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      This book includes the topic of suicide.

      If you are at risk of suicide, call for help:

      US: 988

      CANADA: 1-833-456-4566 or in Quebec call 1-866-277-3553

      UK: Text SHOUT to 85258 or call Samaritans Helpline: 116 123

      IRELAND: Samaritans Helpline 116 123

      AUSTRALIA: Lifeline: 13 11 14 or Beyond Blue Mental Health Support at 1 300 22 4636

      NEW ZEALAND: Lifeline 0800 543 354 or Suicide Crisis Helpline: 0508 828865

      PHILLIPPINES: National Center for Mental Health from LANDLINE call 1553. From CELL PHONE call: 0917-899-8727

      

      
        
        It gets better.

        Stick around and see for yourself that it gets better.

        The best parts of life lie just ahead.
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      I stood on the deck of the ship we’d stolen from the US government, the sea wind rinsing my hair with the scent of every creature she held in her briny womb. If our enemies found us, they would, as my young friend Charlotte put it, “blow us out of the water.” And they wouldn’t care about destroying the seven hybrid children who were still onboard. That was Charlotte’s opinion, at least. I rather thought they would try to take those walking, talking little experiments alive. They were, after all, bred and trained to be weapons. Vampire killers.

      I could only hold the glamour I’d cast for so long. I had to rest. And my attention was divided, to say the least, by the little ones who had been known as the Offspring.

      One in particular.

      Sooner or later, the government’s secret anti-vampire troops would find us. We had to get the children off the ship.

      But right then, at that moment, we were safe. The night was beautiful and I was in the arms of the man I loved beyond reason, my Roland.

      “If it can’t be Egypt, my love, then it must be the rocky coast of Maine. I’ll have it no other way," I told him.

      Roland crooked a dark brow at me as if I’d claimed it was raining in the Sahara. Momentarily, that distracted me from our dire situation. He was so incredibly beautiful, standing there with the silent night sky, glittering stars, and ancient rolling ocean as his backdrop. He had the strong jawline and proud nose of nobility, the cheekbones and full, sensual lips of a leading man, with a deeper than usual dip in the center of the top one. I had a hard time keeping my own mouth away from that sexy upper lip of his. Furthermore, he had the body of a god and the piercing, hypnotic eyes of a vampire–for that’s exactly what he was. As was I.

      Roland sensed the arousal in my blood. I knew he did because he smiled very slightly, and his eyes sparked. Then, knowing he had me at a disadvantage, he tried his ever-present logic on me.

      “Rhiannon,” he said, “we are in the Pacific Ocean. Pacific. Not Atlantic.”

      “The Pacific and I do not get along," I said. "She’s full of predators who make our kind seem mild by comparison, one of whom took your leg, lest you forget.”

      “Not bloody likely to forget that,” he said with a resigned look down at the ingenious mechanical prosthetic the vampire Killian had made for him, all from items found aboard The Anemone.

      I touched his arm, sorry to have brought up what was, for him, a painful subject. We still didn’t know if his leg would grow back. Our kind regenerate and heal during the day sleep. But I’d never known of a vampire with an injury so severe who’d survived long enough to make it to his bed. If Roland’s limb was going to grow back, we’d seen no sign of it.

      I dragged my fingertips over his cheek, down his corded neck and across his chest to distract him from his pain. “I far prefer the rocky cliffs of the northeastern coast. There’s an entirely different energy to the Atlantic. She feels younger, friskier, lighter somehow. She has a restlessness about her, a vibrant, feisty eagerness.”

      “Does she now?” he asked. I nodded in reply and he gazed at me with love in his eyes, amused, I thought, by my uncharacteristic whimsy. “And what personality do you ascribe to the Pacific? Besides her children’s hunger for vampire limbs?”

      That he could joke about his loss made me love him even more. I’d been finding reasons to love him more for century upon century. I used to think my love for this man would reach its maximum at some point. But I’d come to believe it was capable of growing infinitely. Every day, somehow, it was more.

      He was awaiting my reply—not impatient, only eager—standing directly behind me, and I was enjoying our moment on the midnight sea. After all, they hadn’t found us yet.

      I leaned on the ship’s rail and looked out across the massive swells, rising and falling like the lungs of a giant, slowly, with an ancient and timeless rhythm. “The Pacific is older, deeper, calmer, perhaps even wiser. But deadlier, too. She holds immense power, and secrets–unfathomable secrets.”

      “She’s like you, then,” Roland said softly, his arm curling around my waist to pull me closer. “How can you not love her? How could anyone?”

      I turned in his embrace to welcome his kiss and thought again of the miracle that was our love as I tasted his lips and he tasted mine.

      As he lifted his head, his eyes as alight as the stars above us, he said, “Short of heading southward all the way to the Panama Canal, I don’t see how we can⁠—”

      I pushed at his chest, cutting him off as he stumbled a little. “You can’t sweet talk me out of this, Roland. I’m tired of being at sea. We are not safe on this stolen ship, and I’m not even certain that the Glamourie can hide us from our persecutors with their radar and sonar and whatever else they’re using to search for us. I want a safe place, a haven where we can...settle down.”

      He blinked precisely twice, and then his entire being softened. “I never thought in all the centuries we’ve been together, I would hear you say you’d like to settle down.”

      I lowered my head, embarrassed I suppose, at my own weakness. I didn’t have many. In fact, until recently, Roland had been the only one. “Not forever, of course. Just for a short while. A dozen years, perhaps fifteen. Just until Nikki is grown.” I looked past him then, at the seven children playing on the deck. “She’s never had a home, Roland. Never had a family, nor any of the things children need in order to thrive. None of them have.”

      He turned, looking at them as well. We’d found thirteen children in kennel-like cages below decks when we’d taken control of the so-called research vessel Anemone. According to the files we’d found, the Offspring had been produced in a lab in four batches. The oldest batch included just two—a girl and a boy, both seventeen years old—but they were no longer onboard. The second batch were all eleven years of age, and there were four of those, two boys and two girls. Next, there were the seven-year-olds, two boys and a little girl who had stolen my heart after nearly killing me. I’d named her Nikki.

      There had been four more, just two years old, mere babes, but they too, were gone.

      It had not escaped my notice that each group of children included equal numbers of males and females, likely siblings. Which meant my Nikki probably had a sister who had not survived. And that thought infuriated me.

