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      The man with shoulder-length, dark blond hair and edgy smile sat motionless in in the shadows, in a wooden bar chair, waiting. No one had really noticed him, but then he had made sure that they would not. Wearing a black suit and silk shirt, his white silk tie almost glowed. Leif Sufferden realized he was a tad over dressed for the rough-neck bar in Batavia where several fist fights broke out on a nightly bases, stabbings were not unheard of, and the police had had the place shut down for various violations in the past. Why, only in the past week someone had been stabbed to death, right here. There had been shootings, too, of course. But, tonight, “Side Winders” happened to be open, and its customers couldn't be happier, unless they were high on something other than liquor and weed.

      A smile crimped Leif's lips while he watched the blond woman strut in from the street on four-inch heals into the dank bar. They were blue to match her eyes, not that anyone would notice this little detail, but he did. Their eyes met. He slid his eyes in the direction of the pool table closest to him. She gave him a small nod. Her smile broadened to reveal white teeth. Her fangs hadn't come out as yet. She always did have great control. It was one of the things Leif admired about Darla. Her control. That, and her zeal for violence.

      All male eyes in the room were zeroed in on Darla like a heat seeking missile. Who could blame them? Wearing a halter top and the shortest possible micro-mini, her heavily made-up eyes darted across the faces of four men who were playing pool. Conversation around the pool table had come to a halt. She had suddenly become the one and only highlight in their uneventful evening. She boldly eyed them right back. They noted she was by herself. A lone woman who walks into a bar—especially one of this ilk—was just asking for trouble. On top of it, she looked like a hooker. No matter what, it looked like their luck had changed quickly as she twitched her way toward them, her movements more pronounced. Looking hungry, her eyes became more cat-like as she licked her lips, like she might take a big hunk out of one of them.

      She stepped around their stilled bulks, wiggled her small ass with exaggeration, smiling and making eye contact with each one as she strutted by, sliding the fingers of one hand across the bumper of the table. Pausing next to the biggest one, she looked him up and down. He had the usual biker tats—a lot of skulls and spiders—and a skull logo displayed on his clothing. His hang-over beer gut gave the impression he did more drinking than anything else. An ugly scar down the left cheek that interrupted the two-week old beard sprouting around his chin and jawline told the story of a guy who had seen a bar fight up close and personal.

      “Hullo,” she purred, then licked her rubied lips. “How's the game?”

      “Oh, fine,” the large man said. The others pumped their heads, chiming in agreeing noises. “In fact, I think it just got better.” He and the others rumbled with knowing chuckles.

      “Mind if I join you?” she asked, her hand sliding up his sausage sized fingers.

      “Not at all,” the large one said, motioning toward the table. “Here, you can use my cue stick.” He held it out to her, showing his more gentlemanly side, a wide grin to sell it.

      “Thank you.” She took the cue stick from him, holding his gaze for a long ten seconds. She fingered the tip with a red lacquered nail and returned his gaze. “I know just what to do with it, too.”

      The men all chuckled as though they were in on the joke.

      She propped her ass onto the bumper portion of the pool table, and settled the larger end of the cue stick between her parted legs. The men leered and chuckled at her act.

      “Hey! No sitting on the pool table!” the owner cried from the back of the bar.

      “Aw, shut the fuck up, Hank. We're just havin' us a little fun here!” shouted the large man. He looked down at the blonde, almost expectantly.

      She wiggled a finger in the universal “come closer” signal. He did.

      “What's your name?” she asked.

      “Stan,” he said. “Stan Baker.”

      “Hello, Stan Baker,” she said. “Let's get to know one another.” Putting the cue stick down, she spread her legs further apart.

      “Okay, pretty little girl,” he said, moving in front of her, but not yet touching her, while the others looked on, making groaning noises, wishing they were in his spot.

      “You want me, don't you, Stan?” she asked.

      Stan let out a bark of laughter. “Does a bear shit in the woods?” The men laughed. By now those around the other two pool tables, and some men at the bar had turned around to watch the scene.

      “Come here, then. Kiss me,” she said, leaning forward. She puckered up her red lips.

      “Alright.” The other men made sounds of encouragement as their large companion placed his hips between her knees. His large hands went around her small waist as he nudged himself between her thighs. Her skirt hiked up so far, he wondered if she had a thong on—or nothing at all. Either way, he was going to score tonight. Her legs wrapped around his large girth while her hands went up his chest. Her fingers twined behind his neck. She didn't flinch from his bad breath, or his over-powering body odor, but allowed him to bring her in for a kiss. His buddies made noises again, nudging one another.

      No one noticed the man in the suit, Leif, had risen from his chair in the far corner. Arms folded, he watched with passive interest while the man pressed Darla back onto the pool table. The kiss lasted for more than twenty seconds. He did wonder when Darla would make her move. She liked playing with her food.

      Three vampires stepped into the bar, and scanned the room until their eyes met Leif's. He nodded at them, and slid his gaze to where Darla was in a romantic tryst with the large man. The only female in the group cast her light brown eyes to the biker and Darla, then back to Leif. Her name was Kadu Litore, a Jamaican-American. Leif thought she had been one of his better turns. She definitely enjoyed the hunt, now that they were free to hunt humans. She smiled brilliantly, and already her fangs were out. She licked her lush lips in anticipation. Her slightly dusky chocolate skin looked as though it were oiled. Her bare arms and legs didn't agree with the cold weather outside. One would think it was a ninety degree day, but it was only in the twenties with a bitter north wind. That alone should have tipped anyone off what was going on here. But it didn't. Every human was either into the game on the telly, their drink, or looking at the scene at the pool table, unaware that they had been invaded by vampires.

      Leif watched Kadu, the only other female vampire, approach the bar. The other two, males, waited for a signal from Leif. Licking their lips as they sized up the rest of the crowd. Their eyes had slid to the bar where the only human women sat drinking.

      Four more vampires strode in. They each acknowledged Leif with a slight bow. His hand out, Leif gestured for them to mingle with the crowd in the bar, and choose their warm meals. A crowded bar was something like a smörgåsbord for a vampire. A human's warm blood scent on the air made them lick their lips in anticipation.

      Smiling, Leif turned back to check the progress of Darla with the large biker. Suddenly, the biker jerked back from her. Hand going to his face the biker said, “You bit me?” He looked at his hand. There was blood on his face where he'd smeared it.

      She chuckled and nodded.

      The men around them jeered.

      “Oh, so you like it rough, do you?” he said more gruffly.

      “Yes. And you had better like it, too,” she said with a little playful snarl, her delicate nose crinkling.

      “Oh, I do, darlin'. I do,” he said. His hand went back as if to strike her. It swung down toward her face. In a lightning move, Darla caught his large fist and held it. His eyes became big with surprise that the petite blond could hold him off so easily. Startled, the other men around them shifted, exchanging looks with one another. No one was laughing now.

      In a lightning move, she grabbed his hair and yanked his face toward her, smashing his lips against hers. The biker braced himself against the table with both massive hands, but relaxed into it. His sounds of delight suddenly turned to screams, which he couldn't really get out because their lips were clamped together. Dark blood rivered from their locked lips while Darla held the biker's mouth against hers, both hands behind his head, with a grip like a python's. His hands clawed and grasped her hair and pulled, doing everything to disentangle himself from her. He lifted his and her body off the table, trying to free himself, trying to get the scream past their locked lips. She didn't budge, she didn't give an inch.

      Leif felt his smile widen and a chuckle bubble up. “Kitten,” he said quietly, but knew she would hear him. “Let the poor bloke go.”

      The three companions moved in, about to intervene. Seeing this, Leif shot across the room so fast, he seemed to disappear and reappeared in front of the three with a cue stick braced across his hands pushing them back.

      “Tut-tut, gentlemen. The lady is busy at the moment. You can wait your turn,” Leif said with a British accent and cocky smile creasing his handsome face.

      The man with long greasy hair, lunged toward him. Leif threw a punch to his face, knocking him back where he fell to the floor. He didn't move again.

      “Like I said, wait your turn,” Leif said, with more warning in his voice. He held the other two men in his thrall. They now had no desire to move or do anything. Over his shoulder he said, “C'mon, Darla, luv. We need to party. Let the poor bloke go.”

      His muzzle freed, the biker's screams filled the room. People turned to see what the commotion was all about. Suddenly the blonde woman, Darla, pushed the man away with a force that sent him blundering back, arms cartwheeling. Blood bubbling out of his mouth, he bounced off the wall, and fell to the floor, sobbing and uttering incoherently as though he had no tongue.

      The woman sat up, and spat a large red piece of meat out of her bloody mouth. She licked her lips, then took a finger and wiped around her mouth to swipe at the blood. She stuck her finger into her mouth and sucked the blood from it. Flopping onto her side on the pool table, she looked down at the biker and said, “What's the matter? Vampire got your tongue?”

      “Everyone,” Leif called out, “feed!”

      Kadu turned to the man at the pin ball table, grabbed him by the collar, and yanked him backward. Fangs extended, she sunk them into his neck from behind. His surprised scream became one of submission. His knees buckled, and he sank to the floor where she followed him.

      The two male vampires at the bar had already put thralls on the women, and now began to feed.

      Leif shoved one of the two men left standing toward Darla. She grabbed him and hauled him down on the pool table, arching his back until his throat was exposed. She buried her fangs in his neck.

      Leif growled at the last man nearby, he grabbed his arm and drew it up to his mouth. Fangs sank into warm flesh. Crimson ichor pooled into his open mouth, and only now he realized how hungry he was.

      The man's arm was suddenly yanked away from his mouth. Leif jerked back and found himself looking up at a tall Native American wearing jeans and a blue jean shirt with a southwest design embroidered into the yoke.

      “I don't think you asked if you could take his blood and I'm pretty sure he would have said no,” the Indian said.

      “You? You're—”

      “Dead? Try Undead.” Dante grabbed a cue stick from the table and twirled it like a propeller before Leif could make his move.
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      I landed into the bar a few seconds behind Dante, using the ley line. The dank bar and the heavy smell of old smoke and beer caught me by surprise, but I didn't let it slow me down. In one sweep I saw vampires everywhere drinking from their hosts, knowing full well they had been attacked. They had no way to resist the vampire's thrall. My hand went to the snaps of my dagger sheath at my thigh. With a flick I let the Dagger of Delphi loose. Like a silver arrow it darted to the nearest vampire, and plunged into its chest. With an inward gasp, the dark-skinned female vampire fell to the floor, her heart poisoned with silver.

      A mere two seconds later, the air twanged with another's presence. I turned my head to find red-headed Quist standing over the female vampire which the dagger had dropped. He lunged with the laser wand he held, and ran it across her long neck. Deadly accurate, it severed the female vampire's head cleanly. Within a few seconds, the body began to fleck with decay. Must have been a new turn. Older vampires took longer to decompose.

      Dagger of Delphi flew off to the next vampire—a woman with long black hair, hovering over a man at another pinball machine. But it couldn't get to her chest and hovered, waiting. Shit. I grabbed up a cue ball from a nearby pool table and threw it with keen accuracy, hitting her on the shoulder. She snapped her head my direction and pulled back from her human, letting them sink, and then drop to the floor. Her eyes glowed red, her mouth rimmed with blood.

      “Look, honey, that's no way to get a date,” I quipped. She turned fully toward me, her grimace terrifying, the bottom half of her face painted in the gore of her feast. She lunged toward me. She didn't get far. The dagger plunged into her chest. Her body buckled instantly.

      Once she was down, Quist moved in and lopped off her head with the laser. I couldn't believe it no longer bothered me to see him do this—to watch a head roll away from the shoulders completely detached. Well, as long as they were vampires, it didn't bother me at all.

      The Dagger of Delphi went on to the next vampire, and the same sequence was repeated. In the background I heard fighting. I turned to see the flurry of motion. Dante was fighting someone. I knew him. Shoulder-length caramel-colored hair, the handsome cocky look on his face. Leif Sufferden. Exactly who we had been watching, and we'd found him and his cronies in the act of feasting on humans. Not illegal, according to vampire law, but I wasn't about to agree with such behavior. Especially since the two who were now in charge of N.A.V.A.—North American Vampire Association—were my enemies.

      I moved forward, but someone grabbed me by the hair and tugged me around. This couldn't be more like being on a roller derby rink.

      “OW!” I cried. Shit! That hurt enough to bring tears to my eyes. My head had been pulled back with such violent force, I was momentarily stunned. In the next second I found myself staring up into a vampire's face who I feared almost as much as Leif. My throat exposed oh-so conveniently to her.

      “Ohhh, yum,” Darla managed to purr her delight in having caught me in her talons.

      “Help!” I cried.

      She smiled. “Oh, you can do better than that.” Lips rimmed in crimson, she opened her mouth, and moved in closer toward my neck, her eyes had become black marbles in her head, and her fangs like sharpened white fence posts. All this filled my vision while I worked to resist her. But she had a hold on me, and I couldn't pull my mystic-ring hand around to shove her away.

      “Sabrina!” Quist shouted. “Sabrina!”

      My spine forced against the rim of the pool table, the pain gave me enough awareness to pull my eyes away from hers. It really pissed me off that Darla was able to catch me off guard like this.

      “Let go of my hair you bitch!” I finally slid my right hand out from behind myself and thrust the mystic ring into her face. Darla released my hair and threw me a startled look. I returned a scornful one. While she tried to puzzle out what had happened—how I had managed to thrall her, instead of the other way around—I said, “Take a flying leap!” With a flick of my hand, Darla went flying through the air. She landed, crashing into pool cues in a corner. Her shock wore off quickly as she sprang to her feet, growled, and gnashed her teeth at me.

      Then the unexpected dart of silver shot across my sight and jammed into her chest. With a sudden intake of air, she stumbled back, hands flaying, feet going out from underneath her. She fell with a sharp grunt. Downed like a bowling pin. She screeched in pain and tried to pull the dagger out. I'd learned that the dagger, once it had found its target, would not relent. No vampire could pull it from their own chest.

      Quist darted toward her with the laser.

      “No!” I said to him. He looked sharply to me, a hard frown etched on his freckled face. I drew my hand out. “Dagger of Delphi, return to me,” I beckoned to my weapon. The dagger obediently pulled itself from Darla's chest. At that same moment Dante's dark form drew up on the other side of me. He threw something that twirled through the air and stuck into Leif. He dropped to the floor only three feet from us, a broken cue stick embedded in his chest. He was still alive, but struggling to pull it free.

      “You bitch!” Leif hissed, voice rough.

      “I want them to go back to her,” I said to Dante and Quist. “In whatever condition. Let Ilona know we're watching them and we're willing to stop them.”

      Distant sirens wailed. Police and other first responders. They'd be here in two minutes.

      “We have to leave,” Dante said. I looked around the bar. Humans who were still able to stand, staggered around, bleeding from the vampire bites. Gasps, moans, and expletives as the vampire thrall no longer affected them. They eyed us fearfully. As fearful of us as they were of the vampires. There was no time to alter their memories.

      The vampires who were still alive, misted out of existence, one by one, like the cowards they really are.

      Leif pulled the make-shift stake out of his chest and threw it to the floor. He looked up at me, murder in his eyes, and a bloody hole in his chest. “I'll get you for this, you bitch!”

      I wasn't daunted by his vulgar language, and said, “Give a message to Ilona. If she doesn't rescind the Hunting Human Law, she'll be next.” By this time my body was shaking from the adrenaline pouring through me.

      “I'll get you for this, bitch.” Leif hobbled over to Darla, his Life-time mate, clutched her by the middle and vanished.

      I grabbed Dante's and Quist's hand. We locked onto the ley line and were gone.
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      I opened the quart jar of stewed tomatoes and poured them into the pot of soup and watched the chunks of tomatoes swim around the heavy cast iron pot while stirring it. The memory of when Constance and I had taken our harvest of tomatoes in our respective gardens and had canned them—forty-eight quarts—interrupted all other pressing thoughts. I was able to step back in time when none of this had been my reality—way before I had begun thinking about getting a job, and vampire was not in my vocabulary. We had divided the quarts up equally. I actually didn't think I would use twenty-four jars of tomatoes because my father had died a few months ago, and I was living alone. But tonight I had a house full of men. Not all would be eating my beef soup, but a few of them were humans who were hungry and would greatly appreciate my cooking, such as it was.

      Quist and Fritz's voices filtered out to me over Christmas tunes playing on the CD player in the corner. I smiled. It was good to hear human voices joking and carousing in this house again. I'd missed it terribly.

      Earlier, we didn't do any hi-fives when we returned to my house, about two hours ago. Some of the people in that bar had been hurt bad by the vampires. I wasn't at all sure how the big biker guy would be, whose tongue was bitten off by Darla. Dante had informed me moments after we'd returned that he'd stayed with them—invisible—to see the aftermath. As our spy, Dante was more than just useful, he was necessary to our survival. He was the eyes needed to find vampire nests, or attacks when they happened, or know what they were cooking up and the enemy had no idea how we did it. Being an Undead was handy in that way, I suppose.

      “Sabrina?” Fritz called.

      “What?” I called back, returning the heavy lid to the pot of soup.

      “Come and see the tree. We're going to light it up.”

      “Okay.” I reduced the flames under my pot of soup and stepped into the living room where they had re-arranged the furniture. Vasyl appeared as if out of nowhere. His hand went around my waist as I joined the others in the living room. Hobart stood next to the wall, hand on the light switch.

      Fritz was on his knees with the plug end of the Christmas lights, ready to plug it in to the socket. I stifled a chuckle as some bit of tinsel had clung to his nappy black hair and, filled with static, moved with his motions around the tree. It looked like a metallic worm doing a strange dance on his head.

      “Ready?” Quist said, near a lamp, looking at both Fritz and Hobart.

      “Ready!” They called out.

      “Lights please.”

      The lights went out, and suddenly the Christmas tree was lit up. He had used an amazing color arrangement of green, red, and purple that gave the tree a dark, haunting look.

      We all gasped appreciatively.

      “Oh, I forgot,” Fritz said and suddenly, a white strand of lights sprinkled in with the mix went on.

      “Oh! Beautiful!” I gasped.

      “It is tradition, no?” Vasyl said, gesturing toward the tree.

      “Yes,” I said.

      “OMG!” Fritz cried. “He's never seen a Christmas tree before?”

      “No. I have not,” Vasyl said.

      “Where do you live? In a barn?” Fritz asked.

      “Oui. It is a very comfortable barn,” Vasyl defended, his lips making that French quirky thing, which I found sexy.

      Quist and Fritz exchanged glances. They had come into my life only a few weeks ago, but I felt as though I'd known them all my life. Quist was part elf, and had a daring side I hadn't known of until tonight. His wanting to come with us to “kill vampires”, had unsettled me slightly. His father had invented the laser wand. What Quist used was the older version to behead vampires and demons.

      Fritz didn't do any sort of fighting, but he loved to decorate. Both he and Quist had brought a dozen brightly gift wrapped presents to go beneath the tree. Hobart had cut the tree from a local tree farm and brought over to my house this afternoon. A werewolf, he had become my guardian in the past few months after seeking my help in locating one of his own members who wound up shooting himself after stealing the werewolf gang's money.

      “Only now he lives here,” I said, in answer to Fritz' question, smoothing my hand over my husband's arm. Vasyl leaned toward me, our lips met in a quick kiss, and I got tingles up my spine.

      Embarrassed, I turned back into the room and felt that odd sensation that told me someone else had arrived. At the same time, Vasyl's body stiffened, and he moved in front of me as a barrier.

      Stepping out of the gloom of the dining room, a dark shadow with long, black hair appeared, and at once, began speaking as though he'd been here the whole time.

      “The humans have been taken by ambulance to a nearby hospital,” Dante reported, strolling into the living room. He stopped and looked around. “Why are all the lights off?”

      I gestured to the Christmas tree.

      “Oh,” he said, glancing at it. “Nice.”

      “Someone get the lights, please,” I said.

      Quist was closest to the lamp, and turned it on. The room became a little brighter. Fritz rose and turned on another lamp.

      “What about their memories? Were they wiped?” I asked.

      “The elves worked as quickly as they could, then vanished before the paramedics arrived.”

      I turned to Quist. His blue gaze met mine. “It doesn't take them long to wipe memories, and give them new ones,” he informed.

      “Good,” I said, my glance falling onto the dark TV. I could imagine what the evening news would reveal about what happened to a dozen people in a bar in Batavia. I wasn't sure how they would explain the guy with the bitten-off tongue, though. I shivered as nausea hit me at the memory of all the blood I had seen, and the thought of loosing a tongue by having it bitten off by a vampire—or anyone for that matter. I shivered, making a disgusted sound. Vasyl's arm went around me.

      “There's something else I must speak to you about,” Dante said, looking directly at me.

      I waited. His gray eyes glanced over the others in the room. His hair was arranged in a loose braid, fastened with a leather thong at the end. He had been my lover when he was alive. After dying, and still in love with me, he was able to return as an Undead a few weeks ago to rescue me from the vampires of a planet called The Black Veil. He's been with me ever since—but at a respectable distance.

      “What is it?” I prompted.

      “It is a private matter,” he said, eyes darting from me to Vasyl and back again.

      “Sacreblu,” Vasyl said. “There are no secrets between us.” And, as if to reinforce that statement, he kissed the top of my head and readjusted his hold on me. There, see? I own her.

      Men.

      I rolled my eyes. “Okay,” I said and pulled away from Vasyl's python grasp. “I'm going to go into the next room,” I told Vasyl, stepping away. “I'll see what he wants, and I'll be back.”

      “Leave the door open,” Vasyl said. He would not trust me alone with Dante, for maybe the next fifty years.

      Dante followed me. I stopped and turned. “Fritz, could you go ahead and serve up the soup? I know you guys are hungry.”

      “No problem, Sabrina,” Fritz said, and happily he, Hobart, and Quist headed for the kitchen.

      Closed off by two French doors, the den had once been what was called a parlor of my circa 1910 farm house. I presumed it was where people sat and visited, back in the day. There was a fireplace in there, too, and on crisp winter nights like these, when the wind was out of the northwest, a fire would help keep the house warmer. I had not thought of getting a fire going, as I'd been a tad busy.

      Dante headed into the room before me. I stepped in ten seconds after and found him before the fireplace. A fire ignited like magic. He was a shaman when alive, but also Undeads had a lot of magic at their disposal.

      “Wow. I didn't know you could do that,” I said, looking at him in surprise.

      He turned back to me. “My powers are coming alive in me, more and more. Those powers that I would have had, eventually, had I lived long enough as a shaman.”

      “So I see,” I said, moving toward the now blazing fireplace. I held my hands toward the warm flames. The room's chill made it feel as though the front door was standing wide open. “The fire will warm this room up. Brrrr.”

      “I no longer feel cold, heat, pain…”

      “But isn't that to be expected?” I said. Dante was always able to shield my Knowing. Now that he was an Undead, all the better his tricks to keep me from reading him. I couldn't read any vampire. Humans were easy. I was not only a touch clairvoyant, I was also the sibyl with my own bag of tricks.

      Dante's smile tipped his lips. “It takes a little getting used to.”

      “What's so private you wanted to tell me?”

      “It isn't that I wanted to tell you something private as to get you away from the others so that we may speak.” He shifted on his feet and faced me. “Vasyl would have made his usual insults and I wouldn't have been able to get a word out,” He finished.

      “Okay.” He was right about that.

      His hands landed on my shoulders and he looked into my eyes. “You cannot allow your brother and his wife to remain outside of your loop any longer. It's dangerous for them to not know about the vampires.”

      Ashamed, my gaze fell. “I don't know how to break it to them.” I looked up into his intelligent face, gazed into magnetic gray eyes. “How do I tell them that vampires exist, and that one lives in my house? That I'm married to him. This is beyond their belief system.”

      “You must find a way to make them believe. Time is working against you. I've told you what Ilona plans. Don't lull yourself into believing she would leave the rest of your family alone. Especially after tonight. You've dropped the gauntlet with what we've just done. There's no way a vampire is not going to answer to a challenge like that.”

      “I have been thinking about it. But I don't know how to explain things to them.”

      “You need to tell them about the vampires, even if you can't tell them who, or what you are right now. You need to warn them, educate them about the possibility that they could become targets.”

      “Tell them to carry around crucifixes and stay indoors at night, lock their doors and don't open it to anyone? I don't see that I have that sort of power to convince them.”

      “Introduce Vasyl to them. No matter what, you must introduce him to them, anyway.”

      “Randy will need more than telling. He'll need to be shown.”

      “Then, have Vasyl do something to convince them. I'm sure he'll think of something.”

      “What? Have Vasyl bite some animal? That would horrify them!”

      “No, there are other things Vasyl can do. He can disappear, or change into something, like an animal or a bird.”

      “Or show them his wings.” My head sagged. Dante brought my chin up with a finger.

      “Their lives are at stake. All of them. Ilona will not stop at your brother and his wife. I've heard that she has fed on, and turned children in the past.”

      My eyes went wide, a loud intake of air filled my lungs until I let it ease out. I thought of Jana and Tera, my little nieces. I couldn't imagine how their minds would cope with the horrible things a vampire could do to them, or their parents.

      “You're right, of course. I don't want to scare their girls.”

      “Have them come over by themselves, your brother and sister-in-law. They can find someone to babysit for a few minutes. Tell them this is a life or death situation and you need to speak with them.”

      “You should babysit them,” I suggested, smiling.

      “I'd love to, and not as a dog this time.” We both chuckled.

      “I'll think of something.” There was a pause in our conversation. He seemed morose. “Are you okay? Do you need to—um—feed?”

      He smiled, his hands ran slowly up and down my arms. “I've fed, if that's what you're asking.”

      “Just now?” My face suddenly warmed and I couldn't look back up at him.

      “Believe it or not, vampires still have souls. I fed on those we killed.”

      “Oh!” I grimaced, now embarrassed even more. I didn't like the idea that Dante could feed on souls of anything that died in his presence. He also fed through sex. Somehow. He had to feed in order to become, or remain a physical being. I didn't know which bothered me more. He would have had to find a donor to have sex with, somewhere. He told me one was Cilia Kline, one of the blood dolls for Lonny Pennyweather. He could be there in a blink, although she was all the way in Colorado Springs.

