more than once, but young women didn’t just come out into the woods, lay down and die. This wasn’t a natural death. 

“Hey, Tat! You’ve returned. Great to hear from you. How are you?”

“I’m okay, but I’m standing next to a dead woman in the Kimimela Woods. On one of the paths near the hospital.”

“Give me your exact location. I’m coming. Don’t move.”
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​Chapter Two: Reunions
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Probably more by accident than intent, nobody else passed by. She waited, glancing at the woman’s half hidden body, looking away, trying not to think of what had happened here. Spring was in full swing, columbines and wild licorice blooms peppered the earth. Soft baby leaves, waiting to uncurl, covered nearby tree branches as sap rose and new life was born. Life and death: the eternal cycle. A wave of sadness at the tragedy of a young life cut short swept through Tatya. She paced, impatient for the sheriff and his deputies to arrive. Abruptly she heard sirens, cars, and then voices as people hurried along the track toward her. 

Sheriff Corwin came first. “So good to see you, Tatya. Got you a latte.” Bill grinned at her.

Overcome with relief at his arrival, she threw her arms around him.

“Hey! Watch the coffee.”

“Sorry.” She pulled away. She and Bill didn’t normally do hugs, but he wasn’t just the county sheriff. Since she began working with him some years ago, he’d gradually become one of her closest friends. He understood what she’d been through last year having been part of the team that stood by her when Angelus and his demon hordes descended on the town. He and Changing Sky together had become the father she’d lost when young.

“And boy, am I glad to see you too.” He pulled her close, hugging her again. “Okay, business first, Tat.” He handed her the coffee. “I’ll take your statement, and then you’re free to go.” He turned to the deputies behind him, “Branton, get the area roped off. Where’s Morton? We need pics ASAP.” He turned back to Tatya. “Have you, you know, done your thing?” Bill had often hired her, in an unofficial capacity, to scry and search for clues when somebody or something went missing. Despite his pragmatic outlook on life, he understood there was more to life than meets the eye.

She nodded. “Just a little.” Vanse had interrupted her scrying. “Then I thought it better I phone you.”

“And?”

“It’s probably nothing but there was something about her aura that was off, though I can’t put my finger on exactly what. Sorry, Bill, that’s not much help, is it?”

After Bill took her statement, he sent her home, telling her he’d be in contact if they needed anything else. 

Tatya left, relieved to be dismissed from the crime scene; her appreciation increased for the work the sheriff and his men did. Dealing with the worst of human behavior was a tough job.

Within minutes of walking into the shop, Tatya was supervising the installation of her new kitchen. One week. That’s how long she’d give herself to get everything shipshape before opening the shop. 

The workmen left by mid-afternoon. They’d connected the cooker to the mains, installed the fridge freezer, washing machine, cupboard units, and breakfast bar. She liked the clean shiny whiteness of everything. This venture would work. She sighed in relief. She’d dedicate every ounce of energy she had into creating a successful business to honor Sean and Aunt Lil.

An hour later, not wanting to give herself time to brood over the morning’s discovery, she unloaded cans of paint from the truck and stacked them on the shop floor. She worked steadily through the afternoon, admiring the delicate light green shade she painted on the walls.

The wind chimes she’d hung on the front door jingled.

“Tat.”

She flew across the room and Bill enfolded her in his arms. “Whoa! Twice in the same day?”

“Yes, I missed you. Hey, you’re not blushing, are you?”

“Nah. I’ve fallen in love with that black beauty out front. I take it that’s yours? And, if you haven’t noticed, I’m jealous.”

She laughed, leading him into the kitchen.

“Wow. Don’t invite Winona over. She’d nag me to death if she saw this place. Which reminds me, you’re invited to dinner tonight, and don’t even try to make any excuses.”

“Will there be pie?”

Bill nodded. 

“How can I refuse?” she laughed.

Winona still suffered from empty nest syndrome, even though the last of their three kids had left for college over a year and a half ago, and took every opportunity to mother Tatya. Which meant lots of pie, and Winona’s apple pies were competition winners.

