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The Enforcer: Eternal Redemption Chapter 1
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A lone figure walked along the paved path. The full moon shadowed his every graceful move. There was no haste to the purposeful gait. But that this being had a destination, it was clear. He moved through the night as if he were a part of its secret intricacies. As if he belonged there. Among the shadows and darkness.


Another watched his progression. A slender, almost ethereal shape. She watched and waited.



**********
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The room was lit with a cheerful ambiance. Although the lighting was soft, there was a festive feeling in the air. Annie Callahan could not stop admiring all the wondrous objects found in the many nooks and grannies of the ultra-modern motif.

"You have excellent taste, Christopher." She smiled up into the dark brown eyes that watched her so disarmingly. Had now since her arrival a half hour ago.

"You should have known him a few centuries back." Alex Wilder had leaned conspiratorially to the woman's vicinity, his tone one of teasing affection. "He came from the lower end of–"

"That's enough information." Christopher Colton cut his friend short. "You know how nosey reporters are. Give them an inch."

"Hey!" Annie felt at least a modest protest should be voiced. "Inquiring minds want to know.

It’s part of my charm."


"It definitely is that." Christopher bowed minutely, lifting his glass in a mock toast. "Speaking of which..." Annie felt a little of that reporter coming to the fore suddenly. "See?" Christopher shrugged well developed shoulders; his smile only just held.



"Is this really your birthday?" She asked, making it known; that was all she had intended to ask. "That wasn't so nosey, now, was it?"

"Christopher celebrates anything and everything." Alex found a chair, parking his ass in its comfortable contours. "Any chance to fabricate an occasion? He'll take it."

"How do you know this isn't my birth date?" The question seemed viable to the older vampire. "You haven't known me for all that long a period, you young whippersnapper, you!"


"But remember, you celebrated your birthday a couple of months ago. Around Halloween,



wasn't it, which," Alex made mention, "seemed somehow appropriate to me. I don't see my gift displayed prominently either. Just to let you know." The younger being glanced around the rooms aimlessly. "A little tacky, if you ask me."

"A black lace teddy doesn't fit into my recurring theme." Christopher narrowed his eyes at the other being’s cheek. “I looked fabulous in it, though. You are right.”

"I posted the pics to the Net." Alex grinned at Annie's lifted brows. "But no, really, I got him a toaster."


She laughed musically at the being's wit.



“What are you complaining about? The celebration is on me. A toast then...” Christopher held up his glass, the red substance swirling elegantly in the crystal glass. Annie was growing accustomed to the reality that the substance was not wine. She was always very careful not to react or show emotions with these beings. “To good times and old friends.”

Alex inclined his head to his friend's honorable mention, lifting his glass to salute such regard.


"And newfound ones." Christopher included Annie Callahan in the moment.



"I feel honored." The woman smiled brightly, unsure exactly what she was feeling these days, were she honest with herself. Her emotions were tangled and confused since she had learned these creatures actually existed...her thoughts jumbled and perplexed of late.

Her usual clear-headed, precise thought patterns were a thing of the past in most aspects of her life. Except work, of course.

Alex Wilder could sense her turmoil. It was a natural process, however. It had taken him several months to resign himself to what he was. To acclimate...to accept. He could respect her state of uncertainty.

"A night of merriment and frivolity!" Christopher continued, having bowed formally to Annie's statement. "That is what we are promised. Dinner for the lady, in a most chic, not to mention overpriced, establishment."

Annie giggled infectiously, trying hard not to be charmed by all the attention Christopher lavished upon her this evening, but try as she might, she found herself enjoying herself completely and liking the company immensely.

"Followed by tickets to the exclusive..." Christopher wanted to impress this woman. Not for his sake, but that of his friend, whom he knew was very fond of the human, in more ways than Alex Wilder would admit just yet.


"Not to mention sold out." Annie's mouth was agape, for she had read the event on the stubs



she had been handed. "How did you ever–"

"Child's play, child." Christopher waved such a rhetorical question aside, feigning boredom. "Where was I before she so rudely interrupted my eloquence?" He found he enjoyed making the female smile. Alex seemed to be in a good mood as well. The stress of the last few weeks finally melting away.

Cornelia had been one hell of a bitch of late. The least Christopher could do, he felt, was to offer a little light source of amusement for these two. If any two individuals ever needed it...