      “You have visitors,” he said, kissing my hands quickly. “I must go. If you need me, I will be here.” He turned away, and disappeared, as if he went through an invisible door. The sudden change in the atmosphere made me blink, and a few strands of my hair was displaced by a small breeze. The aroma of his pine-scent, suddenly gone, made me sad.

      “SABRINA!” The shout came from the other room from both Quist and Fritz. “Someone is here!”

      Making a disparaging sound, “—Crap—” I turned and headed back into the living room, and closed the French door. It would be a while before the fire would warm that room up enough.

      “Who—” I began but was cut across.

      “OMG!” Fritz cried, peeking out the window in the door. “Is that a stretch Humvee?”

      He and Quist were both looking out the window next to the door. Vasyl was looking out the picture window, pushing aside the drapes.

      “Crap. Is that the brother?” Quist asked.

      “Whose brother?” I asked, clueless.

      “I shall find out,” Vasyl said, and vanished.

      I bent to look out the nearest window. Vasyl reappeared outside in the snow. The black vehicle in my drive certainly was a huge, stretch Humvee. It looked mean, and capable of conquering the drifting snow outside with those huge snow tires and high clearance. This could only have been sent from Tremayne's garage. No one else I knew had the money for such a vehicle. And my enemies would not announce themselves quite so lavishly.

      Quist and Fritz stood back from the door when it opened. Vasyl entered first. Snow covered his bare feet and half-way up his pant legs. I hadn't been around to remove the snow on the steps or in the drive. In fact none of us had been. We were basically snowed in, but for the fact that Quist and I could travel ley lines and take whoever with us worked well enough for the past few days and nights.

      Behind Vasyl a vampire strode in whose face resembled his twin brother's, Leif. For the initial two seconds of his entrance it made my heart kick with fear. But, I knew instinctively it was Heath, and calmed myself. He wore a black suit jacket over a black crew-neck sweater. A red button pinned to his lapel with white lettering read, “GOT BLOOD?” I had to give that pause, too. Vampire humor.

      “Heath? What brings you out here? Is everything okay?” I asked.

      “I'm to give you this,” he said, reaching into his coat pocket and producing an envelope. It was exquisite thick parchment, with a red wax seal on it. Well, well…

      I took the envelope, glancing at him, unsure. Vasyl stood behind me looking over my shoulder.

      “Open it, Sabrina. That seal is Tremayne's, you'll notice, and no one has trifled with it,” Heath assured.

      I stepped into the living room with everyone traveling along with me like they were all on leashes. I turned on another light near the desk, noticing that my name was scribbled on the front of the envelope in shaky handwriting.

      Upon opening it, I found a page of matching parchment inside, folded thrice. I opened it and tried to read the scribblings. The lettering was wiggly, and some words collided with those on the next line. Some lines slanted up, some down. It was as if a child on a bumpy carnival ride had written it. I looked up at Heath.

      “Is this from Tremayne?” I asked. “'Coz I can't tell.”

      “Please, won't you read it, first, Sabrina?”

      I glanced back at the letter and then had to squint and struggled to read the lines and words. I had to re-read some of it over a few times.

      
        
        Dear Sabrina,

        By the time you have possession of this letter, I will be a few hours further into my eventual death.

        Unless you come to me, as I have made plans for you, I will be dead, I am told I may have only twenty-four to forty-eight hours left.

        Please, come help me

        I beseech you, as a friend,

        Tremayne

      

      

      My eyes were burning with tears and my stomach tightened in a sickening knot as I read and understood his scribblings. His scrawled signature at the end flew off the page. I felt the letter's urgency, and knew I must do something to un-do what had been done to him.

      I looked up at Heath. “What should I do?” I said, tears filling my eyes. “How do I get to him?”

      “You're to come with me,” Heath said. “He really needs you. No one else can save him.”

      “No!” Vasyl stepped between myself and Heath, him being much larger, and so menacing even I stepped back from him, fearing he might unsheathe his wings. “She does not have to go anywhere! She stays!”

      Coming to my senses, I ran around to get between the two vampires. “Vasyl! Stop!” I said, palms out. I hoped that he would not put Heath out on his ear, because it certainly looked like he was ready to. Eyes larger than normal, which looked scary, Vasyl's body shook as though holding himself back like a vicious dog behind a fence. His lips were pulled back in a snarl.

      “It's partially my fault that Tremayne is dying,” I explained, my voice harsh. Actually, it was because my dagger had poisoned his blood, but Dante was the one who had wielded it and plunged it into his chest. None of us knew that at the time when it happened. As a matter of fact, I hadn't told anyone else about this, so Tremayne didn't know that Dante had been behind it. He simply assumed that the dagger was acting in my defense against a vampire. I felt it was moot at this point. I'd given him my blood right afterwards, which was nearly two weeks ago. Last I'd heard he was doing fine. Apparently things had taken a turn for the worse.

      I pushed, but Vasyl wouldn't budge. Heath stepped back and regarded me. His puppy-dog brown eyes looking hopeful.

      I turned to Vasyl. “If Tremayne dies Nicolas will take over. Do you want that?” I turned back to Heath. “Where is he? Tremayne?”

      “That I'm not privileged to know. What I do know is that I'm to take you to the airport and from there you will be taken to Tremayne.”

      “Should I pack? Change? Do I have time to eat? Will there be food on the flight?” my questions came rapidly out of my mouth. I already had a vision of a small jet. The runway looked like it was out in the boonies, not in the city.

      “No. You don't have time to do any of that. You will not be there that long, I don't think, so you don't need to pack.”

      My stomach growled. I was looking forward to my homemade soup. Oh, well.

      “Okay,” I said. “I'll get my boots on and my coat.” I turned. My vampire husband stood like a wall in my path.

      “Sabrina, why are you going to him? Every time you do, your life is threatened. If you never went to him to begin with, you would not be in as much trouble as you are,” Vasyl said.

      “And he'd probably be alive and well, and not at death's doorstep,” I argued.

      He spun away, sputtering. “I do not understand this relationship you have with Tremayne. Why do you trouble yourself so?”

      “I don't know,” I said, moving around him to grab my coat off the hook. “It's like he and I are locked into this survival struggle. I can't survive as a sibyl without him, and he won't survive the night if I don't give him my blood, or whatever else he needs right now.” I pulled on my snow boots over my blue jean-clad legs and zipped them up.

      Vasyl's hands went up in surrender, spouting excited French.

      “It's like some strange dance of life and death, and the song just never ends,” I went on, more or less ignoring Vasyl as he kept muttering and walking in circles, hands flying up every other step. I'd never been able to put it quite so simply until now. The funny thing was, it was true, and I knew Tremayne needed me right now more than I needed him. I couldn't refuse to help anyone in need of my services. Not even a vampire magnate, who was also my boss, who had a craving for my blood because it gave him a high like no human blood could. Such is my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Tunnel at the End of the Light

          

        

      

    

    
      The stretch Humvee's growl filled my ears as I stepped up and ducked inside. The warmth circulated the back compartment making it nice and toasty. Lots of room for a party of eight or ten. The lighting was a weird phosphorous purple, the seat covers done in zebra stripes. No vampire mogul should go without such a party bus. All the better it being a large all-terrain vehicle to drive all the way out to the boonies to my house to pick me up in the middle of a snow storm. Peering at the surround zebra striped bench seats, I chose a spot and sank into them and inhaled the new-car smells. Between the seats, in the center was some sort of black console. I realized it was a combination bar and refrigerator.

      Heath ducked inside and sat on the opposite side. I could not look at him without thinking of his brother who I'd encountered only a few hours ago. If Tremayne, who was an old-as-dirt vampire, was gradually dying from the silver blade of the Dagger of Delphi, then surely, it would not take long for death to come to a minion like Darla.

      “To the airport.” Heath spoke to the driver over a phone hand set. He replaced it in a compartment and closed it.

      “Which airport? Aurora? Or…” I asked, my Knowing telling me precisely where at the same time he said it.

      “DuKane,” he said.

      Although not surprised, I nodded politely. I'd had the good sense to grab my purse. As always, my purse had my other weapons of choice, like vials of holy water, and my favorite squirt gun loaded with the same—which had saved my ass a half dozen times, now. I was forbidden to bring the dagger, for obvious reasons, but really, he didn't need to tell me like I was a total idiot.

      It would be a long, fifteen minute drive to DuKane if I didn't find something to make conversation with Heath. He was the quiet brother. There were times when I wasn't aware of his presence when he was the only vampire around. Unless, of course, Jeanie was with him. But, she wasn't always in his company.

      “Where's Jeanie tonight?” I wondered. Jeanie had been my best friend growing up. She had been abducted by Steve Pumphry, and Ilona Tremayne, and nearly drained of blood. I had to act quickly after we saved her from the rogue vampire house. I'd made the decision to have them turn her. A little guilt still welled within me over this decision even now. Would I never get over this?

      “She's with her pod tonight. She's having… issues.” A “pod” was a small group of newly turned vampires. They stayed together, much like chicks in a nest—bad analogy, but it was the best I could think of.

      “Oh, again?” I said. I wasn't going to touch that. Issues for a newly turned vampire could be anything from reverting back to a wild state of vampirism, where they wanted to kill anything with warm blood in it, to feeling depressed over being turned into a vampire and missing their human life. Neither one I would be able to handle or discuss with any authority.

      “She's having a celebration of sorts. It's a vampire thing,” he went on. “She's officially one month old.”

      “Oh, I'm sorry. You want to be with her, of course,” I said, twisting the fingers of my gloves.

      “I will be. When I deliver you, I will return to the party.”

      Party? Did he know what I did to his brother? I wasn't sure, and I really did not want to ask. He was a twin. Twins had that uncanny way of knowing when the other was in trouble, or hurt, or whatever. It was probably a good thing that neither were each other's maker. They had been turned back in the '60's, separately by females at a party somewhere in England where they were originally from.

      The Humvee turned off the gravel onto a paved road. I gazed out the window to see distant lights of DuKane.

      I tried to think of some safe subject to talk about. Everything that came to me I had to discard. He wouldn't know about the state of Tremayne Towers, which were in Ilona and Nicolas' control at the moment. Those two were undoubtedly waiting for Tremayne's death in order to take full control of it, and the Eastern half of the North American Vampire Association. If that happened, my world would be turned up-side down. I couldn't fight thousands of vampires. The few I fought tonight had made me a nervous wreck as it was. I still was not able to do this vampire slaying thing and be comfortable about it. Although the dagger did all the actual dirty work.

      “I've never seen the airport here,” Heath said. I looked over at him. “I've actually never paid attention. Where is it?”

      “Oh, it's up this road we're turning on to.” The Humvee made a turn onto the road that arched over I-88, and into the outskirts of DuKane. The road continued north, connecting other major highways.

      “We should be there in five or so,” I said and was interrupted by a cell phone's ring.

      Heath pulled out his phone. I should have been able to “know” who it was, if they were human. But, since I couldn't get a read, I knew it was either a vampire, or some other magical creature.

      “Hello? Yes, we should be there in a matter of five minutes,” Heath said. “That's right. Which terminal?… Oh, I see. Right, then. See you in a bit.” He ended his phone conversation and put away his cell phone. We sat at a light, waiting.

      “So, you have no idea where they're taking me?” I asked.

      “No. I was told to deliver that letter to you, which I did. And then I was to continue to escort you to this airport.”

      The light changed and the Humvee moved forward. I clutched my purse. If I didn't trust Heath as much as I did, I'd swear it was a trap. I'd been herded into traps for the past month or more. But the letter was from Tremayne's own hands, albeit trembling ones. He needed my help. Possibly I was to donate the rest of my blood to him so he could live. That morbid idea floated into my head and I pushed it right out.

      We were nearly there. I pointed out over Heath's shoulder. “There's the airport.” As I said this a helicopter sank onto the tarmac, which we looked down upon from the bridge that crossed over the train tracks nearby. Blue lights ran along both sides of the runway. Hangers were arranged on one side, farm fields on the other.

      Heath turned and looked. “Ah, I see it.”

      In two minutes we were pulling up a drive toward a hangar where the lights of a small jet glowed. A Lier jet, now that I saw it up close.

      “Well, this is where I leave you?” I asked.

      “Yes,” Heath said. “I wish you luck, Sabrina.”

      I pulled my purse close to myself, thinking I should shake his hand, but humans didn't shake hands with a vampire if they knew better. “Thank you,” I said. “Say hi and—uh—happy… uh, whatever to Jeanie for me.”

      “I will.”

      The driver came around and opened the door of the Humvee. I stepped out onto a cleared off pavement and I strode toward the awaiting jet.

      “Sabrina?”

      I turned back to see Heath hanging slightly out of the door of the vehicle. “I want you to know that if—if things don't go well, I won't hold anything against you. Really. I'll always be your friend.”

      Tightness closed my throat. I couldn't fathom any vampire saying this to me. Heath's friendship was unwavering. Unable to respond because of emotional over-load, I smiled and waved. A twinge in my nose made me rub at it. I wondered as to whether or not I would ever see Heath again, and under what circumstances. Oddly enough, my visions had not come to me, per usual.

      I strode the short distance and climbed the steps of the Lier Jet where the pilot stood. I determined he was quite human.

      “Good evening, Ms. Strong,” the pilot greeted me. I suddenly felt as though I were in a spy movie, and I was about to meet 007. This was not the normal thing for me to do—jump in a Humvee, and be taken to a small jet to be flown to places unknown in the dark of night.

      I smiled at him. “Hi.” Bitter wind whipped at us, cutting off any more niceties, and my wild imaginings of spies or thoughts of having a chat with Daniel Craig, or Timothy Dalton—or my favorite James Bond actor, Pierce Brosnan.

      The pilot moved away from the door and I stepped inside the warmth of the luxury jet. He shut the door behind himself and I heard it lock with a slight vacuum seal sound. I was standing in a small seating area that looked more like someone's living room done in white, tans and browns with a little pale green leafy patterns thrown in for color. The pilot continued through to the other end and through another door, which he closed.

      The fact a vampire was on the plane nearly shocked me and I had to struggle to keep a poker face. A handsome man with a bad-boy's growth of beard and blue-black hair in a business cut occupied one of the sofas. If I continued with my day dream, I'd have to say he was the most handsome Bond I'd ever seen. He stood and smiled. Teeth showing, but no fangs—thank goodness! Oh, yes. He was a vampire.

      “Ms. Strong. Nice of you to join us,” he greeted me in a nice, deep voice.

      He had dangerous blue eyes. Dangerous because they were magnetic, and especially on such a magnificent looking man. I knew a powerful vampire when I met one, and he was definitely powerful.

      “My name is Stefan Capella. I'm to escort you to your final destination.” His lips moved sensually. The lower lip sort of dipped down to one side, flashing his teeth as he spoke. He made a slight bow with his head. Again I would not shake his hand. That would be dangerous for me in a half dozen ways.

      “Thank you.” Wonderful. Another Steve. However, aside from his name, he didn't resemble Steve Pumphry at all. Stefan wore a black suit over a black button-down shirt, and he wore it well, believe me. The orchid tie was the only color on him. Suave features, olive complexion, black hair, plus the name, told me he was Italian, and he oozed vampire pheromones. Luckily for me, the gloves I wore had open mesh over the mystic ring. It was the only pair I owned. I'd asked Constance to help me make them, and they turned out so well that she offered to make me more pairs. I may have to check on the status of them when I get back. In the back of my darting mind I figured it would give me the opening I needed to talk to her.

      “Have a seat here,” Stefan said, motioning to a set of six—three abreast—unoccupied seats facing forward. They looked more like airline seats, but more plush, equipped with seat belts.

      “We'll be taking off momentarily.” The windows were small and round, tinted dark—a vampire's jet.

      I sank into one of the seats, and pulled on the lap belt. Stefan settled into the one next to me. I did not like being this close to him. A distinctive whine of jet engines, and a tone sounded inside, as a light came on above that said FASTEN STEAT BELTS. Stefan smiled down at me. This was going to be a long flight if I had to keep my eyes off of him. I glanced away. He was trying terribly hard to hit me with his vampire thrall, but he was striking out, and I think his ego was a little bruised.

      The jet engines wound up higher and it begin to taxi onto a runway. Out the darkened windows muted lights blinked past my vision.

      “Have you flown before?” Steve asked.

      “Lots of times,” I said. “My father flew.” Only not a Lier jet.

      “I see. Good.” He smiled a relaxed sort of smile that creased his cheeks.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I'm not at liberty to tell you that.”

      “Ah. I see. This is a top secret place?”

      “Actually, yes. It is.” Yep. James Bond had nothing on me.

      The jet's motion sped up. I waited for that familiar feeling of when we left the ground. My stomach had that lurching, butterfly feeling. I had always thought it was fun to fly.

      “I was told I'm going to see Tremayne. I'm to help him.”

      “Yes. That's correct,” Stefan said.

      “Must be really secret,” I said. “I'm taken to a small airport and whisked off.”

      “We can't take any chances. This was plan B.”

      “Plan B? What happened to Plan A?”

      “We had to abort it. This was the best scenario so that no one would figure out where we were heading. Each of us only knowing our part in it, and nothing more. In fact, only the pilot knows where we are headed. I haven't a clue.” He smiled, steepling his fingers under his chin. I had been watching his mouth again. At first the movement of his mouth seemed weird, but then as I stared at it I found that the way he moved while talking was mesmerizing. Almost to the point of hypnotizing. I realized in a few short moments that using his lips in combination with those deep blue eyes, he was able to capture and hold an intended victim's eyes.

      “Wow. I feel like I'm in a double-oh-seven movie,” I said, looking around. I couldn't help it. I did feel like I were in the middle of a Bond movie.

      He chuckled and leaned slightly as if to impart some secret. “I have been compared to James Bond in my time.”

      “You do have a certain Pierce Brosnan look to you,” I quipped. He liked that and smiled. Okay, ego check here. “How is it I've never met you before this?”

      “I'm actually from New York. I've been called up to take care of Mr. Tremayne's needs out this way.”

      “And I'm on your to-do list?” The jet banked a hard left. My clairvoyant abilities would eventually kick in and I would know where I was heading. West…

      “You're the only thing on my to-do list for tonight,” he said and winked.

      “I feel so special,” I said as a chill ran up my arms. Shit. I was looking at his lips again.

      He chuckled politely as he pulled out his cell phone.

      The jet leveled off while Stefan spoke into his cell phone. “I've got the package,” he said, and listened. “Very good. We should be there in a few hours.” He closed up his phone and placed it on a side table.

      “Nice. I'm a package,” I said, faking a happy smile. He chuckled at my little antics.

      “Take no offense,” Stefan said. “I've been instructed to not use your name in any communications. You are either my package, or The Lady.”

      “Intrigue. I like that.”

      The seatbelt sign went off. Stefan unbuckled his lap belt, and drew up in one liquid motion. Like most vampires, he seemed jointless with bones made of silly putty.

      “Why don't you join me over here where it's more comfortable. He folded his six foot two length on the cushy white couch. I rose, stepped over and chose the couch across from him. He didn't seem to take offense at that. I'd have to try a lot harder to make him not like me so much. What was the chance of that, I wondered. None.

      “Would you like a refreshment?” He asked motioning to what looked like a small wet bar.

      “Water would be fine,” I said. I'd had one too many instances where I drank something I shouldn't have where a vampire was serving it to me.

      But instead of making drinks, he pressed some button on the arm of the chair. From the same door where the pilot had gone through, a young Oriental man appeared.

      “I'd like you to meet Ty Cho,” Stefan said, hooking his leg over a knee. “Mr. Cho, would you kindly serve us drinks? Sabrina would like a glass of water.”

      The new man stepped into the cabin, wearing tan Chinos, and a sleeveless black shirt with a mandarin collar, showing off his muscular arms. They weren't overly muscular, but well defined. My Knowing told me it was a special way in which he worked out, not with weights, like a body builder. He was knowledgeable in the Martial Arts—exceptional, in fact. He was possibly five-eight, or so—a few inches taller than my own five-four. His black hair came down to his collar, with jagged bangs. His movements were lithe, and precise as he walked to the bar and poured the drinks. I found myself fascinated, and alarmed by what I was able to siphon from him.

      “Mr. Cho, has been in my employ for several years,” Stefan said, smiling, two fingers steepled below his chin. He sounded admiringly about Cho. “He's quite deadly.”

      “I know he is,” I said with confidence, watching Cho lean over a small counter. His nearly black eyes flicked up to me, and a brief smile stretching his lips before he bent and took a couple of bottles out of a mini fridge. One was a Dasani water, the other was a black bottle of Real Red. He worked on filling a tumbler with ice and poured the water over the ice carefully, and without hurry. The Real Red—100% human blood—was placed in a wine glass. He brought the drinks over to us, and placed the glasses on little napkins. Then he stood off to the side, holding the tray downwards, in front of himself and made a little bow to Stefan, remaining silent.

      Cho was human, that was easy to assess. I got a read from him the moment I boarded the plane, but more clearly when he'd entered the room. And yes, he was “deadly” as Stefan had said. The images that came to me were quick flashes, but I got the gist of it. He had caused at least one opponent's death in a tournament in Tokyo—he was much younger then. My guess was he was now in his late twenties. I wasn't sure how many deaths he had dealt under the vampire who now thralled him and was taking me to who-knew-where. Tanned, the strong hands had pulled my attention while he served me my drink. I've seen working men's hands, hands of construction workers, or men who labored. These were not the hands of a man who “worked” with his hands in the way, say, a brick-layer, or a farmer, or a carpenter does. These were clean hands, no trace of roughness, and his nails were manicured, knuckles large. Yet, he could do amazing things with them. I knew precisely what his hands were capable of. And the fingers. I've seen pictures of a tree with odd finger-sized holes drilled into the trunk, while looking through an old text my father had on Chinese physical culture, history, and Zen Buddhism. Those holes were not drilled into the tree with a drill, but punched with the fingers by members of the order of Shaolin priests. If Cho practiced kung fu, he could possibly do such things, like break boards, or bricks with his hands. The veins tracing over the backs were pronounced over the bones, and he had done nothing more than pour a few drinks.

      “His hands and feet are deadly weapons, that is,” Stefan corrected himself.

      I made a noncommittal sound and nodded—all the while smiling to myself—and looked up at Cho. Our eyes met briefly once more. There was a certain shyness about him. Or was it some sort of humility, an Oriental poise, I suppose. I couldn't keep the smile from my lips. And he seemed almost too happy to be part of this whole deal. Excitement oozed from him, much like the vampires pheromones did. Yet, he held himself poised.

      “Ty, this is Sabrina. The one we spoke of earlier?” Stefan said as if to remind him. Cho remained one cool dude as his dark eyes slid to rest on my face. He smiled and gave me more of a bow than he had to Stefan. Interesting.

      “He will be escorting you throughout the rest of your trip, once we land, that is,” Stefan informed me.

      “Oh,” I said, a little surprised by this. I was going somewhere where I needed to be escorted? “So, where am I going where I need someone who is a black belt in the martial arts?”

      Stefan's eyes darted to me startled by how I knew something which we hadn't discussed as yet. Oddly, Cho did not register any surprise whatsoever. “Oh. Of course, you're clairvoyant,” Stefan said, finally getting it. He cleared his throat and went on. “It was my mission to find someone who could stay near you night or day, and not be affected by sunlight, yet can—how shall I put it?” Stefan said, fingers steepled once again as he gazed up to find that word. “Kick ass?”

      I darted a look to Cho. “I think he qualifies,” I said. Cho seemed to like my comment, and his almond eyes thinned to twin black crescents while his lips stretching into an almost full smile, but I could tell he was holding back. He bowed a little deeper to me, his hair shifting like silky strands with the movement.

      No one knew that Dante was always with me—an invisible spirit—since he was an Undead. As long as there was a mirror available, I could summon him. I kept a compact in my purse for such occasions. Sometimes he merely showed up—the mirror worked as a bridge between my world and his. At the moment, though, rather than state that I didn't need anyone to help protect me, I kept still. Dante, who was now an Astral Vampire, couldn't always stay by my side in the flesh, as it took quite a bit of energy. My gut told me to keep Dante as the ace up my sleeve. If Dante wasn't needed, then Cho would do just fine. Why let them know I had a secret weapon? It would be unwise to let anyone know I had such a valuable ally.

      “May I ask why would I need someone experienced in the Martial Arts in order to get me wherever Tremayne is?” I could not imagine what lie ahead of this journey.

      Stefan laced long fingers at chest level and cocked his head, dark blue eyes gleaming. “Oh, I suppose it would be because Nicolas is overly fanatic with protection. We heard he ordered up hard muscle from New York—my area, in fact—to guard the compound. You, a woman alone, well, let's just say werewolves can get downright nasty.” Stefan's smile became a sneer. His words made me shudder inside. Werewolves?

      He lifted his drink to me in a silent toast. I mimicked him, then sipped my drink, faking that I was all hunky dory with that.

      Flopping an arm across the back of the couch, he looked at me and said, “I've heard many things about you. One is that you're the sibyl and that you can control demons and vampires. Is this true?”

      Smiling I said, “Do you want a demonstration?”

      “Yes. Let us put it to the test, shall we?” He set his drink down and stood. “Now, mind, let's keep this on a friendly level. I promise not to do anything to ruffle your feathers, and you'll not throw me across the room. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.” Unless you piss me off.

      He came over and sat next to me. “Oh, I do like this side much better.” He leaned a little toward me, and breathed in my scent. “You know, if Tremayne doesn't make it, I would gladly hire you on.”

      As if, loser. I dared to stare into his handsome face and blue eyes, which were now aquamarine blue. It was like he could change their color at will.

      “I think you want to go and sit across from me now,” I said, pointing to the couch, as though he were my pet bull dog. Stefan stood, stepped across to where he originally started, and sat down. His suit moved in a liquid-y fashion. He settled across from me, looking slightly amazed and also a bit unsettled as he pulled at his neck tie.