      When we’d taken this ship, we’d also found nearly a hundred vampires, half-starved and locked up in cells. They’d been captives, used to train the killer children. Most of them had left the ship by now. Every time we dared venture near enough to shore, another group would take to the water to make their way to land.  Our friend Devlin and his dwindling gang had headed out to a private island to take refuge and begin to build what he referred to as “the resistance.” We were not at war with mankind, exactly. But there were elements among them who were determined to wipe us out of existence, and Devlin intended to fight back. When he left, the two eldest Offspring, Wolf and Sheena, had jumped into the sea after him. I’d had time to shout a mental warning, but we’d been spotted and had to flee. Devlin said he would go back for the two. And it killed me that I didn’t know whether he’d managed to save them or not.

      Another group of vampires had taken the two-year-olds with them when they’d left the ship, to find a safe haven in which to raise them. We couldn’t give them back to the mortals. The children were powerful. How powerful, we still didn’t know. But they’d been bred to be used as weapons against us. Mortals could not be trusted with such a powerful force, nor could they be counted on to raise the children as souls deserving of love and kindness, rather than as a pack of killer dogs.

      For two weeks, we’d had control of the ship. I thought the seven remaining children were beginning to understand that we were their friends, here to care for them, to save them. Bribing them with chocolate from the galley helped, as did having a few mortals among us who insisted vampires were neither evil nor in need of killing, as the children had been taught.

      Seven-year-old Nikki was perched in the miniature crow’s nest Christian had built, while he stood nearby, attentive, his big arms outstretched below in case she fell. Dear Christian. Despite his lumbering size, he had the heart and soul of a child himself. He’d been experimented on by those animals who called themselves scientists, as well, and this last time, there had been damage to his mind.

      “Look how Pandora watches over them,” I said to Roland. My cat pretended not to like the little ones mauling her, but she was never far from them, always guarding, watchful, protective, as if they were her own cubs.

      “The sight of a small child flung across the back of a black panther might be alarming to some,” Roland said, and I heard the smile in his voice.

      “To me, it’s a sight that deserves to be painted by a master.”

      I sent Nikki a wave and she smiled hugely and waved back, her sleek black hair falling into her eyes as she did. I wanted to shower that little girl in precious gems and swathe her in fabric spun of gold.

      “Your eyes, when you look at her,” Roland whispered, “shine in a way I’ve never seen, Rhiannon.”

      I shifted my gaze back to my mate. “I’ve never felt this way before, Roland. I want to give her a home. A childhood of magic and wonder, of luxury and delight.”

      “You love her.”

      I nodded, blinking down an uncharacteristic swell of emotion. “I guess I do. I never thought I would have the chance to raise a child. This is a gift that might never come again.”

      He pushed a hand through my hair in that way he so often did, lifting the long dark length of it and tucking it behind my ear. “I’ll make arrangements to get us to Maine.”

      My smile was fast and bright. “Thank you, my love.” I kissed his cheek, but when I pulled away, his strong arms closed around me, tugging me hard against him and holding me there, pressed tight, chest to chest, thigh to thigh.

      “That sad little peck was hardly a thank you at all, my goddess.”

      Oh, he knew how to get to me, my Roland did. I smiled slowly and, leaning up, whispered into his ear, “Once we’re in the privacy of our cabin, I’ll thank you properly.” Then I nipped his earlobe and felt a rush of pleasure course through him.

      Perhaps I was asking the impossible of him, but I knew my Roland. Even if I asked for us to go and live on the moon, he would make it happen. Besides, he was as smitten with Nikki and her brothers Ramses and Gareth, as I.

      I leaned into his chest there on the deck, feeling blissful and even optimistic.

      And then there was an ear splitting sound, the blast of a deep-throated horn, repeating itself over and over. I spun to face Roland. “What–?”

      “It’s the alarm. Something must be wrong.”

      The hatch flew open; Charlotte and Killian burst through, wide eyed. “We intercepted a transmission,” Charlotte shouted. “They’ve found us, Rhiannon. They’re heading this way. We have to get the children off this ship!”

      “We’re miles from shore and we haven’t a single lifeboat,” I cried. “For the love of the gods, Roland, what are we going to do?”

      “Rhiannon.” Roland put his hands on my shoulders, squeezed firmly. “You don’t panic in the face of attack. You never have. You’re more than equal to this challenge.”

      “But the children⁠—”

      “Imagine the children aren’t here. Imagine it’s just you and me and a few mortals who can’t swim. What would you do? Hmm?”

      I blinked slowly, knowing he was right. It was completely unlike me to panic. And moreover, in order to use the skills that made me more than just an ancient vampiress, skills I’d learned in my childhood. I needed to calm my mind, settle my spirit.

      I shut the children out of my thoughts, a cold but necessary act. I detached my awareness from my body and connected to Isis.

      As the others gathered around me on the deck of The Anemone, I stood near the rail, facing the midnight sea. My eyes were closed, my arms up and open wide in a crescent-like arc meant to emulate the moon. It was known as the Goddess Pose among practitioners of magic. I spoke in the ancient tongue of my ancestors and called down the strongest power I had ever channeled. Directly from Isis, I called it down, and She poured it out for me as She had never failed to do. I felt Her energy rushing through me.

      “Look at her,” I heard little Nikki whispering. “She’s all light.”

      Roland said, “Yes, child. Rhiannon is more than a vampire. Before she was ever changed, she was a powerful priestess of Isis. Maybe the most powerful ever to train in the temples of Ancient Egypt.”

      I lowered my arms, opened my eyes, gazed down over the rail into the water. I could see with the Eyes of the Goddess. And the power of the high priestesses of Egypt still coursed through me, an unbroken line going back as far as our people did.

      I could see far beneath the waves. And I scanned further and further from The Anemone. And then I spotted her; a shipwreck lying at the bottom of the Pacific. I focused on her, extended my arms out over the waters, palms down until the seas began to churn. And then slowly, I turned my palms up, and raised them inch by trembling inch.

      “They’re fifteen minutes from us,” Charlie whispered urgently, but I tuned her out, tuned all of them out, or nearly all, as the water became a bubbling froth.

      “Roland, we have to do something,” the fledgling insisted.

      “We are, Charlotte. We are.” I was vaguely aware of Roland’s voice. Him, I could never tune out entirely, nor would I. Then he said, “Tell Killian to head The Anemone closer to where all that churning is.”

      “What is that?” she whispered.

      “I believe it’s our ride.”

      I opened my eyes and saw the old ship rising from the deep, first her mast, bent and cracked. And then her body. Seawater cascaded from her deck as she broke surface and bobbed there beneath the midnight sky, shuddering, groaning, but staying afloat by the power of my magic.