"He knows people who know people." Alex crinkled his nose at Annie's inquiring stare. He was enjoying her enjoyment just as much as she seemed to be. He was fishing for another giggle. His reward came, and he was hard pressed not to chuckle with the woman.

His senses tingled, and he seemed to vibrate to her very being, despite a stern warning to himself to be more circumvent in his reaction to her. He could smell her essence, her scent. It surrounded him and he felt great!


"The must see show of the year!" Her eyes were wide with wonder and delight. "The decade...easily." Christopher corrected with tainted modesty.

"Oh yeah, decade!" Alex agreed wholeheartedly, feigning amazement. "Well, it is!" Annie could find no fault in Christopher's statement.



"A female after my own heart." He glanced at Annie Callahan. "Although, you might be hard pressed to find that particular organ after so long a period of inactivity. My other organs are in perfect working conditi–"

"Christopher." Alex scolded superficially, uncertain that was a place to go so early into the evening's celebration.

"Ah." Christopher took the veiled hint gracefully. "He says I have to be on my very best behavior tonight. Bummer, huh?"


Annie laughed throatily. "So out of character. Alex, why torture the poor man?" "Oh, I like her." Christopher walked away, searching for more refreshment.

Annie grinned over at Alex Wilder.



"I am truly impressed, not to mention a little intrigued." She told the truth, sensing the rapport between the two beings. "Not to look a gift horse in the mouth..."


"Does she mean me?" Christopher asked pleasantly from across the room.






Alex shrugged playfully. "Had she said, horse's ass..."



"One for the whippersnapper." Christopher poured his beverage delicately so as not to bruise its flavor.

"Why me?" Annie asked. "Why was I chosen to accompany two such handsome, urbane gentlemen on such an auspicious occasion? Not that I am complaining, not at all!"

"Oh, this is merely the prelude." Alex arose, stretching his lanky frame out to its full height. "He likes to start slow and build. This all ends days from now in an orgy type scenario with cops and call girls, and a really good video release on YouTube."


"I'll be famous!" Annie quipped. "Get my good side."



"All sides look good to me," Christopher mentioned, sauntering across the ridiculously expensive carpet. "My toga party days ended in..." An attractive scowl touched the intelligent forehead. "Well, the Sixties, actually. I am much more refined now. My tastes have matured."

"Which means a weekend at the Playboy Mansion as opposed to the Chicken Ranch?" Alex questioned innocently.


Annie bit her lip to keep the smile from her full lips. She cut amused eyes to her host. "How you paint me, Alexander."



Both beings’ smiles faded instantly as a feeling swept through their psyches. Christopher's body stiffened as the scent carried on the night air. Alex hastily sat his drink aside, his entire person poised and alert. For what? He could not have said.

Christopher's dark eyes scanned the area, his manner quietly intent. He sat his glass aside more slowly, moving closer to the human, his senses strained...attuned.

Annie watched the two individuals, uncertain of what was coming down, but she knew something was terribly amiss.

"What the hell," Alex had no clue as to what he was feeling. He only knew his entire nervous system was overloaded, “...is it?"


He looked to his friend for answers.




The tension in Christopher’s already defensive posture increased as the seconds ticked by.



Suddenly, his guarded eyes snapped upward, his focus on the balcony overhead.


Alex had not heard a sound but followed the being's stare.






Annie's eyes widened in shock.



Christopher stepped around the female, placing himself between the newly arrived menace and the frail human. Alex noted the uncharacteristic gesture, his senses reeling with dread suddenly. He forced his attention back to the balcony.

It had dropped silently onto the terrace, landing on its haunches, then arose gracefully... eloquently molding into a dark silhouette complete with billowing cape and a dark, penetrating stare.

It was taller in stature than Alex, with a stockier build. A suppressed power emanated from the being.

"Why are you here?" Christopher seemed more tense than usual, but other than that, his demeanor stayed calm and collected. Alex took hope from the fact, the being had broken the eerie silence.

"You know the why of it." The deep, chilling baritone was almost soothing to Annie's ears. It sent a tingle down her spine, causing her to catch her breath in her throat. There was an ominous threat to the sentence.


The creature moved forward slowly.



Alex instinctively retreated a step to better access the situation before he reacted. He took in the opponent's size and steely manner. Alex sense danger. There was a dark quality about this being. An unmistakable foreboding. The hair on the back of his neck stood up as the empty, brooding stare was transferred to...