      “How did you do that?” he gasped, with a shake of his head.

      “My little secret.” There was no need to reveal my secrets to this one.

      He chuckled, having regained his composure. “I'm impressed and intrigued.” Right. He smells my blood. That was the one thing that intrigued him the most about me. “If there's anything I can do for you during the flight?”

      “Food?” I said hopefully. “And maybe a movie?” This was going to be a long ass flight and I wasn't looking forward to jawing with this handsome Italian vampire from New York who would constantly try and thrall me.

      “Food? Oh, yes, of course.” Stefan turned to Cho. “Mr. Cho, how is the food for our guest coming along?”

      Cho held up a finger. He moved quickly back through the little door.

      “In the meantime, I've got something you might find enjoyable.” Stefan picked up a remote. Lights dimmed and a screen lowered. The music was from a familiar show. I had seen it when it was on reruns. I figured I might enjoy watching a show about vampires and demons and see how someone else handled staking them for a change.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5


          

          
            Somewhere Over the Rainbow

          

        

      

    

    
      Snow covered the ground when I looked out of the jet's open door, after we'd landed. The surrounding air field looked flat and barren under the lights. Beyond that, there were almost no lights in the distance. For all I knew we were somewhere in Siberia. Just how many “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” shows had I watched on that jet? Aside from the few plane hangars, there wasn't another building anywhere. Trees, in fact, were much less abundant. But then, it was black as pitch out. Icy wind bit my face, and I pulled up my collar, zipped my coat further up to my neck, and wondered why I'd left my knit hat at home. Well, I had no idea where I was going tonight. But once we were down on the ground, I did.

      “Is this Kansas?” I asked Stefan who stood behind me on the steps.

      “You're good,” Stefan said, admiration in his voice as he stood inside the jet's doorway to see us out.

      “Where in Kansas?” I asked.

      “I'm not allowed to tell you,” he said.

      Great. I couldn't get a read from him, of course, but I got a general read from someone who knew where we were. I figured the pilot knew.

      Cho emerged from the warmer interior and looked around. He had a lightweight leather jacket on. He'll freeze. And carried a small duffel bag. Cho had been Mr. Silent the whole trip. It was a good thing that there had been something to watch, because he either shrugged or smiled, or bowed. If I didn't know any better, I'd think he were a mute. But I was quite certain he could speak, he didn't have anything to say or add to whatever the conversation at the moment was, but it was a little off-putting, really.

      Another car, this time a plain-old stretch limo awaited us on the tarmac below. I shouldered my purse and descended the steps. Cho's footfalls were quiet behind me. Either his shoes had soft soles, or he was barefoot. We reached the car and the driver held the door for us. I gave one last look at the jet. The door was already closed, and the engines still whining, but it remained stationary. I hoped that we would be returning the same way, and not be abandoned here in Kansas, which was nearly the same thing as Siberia to my thinking.

      “Good evening, Ms. Strong. My name's Charley, and I'll be driving you to your destination tonight,” the driver said. He smiled at Cho. Obviously, he hadn't expected a second passenger.

      Cho bowed to him.

      I thanked the white-haired gentleman, who wore the usual limo garb of dark suit, tie and a little chauffeur's hat.

      Cho let me duck in first. I chose the closest seat near the door. He slid in and sat across from me. The door closed, and then Charley got in behind the wheel. In another moment, we smoothly pulled away. The interior was lit minimally, like a theater before the show. Enough to see one another, at least.

      I bit my lip. I wasn't entirely sure that Cho could speak English. I wasn't exactly a shy person, but normally I'm quiet. Figuring him out was going to be somewhat of a challenge. Although I got reads from him, he was not an easy read by any means. I would have to touch him in order to find out more, and I really didn't want to do that. Instead I'd have to strike up a conversation.

      I smiled at him.

      He smiled back.

      I twisted my lips. Time for twenty questions.

      “So, where are you from?” I asked, saying each word carefully, and slowly.

      “Al-bu-quer-que,” he said just as slow, to tease me. Then he laughed. “I'm American.” I don't know why it surprised me, but it did.

      I laughed too, hand to my open-mouth, both surprised and embarrassed. “Oh, I'm sorry,” I said. “You didn't speak on the jet, so I wasn't sure.”

      “Yes. Sorry about that.” He still looked bemused about it. He twisted his lips and went on. “I've been doing a little play-acting with Stefan. I pretended I was Asian.” He shrugged. “I don't know why. Call it my version of fun when I'm bored. But when I met you, I didn't want to do the accent and then have to explain to you why I really don't have one.” And yet, here he was explaining.

      “Love it! That's funny!” I chuckled again. “Are your parents American?”

      His eyes made a roll, and a lot of whites showed when he did. “Yes, unfortunately. As it so happens, my mother is from San Francisco, and my father is from L.A.”

      “How did you get into the Martial Arts?”

      “My father studied the Martial Arts. He had a dojo and taught me. He is my trainer. He is actually at the fourth dan stage.”

      “I'm sorry? Fourth dan?” I said.

      He made a little head movement. “It is someone who is trained in kung fu to an extremely high level,” he said.

      “What level are you?” I asked. “Because I was told your hands and feet are deadly.”

      He smiled. “I have trained at the dim-mak level.”

      “Okay, now you're giving me more new words to learn,” I said with a chuckle. He chuckled too.

      “It has to do with what is called the death touch, but it's more to do with healing, than killing.” He shook his head. “I know. I'm confusing you, but it's the Yin and Yang, thing. It's based on the idea that striking certain acupoints or pressure points on the body can either help to heal, or cause instant or delayed death, depending upon how hard you strike.”

      “Wow,” I said. “That's pretty wild.” I was at a loss for words at this point. “Have you actually caused a death using this dim-mak?” Well, I already knew, but wanted to see if he'd admit it.

      His lips went into a purse. “Once. But only once. And I was absolved of it entirely, because my opponent was also using the death touch, and it is illegal in competition. I had no choice. It was him or me.”

      “I see. So, you were fighting professionally?”

      “No. Actually it was after the match. He attacked me. We had already competed, and I won. He was angry, and well, anger isn't such a good thing when you are trained in such things. I had no choice. He came at me, and I struck in order to protect myself.” He shrugged.

      “And you hit him somewhere—”

      “There are many pressure points on the body. One around the left side of the ribs, here—” he put his hand to his own ribs “—a hard strike to this area can rupture the spleen. A strike to stomach point nine on the carotid artery can either instantly kill, or may take years before the person may die. On an older individual with plaque buildup, it would cause a heart attack or stroke probably instantly.”

      “Wow.”

      “And Tiger Leopard Fist can burst the eardrums.” He had curled his fingers in on his hand, and made a motion toward his head. “Many of the dim-mak strikes can cause death hours or days later.”

      “So, this dude was trying to kill you with dim-mak? How did you know?”

      He made a small chuckle. “I knew. You know when your opponent is trying to seriously to hurt you permanently.

      “I see. What about your mother? She's not into kung fu, is she?”

      “My mother? Oh, no. She was a three-time gold medal gymnast for the Olympics.”

      “Oh, wow! How impressive. And your father is a Martial Arts trainer?”

      “He didn't become one until later. Actually he is a lawyer. But, once I got into training and competition, he began to train me full time.”

      “I don't understand why Stefan wanted to give me a bodyguard with such a high skill in kung fu,” I said. Usually vampires were not interested in a human's welfare, especially when we were in their company. I had to presume this was all Tremayne's doing, and not Stefan's, as he would have me believe.

      Cho made a little noise in his throat. “He owes Tremayne fealty,” he said. “Not only that, I am very honored, since I divined that I was to become your champion. I'm excited at the prospect.”

      “Divined? My champion?” This wasn't sixteenth century England, I was pretty sure.

      “Let me explain,” he said. “I use the divination of I Ching. You were in one of my reads.”

      “I was? How could you have found me?” I actually wasn't quite sure what I Ching was, but presuming it was a form of reading the future, I faked it.

      “It's difficult for me to explain in great detail to someone who has never heard of it. You see, through several dozen throws of yarrow sticks, and consulting the Book of Changes, plus an astrologer, as well as three mediums, I learned that there would be a woman with great powers of second sight, a seer the likes of which the world had not seen in at least a century, maybe more. And, our paths would cross.”

      “I'm the sibyl,” I said. It seemed that a number of people were able to find me through some method of divination. If it were not by supernatural ways, it was through divination and a good medium, or word of mouth.

      He made a small bow. “Yes.”

      “So, you threw some sticks and found me?”

      He chuckled. “Yarrow sticks. There are fifty. Some people use coins, but they are not as accurate.” He chuckled, as if that were a private joke. “The closest comparison to the I Ching is the Tarot cards.”

      “Ah,” I said. “Tarot cards. Those I know.”

      “Six throws will give you a hexagram, and you consult the Book of Changes to know what it means. Of course, I've become pretty good and no longer need to consult the book.”

      I nodded. “And each hexagram gives you the reading?”

      “Correct. Sometimes, though, it is an action, or an inaction. I found out you lived in the mid-west. I began working for the New York vampire headquarters, which Stefan is the head of. My read said that no matter what, our paths would cross. I was patient.”

      “How did you wind up working for vampires?” I asked, dumbfounded.

      He chuckled. “Believe it or not, they offered me great money!” He laughed. “Vampires who are rich throw money around like it was useless paper.”

      “I know! I work for Tremayne. I needed the money, and couldn't turn him down. I'm his clairvoyant,” I said, feeling our camaraderie growing out of our similar jobs.

      “Also, I Ching says that there is a possible gé.”

      “How's that?”

      “A revolution. A revolt.”

      “Already happening,” I said. “But you should know about it, since you've been working for Stefan.”

      “I'm kept in the dark. He has told me nothing about anything dealing with their politics. What have you heard?”

      “Heard? I'm living it!” I complained mildly. “When I was hired to find out who was killing vampires and drinking their blood, no one knew that Ilona—she was Tremayne's brother's wife—was going to kill Erik. Plus she made an attempt on Bjorn, and a few others—me included—along with them. I was getting close to discovering who was behind it all, and they kept me busy by attacking me in order so as to get things ready for them to take over all of America. Uh, the whole North American Vampire Association, that is.”

      He nodded, readjusting his ankle over a knee, and holding it with a hand while leaning forward slightly. “Sounds like you've had a thrilling time.”

      “Thrilling isn't even touching it. Anyway, Ilona has been trying to get rid of me the whole time, along with Bjorn's wife and his brother. Meanwhile, she's also managed to bring back hunting humans.”

      “Yes. So I've heard. But Stefan is siding with Tremayne, and keeping his minions in check. They use only donors and the bottled blood.”

      I nodded. “Well, anyway, in the meantime, because Tremayne wouldn't go along with it, he has been declared a rogue. They are trying everything they can to keep him out of power. Or kill him.”

      “I see. And this is why you are going to Tremayne?”

      “Not exactly. Tremayne needs my help. He—well—he may be dying from—” I broke off, my face became warm, and my eyes teared up. Although I was not the one who unleashed the dagger on him, I felt as though it was my fault all this had happened. A multitude of thoughts and worries as to what would happen once I got to my destination brought on a wave of nausea. I looked out the window to see mostly darkness, and only a few distant lights on the dark horizon.

      Cho's voice invaded. “Hex two and three is kūn. We will not force matters and go with the flow for now.”

      I turned. “Yes. That's probably a good idea.” We spoke nothing more about vampires. Instead, we discovered a small screen behind the front seat, and figured out how to run a DVD on it and watched something inane. I wasn't sure what to expect, once we got to our destination, and feared the more I spoke about it, the more nervous I would become. It was better to be oblivious. For the time being. I couldn't figure out why my Knowing wasn't able to reveal anything to me at this point.

      An hour later, our driver announced that we had arrived.

      I looked out of the tinted windows. Pole lights glowed eerily inside a compound that looked to me more like a military base, complete with chain-link fence, and a warning sign that gave me shivers. The building inside looked like a small cabin. It stumped me. And then my Knowing kicked in.

      A cabin… built recently… everything is below ground. I was getting the word “bunker” from somewhere. Also, werewolves were involved. The muscle Stefan had mentioned, of course.

      The limo paused at the gate. Someone came out of a small gate house. Charley powered down his window to speak with him.

      “I have Ms. Strong in back,” Charley's voice came muffled through the privacy glass. From my spot it was easy to see the shadow of a man lean in toward the driver's window, using an LED flashlight to look in at him. Finally he nodded and went back into his little gatehouse. The gate glided slowly back electronically.

      Charley drove us through into the compound. Looking around, and now that we were here, my Knowing fed me more information. This had once been something to do with the military. The revelation was a little scary. Now that the missile—or missiles—were gone, it was benign, of course, and no longer run by the military. But I became confused about why Tremayne was here—and where he might be. The lone cabin stood approximately at the center of the compound. I was not getting any readings on where Tremayne might be kept safe and under a doctor's care. My gut began to twist. My Were-senses said this wasn't a good thing.

      The limo pulled up to the cabin, next to which was parked a dark, humongous Humvee which still had a military look to it, painted in the drab military camo greens with no “extras”. Three large men stepped out the front door of the cabin onto an open porch and down three steps. Charley powered down his window again. The same words were briefly exchanged again. Charley got out and opened our door ushering cold a cold breeze through the back compartment. Cho allowed me to exit first. I paused.

      “Ladies first,” he said.

      “Gee, thanks,” I said and moved to get out but stopped. One of the men had stepped up to the car.

      “Ms. Strong?” he said, bending down to peer in at me through the open door.

      “That's me,” I said. He backed up as I stepped onto the gravel. The wind whipped at us, flapping my coat and the guy's camo jacket. The other two remained on the open porch, at military rest. They all dressed the same, in full camouflage, and black knit hats. I saw no hair beneath the caps. No weapons hung on them, which was a relief, but from the looks of them, they could do me a lot of harm physically. Especially since they were not vampires, and I couldn't control them. They were werewolves, like Stefan had said. I detected their scent just as easily as they would mine.

      “Come in, please?” He paused, eyes darting to the area behind me. I looked back and found that Cho had stepped out of the limo. In comparison he was slight, looked as threatening as a toothpick. The wind whipped his straight hair across his face and he made no move to shake it away.

      “Who's he?” the leader asked, flicking his head in gesture.

      “My entourage,” I said, tongue-in-cheek, as I smiled back at Cho. It had been our little joke as we'd driven across the open land that if someone asked about him, that's what I would say. They couldn't deny me an “entourage”.

      “We need to do a search before you are allowed past this point,” he said. “Come inside.”

      “Search?” I looked back at Cho.

      “No worries, Sabrina,” Cho said quietly moving to join me. But I'm pretty sure the Weres had heard him.

      “Who's this?” a second guy asked as we stepped up to the porch, coming between me and Cho.

      “This is Cho,” I said, anger swelling up. “My bodyguard.”

      “Bodyguard?” The first one said, an amused smile on his lips as he checked Cho out. From his slim and shorter frame, one would presume Cho was not at all a threat. The three Weres chuckled as though I'd told a pretty good joke. I hoped Cho's easy confidence was not male bravado. But, I had a feeling I was going to see him in action sooner rather than later.

      One of the men opened the door to the cabin. I reluctantly went inside. Stepping onto a colorful throw rug, the warmth inside bathed me. A fireplace snapped cheerily at one end where floor to ceiling windows gaped out at the night. A vampire would never live here. My nerves on edge, I glanced around. The cabin's living room adjoined the kitchen/dining area. Off the kitchen, a hall led back to a few rooms. My Knowing told me down the hallway there were two bedrooms and one small, basic bath with only a shower. But more importantly, there was another door around the corner of the kitchen. This led down. Way down.

      “We need to conduct a search,” the leader announced.

      “What for?” I asked.

      “To see if you're carrying,” the second, smaller Were said. He was still taller than either of us and broad of shoulder. Shaped something like what my brother would call a “fireplug”.

      “Carrying? Carrying what?” I asked, doing my best innocent act.

      “Holy water, crucifixes, and that vampire-killer knife of yours,” he said in a gruff, but bemused voice.

      “Dagger of Delphi,” I corrected. “I don't have it on me.” But I did have other stuff on me. Damn!

      “Empty the purse, miss,” the leader said, pointing to the kitchen counter.

      With a small gasp of protest, I turned and stepped toward the counter.

      “You, too, hot shot,” he said to Cho who put his duffel bag up on the counter.

      One of the other men pulled on blue urethane gloves, the kind they use at the airports in order to search passengers. Brother. My stomach did a slow cartwheel as my precognition fed me a few blipping scenes of what they were going to do. They were actually going to touch me?

      “Okay, let's see what you have in that bag, sweetheart,” the leader said with less mirth this time.

      “Fine.” I up-ended my purse. All my crap fell out. My wallet was snatched up by a large hand.

      “Hey!” I tried to snag it but the brute laughed, stepped away from me and looked through it. He must have found my driver's license because he looked up at me and then at the picture. He looked down and up again. Yeah. It was your normal bad picture from the DMV. At least my hair was combed out this time. Finding nothing further of interest, he tossed it back onto the pile. The other Weres were going through some of it. One found the glass vial and held it up with an expletive, like it were a deadly snake. The other had my water pistol.

      “Holy water?” the leader held up the green plastic water gun, shaking it, and then squinted at it. I noticed he had fingerless gloves on. I suppose he wasn't worried about getting any of my cooties on him, but the other two had the blue gloves on.

      I shrugged.

      “What other goodies have we?”

      “Nothing else.”

      “Where's the knife?”

      “It's a dagger,” I corrected again. “And I left it at home.”

      “Better have,” he said in a warning voice.

      “Wish she brought it,” the other said. “I'd like to see what it looks like.”

      Six pairs of eyes looked at me.

      “Well, let's do the search to make sure.”

      “Off with the coats,” came the command.

      I rolled my eyes, but complied. Cho removed his coat, and held up his hands in a casual complacent way. On the outside he was cool as ice in January. But I knew he was like a rocket about to launch if something lit his fuse.

      “I've got the lady,” Fireplug claimed and moved toward me, looking like this was going to be a pleasant experience for him. I wondered if they'd drawn straws or something. Probably.

      Both men moved toward us. Mine smiled at me and drew his blue-gloved hands over my shoulders, first, and then went down my sides as I held my arms out to my sides. He squatted and ran his hands down my right thigh, all the way down to my ankle. Then he moved to my left leg. His hand touched me in the groin area. I jerked away.

      “Hey!” I said, anger boiling up.

      “Sorry,” he said—not sounding at all sorry—and drew his hands down my leg.

      I squinted down at him threateningly. “I'd be careful, if I were you.”

      Standing, he smiled. “Why?”

      “I might have to kick you in the knee.”

      Amusement played at the corners of his mouth. Chuckling, his hands moved toward my breasts. I jerked back. Playfully he held up his hands as if he were joking around about touching me there.

      “You're done searching me,” I said, noticing that Cho's body search was finished too. He glanced at all three men who stood around us. I felt like he was measuring them up. He gave me a vague nod. It was a nod, not a bow. I had a feeling he knew what I was about to do. Was he telepathic? I wondered.

      I turned my head away, then shifted my body's weight to one foot. Without hesitation I swung my right leg, and my foot connected with the guy's crotch. I watch him go down, holding himself, curled up like a fetus, groaning in pain. God, did that feel good!

      “Like I said, I might kick you in the knee.”

      “You missed the knee,” one of them pointed out.

      I looked down at the guy. “No. I'm pretty sure I got the middle one.”

      Cho smiled and said, “Xùn. Wind.” I didn't know what he meant by that until I saw the larger guy move out from behind him as if to surge toward me. I backed into the counter to keep clear. Cho's body twirled, both his feet came off the ground—all of it so fast I didn't see what exactly happened, but the man's head snapped back. In the next second, the guy was down on the polished wood floor, groaning, holding his face, and Cho stood in a kung fu pose, legs in a wide stance like I've seen in Bruce Lee movies.

      “Xùn. Wind,” Cho said, smiling, hands in a kung fu pose in front of him in case the third guy had some ideas to attack.

      I smiled and nodded. “Wind.”

      Looking nonplussed, the leader assessed the two men on the ground. He shook his head and said, “I was told you'd have some surprises, but I didn't expect this.”

      “Me either,” I said and shrugged, crossing my arms.

      Cho relaxed, seeing there was no more threats.

      “C'mon. You can pick up your purse, coats, and everything when you leave,” he said and moved us through that little hall toward the door which led down, pretty much forgetting his pals.

      He opened the door. Cho and I peered down the stairway, which went much further down than a normal basement. In fact there was a landing, and the steps continued down at least another level. At the bottom was a turn. Lighting, I noticed, was anchored low to the walls, pointing downward, and lit the steps well enough to see our way.

      “Take the steps all the way down. Someone'll be there to let you inside,” the leader said.

      “How many floors?” I wondered.

      “There's fifteen,” he said, large front teeth showing, as though he were snarling. “You only go down one level.”

      “What was this place at one time?” I asked, getting the words military, cold war, secrecy and bombs. Holy crap!

      “It was an Atlas F missile site. It's vertical, which means there's a lot of stairs. You'll be going into the old control room, and there are other complexes that run off the first level. The builder did a damned good job,” he explained. “Very cozy down there, now. It's really a nice condo.” He laughed and added. “If I could afford it I'd live here.”

      “I suppose you don't have to worry about tornadoes, here,” I quipped.

      “Or WMD's,” he said with a wry smile.

      Cho and I moved through the opening. Our footfalls made light tapping on the well-lit steps as we descended.

      I hesitated and looked back up.

      “Are you gonna lock us in?” I asked the guy.

      “No need,” he said confidently and moved away from the door and shut it.

      “Sabrina. Come,” Cho said from below. I looked down to see him motioning to me.

      I relented and went down the stairs. Visions wafted to me. I didn't like what I was seeing.

      Since they had stripped me of my purse and coat, I was now weaponless. I couldn't bring Dante in to help without a mirror. But after Cho's little demonstration, I was certain that I didn't need him for this, after all. At least I still had my mystical ring that both controlled vampires and kept me from falling under their vampire thrall.
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      At the end of the two flights of stairs, we stepped into an extremely short hall, no larger than a closet. Another large werewolf, wearing a dark suit instead of military garb, stood at a door at military rest. His head was completely shaven like his clones up top. He stared straight at me and Cho. His eyes stopped me. They were silver ringed with Halogen-blue. They were so unusually chilling I had to avert my eyes. The strong musky werewolf scent wafted from him. But the underlying scents of new paint, and flooring adhesive was overpowering, and I tried to glide on those smells, instead.

      Although Cho didn't look deadly, I knew he was, and would have no trouble with this guy. Yet, I was still fearful. The Were could probably scent the fear in me.

      “Hi,” I said. Not sure what to say to him.

      “Ms. Strong. You're expected.”

      He turned to a weird looking steel door. It was unusually complex, made of six thick bars and the inner portion of the door was concave—and several inches thick, possibly a foot, maybe more, my second sight told me.

      “Blast doors,” Cho supplied. “Designed to keep occupants safe during a nuclear attack.”

      “You seem well-informed,” I said.

      “Studied about the cold war at the university,” Cho said.

      Meanwhile, the Were used a small radio to make contact with someone on the inside.

      “Yes?” said someone, the radio static thick.

      “Ms. Strong is here, master.” Master? Okay, I was about to go into a vampire nest. It shouldn't have surprised me since they searched me and made me give up my holy water vials and water gun.

      “Allow Ms. Strong to enter,” the voice said. The voice gave me chills. That was Nicolas' voice. Why was he here? My heartbeat deepened with dread and fear. The wrong subliminal message to send out to any vampire.

      The guard turned a leaver, and the door opened out. On the inside it did, indeed, curve inward. The large Were moved aside. I peered through the door. A few steps beyond the threshold, a well-lit hall with creamy walls were awash in amber from lamps met my eyes. It made a turn about half-way in. Another door exactly like this one guarded another entrance, or exit.

      “Go on in. You're expected.”

      Cho moved with me and the big Were stepped in between us, cutting Cho off.

      “He stays,” the silver-eyed Were said, defiant.

      Cho said nothing and didn't make any moves. We exchanged glances. He shrugged.

      “Why can't he come with me?” I challenged, now daring to look straight into those strange eyes. The pupils had gone large, as though he could become his beast at a moment's notice. Maybe he wasn't merely a Were. I could not get any read from him. Weres were difficult to read, not impossible. This was not good.

      “The master wants to see you. Alone,” Silver-eyes said.

      “Go ahead, Sabrina. I'll wait out here,” Cho said, smiling, and leaned against the wall, folding his arms. I knew this was all for show, to give the werewolf a false sense of security, and he wouldn't need to worry about him. I chuckled inwardly. Cho had something literally up his sleeve. My Knowing told me he would not wait out in the hall for long.

      Knowing who I was about to face, my stomach clenched. I stepped through the threshold and in two steps I turned, and came face to face with Nicolas. I found myself grappling with mixed emotions. Fear and shock took a strangle hold on me at once, and I wasn't sure that this had not been a big hoax to lure me into another trap. Well, damn it to hell and back! I hate when I second guess myself.

      “Nicolas,” I said, working to keep my expression neutral.

      “Ms. Strong. Won't you come in?” he said, acting his charming self.

      “Why are you here? Where's Tremayne? If this is a trap—”

      A calming hand came up. “I assure you it is not a trap,” he said in that dark and deadly voice of his. I used to think it sexy. Now it drew heavily on my inner red flag zones. It made my blood run cold, and my knees became like jelly. At the same time, my desires went wacko on me. Damn! “You were summoned this way because none of us here can summon you in a vampire way.” Yes. Although Nicolas had bitten me, his powers could not override Vasyl's, and I was pretty sure that pissed him off. Ha-ha, na-na.

      “Yeah. Thank God,” I said, just to rub it in.

      For a full human heartbeat, he grappled with that. I watched his lips twitch ever so slightly. Then, with a slight movement of his head, chin drawn forward, he took a deep breath and brought his head down to engage my eyes. I stared back defiantly.

      “Would you like to step in? I assure you no one is going to harm you in any way.” Yeah, right.