“Have a seat. Tea?” Bill loved her sage tea though she was under threat of arrest if she ever told anyone.

He made himself comfortable on one of the chrome stools by the breakfast bar. “How are you after this morning?”

“I’m okay. Keeping busy.” Tatya gestured around the room. “Any information you’re allowed to tell me?”

“It was a vampire.”

She paused, let the knowledge sink in, and controlled the shudder that ran through her.

“Have you met up with Vanse yet?” The sheriff was one of the few people who were aware of her relationship with the vampire master.

“No, but I’m certain he’ll drop by soon. I promise you’ll be the first to know if anything develops in that department—positive or otherwise.” She tilted her head to the side. “You want me to give him a message?”

“No. I was being nosey. When you do see him, don’t mention this morning. Not yet anyway. Okay?”

“No problem.”

“Are you still up for doing the occasional job for me?”

“Of course.” She remembered how peaceful the woman looked and hoped they caught whoever murdered her. “You got anything particular in mind?”

“I’ll call you tomorrow and let you know.”

“You’re a caring man, Sheriff Corwin, but remember I’m not as delicate as I look.”

Bill laughed. He made the appropriate noises as she showed him the small room she planned to use for healing and consultations, the lounge, the future herb plot, and the two rooms upstairs; her bedroom and a second room. She hadn’t yet decided whether to use it as a study or a meditation room. “I’ve got furniture, a bed, and other bits and pieces, ordered, but opening the shop is the priority.”’

“Have you thought of using Rob Svenson? His rates are reasonable and he’s quick. He’d get the walls painted, and any other jobs you wanted done.”

“I need to keep busy. Does he do signs? I need someone to put the name of the shop up.”

Bill nodded. “I’ll get his number to you.” He studied Tatya. “You’re looking well, Tatya.”

“Why thank you, kind sir.” She bobbed a curtsey at him.

“No, I mean it. You’re looking strong and healthy. Winona expects you at seven. Don’t be late. You know how she is when the food gets cold.”

“Yes, sir!”

After Corwin left, Tatya tried to control her wayward thoughts. She had another latte, enjoying the mellow taste of the brew from her new shiny steel coffee machine. The caffeine had little or no effect on her metabolism these days. Whether it was the demon half or the vampire half responsible for her physical changes she couldn’t tell. Maybe it was both? More stuff she didn’t want to bother thinking about. She deliberately pushed thoughts of the master vampire out of her mind. Vanse would visit soon enough. She didn’t know how or why, but when he was around, her difficulties somehow multiplied.

The link flickered, and she broke the connection instantly. Dismissing thoughts of him had somehow been easier at Eva’s. Was it possible physical distance made a difference? Today she’d found herself unable to ignore the bond and blocking him took constant effort. What she needed was a conversation with him. Get things out in the open. She wasn’t clear in her mind exactly what things. But she wouldn’t be making the first move. There, read that thought. She knew he smiled at the challenge.

She returned to painting and covering up the grubby beige color with the soft green she’d chosen. With luck, she’d get two walls done today. But thinking of Vanse had turned on a tap.

The bond stayed quiescent, but memories surfaced. One after another, the memories she’d kept in check for the last six months—lying next to him, her head on his chest, his arm heavy as it lay across her shoulders—flooded her mind. She thought of the protection his presence gave. How many times had he saved her? When she’d agreed to surrender to Angelus, Vanse had offered the most resistance, but she’d never thanked him. She just took his help as if all he had to do was run after her and save her.

Most damning of all was the memory of how she’d felt toward him when she woke after having imbibed his blood. For a short time, she’d been consumed with love and adoration for him, would have done anything he asked to please him. Her devotion to him, the absolute need to satisfy him as her maker was like nothing she’d ever experienced with another human. It had been far richer and deeper. But he’d halted her transformation, and she’d not become a vampire, although the link remained. Even the slightest mental allusion to that time revived those emotions, and the golden chain between them would flare into life.

Tatya painted furiously, but the memories wouldn’t lie quiet. She kept seeing his soulful brown eyes, golden skin, and black hair; his head tilted just slightly as he studied her when he thought she didn’t notice. He was always protecting her despite the cost to both of them, when the safer option would have been to walk away. She was back in Orleton and if she wasn’t going anywhere then she had to face whatever came her way—including him.