Annie drew in a hasty breath, a feeling of terror washing over her. The look had made her blood run cold, her heart beat wildly in her chest cavity. She moved closer to Christopher and was happy when Alex moved closer to her.

"She has known for months." Christopher snapped his waning patience. "The Masters are not so stupid to think... she could have revealed our existence many times over, had she wished."

"Masters?" Alex had heard the rumors. These things did not truly exist, surely. And what could they want with his Annie if they did? He sought the older Vampire for instruction and information.

"I do not question. I only obey." The cold gaze shifted to Alex Wilder. "The blame lies with this one! The fault is his!"

"He did not divulge his identity." Christopher ignored the younger Vampire's entreaty. "It was discovered by accident, and as I said..."


"Then he," it was spoken lowly, "should have eliminated the threat immediately. It is the



Code."

"What are you talking about?" Alex demanded answers. He disliked the fear in Annie Callahan's eyes. The eyes that had moments before been dancing with mischief and joy. "Who are you? What is it you want? If someone has a problem with me, let them face me directly!"


The being remained silent, uncommunicative.



"If they, or you, are concerned that Annie will reveal facts about our Society..." Alex tried again.


"I am not concerned." The icy emptiness swept over the female. "She will tell no one."



Alex felt Annie's terror, reaching his hand back, his fingers intertwining with her suddenly chilled ones. "I don't know what the hell is going on, but if you want her?" Alex motioned with his free hand. "You're going to have to go through me first." He set his mind. "Bring it on!"


"...Excellent." The being nodded imperceptibly. "I had hoped as much." A rather loud, undignified clunk disturbed the brittleness of the moment. All present turned their attention to the source of the disturbance.



The blonde female groaned loudly, having fallen heavily from the upper portion of the ledge that surrounded the building. She rolled about the imported marble stones for a second then lay back heavily, her body stretched out comically. She stared at the night sky for a goodly while, moaning softly.

At length, she struggled to a half sitting position. Her long blonde hair was in complete disarray, messy tendrils falling from the carefully arranged top knot. Dirt smudged her lovely porcelain skin. Lots of it.

"Oh, don't be so stuffy, Hans!" the female snapped peevishly, glaring at the burly being who stood directly before her. "Why must you be so fucking melodramatic?"

Alex blinked, his senses getting a workout this night. He watched as the woman rose. She tugged at some unseen material under the long black dress she wore. Had the man not known better, he would have sworn she had pulled on her panties to situate them better.

"What the hell?" The large being's tone held a genuine annoyance now, Alex noted, where before nothing had seemed to unsettle it, "are you doing here?"

"I can be wherever I want. You aren't my boss!" The woman had stepped right up to the gigantic being, for he seemed to dwarf her size. It was almost a good head and a half taller, after all. He glared down at the petite person with ill-concealed hostility. "And how did you get down off that damned roof top! Look at my clothes!" She held the dusty fabric up for inspection.

"They’re ruined, and it’s all your fault!" The immaculately kept finger nail pushed into the stout chest area of the being. "You're replacing these shoes! They are my very all-time favorite ones...so..." she sought the correct word, "so...there! And for God's sake! Use the door, can't you? Why must you always make such a Grand entrance?"

Alex was dumbfounded, clear and simple. He stood, trying to make heads or tails of what had just transpired, but came up empty. He glanced over to Christopher Colton. The other Vampire seemed somehow relieved, of all things.

"I am so telling Dad!" The apparition turned up her nose and stalked away from the It. She smiled amicably, her arms spreading wide as she approached. "Christopher! How delightful to see you again! I have missed you terribly! Have you missed me?"

Christopher welcomed her into his embrace, smiling genuinely upon the pretty, if smudged features. "You have dirt on your nose."

"I have dirt in places you would not wish to know about." She philosophized, moving from his embrace slightly. "You're looking older." She scrutinized the Vampire critically.


"I'm looking just fine, thank you," Christopher corrected. "You liar."



She cut light grey eyes to... "Old Hans giving you hell?" She made a face at the one in question who stood now, seething and silent, his eyes dark sparks of icy disdain. "It’s what he does best, besides murdering things. I bet he could kill a plastic plant. What d’ya think, Hans? Could you? Are you that good? Or is it all boast and brag with you, like most males?"

She smiled brightly at the being. "He can be so uncivilized at times, but then..." her eyes swept the being's form appreciatively, "I so enjoy uncivilized, do I not, Hans."