      I looked back out at where Cho remained with Silver-eyes. “Why can't he come in?”

      “He was not invited.”

      “Stefan gave him to me for my protection,” I argued.

      “Really? Stefan Capella?”

      “Yes. He told me that I was to have Cho as my bodyguard.”

      “We made no such request—”

      “You've taken everything from me that protects me,” I said, in a challenging voice. “As the sibyl I can have my own elite guard.” I crossed my arms over my chest. I knew my rights, damn it.

      Nicolas looked out at Cho again. A bemused smile crept across his face. “This is your elite guard?”

      Silver-eyes chuckled too, apparently his Were hearing in excellent condition.

      “Mr. Cho. A demonstration, if you don't mind?” I said, hand out to him in invitation.

      “As you wish, Ms. Strong,” Cho said, pulling away from the wall. He bowed nicely to the Were, hands together as though in prayer. Then his hands became a blur. Contact began at the head, then his fists traveled down the chest, which had the big man flopping against the huge steel door. Then Cho flew up and one kick put Silver Eyes on the floor. Unconscious. The end.

      I bit my lip. The guy was out like a blown light bulb. Holy Crap!

      “That is fine, Ms. Strong. Bring your little assassin along,” Nicolas said nastily, and turned away sharply.

      Cho bowed, again with palms together, to the man on the floor, and stepped into the condominium with me.

      I took the condo in with amazed silence. A massive brownish-yellow column in the center flared out, mushrooming up into the ceiling of a living space in-the-round. The colors were a muted sand with amber and a greenish-gray mixed in. The floors were polished wood. From where we stood I spotted an entertainment center located on a shelf up against the column. Beyond this, nudged into the wall was a kitchen with black counter tops and track lighting. A partition wall positioned three feet away from it circled the column. To the left of it were high-backed black lacquered chairs clustered around a long oval table. The chairs had an unusual Victorian styling with black velvet backing. Almost hidden off to the side, I spied carpeted steps that spiraled up around another much smaller cement pillar. It was painted in a way to suggest it was made of marble, but I knew it was not.

      “So, here I am. How am I supposed to help Bjorn?” I thought I might as well get down to business.

      Someone drifted into the room from those aforementioned spiral stairs. The new arrival was Nathanial, Nicolas' latest scion. His lithe body seemed more anorexic than the last time I'd seen him.

      “Nathanial, see if our guests would like something to drink,” Nicolas said.

      Obediently, Nathanial stepped forward.

      “We're fine,” I said, giving Nathanial the briefest look. The last time he had confronted me, my werewolf friend, Hobart, put the scare into him. Nathanial eyed Cho as if that particular memory had surfaced. Cho looked as mild-tempered and nonthreatening as Nathanial, with his soft, boyish features. You can't always judge a book by its cover, I always say.

      Nathanial paused next to Nicolas looking relaxed and perhaps a wee bit too comfortable with things. We'd have to change that.

      “Your weapon. The dagger,” Nicolas said. “It must be made of pure silver.”

      “It is.”

      “It is highly poisonous to a vampire.”

      “Yeah. Duh. The Dagger of Delphi is meant to maim vampires and kill demons,” I said, chin up. “It was given to me because I'm the sibyl.” He hadn't believed I could be the sibyl when we first breached this subject a little over a month ago when I first started working for Tremayne.

      Nicolas sighed. “Be that as it may, the poisonous silver has entered his system deeply and at this moment is slowly killing Bjorn.”

      My chest became tight. “But I'm here,” I said, hardly knowing what more to say. Nicolas didn't look upset about it at all.

      “You have been hard to reach as of late,” he said.

      I squinted at him. Well, excuse me! “If you want my blood for him—”

      “What we need from you is your plasma,” Nicolas interrupted my almost tirade. “You happen to be a perfect match for Bjorn.”

      “Plasma? Really? But I thought my blood—”

      “No. Even if we were to drain you completely, your blood wouldn't be enough for him to heal from all the damage that's been done,” he explained patently. “The white blood cells, on the other hand, may be his only hope. It's highly experimental, as it has never been tried on a vampire—but we are hopeful that it may help stop the spread of the poison throughout his system.”

      “I see,” I said, feeling suddenly numb. “You say my plasma?”

      “Yes. It is all we require from you. It can be done in this facility.”

      “Really?” I found that my legs had become weak thinking about being probed with needles. Searching for a handy chair, I found none close by, and nearly leaned into Cho. He seemed to sense my weakened state and braced me with strong hands. The contact was brief, but enough to give me more reads of him, which I wasn't at liberty to mull over at this juncture.

      “But I gave him blood right after,” I said, glancing up at Nicolas.

      “I'm afraid that he took a downward plunge soon after. When he received no more of your blood, the silver, still in his system, had begun to poison him.”

      “I didn't know. I had no idea.” I sagged. Cho grabbed me, his arm around my waist, as I fell against him. He was stronger and more solid than he looked.

      “Would you like to see him?” Nicolas suggested.

      “What?” I looked up. “Can I?”

      “Of course,” Nicolas said and moved to gesture toward the open stairs. I pulled away from Cho, and followed him toward the steps which led up. I came up behind Nicolas who was half way up the winding stairs, my eyes focusing on his expensive, shiny black shoes (instead of his ass). I noticed the heels were not worn down much. With Cho behind me, I felt safe, at least from attack from behind. Nicolas was still under Tremayne's beck and call, apparently. But I somehow didn't trust his act.

      We all gathered before the only door, apparently, on this floor at the end of a short hallway that bent in the concave fashion as the rest of the place had.

      He turned to me. “I warn you, it will be difficult to take—how he looks. And the smell is nearly intolerable. You need not stay any longer than a moment, but he will be glad that you came.”

      I nodded, not quite knowing what to expect. My stomach churned as my werewolf sense of smell heightened my olfactory. I didn't need anything to enhance the smell of rotting flesh mixed with chemical and medicinal odors coming from this room. It was so horrible I had to put a hand to my nose and mouth.

      “Here,” Nicolas said, turning to Nathanial who handed him something white.

      He held out a doctor's mask to me. “It won't help the smell by much, but it is required to be worn when you step into the room.”

      I slipped it on, fumbling with the strings, but Nicolas tied it in the back for me.

      He then turned and knocked softly, holding the doorknob ready to open it. When someone answered quietly—so quiet that even with my Were hearing it was soft as a whisper—he opened the door.

      I was hit right away by the stench of rotting flesh. I retched. I couldn't walk into the room until I had hold of my gag reflexes. Cho's hand on me, I glanced back at him.

      “Should I come with you?” he asked.

      “No. I'm sure it isn't necessary,” I said through the mask and held my hand over it, pinching my nose and trying to breathe only through my mouth. I needed some menthol rub to block the nasty smells.

      “Sabrina is here, sire,” Nicolas said, holding the door open. Tremayne was Nicolas' sire, and although Tremayne was weak, Nicolas must still feel some thread of obligation and duty to him, in his last hours. I still did not trust this fully, and my insides were shuddering.

      “Sabrina?” a feeble voice sounding like that of an old man spoke. It was not the rich baritone that I associated with Tremayne. I looked into the room, past the massive white column, which in this case was protected by a white steel railing, to keep a person, I suppose, from tripping on the base that extended a foot away from it on the floor. Lining one wall were brown dressers, cluttered with pictures and vases of flowers. A white afghan was folded over the back of a cranberry-red arm chair at the end of the room. Next to it a small end table with a lamp. The clean aesthetic furnishings and white walls exemplified a feng-shui style that was strikingly different from the rest of the condo.

      I could not see past the corner, but I knew someone else was in the room besides the one who occupied the large bed.

      The man was sitting up, the bed was the kind that could let the person sit up. At the end was a large, intricately carved wooden chest. It looked old, and yet well cared for. Various monitors were set up to one side of the bed. The heart monitor blipped once while I stood there. Contrary to popular myth vampires were not dead—or “undead”. They had a heartbeat, but was very slow. This explained their longevity. Their metabolism was so slow that they could live forever.

      My eyes ventured to the person reclined in the bed. His face was ashen in color, with a webbing of wrinkles all over the skin as though it were made of crinkled rice paper. Snow-white hair sparsely covered his head. His hands were wrapped in gauze. My Knowing informed me that the stench was coming from his hands—and other extremities, where the flesh rotted, including the nose, which I found hard to stare at him for more than a few seconds.

      I heard a sound, like the crash of a wave, and call of a gull. My eyes were pulled to the wall in front of the bed. There appeared to be a large window, but I knew it wasn't. It was a large-screen TV, showing a sandy beach over aqua waters. Possibly something that made Tremayne happy—the sea, seeing that he was a Viking at one time. I figured it must be a DVD put into a player so as to interrupt all the whiteness and trick the mind into believing they were not down below the earth's surface.

      “Sabrina, you came,” the man in the bed said in a wispy voice. His lips were thin, and the cheek bones sharp beneath the paper-thin skin. His once aqua eyes were now a dull gray. His lips drew back, revealing dingy, yellow teeth of what may in time become a cadaver. My heart sank further than it had already been. A few strands of his remaining hair fell off his head and landed on his shoulder like gossamer. This could not be the strong, handsome Viking I knew. How could he have gone from that huge, strong, handsome vampire guy, to this, in such a short time? My heart squeezed with pain to see him this way.

      “Yes,” I said, wavering on the need to exit the room as quickly as possible, and wanting to cry and vomit at the same time. My hand went down and clutched a railing along the wall. “I'm here. I'll help you, if I can.”

      “Good. Good.” The heart monitor blipped again, the sound oddly loud.

      A thin woman moved into view—the person I knew to be in the room with him. She floated out from around the wall wearing mint green scrubs, like a nurse. I had only to look at her ears to know she was an elf. His elves took care of him, best they could. But all this made my heart shatter into pieces, while a sharp emotion of desperation filled me. I didn't know who it came from, since I couldn't read vampires, nor elves. Me?

      “We need to keep him quiet,” she said gently, and gestured to us to leave the room. I was relieved to not have to stay in that room another second.

      A hand clutched my shoulder and ushered me out. Devastated, I turned into the only available arms as the door shut behind me. I cried against the strong, broad chest. Then pulled off the mask in order to suck in some fresh air that wasn't tainted by death or chemicals.

      “Sabrina,” Nicolas' voice rumbled above my head, and in the chest I wept against. “Sabrina, you must get hold of yourself.”

      I looked up, my face wet with tears, and my nose oozing snot—I was a mess. I needed to get away from him, too. I knew my touching Nicolas was a big mistake.

      Looking put out, Nicolas produced the usual silk hanky.

      I blubbered my thank you, half-way wanting to chuckle because it seemed there had been numerous times when he had helped me dry my tears this same way. I turned away and honked into his hanky. “I'm sorry.”

      “It is understandable. You couldn't have known that what you had done would eventually kill him.”

      “I didn't do it,” I said, my voice a little more angry and edgy than I intended.

      “But it is your weapon, is it not?”

      Cho moved in a little closer, protectively. Nicolas' eyes darted warily to him. I put my hand out to Cho to keep him at bay. Nicolas could kill him in a blink, if he wanted. I didn't want someone else's life on my conscience because of something I did.

      Keeping my eyes on Nicolas, I said, “Yes. But it was put away in a drawer at the time, in another room. I won't go into details as to what we were doing at the time, but I did not have any way of getting to it.”

      “But, from Bjorn's account there were only the three of you in that room at the time,” he argued. Oh, jeez!

      “Yes, and as we were all… busy, it's not likely either me, or the other lady could have gotten up and gone and got the dagger!”

      “Who then?”

      I realized we were having this discussion right outside the door to Tremayne's room. I stepped away, and Nicolas followed me as I continued down the steps. I didn't stop until I got to the lower floor. Wiping my tears on the black silk hanky, I turned to watch Nicolas and Cho step down into the lower level with me.

      “The dagger is able to go after vampires and demons all on its own,” I said. “I don't need to touch it.” I had decided to not tell the whole truth. Dante was the one who took the dagger out of the drawer, came to the room—invisible—and stabbed Tremayne after the whole thing was finished. Dante had meant to stop Tremayne from “hurting” me—at least that was his story. But I felt it was a jealousy thing. Tremayne had finally had his way with me, after tricking me. Somehow I'd been tricked into thinking I'd removed my right-hand glove where I wore the mystic ring, which thwarted all vampire thralls, but had really removed the left hand glove.

      Nicolas stepped away from me. “You should never have told me this,” he said, irritably.

      “Why?”

      He turned back to eye me. “Because you have made an enemy out of the vampire world.”

      “Oh, well, jeez, like this is something new?”

      His frown hardened, and one brow arched. “Indeed. You should be thankful you are still alive.”

      “Is that a threat?” I put my left fist on my waist and held my right hand at the ready.

      He smiled, it didn't reach his eyes. “Ilona is not likely to take what you have been doing sitting down.”

      “You mean my stopping the vampires from attacking humans? Sorry. I'm not going to let them take over my corner of the world,” I said.

      “Your little forays to kill a few of us is futile.” He gloated as though he knew something I didn't.

      “So,” I said, folding my arms across my chest and stepping a little closer to him, “you're all for the Hunting Humans Act, are you?”

      His dark eyes squeezed at me. “In my capacity I must uphold Vampire Law.”

      “What capacity?”

      “I am acting magnate of the eastern half of the United States.”

      “But Tremayne's against it,” I argued.

      “He's hardly in a place to uphold or shoot down any ruling no matter what it is.”

      I stared back at him, realization making my stomach hurt. If Tremayne died Nicolas would be in charge. He wasn't against hunting humans at all, I could see it in his eyes, and he was a pompous Romanian-vampire with plenty of attitude. Not only that, I was certain he knew about Ilona's plans to murder her husband, me, Dante and Bjorn two months back. His previous scion, Toby Hunt, had been the murderer who drank the blood of his victims—vampires—and then became a vampire himself after three consecutive nights of such activities. Bjorn had killed Toby before he could kill me—exacting his revenge on him for killing his wife.

      I paused, adrenaline making me jumpy. “I just have one question.”

      “What is it?”

      “If Tremayne dies who would you answer to?”

      His chin jutted out. “No one. There is no one else older than I in the whole world of vampires.”

      “You're mistaken,” I said low, holding his gaze. “There's one.”

      “Who?”

      “Vasyl.”

      He laughed. “He is a rogue.”

      “Ah, yes, but so is Tremayne even now,” I argued. “But he's your sire, and you have to do his bidding. Once he's out of the way, you'll take over the American Vampire Association. I can see how that would work nicely for you and Ilona.” I paused and delivered the zinger. “When's the wedding?”

      I didn't think I'd be able to surprise Nicolas with my little jab, but I had. Looking away, he adjusted his tie and said nothing.

      I smirked. “Bringing me here wasn't your doing at all, but Tremayne's. Yeah, I get that.”

      He squinted at me, then a smile crept across his handsome face. I wasn't stupid. He was simply going through with the motions, bringing me here, showing Tremayne I had shown up, only to give him false hope. The bastard. I'd had visions of things going way wrong at some point while I was here.

      “In fact, I'm guessing, if you had it your way you'd let him die,” I added.

      “There is only so much I can do,” he said, doing a one-shoulder shrug, smiling smugly.

      I turned to Cho and said, “You understand that if I never make it to wherever it is I have to go to give my plasma, Tremayne will die.” It was cleaver of him to have me show my face to Tremayne, and then, kill me. Or try to.

      “You will make it, Ms. Strong,” Cho said confidently. “And Mr. Tremayne will live. I have great faith in you, and my throwing sticks.” He made a bow.

      I bowed back, then turned to Nicolas. “Which way?”

      He turned and gave Nathan a nod. I had forgotten all about Nathan.

      The little shit pulled out a gun and pointed it at us.
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      I wasn't worried about the gun. The gun was a no-brainer. It was Nicolas who I was worried about.

      Cho made his lightning move with a swish of his foot. The gun flew out of Nathan's hand, hit the ceiling, fell and discharged with an odd pop. The slug must have hit a concrete wall, because it pinged and hit something that stopped it. None of us were hit.

      “RI-I-I-ICK!” I yelled, moving behind the large pillar in the center of the room. Nicolas lunged for the gun, pushing his puny scion out of the way. Nathan fell with a thud and slid about a foot on the highly polished floorboards.

      A displacement of molecules filled the space around me. Rick, the leprechaun, appeared in front of me.

      “Hi, toots.” Rick said, his eyes swimming around to take things in. “Whoa, shit!” Upon seeing the gun aimed at us, he snapped his fingers. The gun became a can of tuna fish. Nicolas held it out and then realized he was holding a deadly can of sorry Charley. The look on his face was priceless. He dropped the can to the floor and it rolled along and disappeared behind the massive column, and wound up underneath the elegant dining table.

      Nicolas swore in his native tongue. It sounded pretty nasty. Then he pointed at me with his finger—not the nasty one.

      “By the way, Ms. Strong. You're fired.”

      “I beg your pardon?” I said, slightly surprised, and couldn't help a small chuckle. Oh, ow.

      “You. Are. Fired. Your services are no longer needed.”

      “Who died and made you in charge?”

      “Bjorn. He's given me power of attorney. I am letting you go.”

      “Oh, well, thank God, because this job really sucks!” Face burning, I turned to leave. The door was still open to the short hall. Both Rick and Cho's footsteps thumping right behind me. Instinct told me not to go out the way we came in. The way I had to go was through the second door to our right. I took three steps and we all stopped. The six thousand pound door was closed.

      “Girlfriend, why is it you're always neck deep in vampires whenever you call me?”

      “So you feel wanted.” I smiled. Meanwhile my heart beat like a bongo drum in the jungle.

      “Not in the way I want to feel wanted,” Rick said, a sour look on his face. “What's the deal? Where the hell are we?” The usual armless shirt and coat covered him, and he wore a White Sox hat, backwards.

      “Down in a subterranean condominium made from an old missile silo.”

      “Cool!”

      “And we need to get to wherever the sanguine team is to take my plasma so that Tremayne will get it and be healed.”

      “Nice.” Rick stepped up beside me.

      “Do you know where?” I asked.

      “Beats me.” The armless leprechaun shrugged. Hands, which were attached to the shoulders by a few inches of wrist went palms up.

      “Eh, who's your friend?” Rick looked up at Cho. Cho towered over Rick who came almost to my shoulders.

      “Cho, this is Rick. Rick this is Cho. Cho is a black belt. Rick's a leprechaun,” I introduced.

      “Nice to meetcha,” Rick said, and Cho bowed.

      “So, where are we headed? This is a dead end. Isn't it?”

      “No. It's a door. We need to get on the other side of this door.”

      “Well, why didn't you say so, toots?”

      I had Rick with me. Who needs doors? He snapped his fingers and the door opened. We now looked out into an odd-looking hallway. Odd because the hallway was basically a huge tube with an open metal platform to walk along. I now knew what a hamster felt like.

      Cho looked around himself, trying to figure out how the door had opened in an unusual way. He smoothly took it all in with all the aplomb of a Ninja who had just jumped over a two story building.

      “Now what?” Rick asked.

      I pointed as I walked. “This way.”

      The tunnel ahead of us narrowed as if into infinity. If I wasn't a clairvoyant, I'd have no idea where I was going. But I knew that I had to get to the end of this tunnel. Our footsteps clanged along over the steel mesh ramp. Cho stayed behind to watch our backs.

      “Since you called me, does this mean you're not mad at me anymore?” Rick asked.

      I rolled my eyes upward. “Yes. I'm not mad at you, Rick. I can't stay mad at you. You didn't do anything. Or, at least you weren't really aware what Tremayne was up to.”

      “No. He made it sound like you were into him and he wanted to be with you, and the only way he could do it is—”

      I cleared my throat to interrupt him. I did not want him to blabber what Tremayne had wanted to do with me, especially in front of Cho, who was basically a stranger. “I know. But here I am and I'm going to help him.”

      “That's great. He needs your help,” Rick said.

      “Tell me about it! I just saw him! Plus you saw how pleasant Nicolas was about all of it.”

      “You saw Bjorn?” Rick asked, sounding unnerved.

      “Yes.”

      “When?”

      “Just now.”

      “You mean he's here?”

      “Yes,” I said looking down at him as we strode along.

      “How is he? How's he look?”

      “Bad. Really, really bad. He's slowly dying.”

      “Oh, wow. Crap on fairies.” He looked up at me. “Excuse my language.”

      “You're excused. I'm going to give them my plasma. You think it'll work?”

      “I don't see why not,” he said. “Your blood made him stronger that one time.”

      “Yeah. That one time. It's been weeks since. Now—God—his face was all old, and his nose and fingers were rotting off him.”

      “Eww! TMI!” Rick shivered.

      We were nearly to the end of the tube-like hall.

      “And here we have another huge steel door,” I said looking at it.

      “What sort of door is this anyway?” Rick asked, puzzled.

      “This is a bomb blast door,” I said, and screwed up my face. My Knowing was awesome.

      “What in Fairy Land is that?” Rick asked.

      “They would close it to keep themselves from being knocked out from the blast, or the debris,” Cho explained.

      “It must weigh a ton!” Rick said. “You want that I get us over to the other side?”

      Cho moved in front of us and, hands on one of the steel bars, pushed. The door swung inward. “Three tons to be exact.”

      I gasped. “How did you do that?”

      “It isn't that hard to push. They were made for one man to push open, or close,” Cho explained.

      “Wow,” I said.

      “Cool.” Rick strode through.

      “It's actually amazing that these are intact. Many of them buckled under their own weight,” Cho said, examining the door. “There are those who question whether they would have stood a blast at all.”

      “Yeah, be happy they didn't have to find out,” Rick said looking around.

      “Yeah. Right?”

      “This place is awesome!” Rick's voice went high with excitement.

      I stepped into a dim hall lit in calming green lights. Sounds of voices preceded someone surging through the next door. The man appeared and I was never so happy to see Morkel as I did now. I went up and hugged him.

      “Ms. Strong?” Morkel said, surprised, not quite understanding my sudden affections.

      “We had some trouble back there,” Rick said, by way of explanation.

      “Trouble? What trouble?” Morkel wondered.

      I stepped away from him, letting my arms flop to my sides. “Nicolas isn't a team player.”

      “How's that?”

      “He had a gun,” Rick explained.

      “Really?” The six foot elf took me in. “Are you alright?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Then he fired me.” I had to chuckle. Rick chuckled too.

      “That's rich,” Rick said.

      “Fired you!” Morkel said, looking surprised.

      “Well, you know that he and Ilona are plotting the overthrow of the NAVA. Sucking humans dry is on their agenda. Then go on to rule the world, eventually.”

      “No. I didn't—I mean, I knew they were up to no good, of course.” Morkel said, still giving me a questioning look. “Didn't you use your ring to control him?”

      “Oh,” I said, brow rumpling. “I didn't think of it. Everything happened so fast!”

      Hand up he said, “Not to worry. Everyone is alright, and you are here, and that's what counts.” He turned to Rick and Cho. “Gentlemen, if you don't mind waiting in the waiting room?” He gestured to a small opening. “Sabrina, come with me.”

      “No problem,” Rick said. He and Cho went into a waiting room off the main room.

      Morkel led me through a partition. The walls were still circular, and there was the large pillar that held the whole thing together.

      “At any rate, as you can see we've been expecting you.” Morkel gestured toward three women elves who were waiting for me next to one of those movable partitions. A chair that reminded me a little of a dentist's resided next to a strange apparatus with tubes running all around it and down to what looked like a clear container. It all made me pause. A much cruder form of this had existed on Black Veil. But this was super clean and looked highly mechanical.

      “Well, if Nicolas had his way, you'd be waiting forever,” I quipped, trying to hide my discomfort over a machine that would somehow separate the plasma from my blood. “Get me hooked up. I just left Tremayne's side. He won't make it through the night.”

      “We need to do a little prep first,” Morkel said. “We already know that you are a donor match for him.”

      “I had no idea,” I said.

      “That was why we sent for you. It was imperative that you should give as soon as possible. We'll require you to give again in 48 hours.”

      “You mean I have to stay here?” I said, not prepared to do that.

      “No. There is a donation site much closer to you. The plasma can be sent from there. But tonight we needed you to give the first donation.”

      “Oh.” My relief spilled from me. “Yeah. You'll be able to give him my plasma as soon as I give it, right?”

      “Right,” Morkel said. “You might as well have a seat.” He motioned to the reclining chair. I slid onto the chair, my body quaking. I never liked giving blood, and thought I'd never get used to it.

      “We need to take a finger stick test, first,” the nurse nearest me said. “It's required to see where the hematocrit and protein levels are at.”

      I had to take off my left glove—the one closest to the machine. She took my hand with her own disposable Latex-gloved hands and chose the middle finger. She stuck me.

      “Ow,” I said when I felt the prick at my finger.

      “Sorry.” She took her sample and swept through the room, and disappeared around the partition.

      Morkel seated himself in a chair and leaned forward. “We will make an appointment for you from here at the BioPlasma center near you.”

      “Okay,” I said. “How long will this take?”

      “Since we have you already tested for everything, you shouldn't be longer than an hour to an hour and a half.” He stood. “I'll leave you to our capable nurses. However, afterwards I must speak to you about what is happening, and what might happen, if Tremayne doesn't make it.”

      I winced. “I'm hoping like hell that he does make it. If Nicolas and Ilona take over, humans will be attacked everywhere—not just in my neck of the woods. And I really can't cover all of the world, let alone the whole dang United States.”

      He smiled and patted my hand. “We'll take care of you, and Mr. Tremayne. Never fear.”

      “I'm having Rick take me home, by the way. You probably should have had him bring me here to begin with,” I suggested.

      “Stefan wasn't overly aggressive toward you, I hope?” he said with concern.

      “Oh, no, he was fine.”

      “Besides, we arranged that Mr. Cho be your guardian, should something happen,” he said.