      The Anemone headed toward the ghost ship, and everyone around me was muttering, whispering. Charlotte’s mortal mother Trish and grandmother Roxanne, the oldest living member of the Chosen, so far as anyone knew, were watching, stunned. Christian was there, and Larissa, a timid young vampiress of exceptional beauty. Lucas, a former DPI officer, stood off by himself. He was always by himself, and I suspected he would leave our little band as soon as he could. Killian had gone to the bridge to maneuver The Anemone nearer. None of them had ever seen anything like what they were seeing now; a ghost ship rising from her grave.

      Nikki looked up at me, her raven hair styled exactly like my own, long and black and straight, with bangs. Her eyes were wide. I think I had finally impressed her. I would drape the child in jewels and silks when we managed to get ourselves back to civilization.

      She was my child. She was my daughter. No matter who had made her or how, she was mine. I would kill for her.

      “Get us closer. Right up alongside,” Roland called out.

      Charlotte cut loose a whistle, and within seconds the huge white owl that had become her companion swooped silently from the darkness to alight on her forearm.

      “If she cuts you, you’ll bleed out, Charlotte,” her mother warned.

      Roxanne made a “psssh” sound. “Olive would never cut flesh. Would you, girl?” And she stroked the bird’s head.

      Killian managed to maneuver the modern ship as close to the ancient one as anyone could have. There was still a thirty foot gap between The Anemone and the broken-down wreck. She shouldn’t be floating. Only my energy was keeping her above the waves. And somehow, those of us with the strength to do so were going to have to toss or carry everyone else across that chasm of ocean. And fast.

      I turned to look for my cat. Pandora was nearby. She never wandered far from the children. She was pacing, her long tail twitching now and then. Clearly, she sensed the danger. “Roland, Killian, Charlie, jump across,” I said. “Larissa and I will throw everyone else to you.”

      “I can help,” Christian said. He wasn’t a vampire. He was another government science experiment. One of the Chosen, he’d been given a drug called BDX to give him superhuman strength. But he was never told it would dramatically shorten his life expectancy. Charlotte had been the same, but she was a vampire now, and out of danger. Christian was going to have to become one of us soon, or his heart would explode from his chest. Stress, battle, even fear, could initiate the end for him. He knew this, but he kept saying he wasn’t ready. However, he’d also been treated with a chemical that made imbibing his blood toxic to vampires.

      We had expected to have more time to solve this challenge. But none of the ship’s records had provided an answer.

      “We can make that jump, too,” Nikki said, tugging my sleeve and looking up at me. “We’re as strong as vampires.”

      “No, you’re not, darling. You’re–”

      I stopped when Roland touched my cheek, a whisper of his elegant fingertip, brushing over my skin. “We don’t know how strong they are at all, do we?” he asked.

      I looked at him with wide eyes. “No, but–”

      “Perhaps we should let them try,” Roland said.

      Horrified at the thought, I wrapped Nikki in my arms and shouted, “Pandora, come!” Then I ran and jumped. The night wind whipped my hair, razed my ears, and made my eyes water as we rocketed. I aimed for a solid looking section of the decrepit ship’s deck and landed, light and easy. Pandora landed right beside me a fraction of a second later. I set Nikki down, looked back, and saw Killian and Charlotte run and jump across, hand in hand. Killian landed in a springy crouch, but Charlotte came down hard on the deck beside me, boards cracking beneath her.

      Fledglings.

      She sent me a sheepish shrug. “Hey, I’m not even two weeks undead yet, Rhiannon. Cut me some slack, will you?” She bounced upright and went to the rail, waved, and one of the children, the seven-year-old boy I’d named Ramses, gave a running leap. He came flying at Charlotte. Not to her, but at her, like a missile. He landed so close that she ducked, then he threw his dark head back and shouted, “We are as strong as you, vampire. And we’ll get stronger!”

      Then the rest of the children came leaping across the chasm. It seemed as if the ghost ship was under fire and they were the cannonballs. They soared out of the night and onto the ship, all four of the eleven-year-olds, and the one remaining seven-year-old, Gareth, who crossed his arms and sent a disparaging look Nikki’s way.

      Nikki tugged her little hand from mine and when she looked up at me, her dark eyes were angry. “I could have jumped, too. I’m as strong as you.”

      Perhaps she was, I thought. Perhaps she was. “Next time I won’t hold you back,” I told her. But I wasn’t altogether sure it was a promise I could keep. When Roland had suggested I let her jump, the image of her missing her mark and plunging into the sea had been vivid and cold in my mind’s eye. I’d panicked.

      The thought of losing her....

      I crouched to put myself at eye level with her, while Charlotte shouted, “Throw the mortals across and let’s get out of here!”

      I put my hands on Nikki’s shoulders and met her eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t let you jump, Nikki.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, thrust her lower lip out. “What means, ‘sorry’?”

      “Sorry means–I wish I hadn’t done that.”

      “Rhiannon we have to move,” Roland said.

      “Yes, yes, I know, love.” I straightened, saw Larissa wrap her arms around Lucas, the former traitor to his own kind, and jump across. Roland hugged Roxanne to him and did likewise, and his missing leg didn’t slow him down at all. If anything, the ingenious prosthetic might have given him even more distance. Finally Christian gave a mighty leap, carrying Trish in his beefy arms. They all landed safely, Christian hitting so hard our boat rocked to one side. And I frowned as I saw The Anemone heading away from us, out to sea.

      I shot a questioning look at Killian.

      “I set her course before I jumped,” he said. “She should lead them away from us, give us a head start. But we have to hurry. They’ve deployed jets.”

      “Rhiannon, the Glamourie,” Roland urged.

      “Yes, of course.” Raising my arms, I cast the concealment spell I’d been taught as a child, the Glamourie, over the ghost ship on which we now sailed, and glimpsed the subtle shimmer of the space around us that told me the illusion was in place. While I, and everyone onboard could still see the ship on which we rode, anyone not aboard would see only ocean.

      Quickly then, I went to the very front of the ghost ship and leaned out over the prow, lifting my hands toward the bit of coastline I could see in the distance and willing the old wreck to move in that direction.

      She responded slowly at first, and then faster as the wind blew my hair back away from my face. I felt the kiss of brine on my skin, and the smells of land and trees and earth grew stronger. Then suddenly, my concentration was broken by a whirring, whistling sound overhead.

      Every one of us looked up in fear as missiles appeared in the night sky, their tails flaming in the darkness. They angled sharply downward, aiming themselves at the ship we’d been aboard only minutes earlier. We could still see her heading away from us in the distance.