She finished the wall, and satisfied with the afternoon’s work, packed away the paint and brushes. Mrs. Mallachy’s daughter was an artist, and she’d thought of commissioning her to paint a mural on one of the walls. Something to create a visual impact when customers entered though she’d yet to come up with any clear ideas. A Garden of Eden, minus Adam and Eve?

Dinner at Bill and Winona’s was great. As they ate Winona commented on how long and thick Tatya’s hair was getting, and asked if she planned to keep it long.

When Aunt Lil was alive, she’d always trimmed Tatya’s hair, keeping her thick brown wavy curls short and under control, but since her aunt’s death, she’d let her hair grow. Now it was longer, thicker, and the red highlights more noticeable. The upside was she could now pull it back into a ponytail though it never stayed as tight or neat or out of her face as she’d have liked.

Winona was more than happy to keep piling the pie and cream on her plate.

Tatya didn’t stay late. Bill worked long hours, and an evening at home undisturbed was rare.

“Drop in any time,” Winona called after her as she headed out the door. 

“With pie as heavenly as yours, you’ll be seeing a lot more of me,” Tatya responded with a wave.

She took her time driving home, enveloped in the warm haze that friendship and delicious home cooked food generated. 

Most of Orleton was quiet at night, except for a few bars at the other end of town, where the young explored the few options available, and older sadder adults drank their misfortunes into oblivion.

Tatya parked the truck and was digging out the door key from the depths of her purse when the link blazed. 

Suddenly Vanse was behind her. “Good evening, Tatiana.” His voice stroked her skin. His eyes bored into her.

She shivered. “Tatya. It’s Tatya. We’ve had this conversation before.” She dampened her emotions. This was the present, not the past. In this life, she didn’t love him. She didn’t.

“My apologies.”

“Come in.” There was no point in denying him entry—they were well beyond the stage of polite strangers. Added to which, even in this day and age there were people who objected to interspecies mingling, and a night conversation with the local vampire master might offer a nosey neighbor grist for the local gossip mill. She led him through the shop front, and into the kitchen. 

He took in the new kitchen and the lack of furniture in the rest of the living space. “If you need help finishing off the place, I will send someone over to shop for whatever you want.”

“Thanks, but I got it covered.” Okay, it wouldn’t be the top of the range modern or expensive antiques he enjoyed in his extensive underground lair, but whatever she chose, she’d pay for it herself. “Coffee or sage tea?”

“Coffee. Black—

“I remember. Black, no sugar. Have a seat.” She gestured at the breakfast bar.

Vanse sat, not saying a word, never taking his gaze off her as she made him coffee, and a cup of sage tea for herself. 

“So, what can I do for you?” She kept her tone neutral, her emotions under control, sensing nothing from the link. He was behaving, not pushing the boundaries... not yet anyway.

“How are you?”

Away from Orleton, everything had been sorted. Now she was back, face-to-face with him, nothing was clear anymore. Her skin prickled as her power rose and fell, responding to her wavering emotions. Relax, she told herself. It’s a normal question to ask when you’ve not seen someone for a while. Everyone will be asking the same thing. The connection flared and a wave of power from Vanse enveloped her, soothing, easing the pain of remembering.

“Don’t!” She cut him off sharp and quick.

“Tatya, you can’t pretend the past hasn’t happened. Whether you desire it or not, I’m in your life. I am always aware of your emotions, and affected by them. Even if I didn’t have these feelings for you, your change is comparatively recent. As your maker and someone who observes those obligations, I’m duty bound to help.”

Tatya’s power surged, a white-hot throb of anger. She flexed her hands as power dripped from her fingertips and the cup between her hands glowed. Well, there went her control. “Obligations? What does that mean? And I don’t want your help, thanks. I’m a grown woman and capable of managing without it.”

“Vampires have laws we are supposed to follow. There are consequences for those who don’t. I’ll explain them if you wish.”