      “And it sure did.”
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      Exhaustion had caught up with me while they took my plasma. I wasn't comfortable enough to nod off, but my eye lids drooped, and I did shut them a few times. My breathing leveled off. Checking my watch again, midnight had come and gone. I'd been hooked up to the machine for ten minutes. I couldn't take a nap because I had to clench and unclench my fist during this whole process. I glanced over to the machine to see my blood travel through the lengths of tubes and through the odd enclosed round things (I was told it was a centrifuge), on the machine and here the plasma is separated. A murky liquid (my plasma), flowed back into the same tube and was collected in a bag down near the floor. After watching that for a moment I felt light headed again. I quit watching it and looked up at the ceiling.

      “Hi, how are you doing?” the elf nurse who stepped into view asked.

      “Okay. A little cold,” I said, noticing she'd brought me a blanket.

      “Here,” she said, opening up the blanket and settled it over me. “This should help.”

      “Thanks.” I became cold when the saline solution was pumped in—a weird sensation, like someone pumped me with ice water. Plus, it gave me the oddest metallic taste, like I held a penny in my mouth. I tried to not look or think about my blood being drawn out of me. But it was difficult, as I was totally aware of it all. Like being in a dentist's chair, only not quite as bad.

      The nurse dipped and checked the plasma bag. “Everything is going along fine. You should be done shortly.” She stood and left me.

      Twenty-five minutes later I was done—happy it had not taken a full hour.

      “Thank you,” I said to the nurse who unhooked me.

      The other elf-nurse unhooked the bag of plasma. “Looks like a little over a quart. Nice donation. We'll get this to Mr. Tremayne at once.”

      “Thank you,” I said again for possibly the fourth time.

      I was given last minute instructions, telling me to drink plenty of fluids, and one of them handed me a bottle of cold water, and she led me back out to the sitting area. Feeling a little light headed I dropped into the soft leather sofa.

      Rick and Cho bounded down the stairs to my right.

      “Hey, girlfriend! How'd it go?” Rick asked, enthusiastically.

      “Okay.” I absently rubbed my arm where the needle had been.

      “Cho here is an excellent Wii player,” Rick said, stepping further into the room.

      “Where were you guys?” I asked.

      “Upstairs. They've got a whole game and entertainment room up there.”

      “Leather lounge chairs,” Cho added, smiling over at Rick.

      “I could live here!” Rick said with a dreamy look on his face.

      Cho sat down in a chair next to me. “All is well?”

      I looked into his dark eyes and nodded. “They have the plasma, and took it to Bjorn.” I paused. “I need a bathroom.”

      “They have one through there,” Rick pointed. He would know, as he must have used it.

      I stood, and felt only slightly woozy, but gathered myself and padded off through the portal that curved around, my hands using the walls for support. I found the bathroom to be more luxurious than I'd expected. Completely tiled in some sort of brown stone, there was a jacuzzi and a large shower with three heads. Nice. I got the feeling that this was the same basic pattern as the condo we had left moments ago, where Tremayne was.

      After doing my business I washed my hands with a foaming soap. I looked at myself in the mirror, thinking I could sure use my brush. The sight of the man over my shoulder in the mirror shocked me and I made a start, then felt ridiculous two seconds later. I knew who it was.

      Dante came out of the mirror and appeared in physical form behind me. “I've got you.” His arms curled around my body to steady me.

      “Oh, goddess,” I said as I fell into his embrace both elated, and slightly annoyed.

      “Will you never get used to finding me in mirrors?” he asked, a little chuckle in his voice.

      “No,” I said against his chest, and play-slapped him on the shoulder.

      “I'm sorry that I couldn't help you, earlier,” he said, readjusting his hold on me. “No mirrors. They may have taken them out as a precaution.”

      “I don't think they could have known about how you get around,” I argued.

      “Believe me, they know. After seeing me as an Undead, they would know. Besides, I've been watching and listening whenever I can.”

      “Rats!” I made a dull snap of my fingers. “If Cho and Rick, hadn't been here, things would have gone really bad.”

      He pulled away from me. I frowned with a thought. “You don't watch me when I…” I trailed off.

      He laughed. “I turn away when you are in your private moments. Always.” It was weird and disconcerting to know that someone was always able to see me from the other side. He was like a ghost who could appear in the room with me if there was a mirror handy.

      “Good.” I tried to move away, but he held me still. I looked questioningly up at him. His fingers found and lifted my chin. He looked deeply into my eyes.

      “You are sure you feel alright?”

      I paused. “Actually, I feel a little light-headed, like someone took a lot of something out of me.”

      “They did. Let's try something,” he said. He leaned in and I let him kiss me. His kisses always made my stomach flutter. This one gave me a fluttering, but also a little thrill went through my body. The thrill left me feeling invigorated.

      “Oh, wow…” I trailed off and drew my head down to rest on his broad chest. He held me. I had no idea he could do the same for me that I did for him. He made a low chuckle.

      “Better?” he asked.

      “Better,” I said. His arms left me and I stepped away from him. “Thanks.”

      “No problem, my Lady.” He bowed to me slightly.

      I turned and opened the door. We stepped out together. “The others are going to wonder how you got in.”

      “Let them wonder,” he said, smirking.

      I laughed and we strolled back into the front room where not only Rick and Cho waited, but also Morkel.

      “Dante! When did you get here?” Rick said, looking happily surprised.

      “Just now,” Dante said.

      “Wonderful,” Morkel said. “Now that we have everyone here, we need to go over a few things.”

      “When do we go after Nicolas?” I asked.

      “We do not,” he said, blinking as though I'd interrupted him.

      “What? After what he almost did?” Rick protested. “He held a gun on us! He was going to shoot—”

      Morkel held up a hand to quiet Rick. “Yes. Especially after what he almost did.”

      “Well, that sucks!” Rick whined.

      “As a matter of fact, you are going to take a break in going after the vampires.”

      “What?” Both Rick and I squeaked. Morkel's steady sky-blue gaze withered my boldness.

      “I know that I have been encouraging you in your endeavors, but for right now, we are going to have to have you hold off on this activity.”

      Rick and I made small noises of protest.

      “The reason being is that we've stirred the hornet's nest enough for now. And,” he went on, hands clasped together forefingers pointed at me, “Sabrina I needn't remind you that you are the one and only reigning sibyl. As such, your life is now way too important for you to be taunting vampires.”

      I hung my head. Apparently, I was not to become the kick-ass vampire slayer. Damn.

      “Also, in light of recent developments, you need to speak to your family members about the vampires. They need to know about them.”

      My gaze lifted to Dante, who had expressed the same thing to me earlier. He gave me a knowing look, but he didn't gloat. He wasn't like that.

      I sat back feeling as though the walls were caving in on me. How would I tell my brother (who would either laugh, or call the men in white coats—or both), vampires existed? And, do it without scaring the living daylights out of his wife (who would also question my sanity).

      “But I thought there was a ward on their house,” I argued.

      “There is,” he agreed.

      “I put a good one on it,” Rick chimed in.

      “I know you did, Rick. However, like with Sabrina's house, it is only good while they are in it, or on the property. Once away from it, they are vulnerable.”

      What was left of my good mood deflated with the crush of this new challenge.

      “Now, Dante.” Morkel turned to him. “Since you are able to keep watch over everyone wherever they may be, I need your services, if I may?”

      “Of course,” Dante said.

      “I need you to spy on what Ilona is doing at all times. If we do not know what the enemy is doing, she may find some new way of attacking us.”

      “I can do that, but I need the portal avenue of a mirror. They now know what I am and may have removed all mirrors from wherever they gather.”

      “That's problematic,” Morkel said.

      “What about bathrooms?” I said.

      Rick groaned.

      Morkel darted a look my way. “These could have been removed too, but there must be ways to get around this, surely?”

      “Any bathroom will do,” Dante said with a smirk.

      “If you have no other alternative, try the hotel rooms,” Morkel suggested with a smirk. “They can't have removed every mirror in both hotels.”

      “My suite,” I put in.

      “That will work,” Dante said with a crooked smile. “Then I can move about without being seen, go to wherever they might be.”

      “Good,” Morkel said.

      “I wasn't allowed to bring my purse inside. I have my compact in there.” I paused, eyes pinched. “Plus other things. I need to get it back.”

      “And our coats,” Cho reminded. “And my things as well.”

      “Oh, right. The coats and my purse, my wallet, and Cho's things, are all up in the cabin, where we started.” I slid my glance to Cho. “Guarded by Werewolves.” We exchanged knowing grins.

      “Wind,” he reminded.

      “Lots of wind damage,” I agreed and we both chuckled at our private joke.

      “Oh-h, I get it,” Rick said, as if understanding something more lewd.

      “So, you'll work on informing your brother and his wife about the vampires?” Morkel said.

      “Yeah.” I rose to my feet. Somehow.

      “I will call you with the appointment for your next donation of plasma,” Morkel said. “We will need it day after tomorrow.”

      “I'll be ready.”

      “Rick,” Morkel turned to the leprechaun.

      “Right here.”

      “You can get everyone up top?”

      “No problem, as long as the guys don't mind holding hands.” He snickered.

      “I'm capable of leaving on my own,” Dante said and turned to me. “If you need me, open up your compact and call me. I'll pop in.” Like some sort of weird transmitting device.

      “Right.” I looked at Rick and then to Cho. “I think Cho roughed them up plenty, but if they need a repeat lesson in manners, I don't think he'll mind giving them one.”

      Cho bowed with a smile.

      I took Rick's hand and Cho took the other. Rick magically took us back up top, inside the cabin. Whenever he popped me through ley lines it was different than when I do it myself. It's very uncomfortable. I feel squeezed, at first, then as though my whole body was pulled through a keyhole. But not quite as unpleasant as it sounds.

      Feet back on the ground—or in this case, polished wood—I looked around myself. Feet rocking as I landed unbalanced and nearly fell, my hand jerked from Rick's grasp.

      “You okay, Brie?” Rick's voice rose with concern.

      “Yeah, yeah. Crap, it's dark in here,” I said, waiting for my eyes to adjust. The only light came from the dying embers of the fire. No lights were on.

      “Where's my purse?” I asked, looking around to find the counter where our things had been.

      “Your purse is here,” Cho said. I turned to his shadow against the glowing embers, looked down to find he had my purse in his hand.

      “Thanks.” I took it and peered inside to find everything was there. “Where's our coats?”

      “I wonder if they hung them up,” Cho said, looking around at the walls.

      “Wait, what's this on the floor?” Rick said.

      “That's them,” Cho said.

      Hand in my purse, I riffled around. “Hey! Where's my squirt gun!” My hand hit everything, including my brush and one of the bore-hair bristles stabbed underneath my fingernails. “Ow! Damn it!”

      “Shhh!”

      “What—”

      A loud noise shattered the quiet of the cabin, and the flash burned my retinas. The smell of gun powder and my brain panicked.

      “Holy shit! Grab my hand! NOW!”

      A hand grasped mine.

      Something thudded nearby. A crash of glass echoed in my ears as my being was swept away into the cosmos. Cold rippled across my face, then heat, then cold again. I was aware of pain over my shoulder. It was like something was burning me.

      Everything stopped, except for the ringing in my ears.

      “Oh-oh,” Rick said. “Sabrina? You okay?”

      Eyes closed, I opened them and saw Rick's face upside down in my field of vision. At the same time, I found myself flat on the floor.

      I lifted my head. It felt like a giant water balloon ready to explode.

      Cho and Rick were both there at my side helping me sit up.

      “Where are we?”

      “Your place.” Snap! Lights went on.

      “She's bleeding,” Cho said.

      “What?” I said. “Where?”

      “Shoulder.” Rick pointed at my shoulder

      I looked down, my eyes straining to see my shoulder. Red stuff—my blood—soaked the front of my shirt. Little pinpricks of stars danced across my vision. “Vasyl,” was all I could manage to say before my lights went out.
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      Heat enveloped me as I looked around. The land looked like a moonscape.

      “Hihanni-waste,” Dante said. “Welcome. My Lady.”

      “Where am I?” I asked, my voice sounding strange to my ears.

      “This area is Death Valley, and this spot is called Dante's View.”

      I looked out at the stretch of parched land. The panorama was that of a mountainside, the colors in the lightest peach, mauve, and ocher.

      “I can see why you'd choose to be here,” I said. “Your namesake's on it. It's quiet.” I looked around. “No one here.”

      “Very quiet,” he said. We looked at one another. His long black hair fluttered in a slight breeze. “You can't come over. Not yet.”

      “Why not?” I argued mildly. “I'm tired of fighting vampires and the bad guys shooting at me. Maybe finally they got me.”

      “No. They didn't. I'm sending you back and I'll be there to tend your wound. So… shoo.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “She's coming around.”

      “About time.”

      “Mon amour.”

      My eyelids felt heavy when I tried to open them. A mauve colored ceiling met my vision as I slitted my eyes. I frowned. “Where am I?”

      “Home,” Vasyl's voice at my right ear, his breath tickled and I shook my head.

      His hand, I realized, held mine. Finally, I peeped up at him. Regally handsome face, I stared into black pupils ringed with light violet. Relief wash over me as I recognized my bedroom, and Vasyl being with me only reinforced my feeling of security. Weakly, I reached up, caught his black coiled hair in my fingers. Silky and thick. A smile stretched my lips. Why had I been dreaming of Dante? The aroma of a barn filled me—Vasyl's individual scent. I then realized my glove was missing. I didn't know where it was, or how it was not on my hand. I allowed the feel of his satiny curls against my fingers sooth me. It was something elementally close to petting a cat.

      “You were shot, but the bullet did not enter your body,” Vasyl said. “It was only a—how you say—flesh wound?”

      “No way!” I pushed up on my elbows. The pain in my shoulder seared through me and I fell back. “Shit!” I looked over at the group clustered in the wide door of the bedroom. I found three pairs of eyes taking me in. “What happened? Do you remember?” I looked to Rick.

      “Someone in that cabin shot at us,” Rick said. “I got you out of there as fast as I could, but you went down.”

      Pain in my shoulder twinged like a hot branding iron was put to it. Gasping as I touched it. I examined it out of the corner of my eyes, lifting my shirt away. A large bandage covered it. “Who patched me up?”

      “Dante,” Rick said.

      “Dante and I,” Vasyl said with barely veiled contempt. His eyes lifted as he gave Dante a heated glare. He may have been pacing outside, waiting for me to return and realized we were home. I'd missed out on the two men fighting over who would fix my owie. Darn.

      “Okay,” I said, impatiently. “Someone in that building—not naming names—wanted to shoot me.”

      “They did!” Rick said, hands out.

      “And if it weren't for you, they might have plugged me good,” I said.

      “Damn straight!”

      “How did you get us out of there? Don't you have to grab our hands?” I asked, trying to remember our exit.

      “Cho grabbed you and I grabbed his arm.”

      No wonder I'd had an odd lifting sensation that ended in one of falling.

      “Boy, Sabrina, they want you to disappear like Jimmy Hoffa,” Rick said.

      “You think?” I said. Vasyl plumped up some pillows, arranging them against the head board so I could sit up. I leaned back into them with his help.

      “Thank you,” I said looking up at him. He smiled in that monastic way of his.

      “I called Andrew,” Rick said. He only called Morkel by his first name. “Told him what happened.”

      “Good.” I turned back to Vasyl. “What time is it?”

      “Three in the morning,” Cho said after glancing at his watch.

      “Yeah? Wow. I haven't been up this late in a long while,” Rick said, then yawned. “Hey, Brie, if you don't need me any more…”

      “Yeah, sure,” I said. “Go home. And thanks.”

      “Sweetheart, I had more fun with you on a Sunday night than I would have at Tom's Hideaway,” he said and snapped his fingers and vanished.

      “Actually, everyone is excused. Dante, thank you,” I said and caught his eyes. He made a deep bow to me with a fist over his heart.

      “Blessings to you and yours, my Lady,” Dante said and straightened. “It has been a long night. And it looks like you're in capable hands.” On that note, he vanished also. That left Cho.

      “Oh! I forgot.” I looked up at Vasyl. “It would seem I've picked up a human protector. Have you met Ty Cho?”

      “Yes. He explained everything,” Vasyl said, looking okay about it.

      “Good,” I said, feeling suddenly sleepy, and yawned. “Could you show Ty the guest bedroom upstairs?”

      “Of course. Which one?”

      “My father's old room should work,” I said.

      Vasyl kissed the back of my hand and rose. “I will be back shortly.”

      I smiled at Vasyl, then looked at Cho. “Did you manage to snag your duffel bag?”

      “I did,” Cho said and bowed. “It has been a pleasure serving you, Sabrina.”

      My face warmed. “Uh, yeah. Thanks,” I said feeling dorkish. It wasn't nearly enough to just thank him. I owed him quite a bit. Room and board would work, I figured. At least for now. Then, as if my brain didn't have enough to ponder, I wondered how long he was staying with me. Tonight? A week? Forever? Was he supposed to go back to Stefan, eventually? I didn't get those details ironed out before shit hit the proverbial fan. I had thought I was to return on the jet I'd come out on. But that all got pushed under the rug. I couldn't worry about such details. I had to assume that Cho would have called Stefan and told him all about our night. I would get an update later on.

      I moved to adjust myself in bed. Shooting pain in my right shoulder caught me by surprise and I pulled in a sharp intake of air.

      “Ow. Damn it!” I swore. This was the same shoulder as the last time when I was shot, only last time it was my back, this was in my front. Thank goodness whoever shot at me couldn't shoot straight. Of course, it had been dark. But I had a feeling that whoever had shot at me had excellent night vision. That could be either a vampire or a werewolf.

      I never did asked if anyone had seen who it was. It was so dark, if anyone would have seen who, it would have been me, with my better night vision. But everything had happened too quickly.

      Vasyl's foot falls coming down the steps alerted me. That was a quick tour. I hope Vasyl had shown Cho the bathroom, beforehand. Hopefully he turned on some lights for him, too.

      Crap. What was I going to do with another guy in the house? I felt guilty, like the kid who brought home another puppy to feed and take care of. Well, at least Hobart had his own place. He'd been scarce as of late. Today, when he brought the Christmas tree, it was the first time I had seen him in two weeks. I wondered if since Vasyl and I had become husband and wife he hadn't told Hobart to keep away, what with him being a werewolf and our doing it while in our other skins. Yup, I'm pretty sure that was why.

      Vasyl swept into the room and pulled the hundred-plus oak pocket door closed. It was called a pocket door because it slid open and closed on casters, and disappeared inside the wall. The racket startled me out of my thoughts. The noise probably had Cho wondering what the hell it was, too. Vasyl's nimble fingers engaged the lock. We were now alone and no one could get to us, unless they could kick an oak door down. Cho probably could do that, but I was certain he was too tired.

      “How do you feel?” he asked.

      I moved my hand to my opposite shoulder. “Feels achy, and still hurts when I move it.”

      “You need to rest.” He settled on his side beside me. Picking up my hand, he kissed the back of it.

      “I have missed you. I wanted to go to you.”

      “I was fine. I had everyone with me.”

      “You called Rick, instead of me?”

      I twisted my fingers guiltily. “I thought that Rick, with his magic, could do something fast. Like get us the hell out of there. Nicolas held a gun on us. Rick turned it into—” I chuckled suddenly remembering it and now how funny it actually was.

      “What?” His lips fought a grin.

      “He turned the gun into a can of tuna fish.”

      “That is good, no?” Vasyl nodded. “I wish you to not go on any more forays again.”

      “I won't.” I was too tired to tell him why.

      “Good.” He kissed the back of my hand again and then went to kiss my shoulder.

      “I need someone to help me out of my clothes,” I said with a little pout.

      “I would be delighted,” he said with a smirk. “Where shall we begin?” He would make a game of it. He moved to my feet. Of course. My shoes. He gently pulled each boot off and set them down on the side of the bed.

      “I'm not sure what to do about Ty,” I said.

      “Ty will take care of Ty,” he said and pulled my right sock off.

      “You don't mind that I brought him with me?”

      “No. You are gathering your forces. There is going to be a war, and you need all the troops you can get.” He lowered his face to my right foot. A brush of his lips brought me to hysterical giggles.

      He removed the other sock, and reduced me to giggles in the same way. I wasn't sure why I was ticklish on the tops of my feet.

      “There is war in this bed,” he said, crawling up toward me. My giggles dying while looking into his dark violet eyes and feeling somewhat overwhelmed by his sexual aura, which slowly enveloped me like a warm cocoon.

      Fingers easily unfastened my jeans, then hooked into the band. “Lift, cherie,” he said. I bent my knees and pushed to raise my butt from the bed. He peeled my jeans off revealing lacy black panties.

      “Oh, la-la!” His eyes became round and then looked up at me. “These are new, oui?”

      “Oui,” I said on a small giggle.

      “Does it match with…” his eyes went to my chest.

      “Why don't you find out for yourself,” I smirked, and with my left hand, flipped my hair out from behind my head to fan it out on the pillow. Like I was such a floozy.

      Vasyl was not one to rush things. In fact, that was the one thing I liked about his love making. But, he wasted no time to unwrap me, as it were. A string of words that sounded extremely sexy in French escaped his lips when he unveiled the matching bra. Then he landed gentle kisses over my breasts, stomach and neck while he kept repeating in between kisses, “Manifique… manifique… manifique…” as though he'd never touched me before this moment. He'd touched me plenty of times, since we consummated our marriage in Colorado while staying at Lonny's cabin, several days ago.

      Right when I thought he would disrobe me completely, he rose over me and his lips landed over mine. That skillful tongue of his able to make my mind numb with anticipation at what he could do with it… elsewhere. My one hand (because of the wound, I couldn't move my other arm much), traced up his arm, which were corded with muscles that I found had contours over contours. Funny that a former man of the cloth would have muscles. But then, those were different times. His black hair slithered around me, almost as though it were a separate entity or another being entirely, and silkily abused my naked flesh. It wasn't unlike the feel of Dante's generous mane, but there were times when I thought Vasyl's hair actually moved of its own will, erotically teasing my hips, thighs and breasts. I questioned my own sanity at times when I was with Vasyl this way. He could do to me things no man had ever done before. I would not have thought it possible, but he was better than Dante in bed. Of course, he had the vampire pheromones going for him, but he never bit me. Not once. How he was able to resist, I hadn't a clue. But I knew he had become a “vegan” in vampire terms, and drank horse blood primarily.

      Clever fingers slid my panties down slowly, kissing every inch of both thighs as he went. I giggled as he made a return trip, kissing up and up; my skin tingling with delight as he moved closer to the V of my legs. Stirred beyond comprehension, I moaned when he wound his arms beneath my legs and drew them apart, placing me at his disposal. My senses on fire, it was all I could do to stay sane as he ravaged me with his tongue. I may have shrieked a few times, but I was out of my mind, the erotic pleasure he treated me to, putting me elsewhere completely. In fact, I closed my eyes and saw sparkles as I twisted, clenched and finally that bright light blasted me, and then blamo… orgasm!

      Panting, I looked through cracked eyelids. His body settled over me, but only halfway.

      “You are bleeding again,” he said, gaze on my shoulder.

      “Huh?” I looked to see that the bandage was soaked in red. “Crap,” I gasped, letting my head drop back into the pillows.

      “I did not mean to, but you are so wild,” he said.

      “I am? You make me that way!” I accused.

      He drew his wrist up to his mouth and bit.

      “What are you—”

      “Drink, cheri,” he said, placing his bloody wrist to my mouth. I wasn't allowed to resist. The flavor was sweet. I remembered from the first time I had been shot, and he gave me his blood.

      I watched his reaction when I placed my mouth over the wound and sucked. He closed his eyes, bit his lower lip and let out a low moan.

      I stopped sucking on the wound. “What?”

      “It is very erotic for me,” he said.

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “How so?”

      “I cannot explain. It is extremely pleasurable. Almost better than sex.”

      “Oh. Wow.” I drew more blood from him. He moaned again. In my head, I saw short little episodes of Vasyl before we met, whenever I took his blood into me. I stopped drinking, not liking what I saw because he had been with other women. Of course, I knew he had been, but the sight of it made me jealous. The blood never flowed too long and the wound healed over quickly. “You did this to other women. You made them vampires?”

      “Oui,” he said. “It was my—eh—distraction. But I was a new vampire at the time. I have not made another vampire in a century.”

      He lifted the gauze on my shoulder to check on the wound. He pulled it off. “It has healed over.” He dropped the gauze into a small trash bin. Then he licked the residue around the wound.

      “I think you will live,” he smiled.

      I chuckled and drew my arms around him. “Ah, yes, but you might not!” I wrapped my legs around his hips.

      “It would be a wonderful way to expire, madam,” he growled.
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      The weather broke, and the sun came out. I was famished and left Vasyl's side, slipped into the adjoining bathroom. I got dressed, ready for the world, and went out through the other bathroom door that opened out into the dining room.

      I've always enjoyed the view outside my house. I liked watching the change of seasons, and today the snow was mounded up, pristine and glistening in the sun, sparkling red, gold and blue as though the white blanket was encrusted with multi-faceted diamonds.

      I had checked my shoulder while dressing, and found that it had healed almost completely. Only a thick bit of red scar tissue was my only clue as to how deep it was. It had missed my collar bone, probably by centimeters, and had left a slight groove on the flesh. Flesh wound. If it had not been for Vasyl's blood, I would still be in pain, and would probably need stitches, and face weeks of healing.

      Not wanting to dwell on who, why, or all of the reasons the nasties wanted me dead, I pulled out a frying pan. I didn't know what Ty would eat. For all I knew he might be a vegan. But, I didn't care. I was having eggs and bacon. Vasyl had told me to eat plenty of protein. I would do as the “doctor” had ordered.

      I thought my banging around in the kitchen would wake up my guest, but I was sitting down eating and still no Mr. Cho. It was noon when I cleaned up the dishes. And then I heard some thudding sounds.

      I stepped out of the kitchen and listened carefully. The thudding stopped. I stood for the longest time, and did not hear it again. Vasyl, although a vampire, would, on occasions get up, but not on a sunny day like today. I had put very thick blinds and drapes in my north-facing bedroom so that he could get his Z's in a dark room. I knew whatever noise I'd heard was not coming from our bedroom.