      The missiles hit their mark and The Anemone exploded in a series of deafening booms and blinding blue-white flashes. The impacts rocked our own vessel, and the reverberations thudded in my chest.

      “Roland—” I reached out for him, my gaze fixed to the distant red-orange flames and black roiling smoke that had been The Anemone.

      He clasped my hand immediately. “I know.”

      “They never intended to arrest us. They intended—and still intend—to wipe us out.”

      “I know, love.”

      “And the children—they knew the children were aboard!” I stared into his eyes, horrified, and he stared back into mine.

      Nikki squeezed between us. “Rhiannon, you have to do that thing again! My feet are getting wet.”

      I looked down at her, realizing, as was everyone else aboard, that our ghost ship was rapidly sinking. I had let go of the spell I’d cast.

      “It’s okay,” Nikki said. “I can do it.” She leaned into the cradle of the prow, looked out over the water, closed her  eyes and lifted her little hands just as I had done to raise the vessel in the first place.

      “It’s sweet, the way she mimics you, love,” Roland said, “But truly, you need to⁠—”

      “It’s rising,” I whispered. I felt it. I couldn’t look away from my little girl to watch the seawater withdrawing from around our feet, but I knew the others were. I heard them whispering, sensed their awe.

      Quickly, I recast the Glamourie to conceal our wreck from prying eyes. And then I moved to stand beside Nikki. Softly, so as not to break her concentration, I said, “Very good. Now guide her toward shore. See it? It’s closer than ever.”

      Her eyes opened, mere slits, and she nodded once, then squeezed them shut again. She made fists of her hands, jabbed her forefingers straight forward. And the ghost ship resumed its journey toward shore.

      “How are you doing it, Nikki?” I asked, keeping my voice low and level.

      “I saw you do it.”

      “But there’s more to it than just how you stand or where you point. How did you know about the...the other parts? The parts that come from inside?”

      “I listened to you do it. Not with my ears. You know.” Then she grinned. “Watch this.” She swung her arms right, and the ship tilted and turned, veering sharply that way.  Everyone stumbled, grabbing anything to keep from falling. Then she looped her arms back again, and the hulk obeyed.

      Clinging to a broken mast and looking ill, Roxanne shouted, “Unless you want us all barfing over the side, ladies, knock it off already!”

      I smiled, I couldn’t help it. Nikki looked up at me. “What means barfing?”

      I opened my mouth, poked a finger inside, made a gagging sound, and she smiled. One of the first expressions of emotion I’d seen cross her face. The ship shuddered, though, so I quickly pulled her back into control, adding a burst of speed and pointing us toward what appeared to be a deserted stretch of forested shoreline. I had let my little protégé practice her newfound skills long enough. Our lives were at stake.

      When I felt the hull dragging over sand, I knew we would have to swim for it, but then Roland touched my shoulder, and when I looked, he nodded toward the stern. There was a dinghy, still attached after so much time. It was no more seaworthy than the ship, but certainly no less. We could make the final part of our journey that way.

      Killian and Christian saw where we were looking and hurried back there to start freeing the smaller vessel from its age-frayed bonds, and Charlotte came to us, held out a hand. “Come on, Nikki. You can sit with me.”

      Nikki went, not seeking my permission first. She was a free spirit, despite the fact that her entire life had been spent in captivity. And she was far more, I realized. Far more. Who knew how much?

      As she ran off with Charlotte, I said to Roland. “Did you hear? She said she knew how to do the spell because she observed me doing it. Sensed me doing it.”

      He nodded. “So in addition to incredible strength, agility, and speed, they have powerful psychic skills.”

      “I wonder if she can read my thoughts? I wonder if she could, even if I were blocking them?”

      “We’ll try it and find out.” He caressed my cheek and I closed my eyes at his touch, which never failed to elicit shivers of pleasure in me. And never would. “When we’ve found our haven, we’ll have time to help her explore her abilities and master them.”

      “She could’ve made that jump from The Anemone,” I said softly. “You were right, Roland, I should not have stopped her.”

      He took my arm as we quickly walked the length of the ship to where the others were gathered around the smaller boat. “You’ve been her mother for all of ten days, my love. There’s bound to be a...what do they call it? A learning curve?”

      “Mother.” I stared at Nikki, who was climbing into the rickety lifeboat with Pandora right behind her. The cat looked dubious about the idea. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that word.”

      “Big sister?” Roland teased. “Youthful aunt?”

      I smiled. “Guardian, perhaps.”

      “Guardian my ass,” Charlotte called with a grin. “She’s your Mini-Me. Now let’s go, huh? Before those idiots figure out the ship they just blew up was empty.”

      Roland met my eyes, his message for me alone. They will figure it out. And it will not take very long. The moment they do, they’ll be after us again. We cannot let our guard down, Rhiannon. Not for a second.

      I nodded, knowing he was right.

      We made our way to shore in the dinghy, sixteen of us crammed into a lifeboat designed to hold twelve, and as we did, I released my hold over the ghost ship. I pushed her out into deeper waters with my will, and then watched as she sank slowly beneath the waves, returning again to her saltwater grave.

      When she was gone, leaving but a telltale hissing and frothing above her, the only things that remained on the horizon were the smoke and flames of The Anemone, and the silhouettes of several vessels now speeding toward her. Coast Guard or military, I couldn’t be sure. DPI had the entire force of the US government at its disposal these days.

      We were startled by the deafening sound of helicopters, like massive, prehistoric insects, pounding over our heads to join in the grim search for our remains.

      And for the remains of the seven innocent children.

      Our enemies were ruthless, and they were powerful. For the first time I wondered if we truly had a chance to survive now that the world knew of our existence and had deemed us monsters in need of annihilation.
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      We took shelter three hours before dawn in an abandoned candle factory not far from the sea. Our best guess was that we were in the state of Washington, but we did not yet know where. Our refuge was small for a factory—two levels of brown brick in a perfect square, surrounded by a time-dulled chain-link fence that leaned drunkenly one way and another. Weeds and broken pavement stood between the fence and the building. We only knew it was a candle factory because of the tall smokestack that still bore the fading image of a white taper candle with an orange and red flame. Inside, the place was barren aside from broken glass, shredded insulation, and rodent droppings. It was not ideal, but we needed shelter before dawn, and so we had little choice but to take the first viable option, though we had another three hours of darkness remaining. Being caught out in the open as the sun rose would prove fatal, even to vampires as old as Roland and I, to say nothing of the younger ones among us; Killian, Charlie, Larissa.