"It’s good to see you, Althea." Christopher grinned at the exchange, even if the one it was directed at obviously found nothing whatsoever amusing about it, were his features any criteria by which to judge.

"I know it is, Christopher. Has your one and only stirred from that nasty little coma you put her into as yet?" She blinked innocent eyes up to his slightly scolding ones. “That was so tacky on your part, wasn’t it? Still, she will probably forgive you eventually. I know I would.”


"Nice to see you, too." Christopher had narrowed his gaze a tad at the not so veiled insult. "Have I missed the party?" Althea queried those gathered. Her gaze landed on Annie



Callahan. "Apparently not." She mused. "You're still in one piece. Hans can be so physical at times."


"Althea!" Hans grated his growing fury.



Christopher noted the long ‘A’ sound at the end of the name. He thought it sounded rather lyrical when said so, well, harshly.

The woman turned an inoffensive look. "Yes, Hans?" She answered obediently, her own tone inoffensively sweet and demure.


"Return to your Sire! This instant!"



"It’s boring there." Althea crinkled her nose. "And you left without even saying goodbye. I was deeply hurt, beloved, deeply!"


"Obey me!"



Althea closed her eyes, sighing happily. "Oh, I love that tone! Say something else... something provocative!"

"You bitch!" Hans grated; his emotions just barely contained. "Must I throw you off the balcony myself?"

The woman shook her head woefully, explaining to the others who had stood by, blatantly listening in on what was transpiring. "He loves to throw me off things. Last time? It was a gloomy cliff off the edge of some Spanish town.” Althea glanced at the object of her report, her expression a fond one. "The old grump. I emphasize the word old.”


"Leave!"



The humor died in the grey eyes, and the young female vampire turned slowly to face her demon. "...No." She stated quietly.

Han's face masked with genuine anger. "Then stay." He hissed venomously. "The outcome will be the same. If you truly wish to witness it, so be it!"

"Move carefully, my pet." The teasing quality was absent from the woman's tone. And her manner had chilled decidedly. "Do you truly wish to test Papa's power? I am nothing but ...he?"


The silence was devastating.



"Do you like this female?" Althea inquired politely, never taking her eyes from the real danger.


Christopher prompted Alex to reply. Nudging him sharply in the side.

"Who...eh, yes! Yes, of course I like her. She’s my friend, and means no harm to–"



"I mean..." The woman sighed heavily, “do you like her in the Biblical sense, because if you do? I shall champion you."




"Are you fucking insane?" Hans moved a threatening step.



Althea held up her hand. "It is your Code... not mine! It is allowed, yes?" She questioned airily. "Nor do I delude myself that you cannot best me, but then you would have dear old Papa to consider, wouldn't you. He will avenge my untimely, not to mention tragic demise.”

She smiled wistfully. "He might even shed a tear or two. He did for Olivia, but he always liked her best, truth told. Don't you think?"

"Papa would be the first to throw you off the fucking balcony! Do you seriously think he will approve of this farce?" Hans did not frighten so easily, apparently.

"How you paint him. Nevertheless, I think they make a cute couple, and I am a hopeless romantic. You would know that if you ever bothered to actually listen to anything I say." Althea waved the matter aside. "I absolutely forbid you to harm them. Go away now. Go back to whatever rock you slithered from beneath."


"You?" Hans was more than livid. "You... forbid!"



"Are you raising your voice to me?" The thought seemed an incredulous one to Althea, her eyes wide with wonder and amazement. "How dare you!"


"You would be surprised at what I dare." The being managed between clenched teeth.



"Now you are simply being unreasonable." Althea sighed heavily. "I know the rules and you must obey them. So, go off somewhere and obey them. I shall see you back here at sunset, Eastern Standard Time, please. I'm a late riser."

"Fuck you!" The being turned with a swirl of the heavy cape, stalking to the balcony, vaulting onto the railing, stepping off into the silence of the night.


Annie cried out her alarm, rushing to Alex's side. "Oh, my god! He jumped!"



"If only." Althea practically snorted. She turned about, spreading her hands open. "Christopher? Do you see a drink in my hands?"

Christopher smiled tightly, crossing to prepare the concoction she enjoyed. "Thank you, Thea." He looked up, halting his actions of dropping an ice cube into the frosted glass. "For what you did."

The female looked at the other two occupants of the room. "This is another fine mess you've gotten me into, Christopher. Don't think old Hans will be waylaid for long, either." She predicted.