      Shrugging, I went back into the kitchen and gazed out at the brilliant white landscape, finding drifts had mummified everything, including my Jeep. I didn't need to leave the house for any reason, thank goodness. I had learned to be well-stocked in the winter time. In past winters, my father had hired a man who would plow out our drive during the winter months. Now, I would find, to my great pleasure, that Mr. White would, indeed, still come plow my drive for me. I would offer him money for gas, at least, and he'd wave me off, chuckling. “That's what neighbors are for, missy,” the grizzled old man would say to me and climb back into the cab of his small dump truck with the blade. I hadn't seen him since this last snow storm. Possibly he couldn't get out himself.

      Across the street my neighbor, Mrs. Bench, had company. The vehicle was not familiar to me. The black SUV was parked far enough into her dive without plowing into the six-foot drift that always formed between Mrs. Bench's house and her small garage. I squinted at it. It was a Jeep Compass, I was pretty sure.

      I turned and nearly ran into someone standing quite still right behind me.

      “Oh! Shit!” I cried, hand to my chest to keep my heart from jumping out.

      Cho was standing two feet from me, and squinted with what amounted to an amused smile.

      “You and Dante are going to give me a heart attack between the both of you!”

      He backed off, palms together he bowed, his straight hair falling like silky fringe. He had to shake his head when he straightened to get it all out of his eyes.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I noticed you have much snow.”

      “Yeah.” I leaned against a chair, waiting for my heart to climb back into my chest. “I just ate, but I've got almost anything for breakfast. Even some healthy cereal.” I did a mental check of things in my cupboard. I had three boxes of cereal, oatmeal, peanut butter, half a loaf of bread. I also had left over soup. I was happy to find that either Quist, or Fritz had done the dishes and put a container of left-over soup into my fridge last night. God, was that just last night? Seemed like a week ago.

      “I am not hungry,” Cho said, eyes slitted with his smile.

      “What?” I looked at him. “How could you not be hungry?”

      “I am fasting.” He held a bottle of water, put it to his lips and chugged down about half of it.

      “Oh. Okay.” I would not have to feed him? How good was that?

      On a normal non-work day, I would luxuriate in doing nothing but watching TV, or a movie from my dad's stock of videos, or if there was desperation, clean my house. Then, I remembered Nicolas had fired me last night, and a burning sense of outrage seared through me. My mind replayed that whole scene in that bunker-turned-condo while I did dishes.

      Who does he think he is, firing me! What an asshole!

      I wondered how things were with Tremayne, this morning after he'd gotten my plasma. I went to check my phone. No messages. My heart dropped at first. But then again, maybe no news was good news. I stood with indecision running through me. Who could I call? I realized I couldn't call Tremayne. I didn't have Morkel's phone number in my cell phone's list. That really sucked. In all the time I had known him I had not once asked for his phone number. I really suck.

      Shoulders sagging, I located my purse, remembering that my favorite water pistol was missing. Those bastards stole it!

      My emotions climbing once again, I riffled through my bag. I wasn't sure what I was looking for. Maybe to make sure they hadn't kept my wallet. No. It was there. Momentary fear washed through me and relief replaced it as I opened it up to find all the money and my cards were still there.

      They could have found my address by looking at my license. I grimaced thinking about the Were I had kicked in the balls. Great. I was dead meat. I would have to tell Hobart. Maybe he could keep a watch out for them. This was his territory, after all. Any new Were would have to get permission to come into another's territory.

      That's when I turned expectantly and my phone rang. I pulled in a breath and let it out. Whoever was on the other end had to be magical, because I couldn't get a read from it. I moved to answer it.

      “Hello?”

      “Sabrina, dear?” It was Mrs. Bench, across the street. She was a witch, so naturally, I couldn't get a read from her at all.

      “Good morning,” I greeted her, wondering why she'd called me.

      “Bill's sister, Ophelia, and her husband are here, visiting.”

      After about a second of thought I said, “Oh.” My heart was having a hell of a time staying in my chest today. Bill had died in a cave-in in Colorado a week ago. I couldn't fathom why they were here just to see Mrs. Bench. Although I wasn't one hundred percent sure that Bill was actually her grandson, he had lived with her for a few months. I knew that she had grown to love him, either way.

      “Someone comes,” Cho said, still watching out the kitchen window.

      I looked out the window. The black Compass, which had been in Mrs. Bench's drive, was now in mine. I saw a woman in what looked to be a real mink coat and sleek looking boots standing outside at the end of the driveway. A man was with her. They were both heavily dressed, but I could see their faces. They were both very handsome people.

      “Sabrina?” Mrs. Bench said in my ear over the phone.

      “Yes?” I said.

      “You'll have to bring that ward down around your house, in order to let them inside,” Mrs. Bench said.

      “Uh,” I said. Did I want Bill's sister, who was a Nephilistic off-spring, in my house? I debated with myself. What could they possibly do to me? Cho was here and in a pinch I also had Vasyl to protect me.

      “Sabrina?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Bench. How do I take the ward off?”

      “Simply say 'I allow Ophelia and Declan Widdicombe to enter my premises', and that should do it. Then, when they leave, you say you rescind it.”

      “Okay. Thanks,” I said, and we hung up. “Okay, ward, I allow Ophelia and Declan Widdicombe to enter my premises.”

      I looked down at myself. I was dressed in sweats.

      “Holy crap! I have to change.” I looked at Cho who had turned around to me. “Could you let them in?”

      “Of course,” he said, smiling.

      I darted through the house and went through the bathroom—because the door to my bedroom was locked from the inside. I didn't want to wake Vasyl unnecessarily. I opened the door to our bedroom and snuck in. As if you could sneak up on a vampire!

      I located my jeans, but my shirt was ruined and had been thrown in the trash last night. I spied my black bra on the floor near the bed. I bent to pick it up. A large hand grabbed my wrist. I looked up at Vasyl with a start.

      “What is happening?” he asked.

      “Someone is here,” I said.

      “Who?”

      “Bill's sister and her husband. They were over at Mrs. Bench's.” At that moment, I heard Cho greet them out in the other room. I heard the woman's voice ask for me by name. A tingle in me began low in my spine as I watched Vasyl's alertness blossom.

      I didn't expect to get a read from Bill's sister and husband, and didn't. But it sure would have been nice to know what they wanted.

      I opened my mouth to speak, and Vasyl stopped me with a finger to my lips.

      “Who wishes to see her?” Cho's voice came clear.

      “Ophelia, I am Bill Gannon's sister?”

      I pulled up, Vasyl's hand still held onto my wrist, stopping me.

      I frowned. “I've gotta go and meet her. Her brother died helping me!” I whispered.

      His hand released me. I fitted myself into the bra, snugged on my jeans and riffled through my closet, trying to find something that would look nice.

      A rap at our bedroom door made me grab the first shirt, ripped it off a hanger, and struggled to get my head through the right hole.

      “Yes?” My voice muffled as I struggled to pull my arms through the shirt.

      “Ms. Strong. Ophelia Widdicombe, and her husband Declan here to see you.” Cho was being very formal in this instance.

      Now fully dressed, I unlocked the sliding oak door and peered out at him. “Did you let them in?”

      “Yes. There are waiting in the dining room.”

      “Would you mind taking them into the parlor?” I asked.

      “Parlor?” he said.

      “It's just off the living room.” I pointed. “Through the French doors.”

      “Very good, madam,” Cho said. I had forgotten that he had been Stefan's “boy”.

      I closed the door and turned. Vasyl was sitting up and pulling on his jeans. I darted him a look.

      “What are you doing?” my whisper strained, trying to not let the sound travel as I heard Cho lead the couple past the door.

      “I'm coming out,” Vasyl said.

      “No!” My hands went out to stop him.

      He stood, and that hooded look made me back off, momentarily. I knew well his feelings toward Nephilim. This woman wasn't here to harm either of us. How could I convince him?

      I stepped up to him, ran my hands over his creamy chest. “At least give me ten minutes with her. I think I know why she's here.”

      “Very well, cherie,” he said. “Ten minutes. If they are not leaving in ten I shall come out.” That wasn't a lot of time.

      “Fifteen,” I said.

      He squinted at me. “Fifteen, but no more than fifteen.”

      Turning, I rolled my eyes. I dug out a sweater from one of my drawers and pulled it on over the T-shirt. I slipped my feet into my warm house slippers—not the fluffy ones, but something more dignified—and unlocked the pocket door. As quietly as I could, I drew the door back, slipped out, and closed it again. It banged and I hunched my shoulders at the noise. It would not stay closed unless you locked it, but I was not going to lock Vasyl into the room, although the thought did enter my mind. But, no locked door would keep him out.

      I tugged at my sweater, shifting it down in the front. I hadn't hazard a look in the mirror, and there were none out here. Cho must have turned on lights in the parlor because the glow shown through the sheers. I usually left the drapes drawn, as I didn't go into the room very often. Being that it was on the northwest side of the house and cold in the winter. It was usually a dark room. Once in a while, Vasyl liked to sit in there during the day and read. I hadn't thought about how cold it might be in there without the fireplace going. I clicked up the temperature on the furnace and heard the thing flick on.

      Cho stood at the entrance on the living room side, and made a little bow to me.

      “Thank you, Ty.” I moved passed him and found my guests seated on the couch. I stepped in and said. “Hello. Welcome.”

      A woman with very pale blond hair and sapphire eyes looked up at me and smiled. Her mink coat draped her shoulders, beneath she wore a pale blue dress. The man with dark brown hair and startling blue eyes sat next to her, looking expectantly up at me as I entered. Both of them looked pale, but not as pale as vampires. But, rather, they had flawless skin—hers was a to-die-for peaches-and-cream complexion. Both were uncommonly beautiful. In fact, I was momentarily stunned by their good-looks. And their pheromones took me by surprise, soothing me into a state of complete serenity.

      “Sabrina?” the woman said in a rich flute-like voice that nearly stunned me as much as her beauty.

      “That's me,” I said, feeling like an oaf and so below them it wasn't funny.

      “I'm Ophelia Widdicombe, William Gannon's sister?” She had a French accent.

      “Bill's sister?” She nodded. I reached over to shake her hand, and then she introduced her husband, Declan. I shook his hand and we made appropriate noises of greeting. I'd taken off my glove, for this one thing. I got no reads, but that didn't surprise me.

      “Very happy to meet you, my dear,” he said. He had a British accent.

      “We are here, eh—” She lapsed into French looking at her husband. She seemed to wrestle with saying what was on her mind, and I was pretty sure it was not because of a language barrier. Her English was impeccable. She spoke in French to her husband, a hand protectively at her nearly flat belly.

      “What my wife is trying to say is, well—”

      “Thank you,” she said, smiling wide with bright white teeth. “We've been trying to conceive and, well—”

      My face began to burn with slow realization.

      “We are very grateful that you donated,” he added, looking at his wife. His hand clutching hers, he drew it up and kissed the back of it. They couldn't be happier. They were expecting a baby. Oh, hell.

      My mouth dropped open and my hands covered the gasp that came from it.

      “Oh, my… I mean Congratulations!” I finally blurted.

      “We couldn't have done this without you and my brother's—um—”

      “Yes! Of course!” Realization hitting me over and over on the head. I was totally broadsided by this. Bill's father had not said that Ophelia would be one of the women who would be implanted with the fertilized eggs—my fertilized eggs. Or were there more than one? I didn't know, what with the fact that the Nephilim had been having trouble conceiving.

      We all laughed at the awkward moment. Although I wasn't quite sure why I laughed. This was the oddest conversation I had ever had. The woman before me was carrying mine and Bill's child. I had learned, through Bill, that the Nephilim could not conceive naturally, and their race were dying out. Bill's sperm was their only hope. His intention was to get me pregnant by marrying me. That was not going to happen. Of course, when Bill lay dying in his own blood in a cave-in, asking me to please do this one thing so that his life would not go to waste, I went ahead and donated some of my eggs. I had questioned myself afterwards. Did I do the right thing, as a sibyl, who was a sworn enemy of the Nephilim? I'd convinced myself by asking who was I to make decisions against a people, merely because of the past? They were not the fallen ones. Their distant ancestors were.

      “We were choosing names,” Ophelia said, “and wondered if you care to hear what we've chosen?”

      This surprised me. I was told that I would not be involved with the child's up-bringing at all. Not in any way, shape or form. Why would they care if I liked a name they chose, or not?

      “Sure,” I said, settling into a reading chair off to one side of the room.

      “We like Draven, if it's a boy. But we're stuck on the girl's name. I thought Helena.”

      “You know I love the name Lucretia,” Declan said softly. She patted his hand and smiled.

      A numbness came over me and my lips moved without my intending them to. “It'll be a boy,” I announced.

      They both looked at me sharply, then blinked with confusion.

      “Sorry,” I said, hand to my mouth, face burning. “That sort of happens.” I paused, crinkled my brow. “You know I'm clairvoyant, right?”

      This wasn't news to them and they relaxed again.

      I wondered suddenly how I knew. But then the next second I realized that the baby had my human genes in them. Oh my God! The child inside Ophelia was mine. My face became warm again and I fanned myself.

      “My dear, a-are you alright? You're all red in the face,” Declan said.

      I was about to voice my thoughts, thinking again, that maybe I should stay quiet about those crazy inner thoughts of mine, when a noise from the next room caught me. The banging as the pocket door of my bedroom slid opened.

      I stiffened in my chair, looked around through the beveled glass of the door, and Vasyl's form stepped in.

      I stood as he entered the room. He gave both Declan and Ophelia deadly looks and said, “They must leave this house at once!”

      “But—”

      “I said now!”

      “They were just visiting me, telling me—”

      “They are Nephilim. They are my enemies!” Vasyl said. His fists were clenched down at his sides, and his eyes had become deadly black—all of his eyes, including the whites. Holy shit!

      Ophelia and Declan were on their feet, pulling on their coats.

      “How rude!” Declan spat. “Who are you?”

      “I am her husband,” Vasyl said and then went into a long tirade in French that had the two making incoherent sounds and moving quickly out of the house.

      Growling, Vasyl moved as if to shove them out the door if they didn't move fast enough. Vasyl's face had become animalish, fangs out, and then his wings came out. Oh shit!

      Alarmed, I jumped between him and Ophelia.

      “Stop!” I cried, hands outstretched protectively. “She's carrying my baby!”
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      Vasyl stopped, and looked down at me like I'd dumped ice water on his head. Everyone stopped and stared at me. Cho, who was standing near the door, doing his imitation of Kwai Chang Caine from Kung Fu, stopped as if uncertain which way to jump.

      “What do you mean?” Vasyl said, eyeing me, absolutely clueless, but brows were drawn, and a crease in his forehead told me the degree of anger he was about to display.

      I bit down on my lower lip. Oh, crap. I never told Vasyl that I had donated my eggs to be used for—well, this.

      Ophelia chose that moment to say something. In French. Terrific.

      Vasyl hissed, showing fang. Lots of it. Spitting angry French, so that spittle flew from his mouth. At the same time, he displayed his horrific wings. I pushed at him, trying to keep him off the Witticombes. I may as well be pushing at an avalanche.

      “Stop!” I said, holding my ring up, as if in warning. For good measure I faced both the Witticombes and Vasyl. That worked. For now.

      But angry French insults volleyed back and forth between them once more.

      I brought up my right hand with the ring and flashed it in front of Vasyl in a warning. I didn't want to hurt anyone here, but if push came to shove, I would.

      He stepped back, looking at me like a mad dog. In fact he growled.

      “Let these people leave. Okay?” I said sternly. “Then we'll talk.” He crossed his arms and glared. “Put the wings away.” It was like I was telling a two year old to stop his tantrum and put his toys away.

      His eyes fluttered in a strength-gathering moment and the wings vanished.

      “Thank you.”

      He spun away, muttering something in French. I turned back to my visitors, apologetic, but they swiftly left the house. I felt badly.

      Once they were out the door, I turned to Vasyl who was in the living room, angry that he'd treated them so harshly.

      “They never did anything to you!”

      “First of all, what have you done? Explain.” His arms still crossed, looking vexed.

      I bit my lip before I could answer, because I had to think about it. I began, and then stuttered and stopped. He waited, impatiently drumming his fingers on a bicep.

      “Okay, here's the thing. I donated some of my eggs, and they had some of Bill's sperm and they—I don't know how it's done exactly—they made a baby in a test tube—I guess—and they put it inside Ophelia's womb. She's a surrogate mother. The baby she carries is mine and Bill's.”

      After he digested this, which took a moment or two, he said, “You realize that you have aided your enemies by helping their kind reproduce?”

      Dropping my gaze I said, “I hadn't even thought of it that way.”

      “Now they will have in their possession a being that is stronger than a vampire, Nephilim, and you.”

      Yipes.

      “What were you thinking?” His nostrils flared.

      “I couldn't refuse him. He was dying!”

      “And good riddance!” Vasyl fumed, doing a one-hand flick.

      “That's just mean!” I retaliated. “He wasn't a bad person. He could have kidnapped me and done it that way, but he didn't.”

      “You are too trusting. Too gullible.”

      “I am not!” I spat back. Maybe I was, but I wasn't in the mood to admit my shortcomings.

      He let go a heavy sigh, as if to steady his nerves. He spoke slow and in a low tone as though I were as dense as a boiled egg. “It is very likely that this child, when it grows up, will become your worst enemy.”

      I thought about it a few heartbeats, doing the math in my head. “I'll be too old to fight him, I'm sure.”

      “Sabrina,” he said with a sigh. “I am your protector, but if you keep on trusting your enemies, you may wind up dead, and I will be unable to do anything!”

      “But he told me he wasn't my enemy.”

      “He lied!” he roared. “Nephilim are very adept at lying and sounding sincere.”

      I couldn't look at him anymore. I thought I had done a good deed, but turns out I hadn't. If anything, I'd probably made my job harder, and about twenty years in the future will be kicking myself repeatedly, while trying to fight the being I'd created.

      “You have been making bad decisions, Sabrina. You must realize the future of all humans depends upon you killing all Nephilim.”

      “All?” I gaped at him.

      “Why do you think you are here?” he said.

      “I was told I'm supposed to kill nephilim, demons and vampires. What about that, Mr. Vampire?” Cocking my head, I shoved my fists on my hips and glared at him.

      “I am your protector. That is what I was doing when the Nephilim came after me while I was human, and hunted me down like a cur!” Vasyl growled. “That is the reason I became a vampire!” His hands went out. “If I had died, then the Dagger of Delphi would have never been found. Only I knew where it was.”

      “No. You said the elves knew, and they were the ones who got it for you, from wherever you'd buried it.” So there. Nah-hah.

      An odd noise of what sounded like pencils falling and scattering onto a floor somewhere halfway caught our attention briefly. Vasyl made a guttural sound and broke into nearly hysterical French, arms flapping, mouth going. I had no idea what he was saying. But I wanted to get as far away from that as I could, and turned away, even as he protested vehemently for me to not go away. Yeah. I don't like people yelling at me. Excuse me!

      The strange clicking and clattering sound came again from the kitchen. What the hell? Tired of listening to Vasyl rake me over the coals in his native language, I stepped away from him toward the doorway of the kitchen. Cho sat cross-legged on the floor, throwing small flat sticks onto the linoleum. They were short and maybe an inch wide with lines and dashes on the ends. I couldn't figure out what the hell they were, or why he was tossing them onto the floor.

      “Sóng,” he said eloquently in Chinese.

      I squinted at him. “How's that?”

      He didn't look up from his reading. “Conflict. You will settle the argument eventually.” He threw again. Then he picked the little sticks up and threw them a few more times, like before. “I still see a revolution, gé. And zhén—thunder. There will be a shake up… hmm. Interesting. Also means first son.” He looked over his shoulder at me and smiled. “I think you will somehow meet him.”

      I squinted at him again. “I probably won't ever see him. They were pretty adamant about my not having anything to do with his up-bringing.” I was floored that Ophelia had actually come to tell me about her being a surrogate. Maybe she wanted to gloat? Now that they were gone, I wasn't sure.

      “No. You will. And…” He threw again. The sticks fell. I didn't know how he was able to read the things. I noticed that the dashes and lines on the ends were different on each one. “In the future, yet, in the now.” I scrunched up my nose at him. He shrugged.

      “It is all in the reading. I don't make it up.”

      “We were fighting. Why did you leave?” Vasyl said over my shoulder and I jumped.

      “Oh!” I twirled on him. “You can't come in here! It's sunny!”

      Angered, he turned and stalked away, hand flying as he went. “I am going back to bed!”

      “Good!” I yelled back, watching him go. He slammed the door shut a few times. It was hard to slam a sliding oak door, it would only bounce away from its threshold. With the sound of the metal lock engaging, I knew we were now free of the angry vampire.

      Crap. Our fights tended to be over other men in my life. Fortunately, I remembered I needed to take care of something more important than hashing over something I could not change.

      “I need to call Constance,” I said, and stepped around Cho. The land phone hung on the wall. I worked on how to get them to come over, but leave the children behind in my head before I dialed. Could that be done? Or would it be necessary?

      Cho threw his yarrow sticks again, they scattered like little twigs across the floor in front of him. I watched, fascinated while I dialed.

      “Moonlight's Antiques and Collectibles,” Constance's voice was in my ear. I called her at the shop, knowing she would be there.

      “Oh! Hi, it's me, Brie,” I said.

      “Hi, hon. How are you?”

      “I'm fine. Um, are you busy?” I still had no plan.

      “Just a few people browsing around. Why?”

      “Um, I'd like for you and Randy to come over for… dinner tonight?” I bit my lower lip. I couldn't think of anything else.

      “Really? Sure!”

      “Well, not if you have plans,” I said, hedging.

      “No, just leftovers.”

      I grimaced. I had left-over soup.

      “I need to see the both of you, um…” I glanced at Cho and began making a quick decision. “I've got an important announcement to make.” I closed my eyes tightly, wondering how I would tell them everything. Especially about Vasyl. This was going to be really difficult.

      “Wow. Really?” she sounded intrigued. “Should I bring anything?”

      “I'm out of bread. Could you bring me a loaf? I hate to go to the store just for bread.” I really didn't want to drive all the way to town for a loaf of bread, and she was right there.

      “Sure no problem. What else? Cake?” I looked at the phone. Why would she want to bring cake?

      “No, nothing else. Be here around six?” I held the handset with my shoulder as I spoke because my hand was shaking. She'd bring something, I knew this.

      “Okay. You sure are being mysterious, Brie,” she said and chuckled. “I'm dying to find out what your announcement is.”

      “I know. I've got something very important to tell the both of you,” I said, twisting my fingers, since I wasn't wearing gloves.

      “Are wedding bells in the offing?” she asked.

      I was stunned at Constance's intuition hitting it right on the head. I totally forgot. I was married. That would have to be my prelude to the other stuff I had to tell them about. I chuckled. “Not saying,” I teased.

      “Okay, I guess we'll see you at six,” Constance said. “I'm so excited!”

      We said goodbye and I hung up. My underarms were sweaty. Wonderful. She thought I was going to announce an engagement. I was already married to a man she and Randy had never met before. And Bill's death might be another announcement, but I really didn't want to talk about that on top of everything else. Especially in front of Vasyl.

      “Ty?” I said.

      “Yes?”

      “How are you with kids?”

      “Kids?” he blinked at me. “I've got six siblings. Two are younger than myself.”

      “How about two girls around six and eight?”

      “I love children. Why?”

      “You're going to take them into another room—maybe the parlor—and keep them occupied and out of ear-shot. Meanwhile, I'm going to introduce Vasyl to them, and then eventually tell them about vampires. After dinner, of course.”

      “Vasyl is a vampire,” he said in a reminding tone as if I were dumb as cheese.

      “I know. I haven't figured this all out yet.” I bit on my lower lip. My underarms became itchy I was sweating so much thinking about this. “Crap. This won't be easy.”

      “Start small. Introduce Vasyl to them. Let them get to know him, first.”

      “Yeah… yeah,” I said, my eyes unfocused as I tried to visualize us all sitting down to the table. “Vasyl doesn't eat.”

      “Can he pretend?”

      “I don't know,” I said. “He doesn't know I'm going to do this tonight. I want to do it and get it all over with.”

      The phone rang making me jump like a startled cat.

      “Crap!” How was it that I didn't know it was going to ring? This could only be a phone call from a supernatural, and not many of them had my home phone number.

      I picked it up and answered tentatively. “Hello?”

      “Sabrina? This is Andrew Morkel. How are you?”

      My heartbeat doubled. “Oh! Hi. I'm fine. How is Bjorn?” My hand went to my throat—I don't know why.

      “There was great improvement. But he isn't out of the woods as yet.”

      “Okay. In what way was there great improvement?” I asked, doubt running neck and neck with hope.

      “The deterioration has stopped. In fact some of the decay has retreated.”

      “Really? That's great news, right?”

      “Yes. However, we need you to go and give your plasma again. I've called the facility and have gotten you your appointment. It's for 2:00 tomorrow afternoon. Can you do that?”

      “Yes, of course!” I said. “But how will you get the plasma to him? Won't that take a little while?”

      “Sabrina, for as long as you've been in our realm, I would think you'd know we would have a very quick way of getting the plasma here, don't you think?” he chided.

      “Oh. Yeah. Duh. Didn't think of ley lines,” I said, a chuckle followed from both of us.

      “We will have someone there to take the delivery, and as soon as they have it and are out of sight, they'll pop back here with it.”

      “Sounds good. It seems to be working, then?”

      “Yes. So far it does.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Andrew.”

      “No, Sabrina. Thank you.”

      We said goodbye and I hung up.

      “Well, the good news is that my plasma is helping Bjorn.”

      Cho smiled. “I am not at all surprised.”

      I went to my refrigerator. I thought about how much food I would need. Not for us, but for my brother. He ate like a starved caveman. I looked at the left-over soup in the container. I knew that this wasn't nearly enough, even considering Cho was fasting and Vasyl wasn't going to eat. There were still three adults to feed. Somehow soup didn't get me excited either. I opened up the freezer and saw frozen veggies, and some white paper-wrapped meat. In black pen it said ROAST on it. This was deer meat that Hobart had brought to me. I wasn't home when he'd left it in my large freezer, in the shop. There were venison roasts and some sausages. More was out in the deep freeze. I took out the large roast and put it on the counter. I'd never cooked a venison roast before. Was it like beef? Who could I ask?