      “The boat was nicer than this,” Nikki said, looking around the dim, dirty place and wrinkling her nose at the scents of mildew and mice.

      “At least we’re not in cages,” said Gareth, one of the two boys I considered her brothers. He had a soft heart, I thought. Ramses and Nikki were both hard edged and bore streaks of the cruelty they had experienced. Gareth was tender, more easily wounded, I thought, though I had only my instincts and his expressive brown eyes to judge by.

      Roxanne had excused herself shortly after we’d arrived, saying she was going out for supplies, and she’d taken Lucas and Larissa with her. That had been two hours ago, and I was starting to worry. I trusted Roxanne above any mortal I had ever known. She was more than just the oldest living Chosen. She was a friend. But as for Lucas, I didn’t trust that one as far as I could throw him. He, too, was one of the Chosen. But he’d willingly worked for those DPI forces that were neither military nor law enforcement, but something else. Something dark.

      The vampires aboard ship had taken to calling them crows, because they dressed all in black. I rather thought the moniker was an insult to corvids.

      We had left everything behind. We had no clothing, no telephones, no sustenance, neither for us nor for the children. We were desperate. And a desperate vampire is a dangerous thing. The hungry looks in the eyes of Killian and Charlotte were not lost on me.

      “We should find some humans to feed on,” I said to Roland. I, too, was hungry to the point of distraction. We’d expended a lot of energy making our escape. We needed to replenish.

      “Let’s wait and see what our intrepid explorers come up with first, all right?” Roland suggested.

      “I’ve seen no fewer than three raggedy looking males scuffling past our hideout in the past two hours,” I told him. “Easy prey.”

      “I’ve seen them too. Drunk, addicted, homeless, mentally ill, or some combination of those things, more than likely.”

      “Does it matter?” I asked. “They could still spare a little blood without suffering harm. And frankly, the buzz of intoxication it might carry would be a welcome break.”

      He looked surprised by my comment, but before he could respond, the sound of a motor distracted us both. We ran to the nearest broken window, keeping to one side, so as not to reveal ourselves. It wasn’t one motor, but two. Two nearly identical vans stopped just beyond the chain-link fence that surrounded this place. Lucas emerged from one of them, and after looking around, he opened the gate. It wasn’t easy. The thing was lopsided and looked as if it hadn’t been moved in years, but he managed it, despite being a mere mortal.

      “Motor cars,” Roland said, using the same tone one might use to say, “decomposing corpse.” He’d done well at sea, which had surprised me. The man had a powerful aversion to modern modes of transportation. Always had.

      Within moments, Roxanne was coming inside, Larissa and Lucas right behind her, their arms laden with sacks from a fast food chain. Roxanne returned my questioning look with a wink, and said, “Gather ‘round if you’re hungry. We brought back dinner.”

      The children mobbed her. Our four eleven-year-olds and three seven-year-olds didn't have a clue about manners or sharing. Roxanne laughed while handing out paper-wrapped fast-food sandwiches, boxes of fries, and bottles of water. She couldn't blame them for their lack of etiquette. They'd been raised like animals. It wasn't their fault.

      Then Lucas shrugged off a backpack and held it out in my direction. Frowning, I moved nearer, taking it. “What’s this?” But already the scent was reaching me. Blood. The luscious, precious stuff of life. My mouth watered.

      “We borrowed a phone,” Lucas said. “Used it to track down the nearest blood bank. Security’s never great at those places.”

      “No doubt that will change soon, like everything else.” I unzipped the backpack and took out a bag containing a full pint. Without hesitation I pierced the plastic with my fangs and drank. It wasn’t warm, and it wasn’t pulsing into my mouth with the force of a still-beating heart. But it bore the essence I needed to replenish and regain my strength. Charlotte, Killian and Roland gathered round to do the same. I could tell that Larissa had already fed by the nearly mortal pinkness to her flesh.

      The children wolfed their food, though I paid little mind to any of them. As I drank, the bloodlust rose up in me, causing my eyes to glow red, and my body to heat with a need for other sorts of fulfillment. In our kind, sexual desire and bloodlust are intertwined, each stoking the other until they become difficult to tell apart.

      I lowered the bag, licking my lips, my eyes seeking out my mate.

      Roland threw his empty bag to the floor and came to me, snapping his arms around me and kissing me so passionately that the few remaining windows in the place began to rattle with the energy we emitted.

      A throat cleared loudly. Roxanne's.

      We parted just enough to note that everyone in the place was staring at us. Charlotte and Killian included, although they looked flushed themselves, and their eyes were glowing, too. And poor Larissa had no one to focus her desire upon...though the looks she was sending Lucas’s way spoke volumes. They were not lost on him, either. And they made him nervous. I could feel it in him.

      Roland licked his lips, his eyes on mine as he got himself under control. The man sometimes exercised a bit too much of it for my taste. “Roxanne,” he said, “Where did you get all of this? Surely someone will notice two missing vehicles, a break-in at a blood bank, and⁠—”

      “Come on, Roland, you know me better than that by now,” she said with a toss of her flame-red hair. “The vans belong to a local grocer who’s closed on the weekends. He won’t even miss them ‘til Monday. And I discombobulated the in-dash GPS systems.”

      “There must have been security cameras,” Roland went on.

      “Yes. And I didn’t bother breaking those. Kept my face concealed,” she said, tugging up her hood to demonstrate. Then she tugged it down again, smiling. “I figured, let 'em see their car thief on camera. That should prove it was an ordinary human, not a vampire.”

      Lucas was nodding as she spoke, agreeing with her every word. “I was very careful at the blood bank,” he said when she finished. “Easy in, easy out, didn’t damage anything, and they might not even notice the missing bags.”

      “And the food?” Roland asked.

      Roxy shrugged. “All right, all right, I had to pick a pocket for that. The fellow was drunk, staggering along the sidewalk. I didn’t clean him out. Just took a couple of twenties, and slipped his wallet right back where I found it.”

      “We even returned the cell phone when we were finished with it,” Larissa added.

      Roland didn’t look as if he approved. I did, however. “Did you happen to find out where we are, Roxanne?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Near the Canadian border,” she said. “I have a safe house fifty miles northeast. It’s in the middle of nowhere, and like most of my places, it has everything we need. Weapons, untraceable cell phones, a computer with a constantly changing ISP, and satellite internet. There are moose for neighbors. We’ll be safe there indefinitely. I can work from there to get us some convincing false identities while we figure out what to do next.”