"I trust you have a plan to appease the Council. I can annoy him for just so long before he stakes my ass...or worse, knowing him."

She crossed to Annie, lifting a lock of blonde curls, examining the texture of the fragrant tresses absently. "I bought you some time, but an Enforcer cannot be deterred. Like your infamous Mounties, they always get their man...or woman." Althea smiled pleasantly at Annie.

"Don't be morbid. I thought you outgrew your Goth period." Christopher teased in open affection, having noted her attire.


"Black is slimming." Althea frowned over at Christopher. "You know you adore me in black." "I adore you out of it more. Talk to your father."



"You know how he feels about humans, and... us." She rolled her eyes. "The only thing he ever truly cared for was taken from him by a human. I can talk to him until I'm blue in the face. I would be a freakin’ Smurf before he would lift a finger to help. No offense, lady."


"Then tell me who I can talk to." Alex demanded. "There has to be a way to deal with this.



I'm not going to just stand here and let them hurt Annie."

"Okay, good luck with that." Althea nodded. "I'm off then." She brightened, turning to Christopher. "See you guys on the morrow, as old Hans would say."


"You owe me." Christopher stated quietly, his stare an intently quiet one. "You would put it on those terms?" Althea was indignant.

"Decidedly."

"Well, that's not very gentlemanly!"




"Ain't no gentleman, if you will recall?" Christopher lifted a noble brow. Althea smiled happily. "...I remember."
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“Still, Hans will not like me if I help you more than I have. I mean, I have helped tremendously, as you know,” Althea reminded helpfully, sipping her drink delicately.

"News flash..." Christopher informed her gently. "I don't think he especially likes you all that much, anyway!"

“Stop being so negative; of course he likes me. Who does not?” Such a concept seemed to stump her completely. “I am likeable, and I dress well, as you can see.” She opened her arms, turning around, showing off the silk of the black dress she sported. “I got this in Paris. Of course, Pops doesn’t know I got it in Paris just yet.” Althea cut her eyes warily. “But I’m sure he won’t mind. Right? I mean, how could he? I look amazing in it, yes?”

"Yeah, yeah...amazing." Christopher had picked up on Alex's urgency and dismay. "Al, listen to me. This is serious shit here, okay? These two are star-crossed lovers, destined to be together, just like all those couples you read about in your smutty novels. You would hate yourself if you didn't help them out in their time of need."

Alex exchanged uncomfortable glances with Annie, both uneasy over such an evaluation of their relationship, stated so off-handedly. He felt the need to intervene. "Christopher.."

The Master Vampire waved him silent, continuing. "This is so, 1890s!" Christopher stated enthusiastically. "How cool is that? Isn't it romantic?"

The young vampire cut her gaze to the two other occupants of the room. Her features softened. "It is rather sweet."

"Yes, it is very sweet! Terribly sweet." Christopher concurred. "And all you have to do is talk to good old Papa and ask him to speak to the Council on our behalf."


"Will you come too?" Althea bit her nail thoughtfully, sulking a bit.



"I will be there. Right by your side!" Christopher was looking forward to it. "All I need is an invitation."

Alex was beginning to understand a little better now. He waited, unaware that he still held tightly to Annie Callahan's hand, his thumb gently caressing the inside of her soft flesh absently. He bit his inner lip, the tension coursing throughout his body.

"No...no, let me set the path." Althea knew how her Sire disliked uninvited guests. "I will send for you when all is well, alright?"


"Whatever you think best, Althea." Christopher smiled charmingly down at the female.



She drew in a long breath, exhaling slowly. "Well, alright then. I will go now." She sat her glass aside. "And let’s pray that Pops is in a good mood this evening."


"Pray?" Christopher could not help the observation.



"Or a facsimile thereof." Althea shrugged. "You look very nice in stripes, Christopher. That blue tie brings out the color of your eyes." She decided to be polite if nothing else, finally.


"My eyes are brown, Althea." Christopher sighed lightly.



The female squinted, peering at his face, scrutinizing. "Well, it’s not like I am attracted to that particular part of your anatomy, Christopher... excuse the hell out of me, alright?"

"I forgive you." Christopher could be magnanimous if necessary. He folded his arms leisurely, leaning to kiss the full, sensual lips in a gentle caress. "Come back later, and I will forgive you...in private." He flicked Annie and Alex with an impatient sweep of the brown eyes.