      Only one person came to mind. I strode into the dining room and faced the mirror, looking around in it. All I saw was me standing in the dining room. “Dante?”

      He appeared in the mirror first, at the edge, and walked out of it. There was a definite shifting of the molecules around me. I turned to find him next to me in the flesh.

      “I am here, at your service, my Lady,” Dante said, and gave me that fist-to-his-chest bow.

      “I need to know how to cook venison. I've got my brother and his wife coming over tonight.”

      He smiled. “Not a problem.”
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      The aroma of roast venison and accompanying vegetables filled the house. I thanked Dante for getting it into the oven for me, and he kindly bowed out shortly after, knowing that I was about to take the hardest step ever in my new life as a sibyl. He promised he would be nearby if I should need him.

      Earlier, I got a toasty fire going in the den, and put out games, crayons and coloring books for the girls to play with after dinner. Cho would be with them and would make sure that they were occupied while I brought up the subject of vampires to my brother and his wife.

      “I will serve dinner,” he said, and I gaped at him.

      “No. You don't need to do that,” I said.

      “I used to be a waiter,” he said. “Waiting on you and your family would be my honor.” He bowed. Well, how could I argue with that?

      

      The sun set well before dinner at around four thirty, and I lit some candles in the dining room. Cho plugged in the Christmas tree, adding to the lights. It looked like a typical old farm house during Christmas time. Charming, in a weird way.

      The dining room table was set. Don't ask me why I set it with the good china, and an heirloom linen table cloth but I did. I mean, Randy would never notice, but Constance would and see the trouble I went to. She would know something was up right away. Women know things like that. We're more intuitive than men. Naturally, she thought she'd figured out what my announcement would be. I was gonna shock the hell out of both of them tonight. More ways than one. They would meet my new husband for the very first time. Glup.

      My roast was nearly done, and it was almost six o'clock. Dante had done a superb job in getting it prepared and put into the oven with the timer set. I only had to baste it once. I figured if anyone knew how to cook venison, Dante would.

      When the vampire in the house came out of slumber and opened the pocket door with that distinctive sliding rumble, I knew we had more than one thing to discuss.

      Cho and I exchanged glances. Cho smiled.

      “I must change.” He ducked out of the kitchen and left me.

      Chicken shit.

      “Cherie?” Vasyl's voice sounded calm. That was a good sign. But he was always mellow when he first woke. He would go out and feed soon.

      “In here,” I said. He knew where I was, but it would have been bad if I didn't answer him. He would presume I was still angry from our earlier fight. I wasn't. My nerves were twitching about this other thing I had to do.

      Vasyl's hair was rumpled more than usual as he stepped into the kitchen. And he was shirtless. The shirtless part had my attention. He had that sleepy puppy look. But this was always deceiving, since he was a vampire who had just awaken. He needed two things upon awakening. I could provide only one of those things.

      “I've never seen you in that dress before,” he said, eyeing me.

      “It's new.”

      “Why are you wearing it? What is that cooking?” He sniffed the air.

      “Dinner. My brother and his wife are coming to meet you, and—”

      Our eyes met and something inexplicable came over me. I strode wordlessly up to him and grasped his face between both my hands and kissed him soundly on the lips.

      “I'm sorry,” I whispered.

      His lips were on mine while his hands went to my waist. Pressing me to himself, he molded me against him like I was made of clay. Then his hands dropped to cup my behind, pressing me against him where my pelvic bone hit something solid on him. Wordless message received, I drew my arms around his neck, my body melting, submitting to him. His hands went under the dress to caress me more intimately. He then hauled me up against himself and the passion rose. Our tongues mated and my lust blossomed. I moaned into his mouth, trying to make it known how much I wanted to do something about this.

      Being that he was vampire and had had my blood, he certainly did understand my needs. Hands bracing my butt, he picked me up, and I entwined my legs around his narrow waist, hooking my ankles. We traveled through the house, my shoes dropping like little bombs along the way. My eyes were closed and my lips were locked on his, but I knew our destination. At least I hoped so. I pried one eye open to make sure. He stumbled when he got to the threshold of the bedroom, and the door rattled against its opening. A muffled chuckle slipped from me. Vasyl growled low and suddenly we fell and landed on the bed. My panties flew off me and then my skirt was unceremoniously lifted and he entered me roughly. Sex at this hour was anything but slow. It was sudden and quick, but after last night, it was enough to satisfy me for the time being. Although it lasted perhaps all of five minutes, it left me panting.

      “You've messed up my hair, and my dress,” I complained.

      “I enjoy messing you up,” he said, a fiendish smile in his voice. “You've heighten my hunger, mon amour.” I looked up to see that his fangs were fully drawn. He moved off me, zipped himself up and rushed from the room before I could sit up. Our vampire quickies had taken me a while to get used to. A vampires' needs were two-fold: sex and blood. They barely differentiated between them, as far as the need. If Vasyl fed from me, he would have stayed and took blood from me. But since he didn't drink my blood—didn't dare—he had to go and feed elsewhere. He had told me that soon after he had been turned, he'd had to learn to drink from animals, instead of humans, because it was known that a sibyl's blood was an elixir that a vampire couldn't resist. The fact that he went to so much trouble to not be tempted by my blood, I guess I didn't mind.

      “We're having guests tonight,” I called out, not certain if he'd heard me. “My brother and his wife. You're going to meet them!” I groped around for my underwear, and found them on the floor. They always wound up on the floor. “Vasyl?”

      No answer. He must have left to feed. I wasn't all that sure where he went to do his feeding. Possibly his barn, but I had no idea where that was. But he could get there in no time.

      I skittered into the bathroom, washed myself—gak—and straightened my dress and hair. That took all of ten minutes. Afterwards I found my shoes and put them on, then returned to the bedroom where I had to straighten the bed. I turned to the drawers and found the new pair of jeans and a trendy tee shirt I had bought for Vasyl to wear. The jeans were somewhat distressed. I could imagine him in them (too yummy for words). It would be hard enough for me to keep my hands to myself tonight. Any other woman would not be able to keep their eyes off him, no matter what he wore. And he would wear the slip-ons I'd bought or I'd withhold sex for… one, or two hours—tops.

      Back in the kitchen I bent to check on the roast. The timer was still clicking down to zero.

      Cho was silent on his feet and I didn't know he was there until he said, “Is everything alright? Can I come in?”

      I jumped with a start and turned with my hand on my heart, which was now jackhammering in my chest.

      “Ty! Don't sneak up on me, please,” I said. Then I made a face. Why hadn't I known he was right there? He wasn't magical—I didn't think so, anyway—so I should know he was there somewhere nearby.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I didn't want to disturb you and your husband in your private moments.”

      I bit my lower lip, a small sound of helplessness escaped as embarrassment filled me. Although he was upstairs he'd heard us. I blinked my eyes closed. That's right. He was in the bedroom above us. Damn!

      He wore a crisp white shirt, black bow tie (yeah, didn't expect he would have packed that), and black pants and shoes. A basic waiter's uniform. He stepped out of the kitchen. I stared at the spot where he had stood and wondered about him. Unable to make any judgments as to whether or not Cho was merely one of those people who I could not read, I checked the wall clock. Holy crud, it was quarter till six. Where was Vasyl? He needed to get dressed, damn it. Nothing had better ruin this dinner party. Or was it a “dinner party” with only a few people? Two couples, I added up. Four people. Small family get-together? Now I was babbling to myself in my head. Sheesh!

      A car door slammed. Then another one, and a third one.

      I rushed to the window in the door. My brother and his family were here. Panic rose.

      “They're here! They're here!” I scrambled around the house. You'd think the King of Siam were about to enter my domain and it was only my brother. But then, this was the first time I had invited them over after my dad had died.

      “What do I do?” I asked Cho.

      “Answer the door,” he said. “Or do you want me to?”

      “Oh. No. I'll get it.” I didn't want Randy to ask any questions about why an Oriental dude had answered my door.

      My brother's loud voice came through the door. “What do you mean 'don't just walk in',” he said as if in answer to something Constance had said. “I used to live here!”

      “Yes, but you don't any more, and Sabrina lives here by herself,” Constance's lighter voice filtered in.

      I grabbed the door knob and pulled the door open to stop the argument and met my brother's gaze.

      “Hello!” he said. “Where's the chow?” Then he laughed that characteristic wild laugh of his and stamped his feet of snow on the outside rug.

      “Come on in,” I said, nearly hyperventilating because Vasyl was nowhere to be seen.

      “Oh, who's this?” my brother said, spying someone a little further into the dining room.

      I turned, expecting to see Cho. It was not Cho. It was Vasyl. And he was wearing exactly what I had put out for him, sans the shoes. Damn it. I knew he hated shoes, but didn't know why. I'd have to ask him someday. But he had put on the socks. Thank God for miracles!

      “Oh, um—” I gathered my wits to make the introductions. “I'd like for you to meet Vasyl.” And then I realized he didn't have a last name. Or did he? I tried to remember if he had written one down on our wedding license. I really couldn't recall.

      My brother thrust out his hand before I could stop him. But Vasyl shook his hand, and nothing untoward happened.

      “A pleasure, monsieur,” Vasyl said and let go of his hand.

      “And this is Constance, his wife,” I introduced, as she and the children moved into the dining room, the fresh outdoors wafting around them.

      “Madam Strong.” Vasyl, a true Frenchman took her hand and brushed the back of it with his lips, earning an arched brow of suspicion from my brother and a titter from Constance and the girls. I had to stifle a snicker myself.

      “Oh. Here.” Constance handed me a foil-covered pie—still warm from the oven—and a paper grocery bag with “Moonlight's Market” printed on it. My bread sat on top. I'd forgotten all about the bread.

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the items from her. “You didn't have to bake a pie.”

      “Nonsense,” she said, a crooked smile on her lips as she eyed Vasyl. Yep. I knew it. She couldn't help herself.

      “And who do have we here?” Vasyl asked, bending slightly at the waist, hands on his thighs, to look down at my nieces.

      Jena and Tara stood close to their mother. Jena clung to her mother because she was shy.

      “This is Tara and Jena,” I said while they both shyly peered at him from their mother's skirts.

      Vasyl went into French right away in a nice, mellow voice, calling them Mademoiselle Jena and Mademoiselle Tara. There had to have been some pheromones hitting them, because they didn't seem quite as shy then, and gaped at him in awe.

      “You speak French,” Tara claimed.

      We all chuckled.

      “You know this, how?” Vasyl asked.

      “We had a woman visit us in our class who spoke French to us. She taught us some words,” Tara said.

      “Oui?” Vasyl gasped a little, showing interest.

      “That means yes.” she said, hands clutched behind her back while twisting her body back and forth.

      We all chuckled and Vasyl patted her on the head. “C'est chouchou correct et petit.”

      Everyone chuckled. Especially when she gave him a questioning expression.

      “Um,” I said. “Vasyl why don't you take their coats? Put them in the bedroom.”

      Vasyl took the coats and did as I asked. He was being very accommodating.

      Fanning a hand in front of her face, and with a wide-eyed expression, Constance said, “Where on earth did you find him?”

      I smiled, twisting the fingers of my gloves. “I'll tell you when he comes back. It's actually my announcement.”

      “What did you do, fly to France and bring him back?” Randy laughed at his own joke.

      “No. Not exactly,” I said.

      “Is he a rock star?” Constance asked, leaning toward me conspiratorially. “You know he looks a little like Johnny Depp.”

      “No.” I chuckled nervously because that's what I'd compared him to.

      “Johnny Depp is shorter. Plus, he's married,” my brother said pointedly.

      When Vasyl returned, I went over and put my arm around his waist, and his arm went around my shoulders.

      I cleared my voice. “Uh, Constance, Randy, girls… we're married.”

      The dropped chins and opened mouths lasted about as long as I had expected—approximately ten seconds—before a rousing “Congratulations!” spurted from them both. Randy had to shake Vasyl's hand again. I hoped this constant contact wasn't going to get him into trouble. But my guess was that since Vasyl was not a feeder on human blood, Randy wasn't going to be missing a pint of blood tonight.

      “When did this all happen?” Randy asked, hands to his slim waist, still his jaw was dropped slightly.

      “A few weeks ago,” I said, ready for the next question.

      “What? Why didn't you invite us!” Randy said. Constance childed him.

      “Randy, maybe they wanted a private ceremony.” She turned to me. “Justice of the peace, right? I'm so happy for you!” Constance pulled me into a warm hug.

      “Yeah,” I said, feeling bad. “We wanted a private ceremony.”

      “Well, come on, let's hear how you two met,” my brother said, fingers making the universal come-on gesture.

      “At work?” Constance guessed.

      “Through an acquaintance,” I said. It was almost true. My mother introduced us when I was ten, but that would not be in the conversation tonight. It was going to be hard for me to tell them the truth about Vasyl.

      At that precise moment, the timer of the oven went off. I moved for it, and suddenly Cho sailed through the house. The pie and bread in my hand was suddenly no longer on the table, but in his hands.

      “I've got it,” he said as he zig-zagged between everyone with the ease of a snake through the grass.

      I got stares.

      “Um, our help,” I said, shoulders up in a shrug.

      “Yes,” Vasyl said. “Chambre aider.” He looked at me and shrugged too. It was as if that was the only thing we could drum up that explained Cho's being there.

      “Ty's sort of our all-around-the-house guy,” I explained.

      “Really?” Constance said looking as though she might die if I told her any more surprising news about my life. “That's wonderful. I could sure use someone to help around our house.” She nudged Randy.

      “What? Oh, we do alright the way we are,” Randy said in a bah-humbug voice.

      “Why don't you go ahead and sit,” I said, motioning to the table.

      “Oh, look, Randy,” Constance said, eyes taking it all in. “She's put out the China and silver.” I knew she would notice and then gushed about how much trouble I went through. Well, eventually they'll find out that it was worth it to me to make them comfortable.

      We all sat and the conversation went back to where we met. Since I was a terrible liar, I allowed Vasyl to jump right in.

      “I saw her from afar,” Vasyl said, looking straight at me. His eyes glittered in the candlelight. “I knew from the moment my eyes fell on her that I would have to know her. I would have to meet her, and know her.”

      “I dreamt of him,” I said, nearly tearing up. That part was true. Constance's little whine, pushed me over the line, and tears formed. I knew what Vasyl was talking about. He saw me as a little girl, and then I grew up into a woman and he was always there, watching me from afar. Wanting me.

      “So, you met at work?” Randy said.

      “No,” I said. “It was—”

      “I saw her in a restaurant with another,” Vasyl interrupted. “I had to find a way to introduce myself to her.”

      Chin on folded hands, elbows on the table, I listened without interruption. Hearing it from his point of view, and with his accent, even I could believe it. Constance would have been entranced even if the pheromones weren't dancing around.

      “I had the waiter bring her a drink, telling her it was from me.” He shrugged. “It was the ice breaker—as you say.” He shrugged again.

      “After that we've hardly been apart,” I said. Wow. I could lie like a rug.

      Constance sighed, looking somewhat dreamy-eyed. “How romantic.”

      Randy, being immune to Frenchmen and apparently to romantic stories, gave her a slitted look.

      Cho entered the room then. He poured ice water into everyone's glass. I have no idea where he found the pitcher, but he was surprising the hell out of me tonight. He exited and returned with a bottle of wine. He stopped next to Vasyl, and showed it to him for approval.

      Vasyl made one of those Frenchmen scoffs. “Domestic. Bah.”

      “That's from California. Napa Valley,” I said, frowning. “As good as any wine from France.” I'd had more than enough arguments about wine with him in this house. Besides he didn't drink wine, so he couldn't talk.

      He made a slight motion with his hand. Cho opened the bottle expertly and poured the wine into our two glasses—at that half-way level, like they do in posh restaurants. He moved to pour some into Randy's glass, but Randy put a hand over the glass.

      “No thanks.” Randy chuckled and looked first at me then up at Cho. “I prefer beer.”

      “Oh, good heavens,” Constance said, “one night without it won't hurt you.”

      “We do have beer,” Cho said, pausing next to him. Eyes glancing to Vasyl he added. “Domestic.” His mouth dipped into a boyish smirk. He poured wine into Constance's glass.

      “Thank you,” Constance said and took a sip. “Oh, that's wonderful!”

      I always kept beer in the refrigerator. “If you'd rather,” I said to Randy. “Go for it.”

      “Well, yeah I would rather, if you don't mind.” He gave Constance a don't-even-go-there look.

      Cho bowed. He took my brother's empty wine glass and darted back into the kitchen. I heard the can being opened and poured. I began to really appreciate Cho's experience in handling everyone's whims and wants around the dinner table. He brought Randy his beer, in a tall, tapered glass, set it beside his table setting, and made a little bow.

      “I will serve you all momentarily,” he said and withdrew.

      “Wow,” Constance said low to me. “Could I borrow him sometime?”

      “I might be able to let him go some night. If he agrees,” I said. I actually didn't know how long I had him for.

      “He'd be great for the annual antiques dealers meeting in our region. I'm in charge of it this year.”

      “So, Vasyl,” Randy said, interrupting his wife, “what do you do for a living?”

      “He raises horses,” I blurted suddenly.

      Vasyl's eyes darted back to me. He smiled patently. “I do not have to work. I have a large—eh—inheritance. But I do, as your sister says, raise horses.”

      “You mean, like racing horses?”

      “No. They are merely a past time. A love.” He smiled tenderly.

      “You don't have them here, do you?” Constance asked.

      “No. They are elsewhere.”

      Cho entered the room with plates balanced along both arms and in his hands. How he did this was amazing to me and he earned some appreciative gasps as he settled each plate loaded down with our food in an eye-pleasing way. I had no idea we had fresh parsley leaf.

      When he set the plates before the two girls, he bent, hands on thighs and asked them what they would like to drink. They both said “milk”. Cho dutifully brought them out two glasses of milk.

      “What is this?” Randy asked. “Tastes like venison.”

      “It is.” I cut off a piece and tried it. Dante had done a superb job. It actually melted in my mouth and was flavorful. I nodded and said through a mouthful, “Very good.”

      “How fancy! Pearl onions, finger potatoes and small carrots,” Constance gasped. “Can I get your recipe?”

      I chuckled. “If I can dig it up for you. Sure,” I said.

      “Randy always brings home a deer every year—”

      “Well, not every year,” Randy corrected, smirking.

      “Anyway, he has the butcher make roasts. Mine always dries out.” A gush of frustration came from her.

      “It would be fine if you'd just cook it in the crock pot,” Randy said to her.

      “I do!” she said, looking pointedly at him. “Is that how you did yours, Sabrina?”

      “No. This was in the oven.”

      “How many times did you baste?”

      “Only once,” I said, smiling, and feeling horrible to not be able to tell her exactly what was done to the roast.

      “What temperature?”

      Crap. “I think it was low, but I don't remember.”

      “Two hundred and thirty-five degrees,” Cho's voice came from the kitchen. “For two hours.”

      I smiled at Constance.

      The meal was delicious and conversation revolved for a time around my roast, and then back to Vasyl and where he came from. I knew that Vasyl had been in America for a while, but I didn't know exactly when he came here to find me. But he knew all of Europe, and spoke about it as though he flew back and forth from Paris to America all the time. You wouldn't know he'd been around for over a thousand years.

      When conversation died, Constance said, “Oh, Aunt Shirley called the other day. She's wondering when Lindee will be coming home. You know there hasn't been any contact at all from her?”

      “I know,” I said, and took a sip of wine to bolster my lie. “That was one of the conditions that were made by this rehab place that she had been sent to.” I felt a twinge of guilt in my gut. If I had to make up one more lie about where Lindee was tonight, I was going to explode.

      “Wow. You think she's changed?”

      “Oh, yes. Quite a bit the last time I saw her. She'll surprise everyone,” I said. This also reminded me that I would have to go and retrieve Lindee from Black Veil. When the hell would I have time to do that? Especially since Vasyl had made me swear I would never go back to that place again. I could not send Rick because he could lose his powers. Vampires couldn't go, because they had no way back. And I couldn't go against Vasyl's wishes. I had no solution to this dilemma at all. It made me more sad, now that someone mentioned how Lindee's family was looking forward to her coming home for Christmas, which was only three weeks away.

      When we were all done with our dinner, Cho removed our plates and returned to place a wedge of pie on smaller pie plates.

      “Oh, blueberry?” I said, surprised. “God, I haven't had blueberry pie in ages!”

      “It's from a can,” she said with a wrinkled nose.

      “Well, everyone knows it's the crust that makes it great,” Randy said, fork loaded down with a hunk of pie, held to his mouth. I watched the hunk of pie disappear into his mouth. He caught a dribble with a thumb and stuck that into his mouth as well and sucked loudly.

      “That's… true,” I said, slightly distracted as Vasyl held his fork loaded with pie in front of my face. My eyes crossed to look at it. Constance made an aww noise as I opened my mouth. Vasyl held his hand under the piece of pie as he guided it carefully into my mouth.

      “Aw, look at the newlyweds,” Constance said. “Reminds me of when we—” Constance shut up. Her face turned beet red. Randy eyed her.

      “Huh?” Randy said.

      “Oh… never mind,” Constance said, batting the air with her napkin.

      Slightly embarrassed, I couldn't help but snicker at the act of Vasyl feeding me. This reminded me of his prelude to sex. He sometimes enjoyed feeding me. I became really warm at those particular memories.

      My nervous stomach prevented me from eating much of the pie. I was about to have to tell them what Vasyl really was. And that vampires were all around us. Plus, that I'd pissed a number of them off and they may be waiting to do something to us all. I couldn't tell them everything. No way was I going to tell them that the thing they thought was Grandma Rose at Thanksgiving was really a demon. I don't think I'd be able to convince them. But then I recalled that Rick had rearranged their memories to not include her that night. For all I know, he may have also had them forget his and Tremayne's visit as well.

      The last bite of pie was eaten. The girl's plates were cleaned, milk drank. Somehow no one noticed that Vasyl hadn't taken a bite of food. Probably he had thralled them into believing he had been eating along with them. Vampires could do amazing tricks to the human mind.

      That was when Cho entered the room juggling fruit. An orange, apple, and one lemon looped in the air, his hands busy catching and tossing them.

      “Oh, I definitely need to borrow him,” Constance said, chuckling.

      We all watched his juggling act. He ended by snagging the apple in his teeth, and took a bow after catching the rest in his large hands. We all clapped.

      I knew this was a signal to me that it was time to get the girls into the den so that I could talk to Randy and Constance alone.

      “Girls, I've put a few of your toys in the den. And Ty may have a few more tricks to show you as well.”

      “Yay!” They both jumped off their chairs and darted through the house.

      “Walk, girls,” Constance said.

      They didn't hear her, as they giggled and screamed the whole way, charging ahead of Cho to the den.

      We all released a collective sigh when the room became quiet.

      “That was a very good meal, Sabrina,” Constance commented. “Write the recipe down before I go.”

      “Okay, but I'll have to get it from the person who made it. I actually didn't make it,” I admitted. She should have known, though. I was not that good at cooking anything so complicated.

      “Oh, don't tell me you've found a man who cooks?” Constance said looking pointedly and admiringly at Vasyl.

      “Moi? Non!” Vasyl said. “I do not cook at all.” He looked to me.

      “Cho?” she guessed looking at us.

      “No. It was actually Dante who prepared it. Then he left,” I said.

      “Oh, Dante,” she said and then had that odd look on her face while she glance at both of us. She most likely remembered him being with me, and wondered what had happened, and how I had not wound up with Vasyl, instead. But I could see that she found my choice of husband wasn't at all disappointing.

      “Dante knows how to cook venison. I don't,” I said with another shrug. They didn't know that Dante had died, of course. I never told them. I had no reason to. “Since he's three-quarters Lakota,” I added.

      “I'll bet he brought it to you,” Randy said.

      “Actually—” oh, what the hell. My life was now a huge lie, anyway. “Yes, he did.” When the lie was easier than the truth, I decided it was easier going with the lie.

      But the dinner was not high on my mind, or Dante for that matter. I didn't know how to bring up the subject of vampires. Bluntly? Hey, guys. Guess what? Vasyl's a vampire! Or should I go with the coy approach. “Randy, remember when Mom disappeared—?”

      No. That would have a real contradictory affect. Randy would hate Vasyl for turning our mother.

      I had wrestled with this in my mind the whole day, and basically ever since I was told to have the “talk” with them.

      Vasyl looked my way and I met his gaze. He was trying to nudge me into saying what I had to say, I could feel his subliminal nudge.

      “It is time,” Vasyl said, “to tell them our other secret.”

      A sickening thrill went through me then, and my stomach tilted.

      “Oh, don't tell me,” Randy said, smiling confidently and holding out a palm to us. “You're having a baby!” Oh crap!

      My mouth fell open in disbelief and I made a half-gurgling chuckle. If only they knew! My life was so complicated even Dr. Phil would not be able to unravel it. He would need to consult himself in this matter.

      “No,” Vasyl said, his hand seeking mine. He looked into my eyes. “Not that we are not trying.”

      I made a gasp. Yeah, like about thirty minutes before you guys showed up.

      “Oh! How wonderful. You two will make great parents,” Constance said.

      “But that's not what I'm trying to tell you,” I said, my face warming.

      “Oh, I can't wait until the family Christmas gathering at Aunt Shirley's this year,” Constance went on without hearing me, eyes gleaming.

      “I can just see cousin Doug's face when he meets Vasyl. He and his wife went to Paris in the spring, and are still bragging up a storm about it.” Randy laughed. “Here we got ourselves a real-to-goodness Frenchman in our family now.”

      Constance rose. “Excuse me,” she said.

      Vasyl stood. I wished I'd had a camera when Randy awkwardly got half way out of his chair, mimicking Vasyl, dropping his napkin. He sat back down, leaned over and grabbed his napkin. Constance padded into the bathroom.