      “What we do next is nothing,” I said softly. “We just get there, and we give ourselves some blessed rest. The gods know we need it.”

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      “And as for false identities, Roland and I have those in abundance,” I went on with a look his way.

      “Indeed. We need only make our way to one of the safe deposit boxes we have scattered about the country under various names.”

      Our bank accounts were set up in much the same way. We had money to burn, account numbers and passwords committed to memory.

      “I don’t have any of that,” Killian said.

      I shot him a look. “And you’ve survived as a vampire for how long now?”

      He shrugged. “Thirty years or so.”

      “Well, that explains it. Lesson One, fledgling. Build many identities. Set up many bank accounts under many names. And put aside piles of emergency cash and precious metals, driver’s licenses, passports, debit and credit cards in many places. That’s how our kind gets by in the mortal world.”

      Killian sighed and Charlotte leaned her head on his shoulder and said, “I hope it won’t always have to be that way. I hope someday we can live our lives in the open, use our real names, our real bank accounts.”

      “I wouldn’t hold my breath,” Roxanne said. Then she looked at Roland and me. “We should hit the road now, get as far as we can before sunrise. We might even make it all the way. We still have a couple hours ‘til dawn. Those vans are both full of gas, and there are no windows in the back. I have another vehicle garaged at the safe house. So we can return the borrowed ones tomorrow before the grocer even knows they were gone.”

      Roland nodded and I could see him releasing his worry and doubt. “You’re the smartest mortal I know, Roxy.”

      “Maybe the smartest there is,” she said with a wink. “Now let’s get a move on.”
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        * * *

      

      When I fell asleep, I was lying down in the back part of a dark colored van beside my beloved Roland and young Larissa. The third row seats had been folded down to make room for us. Lucas was driving. Christian sat in the front passenger seat, and the three seven-year-olds, Nikki, Ramses, and Gareth, were in the second row of seats, staring out the windows in wide-eyed silence. It occurred to me that they had never seen much of planet Earth before. They’d been created and raised in a floating laboratory at sea. They had never set foot on dry land. I had noticed them swaying now and then, sensed their bouts of dizziness since we’d come ashore. Probably the reverse of what mortals call seasickness. But that seemed to be lessening with time.

      The other van, the one leading the way, carried the four eleven-year-olds, who were probably as mesmerized by the passing scenery as their younger counterparts. Charlotte and Killian were in the far back of that vehicle. Roxanne was driving, and Trish rode shotgun.

      Three generations in that van. Charlie was a vampire, her mother Trish, an ordinary mortal. And Roxanne, Charlie's grandmother, Trish’s mother-in-law, was the oldest living Chosen. She could become a vampire, but she claimed she didn’t want to. I often wondered why. It was not something she had confided to me. By all rights, she should've been dead years ago. The Chosen rarely lived to see forty, unless they accepted the dark gift. Roxanne was well beyond forty, though she refused to say exactly how old she was, and it was impossible to tell. The woman was ageless.

      Those were my thoughts before the day sleep claimed me as swiftly and surely as death itself.

      When I woke again, I was still in the back of the van, though in a different position. Someone had lowered the second section of seats and rearranged our bodies to give us more room. That same someone—Roxanne, I suspected—had covered the van’s front windows with dark green trash bags and duct tape to protect us from the sun.

      I usually take my time about rising in the evening. But that night, I was too nervous to languish in my lover’s arms. I sat up quickly, gathered up my discarded shoes, and climbed over my now-waking beloved to open the sliding side door and jump out onto the ground.

      My bare feet sank into cool, damp grass. I gave my senses permission to relish that feeling as I looked around at rolling hills and dense forest. Old trees, giant conifers, made the air almost sticky with their piney aroma. I turned around, my senses delighted as the stars winked to life in a cloudless dark blue velvet sky. There was a large log cabin that had perhaps been a lodge of some kind once. It was a stunning building, its portico supported by logs so huge I doubted I could wrap my arms around a single one of them. Its arched front windows gleamed with a warm yellow light from within. It felt welcoming, that light. And I saw too, the oversized shutters that bracketed each window and could be closed to block sunlight by day.

      Roland exited the van and came to stand behind me, his hands curling over my shoulders as he joined me in admiring the place. I followed his gaze to the eastern horizon, where the uppermost curve of the biggest, roundest, most beautiful moon imaginable was just inching her way up for the evening.

      The other van’s door slid open and Killian and Charlotte emerged from it, met my eyes and nodded a greeting. Larissa came out next and said, “So this is it, then? The safe house?”

      “By the gods, I hope so,” Roland whispered.

      The front door of the log cabin opened. Roxanne stood on the other side, her hand on her hip. “Well? You gonna come inside or stand there star-gazing all night?” And then Nikki squeezed past her and came racing down the broad front steps toward us. I opened my arms. She sped right past me and directly to Roland, but she stopped short of running into his ready embrace, looking uncertain.

      Roland scooped her up in his arms all the same, but I saw him watching her face, ready to put her down should she seem uncomfortable.

      “I wanted to spend the day outside with you, but Roxy wouldn’t let me.” She said it as if she was fully expecting Roxanne to be punished for committing such a despicable offense.

      “That’s just as well, little one," Roland said. "Roxy’s a smart lady and you should always listen to her. She was protecting us from the sunlight. We can’t allow it to touch us.”

      “Or what?” she asked, resting on his hip and searching his face.

      “Or they go up in flames, that’s what,” Ramses called. He had come outside as well, made his way to us, and stood close beside me. There was no rush, no hug, but something told me to take his hand in mine, and when I did, he didn’t pull away. Instead he looked up at me and asked, “Right?”

      By the Gods, this one was making inroads to my heart, as well. “You could’ve put it more delicately than that, Ramses. But yes, we are quite susceptible to sunlight.”

      Gareth, named by Roland after a man he had both served and loved back in his human days, had come out as well, but he stood uncertainly, halfway between us and the cabin's door.

      “So you’ve been cooped up indoors all day, have you?” Roland asked, setting Nikki on her feet, taking her hand, and walking up to Gareth to take hold of his.

      “It’s all right. It's a nice house,” Gareth said. “And the bedrooms are bigger than the ones we had on the boat.”

      “And way bigger than our cages were,” Ramses added.

      “You will never be in cages again,” I told them. “Never ever.”

      “And tonight, we are going to teach you to play tag,” Roland said.

      I widened my eyes at him. He smiled and shrugged. “They need exercise and distraction. And we need to see what they’re capable of. Roxy, get the older children out here. They’ll enjoy this too.”