“No, I don’t wish. You are not my master. Not now, not ever.” She slammed her cup down on the counter. A sharp crack echoed through the kitchen. She stared at the smashed pieces in horror.

Another surge of power; this time restraining her. “Tatya.” A world of sadness in the way he spoke her name. 

Her resistance crumbled, and suddenly his arms were around her, holding her close, stroking her hair, sending wonderful shivers of pleasure down her spine. The idea of surrender was tempting—she just had to give in—so easy. “Promise me you will never compel me to do anything.”

“Tatya...”

“If you can’t promise me I have free will, then linked or not, there’s no future in this relationship.” She stared up him, her teeth biting her lower lip. He was beautiful. The lines of his cheekbones and jaw. The brown eyes full of emotion; regret, sadness, love. She saw them in his gaze, but she wouldn’t be controlled. Not by him, not by anybody. She pushed him away. He let her go.

“I will not force you, Tatya, but we have always had, and always will have a connection.”

Was this his method of bringing her up-to-date? Informing her the rules of the game had changed? “Our lives are too different for you and me to work. Besides, a proper relationship takes two equal partners.” She saw him flinch. Yes, he could compel her, but that wasn’t his style. Damn him. Passion for him from past lives swirled and mixed with her feelings for him in this one, impossible to separate one from the other.

“I’ll make you a promise, Tatya.” He smiled. That lazy smile of his. “I am capable of waiting for as long as it takes for you to work out whatever it is that’s bothering you; unless I think you are in danger our bond will stay dormant. I’ll keep my distance, and will not activate my dominance for the moment. Will that satisfy you?”

“For the moment?” When he didn’t respond, she continued. “Yes, fine. Okay. Stay out of my life.” She searched under the sink, found a dustpan and brush, and began cleaning up the mess. “You know where the door is.” She didn’t look up at him, but there was no ignoring the weight of his intent pressing on her as he left. Or the sense of isolation and loneliness after he’d gone.
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​Chapter Three: First Signs
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Tatya spent the morning painting walls. She sighed with satisfaction as she laid the brush down after the final stroke. Yes, she’d chosen well. The green created a peaceful atmosphere and would ease anxious patients. After lunch, wanting a change of scenery, she decided to go for a drive. 

There were two directions out of Orleton. The highway south took you past the reservation, or you went north. Moving on automatic, Tatya drove north, enjoying the mild air blowing in the open window. The sharp bite of winter was gone, and the air felt mild against her skin. Puffs of white cotton wool scudded across the sky. Winter’s leaden clouds, their underbellies heavily pregnant with snow, had departed. She relished the signs of renewal with lush baby leaves on the trees, and buds pushing up through the earth.

Certain markers, the turn-off to the Jenkins’ property, Mrs. O’Malley’s beat-up mailbox, and the road narrowing before the double bend were so familiar. This was a route she’d traveled regularly, and for a brief second, she pretended she was on her way home. The home Aunt Lil had welcomed her into after rogue vampires caused a train wreck killing hundreds of innocent people, including her parents. A tragedy that left her with a lifelong antipathy toward vampires—at least until she’d run into Vanse.

She didn’t hesitate. This would be the first time she’d visited since Angelus burned the house to the ground. She had to see the place sooner or later, otherwise she’d never be able to decide whether to rebuild or sell. Now was as good a time as any.

Her heart beat faster as she drove up the gravel driveway, now invaded by weeds, parking exactly where she used to when there’d been a front porch. She sat for a minute, eyes closed, concentrating on her breath before looking at the remains of the house where she and Sean began their herb business. Ignoring the painful swell of emotion, and the flood of memories, she studied the area. There, at the rear of the property were the outlines of the old herb plots. She and Sean had grown calluses on their calluses clearing and preparing the soil. Growing and harvesting the herbs had been Sean’s domain. Memories of his dreadlocked hair and wiry frame mixed with her later images of him as a vampire when the change had straightened his hair, lengthened and perfected his body structure. But he’d still been Sean.