      I let go a held breath. Crap. How was I going to bring up vampires after the subject of making babies, Frenchmen and Christmas parties was the primary subjects now?

      I twisted the ends of my gloved fingers thinking hard on how to breach the subject when a scream came from the bathroom and Constance threw open the door and bolted from the room.

      We all stood.

      “Someone,” she gasped. “I don't know how… He's-he's in t-the mirror!” She screeched, pointing toward the offending room.

      “A man? In the mirror!” Randy repeated. “Just how much wine did you have, Con?”

      “Oh, crap,” I muttered, and Vasyl gave me a most disproving look. He knew it could only be one person who could appear in mirrors. And maybe he felt the Undead in the house. Because I sure felt the metaphysical imprint of Dante's aura.

      Dante suddenly materialized in the wide opening of the threshold between the living and dining rooms, giving me a deep one-knee bow, his long black tresses falling down around him like a cape. Constance cried out and darted behind Randy. Vasyl swore in French, Randy swore like a sailor, and I swore under my breath.

      “Many pardons, my Lady, but I held off as long as I could,” Dante said, and looked up at me.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A demon is requesting audience. He says he knows you.” Aw crap.

      I looked over to my brother and his wife.

      “Yeah, see, my life has gotten way different in the past months,” I said to them as if that would explain everything. To Dante I said. “What do you mean he says he knows me?”

      “His name is Jacob. He tells me that he met you while you were in Dark World.”

      The name was familiar, but I still didn't remember him.

      “Why does he want to see me?”

      Dante smiled lightly. “Apparently he misses you.”

      “Sacrebleu,” Vasyl said.

      “Get rid of him,” I said.

      “As you wish,” Dante bowed his head, never rose, and disappeared.

      Constance fainted. Randy caught her and somehow propped her into a chair and then glared at me.
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      “Sabrina? What the hell is going on here?” Randy demanded.

      Twisting the fingers of my gloves, I said, “That's sort of the reason I asked you over.”

      The girl's tinkling laughter from the other room filtered to me, making me glance toward the French doors. Beyond, I saw someone making shadow puppets on the wall, or on the drapes. I was so grateful Dante waited until they were out of the room to do his sudden materialization.

      Vasyl moved to close the space between us. He leaned slightly toward me and said, “I have him within my control, Sabrina.” While this was good news, it only slightly reassured me because of the dark look Randy was still giving me. His wife, meanwhile, was still out, and slumped over the table, but comfortably seated in a chair. I worried about her hair having dipped into the gravy boat, however, and chewed on my lower lip thinking about how she fusses with that bountiful mane of hers.

      “Okay,” I began, “this is how it is. Vasyl is a vampire. Dante is too, but he's an Undead.” Scrunching my nose, I added, “Well, he died and that's why, but it's really, really complicated and I can't go into that right now.” I took a breath. Randy was still staring at me, but didn't interrupt. “I worked for vampires in Chicago. In fact my boss, as well as my husband, are both master vampires.”

      After twenty seconds Randy's lips stretch across his face and then split into a guffaw. A hand slapped against his thigh. “That's a good one, Brie! Haw-haw-haw!”

      “I'm serious!” My worry slipped to annoyance as my fingers curled to make fists at my sides.

      “What do you wish me to do?” Vasyl asked quietly.

      I watched my brother wipe tears from his eyes, he was laughing so hard. Some were streaming down his cheeks.

      My frown hardened. “Can you pull out your wings?” I wondered.

      “Of course.” He yanked off his shirt, revealing that milky-white skin, and a viral chest and abs. This got Randy's attention and he quit laughing.

      “What are we doing here?” he asked, looking thoroughly confused and somewhat concerned.

      Vasyl's wings grew out of his back. It was quite fascinating, and my eyes were riveted as well as Randy's. Gradually, he opened them, but not fully. They were too huge to open wide, but the leathery membrane and claws at the ends, and the two thumbs tipped with large, wicked claws at the bend were terrifying enough. A good thing Constance was still out. Or maybe Vasyl also maintained a strong thrall on her at the same time.

      Vasyl lifted his head slightly, looking down his nose at Randy. It was that haughty I'm-more-powerful-than-you look I've seen him use on other men, and other vampires. It never failed to put them in their place. Randy was overwhelmed. He began to shake.

      “Maybe that was a bit too much,” I said low to Vasyl.

      Vasyl's eyes darted off Randy, to me for only a second before returning it on Randy. “You need not fear me, as I do not drink human blood,” Vasyl said. “But many of my kind do. Some do not have control over their needs and desires.”

      “Good… that's good,” I quietly cheered him on. “Keep going.”

      My brother stared back at Vasyl, wordlessly taking in what was said to him. I presumed that Vasyl had put him under a slightly stronger thrall, now, so as to impart the message, make him aware of the dangers surrounding him and his family.

      “O-kay,” Randy said, continuing to stare.

      “Tell him he has to stay indoors at night—all of them—and not answer the door or let anyone in,” I said to Vasyl. “Rick put a really strong ward on their house, like he did mine.”

      Vasyl nodded.

      “Neither you, nor your family must go out after sunset,” Vasyl said. “Your family must stay inside your home. You will be safe if you stay inside and do not go out for any reason after sunset. Do not let anyone inside that you do not know well.”

      “Wear crucifixes,” I suggested low.

      “Wear crucifixes. Put one on each child, yourself and your wife. All of you must wear one,” Vasyl commanded. I wondered how many times you heard a vampire telling a human to wear a crucifix, and stay indoors at night.

      “Okay,” Randy said in a calm voice. “I'll do that.”

      “Now. I will escort you home,” Vasyl said.

      “Good idea,” I said, turning to him.

      Constance made a rousing noise as she sat up. Looking very confused, she touched her drooping hair, discovering something wet (gravy), in it and made a face as she drew fingers over the length of a few strands and sniffed. Then she tentatively tasted it, her face making a grimace, then a confused squint at it.

      “I will be with them until they get inside the house,” Vasyl said, turning toward me and taking hold of my arms. He drew his hands down my arms until he held my hands. Drawing them up, he kissed the backs of them.

      “Good,” I said.

      “You will be safe until I return,” he said.

      I nodded.

      “Girls?” Randy called, moving out from around the table. “Come get your coats on.”

      “What?” Constance said. “We're leaving now?” She looked around the room. “I—Sabrina?” She got up unsteadily, and caught herself on the edge of the table. “Whoa,”

      “Did you—?” I looked to Vasyl, made a significant look.

      “I altered her memory, do not worry, cherie,” he assured me.

      “Good.” I did not want Constance remembering seeing Dante popping up in the bathroom mirror while she was doing her business. It was bad enough she would have to wash gravy out of her hair.

      In a few moments, Randy had coats on both girls, and himself. Constance was still looking slightly dazed, as if she wanted to ask questions, but couldn't bring herself to it. They all trouped out the door. Vasyl, still shirtless, and shoeless, led them out. No one asked about his state of dress—or undress—as they stepped out into a bitterly cold night.

      I sighed with relief, and shut the door.

      “I will clear the table, if you wish?” Cho offered.

      I turned to address him, was about to say, “No you don't have to do that,” when someone popped in again.

      Dante was into a low bow once more. “My Lady. The demon, Jacob, is very persistent. I detect he is no threat to you. He only wishes to impart something. I feel it would be wise to entertain his wishes.”

      I flicked a gaze to Cho before I returned it to Dante. I sighed. “Oh, good grief! Fine. Have him come in.”

      Dante bowed once again. A few seconds later someone materialized beside him. He was handsome, and in some weird way I recognized him, but couldn't place where I'd seen him before. It was one of those odd moments of wondering where I'd seen this person before, but not able to bring that particular memory up. Then a scene of a bath—and not your normal sort of bath, but something larger-than-a-jacuzzi sort of bath—hit me. Then, as if my brain could not hold it back—it was like a locomotive chugging down the track—what we did while in that bath played out and my face reddened. Holy shit… crap… hell… I did do it with a demon!

      “Sabrina,” the demon said, with a bow, which dropped his longish dark hair down into his face and he had to flop it out of his eyes when he straightened. I felt an edgy sort of desire go through me. Damn it all to hell and back.

      “My Lady, remember the ring controls him,” Dante reminded. Then he added without speaking, but went directly to my mind, He is an incubus, my Lady. Quickly!

      “Oh. Right.” I held up my hand quickly. Then realized I had the glove covering it. I hurriedly pulled it off and held my hand up again. I trembled all over. He was on the gorgeous side. No wonder I had had such a good time with him in that huge bath on Dark World. Sheesh!

      Jacob blinked at my hand, then at me. “Your powers I cannot ignore,” he said, then gave another bow. “Give me an order so that I might please you in some way so as to show you a small token of my devotion to you, mistress.”

      “Right.” I looked at Dante. Dante shrugged.

      Jacob waited. I thought a moment. What could I have Jacob do, more to keep him occupied and not bothering me? Especially bothering me in the bedroom, because there was no room for an incubus there. I sure didn't need him complicating my life any more than it already was. Then, I had it. Thankful that Constance had brought it up at dinner time.

      “Jacob, do you know how to get to the Black Veil?” I asked.

      “I have heard of it.”

      “Good. My cousin, Lindee, is there. She works in a palace in Targosvite. The palace belongs to Drakulya. She works as kitchen help, there. Do you think you can find her and bring her back?”

      “I will do my best to please you, mistress,” he said and bowed again. Then, he vanished.

      I slapped my hands together. “There. Another problem solved.” I glanced at Cho who smiled as he picked up the dishes and took them into the kitchen. The sound of him loading up the dishwasher filtered to my ears while I slumped over a chair.

      “Where is your husband, my Lady?” Dante asked.

      “Vasyl left to escort my brother and his family back home.”

      He bowed. “I will hold vigil until his return,” he said and vanished.

      Cho sailed out of the kitchen and grabbed up empty and almost empty glasses from the table.

      “Here, let me help you.” Needing something to do, I moved and grabbed up silverware and a few stemmed glasses, and together we loaded the dishwasher.

      “Did you tell them about the vampires?” Cho asked.

      “I did. Well, not exactly me.” I straightened from the dishwasher to look at him. “Vasyl did most of the talking. I'm glad he was there to, um, soften the blow, so to speak.”

      He nodded. “Of course. I saw zhūn with your jiā rén.”

      “My huh with my who-what?”

      “Difficulty with your family, in the beginning.”

      “Oh.”

      “All of it worked out, for now. But I fear that things may happen that are out of your control,” he warned.

      “Story of my life.” I turned on the dishwasher and looked at him. “Wait. Was that advice, or a warning?”

      Eyelids dropped into a blink, then his erudite eyes lifted to engage my gaze. “You have qián—great creative power and skills. I have seen it in action, but I also know that you hold back. You seem unsure. Waters untested, you seem to dip your toes, instead of immerse yourself wholeheartedly into your job.”

      I gaped at him. I suppose he was right. “I didn't ask for this.” My answer felt lame.

      “No. And yet you are in the thick of it, as it were,” he said. “You must accept who and what you are. Until you do, you will be ineffective against your enemies.”

      “How old are you, anyway? Like. Ninety-five?”

      He smiled “No. I am twenty-five. You must agree that I am right.”

      I scrinched my lips slightly at his seriousness. I hated to admit he was right, but he was. Damn. Before I could say another thing, an odd tingling at the base of my spine caught me off guard. I stood there, eyes swimming around the room, not focusing on anything but rather waiting to understand what the sensation meant. It felt not unlike the seconds before when someone had shot at me.

      “Something is happening,” I said.

      Cho grasped my upper arms. “Tell me what you feel?”

      “I don't know. It feels wrong, somehow. Like right before I was shot. Something—”

      The sudden noises made me jump. Outside, there was a loud racket. Cho's grip on my arms tightened slightly. I say slightly, because I knew he was a hell of a lot stronger than he looked. And because he was touching me a whirlwind of visions came off him and I really needed him to let go and step away. Finally, looking up he did. We both looked up.

      “What is that?” he asked as something thumped against the house, and some sort of terrible slashing cut across the roof.

      “It sure isn't wind,” I said. “Sounds like vampires fighting.” I recalled how Vasyl had fought off a master from South America who was after me a few months back. I sure hoped they wouldn't come through my picture window again. That put me back a good sum. I only just got the insurance check the other day.

      The tingling went up a notch and displacement of air made me jump slightly. Dante appeared.

      “Sabrina, both of you, get into a windowless room. Now!” He vanished.

      “Windowless room! I don't have one of those.” I paused. “I don't think.”

      Cho grabbed my hand. “I have an idea.” He pulled me along. Unfortunately he had grabbed my ungloved hand. He pulled me into the dining room and then pulled open the door to the far right. It creaked a little bit. We plunged into the darkness, down the steps and onto the landing where the steps turned. I drew in musty basement smells. Cho shut the door. Thankfully he had released my hand. I was surprised I didn't go into full-blown synaptic over-load from contact with him. There were a lot of dark things I now knew about him.

      “Oh, don't shut it!” But he did. And now we were in complete darkness.

      “Why shouldn't I have shut it?”

      “The door knob is so old that it won't turn from this side of the door,” I explained.

      Cho tried it. He must have pushed, and the door refused to open.

      “It doesn't matter—”

      BOOM!

      I jumped from the noise, and bounced off of Cho—at least I hoped it was him. “What was that?”

      He hushed me. I froze and became quiet. It had come from the outside door that led to the basement. Fortunately my father had put a very sturdy metal door for the outside entrance. It wasn't for safety so much as keeping raccoons from gaining entry. They were like small bears in the winter trying to get inside the house.

      We remained silent for a few more moments. I allowed Cho to hold me because I was scared out of my mind. My heart was beating so hard I could hear it—that's how quiet it had become, momentarily.

      This wasn't good. A pang slid through me. It seemed distant. It wasn't my pain, I realized, but Vasyl's. I tried to reach up and locate the light switch. I was nowhere near the light switch on the wall, which was four steps up. The back of my legs were against the steps and I turned, stepped up a few risers, my hands slipping and groping along the wall. I felt around, until finally, my fingers found the light switch and I flipped it on. Overhead a single bare light bulb, which had a colored glass lamp shade that mimicked real lead glass around it, came on. I blinked until my eyes weren't burning any more.

      Cho gave me a questioning look.

      “Sorry, but I don't like the dark. It freaks me out.”

      “We are fine, for now. The noises have diminished.”

      I paused to listen, and tried to feel our perimeters. “They've stopped fighting.”

      The door which we had come through suddenly opened. I screamed, jumped the two runners down onto the landing, almost falling. Cho caught me, then let me go. He twirled me around, getting in front of me in a lightning move, going into one of those Kung-Fu stances.

      “It's me,” the familiar voice said. “Sabrina? Are you okay?” It was Dante.

      “Yes. I'm fine. Scared to death, but fine. What the hell was going on out there?”

      “We were attacked. It began when Vasyl returned from your brother's. He called on his sentinels, but there were too many attacking us.” Dante said this as we climbed out of the stairway, and he surged for the front door. I wondered who he was letting in as he opened the door.

      Vasyl half-fell and half-staggered inside. Dante was there to catch him. Cho darted in front of me to grab Vasyl's other side. I was momentarily frozen with dread. Why would Vasyl need to be carried? Then I saw it, in the limited light, all the blood. The pain I'd felt had come from Vasyl's fight. I didn't want to look too closely, but his hair was matted in tacky blood, and the pants he had worn were shredded and stained with dark blood. They moved Vasyl inside, arms leaning heavily upon both men's shoulders, head drooping with his hair falling like a wild horse's mane.

      I darted to the door and shut off the cold blast of air, and saw more than I really wanted to. The blood was everywhere. There was a trail of blood up to the door through the snow. At first I didn't know whether it was all his blood, or the incidental bathing he'd gotten while dispatching other vampires. Then I saw the chunk taken out of his shoulder. It was as though someone took a bite out of him like he was a cookie.

      The sight made me go woozy and I grabbed for a chair. Missed the chair and fell to the floor. No one was looking. Good.

      “Sabrina,” Dante's voice brought me back. I was looking up from the couch. How had I had made it into the living room? Must've fainted. I'm such a wus. My brain tried to catch up with things. Then I remembered Vasyl's horrifying wound, and all the blood. Okay, yuck.

      “Huh?” I managed not to up-chuck. I was stronger than that. I had to be.

      “Your wards on the house—they're down,” Dante said. They had maneuvered Vasyl into the bedroom and onto the bed. The only noise was from Vasyl. He made incoherent sounds (some in whispered French), and I wasn't sure if he was swearing or giving directions, or both.

      While I got myself together, and comprehended what Dante had said, I wondered how my wards on the house had come down. Then, it dawned on me. When I let Ophelia and Declan in I had said something that would let them gain entry past the ward. Mrs. Bench had told me how to close it again. Oh crap. The moments after Vasyl had picked a nasty fight with me, I'd forgotten to close them again.

      “Crap,” I said and stepped to the doorway of the bedroom. I winced.

      “He needs blood,” Dante said. “He needs human.”

      I stepped into the room, as though it were my duty to give my blood to him. Hell, I'd just donated my plasma to Tremayne. Why not? Dante stepped in front of me, hands firmly on my shoulders. He looked into my eyes, his glowing with an eerie incandescence that gave me chills. The whites of his eyes looked dark. Crap. Dark red, like bloodshot.

      “No. Not yours,” he said. I shook. My knees weakened. I dipped. Dante's hands grabbed me underneath my armpits and held me up easily. If it were not for the fact he held me, and we were closer than we should have been, I would have been on the floor at that point. Again. I couldn't look into those terrifying eyes, so turned my head away. Frowning, I looked over where Cho stood next to the head of the bed. He bared an arm and made a fist, and the veins popped all along his arm like little snakes. Crap-ola.

      “You cannot, Sabrina,” Vasyl said as if in response to something I'd said.

      “My blood is—like—magical,” I said in protest, but it was a weak protest. I actually didn't think I'd be able to give blood the way I felt.

      “No,” Dante said and I looked into his eyes. The redness leaving the whites, the silver rimming the dilated pupils. I wondered if I had been imagining those terrible eyes. “You would be in jeopardy, should you give him blood.” The warning was stern.

      “Besides, Sabrina, you must give plasma tomorrow,” Cho reminded. “It would compromise you significantly. They won't take your plasma if they find you've given a pint of blood.” He had a point.

      Cho placed his bulging forearm before Vasyl's face. I wondered if he would bite, as he had avoided drinking human blood for a long time. But he didn't hesitate. I glanced away, stunned by his huge fangs and the sight of him biting a human arm like a large dog chomping down on a bone.

      “Come,” Dante said, pressing me back out of the room. I was glad he pushed me away. I couldn't have moved away on my own.

      Without warning I simply broke down and cried. Dante held me until my sobs were spent. He leaned, grabbed the box of tissues and I blew my nose into a wad.

      “Vasyl lost several sentinels, he will have to call up more, once he is strong enough,” Dante explained. “You must get the ward back up on the house. Even though these vampires could not gain entry, there are still those who you invited into your house who can come inside without further invitation.”

      Yep. Nicolas and Leif. Two vampires who would happily stop by on their murdering rampage and do God knew what to me.

      I nodded. “I'll call him.”

      “Do it,” he said firmly. “Now, I must go and feed, as my powers are quickly fading, my Lady.” He bowed, and then vanished while in the bow.

      My cell phone… where is it? I looked for my cell phone, trying to both remember where I had it, and ignoring some of the sounds from the bedroom. None of the sounds came from Cho. I was pretty certain.

      Finally locating my cell phone from my purse, I went through my contacts—the reason I didn't use the house phone—and found Rick's number and hit send. He answered on the second ring.

      “Girlfriend, what's up?” he asked. Music, and conversation in the background filtered through. The music was of the Celtic variety. He was at Tom's Hideaway.

      “Uh-m, hi, Rick. Hey, I'm sorry to bother you, but—”

      “No bother. What's up, toots?”

      “I somehow brought the ward down on my house, and I need it put back up,” I explained.

      “Wow, how did you do that?” he wondered.

      I quickly explained about allowing the Nephilim—Bill's sister—in, and that I'd forgotten to put it back up. “I didn't know I could do that,” I said.

      “Actually, you do have that sort of power.”

      “Wow. Really?” I gasped. “How would I be able to do something like this?”

      “It would take practice, on small stuff, and then you move up.”

      “Wow. Really?” I sounded like a broken recording.

      “So, everything is cool, otherwise?”

      “Well, not really. We were attacked by vampires tonight. We need to get the ward back up quick.”

      “Okay. Sure, toots, I'll get that back up for you. No problem.”

      “Thanks a lot,” I said.

      “Any time.”

      We hung up and I hoped that the ward was up soon. I paced around, looking out windows, worried about one of my past vampire visitors coming in unwelcomed.

      Cho stepped out of the bedroom, pulling down the shirt sleeve. Our eyes met briefly, and I was first to look away.

      “Don't worry about me,” he said. “I do this more often than you think. I started out as a donor, in fact.”

      Nifty. I wasn't certain how to react to that, so I kept silent. Was he in it for the sexual gratification, or what? He certainly looked more perky than he had a right to be.

      “He asked me to send you in to see him,” Cho said. “I'll go clean up.” I didn't know what he was going to clean and left it at that.

      I nodded and strode toward the bedroom door. I hesitated and poked my head in.

      “Knock, knock,” I said working to place a smile on my face.

      “Please, Sabrina. Come to me,” Vasyl said, a hand out to me.

      I bit on my lower lip, and stepped around the bed. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I look down at him and took his hand. I nearly let it go because tacky blood coated it. It was all over his arm, and in his hair. His one eye was swollen, but it healed before my eyes. Amazing. I tried to not look at his bloodied torso. I didn't want to wonder what else was done to him.

      “You're a mess,” I said, trying to hitch a grin on my face. I shoved a fist to my hip to sell it.

      “Forgive me. I ruin your bed linens,” he said, giving a sheepish look.

      “That's okay. God, like you can help it,” I said. That's when the chunk of flesh taken out of his shoulder grew back with an icky sound.

      His eyes closed as the process took precedence over everything.

      When his flesh mended he took a sudden intake of air, his back arched a little and then his eyes opened, and he released his breath and relaxed.

      I sat down, grasped his hand again. “Are you—?”

      “I am fine,” he said. “Now.” He took a few more breaths and went on. “The battle took a great deal from me.” He frowned, looking up at me. “We were greatly out-numbered.”

      “Outnumbered?”

      “Ilona and Nicolas both sent their sentinels. It overwhelmed mine. I do not understand how they came so close to the house.”

      “Dante said my ward fell. But don't worry, I called Rick. I'm sure he's put it back up again.”

      “I want you to forgive me for something else,” he said and sat up, leaning back against two pillows propped up against the headboard.

      “What?”

      “Earlier. I was jealous.”

      “No-o-o,” I gushed, smiling. “Of who?”

      “When the Nephilim were here. Bill's sister?”

      “You were jealous of Ophelia?”

      “Not of her. Of the fact that—” He paused to consider how to word it. “The fact that the baby is yours and Bill's, and not mine.” He screwed up his expression. “That didn't sound right. Did it?”

      “I know what you meant,” I said and quickly went into my apology. “I'm sorry. I-I—”

      His hand came over my lips, shushing me. “I only wish to make a baby with you.” He looked down at my midsection. “One you will carry.”

      Oh God. Here we go. But I was prepared. Sort of. “Not tonight,” I said, a wry smile on my lips. “You've got a headache.”

      “No,” he made a small chuckle, but a hitch made him cut it short. “But soon?” Hand around mine he kissed the back of it.

      I looked away.

      “You do not want to have a baby?” His words made me turn back to him.

      “Not right now. There's so much going on… people shooting at me, trying to kill us.”

      “But you cannot prevent it, can you?” His question hung in the air.

      “Actually,” I began, “I can.” I paused to look him in the eye. I had not wanted to have this conversation with him. Plus, I realized he was not up-to-date on modern medicine. He didn't know, nor did he want to know about technology. The way that Ophelia became a surrogate mother must have overwhelmed him. “I take a pill,” I finally said. “It prevents me from becoming pregnant.”

      He stared at me, processing this new information. Then he sat up a little straighter, stared at me, lips pressed together. His action of getting out of the bed made me move away. “I am taking a shower. Then I will sleep elsewhere. Good night, madam.” He strode through the room and went into the bathroom to take his shower.

      My whole insides fell. I had made two mistakes today with him. Maybe I was the worst wife in the world. Maybe I shouldn't have married him.
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      It had snowed overnight. The six additional inches on my Jeep was my biggest clue. I could make out the general boxy shape and the grill under the yard light of the Jeep. The circle of light cast illumination over the fantastic glistening snow scape below. The driveway was basically plugged up with four- to six-foot drifts, looking like waves in a frozen lake that you might see in northern Minnesota. I didn't think my Jeep would get through all that, I don't care what their commercials claimed.

      I continued to look out the kitchen window into the darkness while the coffee brewed. I didn't know if Cho drank coffee. I wasn't sure if someone who fasted would drink coffee. I'd only seen him drink water. Coffee was made with water, so I made a whole pot, just in case. I'd had a short vision of someone actually wanting and drinking my coffee, but it wasn't Cho.

      Mentally I was trying to locate my broom and snow shovel. Someone had been nice enough to shovel my steps and plow the drive each time it had snowed while I slept in. I hoped to discover who my mysterious snow-plowing, step-sweeping good samaritan was. No matter what, I needed to dig out my Jeep. An industrial-sized broom would be needed to push the snow off it today. That would be in my father's shop. Which was looking as far away as Siberia, right now.

      Dressed in gray sweats and warm, thick socks, I stepped across the kitchen to the counter where my coffee filled the room with its rich aroma. I poured a generous amount of caramel latte creamer into my cup while I slipped back to that terrible moment with Vasyl last night, and the argument. Well, it wasn't an argument exactly. I had upset him and he'd left the room. After he showered I'd heard him go upstairs. He most likely went to the “vampire room,” as I like to call it. He had not used it since we had consummated our marriage. I guess this was the vampire's version of sleeping on the couch.
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