      “Roland, your leg–” I began.

      He waved a dismissive hand. “The prosthetic Killian made for me is more than capable of a game of tag and might give me an unfair advantage. You worry too much.”

      Odd, I was usually the one accusing him of that.

      I gave in, though. And so it was that I, Rhiannon, daughter of pharaoh and queen of the vampire race, played tag with my beloved Roland and seven genetically engineered children, one full moon night in a forested bit of glorious western Canada.
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        * * *

      

      Roland watched his beautiful Rhiannon running around with the children over grassy lawns, beneath star-dotted skies. She seemed to be glowing from within. Motherhood suited her. The love in her eyes for the young ones did something to him, made him feel larger and stronger, more protective than ever.

      They had shut Pandora inside, in case things became too exciting. The cat had very little experience with children, the past two weeks aside, and it would be horrible if she took a swipe at one of them. A game of tag could easily arouse her instincts and cause her to revert to hunting mode.

      Pandora didn’t mind. Last he’d glimpsed her, she’d been stretched in front of the fireplace, soaking up its heat as if it was her sustenance.

      Ramses sped toward him, having noticed him standing still, and Roland waited until the boy was almost within reach to step out of the way, moving so fast, it must seem he’d vanished from Point A and reappeared at Point B.  Ramses gave his head a shake, then looked around and spotted him.

      This was no ordinary game of tag. The children were nearly as fast as Rhiannon, and equally matched with him, due to his missing leg. They ran and jumped, leaped and tumbled, climbed trees as nimbly as chipmunks and leapt from limb to limb like spider monkeys.

      Rhiannon outran little Nikki, caught Roland’s eyes and wiggled her brows at him. Then she pressed her back against a tree trunk, closed her eyes, and vanished just as the little girl reached her.

      Nikki stood still, frowning and tipping her head to one side. “You’re still there,” she said. “You only made yourself look like the tree’s skin.”

      “It’s called bark,” she said, stepping away from the tree, her colors returning.

      “I want to try!” Nikki said. She quickly turned round, and backed up until her body was pressed to the tree trunk.

      Teaching your child how to become invisible might not be the best idea, Rhiannon, Roland warned.

      Nikki frowned at him–had she heard his thoughts just then? Then she shot a look at Rhiannon again. “You don’t have to show me anyway. I’ve seen you do it two times.”

      She shifted her little weight against the tree, closed her eyes, and Roland thought she started to shimmer, but then Ramses ran at her, grabbed her around the waist, and jumped up onto the lowest limb, shouting, “Why learn to disappear when you can run faster than anyone who might be after you?” he demanded.

      He sounded truly agitated.

      From the cabin, Roxy called, “If anyone’s hungry, I’ve got enough to feed an army in here!”

      Nikki sprang down from the tree and zoomed toward the cabin, a seven-year-old blur of motion and energy. Her brothers looked at each other, shrugged, and went after her. No goodbye or parting words. No eager laughter or joking. They were such stoic little things.

      “We’ll teach them,” Rhiannon said. “Seven years in a cage will take some time to undo. But we have time. We’ll heal them.”

      “And they us, I think.”

      Rhiannon tilted her head to one side, and Roland found himself wanting to trace the lines of her royal cheekbones and deceptively delicate jaw. “Do we need healing, Roland?” He could see the worry appear in her eyes. Rhiannon’s emotions ran high. She couldn’t conceal them if she tried. Her eyes were like compasses, pointing him to the direction of her mood. He loved her so much it was like an ever-present ache in his soul. Yet, somehow, a good ache. A vital ache. An ache he would not wish to live without.

      “Roland?”

      Now her brows furrowed over her piercing dark eyes. She could see to his soul. “I don’t know what made me say that,” he said. “Something’s got me feeling a sense of...I can’t put words to it. Trepidation?”

      “You’re worried?”

      “More like what I’ve heard described as the sensation of someone walking over my grave.”

      She hunched her shoulders. Gave a shiver. “Roland, you’re frightening me.”

      “I’m sorry. Maybe my brain is having a bit of trouble accepting that we’re safe here.” He looked around, inhaled to smell the air. It was redolent with pine, fresh as the water from a melting glacier. “It’s force of habit, my love,” he said, taking her hands and willing her to look around. “This is a good place, Rhiannon, I can feel it.”

      She smiled then, leaning into him, tipping her face up beneath his. “We got away. The children are perpetually ravenous and will spend the next hour devouring everything Roxanne has prepared and asking for dessert. Now we can focus on each other for a little while.”

      Her hips rocked against his, pelvis brushing pelvis. His physical reaction was instant and demanding. She need only get that look in her eye for his body to react that way.

      And what man, living or undead, wouldn’t have a similar reaction? He suspected a great number of women would, as well. He clasped her backside in one hand, cradled her nape in the other, and tipping her head back, lowered his mouth to hers.

      She sighed his name into his mouth, clung to his shoulders, and lifted one knee upward to hitch over his hip. He moved his hand over her hip, and down the back of her dress, lifting it. Then he replaced his hand on her buttock, nude this time. Rhiannon did not believe in undergarments.

      She drew her hands up to his shoulders, then around his collar, pulling at him and tangling her tongue with his.

      He brought his other hand down to free himself, as she unbuttoned his shirt and shoved it down his shoulders. Her nails raked his skin just short of cruelly, on the way back up his arms and across his shoulders. They dragged over his neck as he kicked free of his remaining clothes and then scratched a light trail down his chest. She shoved him away, then peeled her dress over her head and tossed it to the ground. And then she was on him, licking the tiny beads of blood her nails had drawn from his chest, and setting his very soul ablaze.

      She licked her way lower, then dropped teasing kisses all over him from head to root and back again, until he thought his brain would melt. When he was at the edge of his endurance, she took him into her mouth, but that only intensified his need.

      Clasping her hips, he urged her upward. Then he slid his hands to the backs of her thighs and lifted her around him. She locked her legs behind him and pulled him into her. Naked, they clung, body to body, heart to heart, soul to soul. She was everything, by the gods, she was.

      They moved together, their beings synchronized, their rhythm as ancient and deep as the waves upon the sea. They kissed, and they clung, and they whispered love words that couldn’t begin to describe what was truly between them.

      And together they found release, they found bliss, they found heaven itself in each other.
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        * * *

      

      Colonel Patterson of DPI had been starting to think he would be returning to the East Coast headquarters empty-handed. And then he got the call. Now he sat watching an interview through one-way glass at the local police department, and his hopes began to rise once more.