Angelus had been merciless in his pursuit of her, using an innocent to manipulate Sean into murdering her aunt. Knowing what he’d done had destroyed Sean, and he’d begged his master to end his life. She’d never forget the look on Vanse’s face before he plunged the dagger into Sean’s heart. For vampires, a species incapable of bearing young, those they turned were their children, and no parent should have to kill their child. But there was no other method of removing the demonic presence possessing Sean. If she ever thought vampires had no feelings, she just had to remember the look in his eyes that day.

She choked back a sob, wiping away the tears rolling down her cheeks. She’d cried an ocean after losing the two people dearest to her, and was moving on, but seeing part of her old life literally burned to the ground was upsetting.

As she followed the old path that led around the house, images of Sean, muddy boots, an old jacket, hair tied back as he planted seedlings, and later watered, harvested, and dried them, sprang to mind. Aunt Lil had done the housekeeping, and they had focused on the business. But she’d done more than clean and feed them. She’d encouraged them when they doubted, given advice over which herbs did well in their soil, put them in contact with suppliers and distributors, and made everyone aware of Tatya’s healing skills. Her aunt’s word had carried weight in the community, and her help in launching their business had been invaluable.

Tatya’s long-term plan was to rebuild the business. She, Aunt Lil, and Sean had often fantasized about extending the house and buying more land when the business became a success. With the insurance money and her inheritance she could redesign and rebuild, but she hadn’t yet made a decision. The shop owner had offered to sell her the property in town if she was interested in buying. The practicality of production, distribution and better access for clients in one place was appealing. The downside was not much room for expansion. She’d always envisioned establishing a center where people could obtain a variety of physical and psychic services. Deciding on a permanent location wouldn’t be a quick or easy decision. 

She heard a sound. For a second she thought it was the artifact. Neither she nor Vanse had discovered its nature or origin, but they realized Angelus had engineered its appearance in her home—and the resulting destruction. In her anger at the demon, she’d blasted the spinning helix out of existence. Closing her eyes, she listened to the wind in the trees, the sounds of the birds, the occasional vehicle passing. She stilled her senses, focusing on her breathing till all external noises faded. She could still hear a deep slow hum, barely registering, but there on the edge of her hearing.

Then she recognized the refrain. It was the Bandrui chant her spirit guides had left for protection. Reassured, she raised her shields and extended her senses, scrying for any remnant of Angelus’s presence. From out of nowhere a spike of pain stabbed her heart. She slammed down her shields, gasping for breath. 

The link flared to life.

“What was that? Are you all right?” Concern laced Vanse’s voice.

She breathed out in relief. “I’m fine. I’m at my old house. It’s nothing. Probably just an echo from the past.”

“Do you need me to come?”

“No. But thank you.”

He closed the link. 

She was ridiculously pleased as the image of his lazy smile grew in her mind, then irritated because she was pleased that he responded instantly to her emotional swings. Her defenses were already weakening and crumbling at the edges—if only the situation was more straightforward. He knew she desired him, but she could barely admit it even to herself. A lifetime of prejudice against vampires meant following her heart was an intricate dance of avoidance and denial versus irresistible attraction. Was it merely a matter of time before she gave in to him? If that was the case, she’d make him work for it. In the meantime, she’d manage fine on her own. She was heading for the truck when her phone rang. She checked the caller. “Hey, Corwin. What’s up?”

“Any chance you’re able to drop by the station in the next half hour? Got some stuff I want to run by you, if you’ve got the time.”

“On my way as we speak.”

When Corwin asked her if he could run some stuff by her, what he meant was he wanted her to scry for additional clues not found by traditional police methods. This was probably something to do with the dead woman. Gunning the truck out of the drive, her mood lifted. This was her town; she had a place, helped people, and did well here. She wasn’t going anywhere. 

Tatya pulled into the police station parking lot. More bad memories. The last time she’d been here Angelus had attacked her. Realization dawned. Everywhere she went in Orleton, she’d find memories. The reality she had to face was if she chose to live here, she had to adjust or leave. Even then, her memories and the connection to Vanse would go wherever she went.

Bill was picking up files off the floor and dumping them back on the table next to his computer when Tatya arrived.
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