      Independent Grocer Alvin Schultz sat across the table from a police officer, explaining again what he had already explained three times before Patterson had arrived. His frustration was understandable, but the colonel needed to hear this story for himself, straight from the grocer’s mouth.

      “Yes, two vans,” Mr. Schultz said. “Almost identical. I’ve given you the make, model, year, plate number, VIN, and the photos on record with my insurer.” He tapped his forefinger repeatedly on the table. “I would really like it if I could go home now, and you could start looking for my vans.”

      The cop said, “Look, I’m not trying to be a pain in your ass, Mr. Schultz, but I’ve got orders to report any stolen vehicles, break-ins or other suspicious activity to the Feds. Which I did. And they say you’re stuck here until they show up. And you better believe I’m gonna have every i dotted and t crossed when they do. All right?”

      The grocer’s defiant expression melted away like a snowball in July. “Like what kinda Feds?” he asked. “FBI or something?”

      Officer Tenny shrugged and Mr. Schultz seemed to get a little hitch in his breathing and whispered, “DPI?"

      Clearly the guy had been watching the news. Officer Tenny's determinedly blank expression probably confirmed the grocer’s suspicion. “Hell, it’s those vampires from the hijacked ship, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t have any information about that, sir.”

      “Bullshit. It’s going around that some of the vamps jumped overboard off the Oregon coast. News can’t confirm it yet. Or won’t. I heard a couple of them were shot in the water… young ones, I heard.”

      “Where did you hear that, exactly?” Officer Tenny was not smiling, but his eyes were.

      He’d be a better cop when he developed a more convincing poker face, Patterson thought.

      Averting his face, the grocer shrugged. “I read it on Facebook. Posted and reposted. Who knows where it started out?” He shrugged and changed the subject. “The news says that ship was blown up not too far down the coast from here. You really think some of them survived?”

      “I have no reason to think anything about any of this since it’s all rumor and speculation.”

      “Except that the boat blew up. That’s not rumor.”

      Officer Tenny nodded once. “That’s being investigated by the Coast Guard. But I repeat, I don’t have any reason to think the theft of your vans is related to that.”

      The cop would make a terrible politician.

      “Well who else would steal two vans in the dead of night like that?” Schultz asked.

      Officer Tenny shrugged. “Car thief?”

      “Hell. Hell, I don’t want any trouble with their kind. They can keep the damn vans.” Schultz got to his feet. Colonel Patterson knew it was time to step in. “I’ve heard about them,” the grocer said. “I watch the news, read the papers. Vampires are for real, have been all along. And the government knew.”  He shook his head hard. “Never mind,” he said. “I withdraw my complaint.”

      “A little too late for that, sir,” said Colonel Patterson, who had opened the door and entered the room almost silently and now stood right behind the grocer.

      Mr. Schultz turned so fast he almost lost his balance.

      The colonel flipped a badge. “I’m Colonel Patterson with the DPI.”

      “Ah, hell, I knew it.” Alvin Schultz sat back down. “Dammit, I don’t want any trouble with vampires.”

      Another cop opened the door and leaned in. “We just pulled up the surveillance footage. It clearly shows the car thief, probably female, wearing jeans and a hoodie. She drove one van out, came back for the other, even closed the door behind her. Never shows her face to the camera, though.”

      Officer Tenny nodded and said, “Colonel, I’m sorry I got you out here for nothing. The thief clearly wasn’t a vampire.” He sounded almost heartbroken. Probably thought he was going to get a promotion for calling this in.

      “Why not?” the grocer asked, his eyes jumping from one man to another.

      “They don’t show up on camera,” Officer Tenny said.

      Schultz sighed heavily, and Patterson thought every muscle in the guy’s body relaxed a notch. “Good. Good. Just an ordinary thief. That's good.” He leaned back in his chair and his legs sort of melted out to full length.

      “That really doesn’t prove anything,” the Colonel said. “They sometimes use human accomplices. And we know for a fact there were several humans with the group we’re hunting.”

      “The ones from The Anemone?” Mr. Schultz asked, relief turning back into fear right before Patterson’s eyes.

      “That’s classified,” Patterson said. “Sir, I really just have one question for you, and then I’ll let you go on home. Are your vans equipped with GPS?”

      “Of course they are. What car isn’t these days?”

      “I wouldn’t know, Mr. Schultz.” Patterson’s heart beat a little faster. This could be the break he’d been waiting for. “Are the GPS systems in your vans factory-installed or aftermarket?” he asked.

      “Both, and that’s two questions. I really want to go now.”

      “You can leave when you’ve told me what I need to know, Mr. Schultz. Now explain what you mean by both.”

      The grocer didn't try to hide his impatience. He glanced Officer Tenny's way, but Patterson said, "The sooner you answer, the sooner you're out of here, Mr. Schultz."

      He sighed, but conceded. “The vans have factory installed, in-dash nav systems. My drivers use those to get around. But I used to have a lot of trouble with the systems getting shut off during the day."

      “By the drivers?”

      “Not that they would admit. But yeah, I figured they were taking unauthorized breaks, going home for lunch, stopping off at a bar or whatever. So I had backup systems installed. They stay on all the time. Drivers don't even know they're there."

      “You’re a smart businessman, Mr. Schultz,” Colonel Patterson said. “How are the backup systems working out for you?”

      “Good enough that I had to fire two drivers.”

      The Colonel felt the urge to high-five someone, but there was no one around who knew the importance of this. So he just kept his stoic expression in place and celebrated on the inside. “So we just need the info on those extra systems so we can track them, and then you’re free to go.”

      Mr. Schultz got to his feet. “I already gave all that to Officer Tenny.” He turned toward the door, then turned back again. “I really don’t want any trouble with their kind,” he said. “Can you try to keep my name out of this?”

      “I’m sure as hell not gonna give them your name," Colonel Patterson said. "But they know perfectly well where they stole those vans.” He handed the grocer a card. “Don’t leave town, Mr. Schultz. Call me directly if you think of anything else. And, uh, I don’t recommend spreading it around that this is anything more than a garden variety, run-of-the-mill car theft. You don’t need to mention that DPI is involved or any imagined connection to anything you might have seen on the internet recently.”

      Mr. Schultz swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bulging, and tried to ask, “Why not?” but the words came out like a croak.

      “Well, it’s like you said, you don’t want trouble with their kind.”

      Schultz looked scared. Truly scared. He grabbed his jacket off the back of the chair, and headed for the door.

      “Remember,” Patterson said, and when Schultz looked back, he put a finger to his lips. “Shhh.”
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