"Really?" The woman's interest perked up. "Absolutely."

"You’ll forgive me...like you did last time? In Monaco?" "It was Morocco, and yes, like that."



"Oh." Althea swept the being's frame with undisguised interest. "I do wish Hans were more like you."


"I'm sure you do." Christopher commiserated.



The female left by the door, with but one suspicious look at Alex Wilder and Annie Callahan. "You had best be worth the trouble. I dislike being staked ever so much." She scowled over at the two. "I'm just saying."

The silence was uncanny for a spell, each to his or her own thoughts concerning the events of the past half hour.


"What the hell just happened here?" Alex was trying to assimilate it all.



"I was hoping everything was alright. It’s been a while, after all." Christopher sat on the plush divan, then arose, too agitated to sit for very long. He began a slow, deliberate pace of the gleaming tile floor beneath his expensive Italian shoes. "We need an advocate with the Council. Her Sire is very powerful. They will listen to him, but I must make him see the merit in our plight."




"Just go talk to the guy, Christopher."



The Vampire grinned at such folly. "You just don't pop in on this guy, Alex. Not and come out alive, I hear tell. He's been very reclusive since the death of his son. He's an Elder. We need Althea to reach him."

"If he doesn't come around, what are our options?" Alex didn't like depending on anyone else where Annie's fate was concerned.

"One?" Christopher tilted his head slightly, lifting his brows. "Hide out until, or if, this thing blows over. A couple years with no fuss or bother ...no headlines about our Society coming to the fore? Should prove our sincerity."


"Two years?" Annie was astonished.




"And two?" Alex wanted more options than the one stated.



"We all die a horrible death at the hands of good old Hans." Christopher looked around for his car keys, finding them in the crystal bowl on the bar area.


"He's that good...he could defeat even you? With me at your side?"



"He's that bad," Christopher quipped. "I've made provisions. All is not lost just yet. Let's see what tomorrow brings. I'm assuming no one is really in a party mood any longer?"

Alex shook his head aimlessly; the question in itself having upset him even further. "No Christopher...we're not."

"Ah, then, I will take a little drive." He had been scribbling on a notepad, tearing the paper off, handing it over for the other being to take. "Go to this place. Wait for me to contact you. Under no circumstances are you to go out alone...either of you." He waited for Alex to peruse the bold script. "Do you remember it?"


Alex nodded. "I don't like just sitting around–"



"Well, in this instance, you have no other choice." Christopher cut him short. "Let me see what I can find out. Just sit tight and give me a few hours, alright?"

Alex checked with Annie, who seemed fine with the suggestion. "It will be fine, Alex." She tried a weak smile of encouragement.


"Hurry, Christopher." Alex asked.

The Vampire nodded, then took his leave.



**********
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Althea approached the living area of the stylish home cautiously. She never knew in what mood her Sire would be found. She had never been the model daughter, but this time, even she realized the severity of her disobedience.

The room was enormous. Heavy drapes lined each window, cutting off the view and any rays of moonlight or...sun. The furniture was tasteful and from another era. A fire burned cheerfully in the mammoth hearth, belying the atmosphere of the occupants found within the space.

The young vampire searched out each face, her own features carefully composed. "Hi, Pops." She smiled tentatively at the only individual which really concerned her.


"Do not..." the deep tone sent shivers down her spine, "refer to me as that."



Althea swallowed, venturing into the area, her hand trailing across the lush softness of a huge chair to her right. She made her way around an occasional table with a marble top. "Anna Lisa, how...nice." Althea's tone suggested otherwise, as did the animosity in her eyes as she observed the other female present. "Where did you park your broom?" She smiled sweetly to lessen the barb.

"Will you never mature, Althea?" The weariness in Anna Lisa's tone said it all. "I grow so very tired of this constant strain between us."


"Oh, like I give a fig." Althea's smile softened, but not her eyes. "Why is she here, Dad?" "Because I allow she be."



Althea couldn't say much about that. She turned her attention to the last member of the group which had greeted her arrival home. "Did Benedict Arnold get all his facts straight?" She swept Hans with a neutral gaze. "You big snitch!" She disdained.

"I cannot work with her constant interference." Hans interjected, his tone and manner beyond cool.

Anna Lisa stepped gracefully, her hand sliding along the dark cloth of the Enforcer's sleeve, as she leaned her head against his shoulder. There was something so intimate in the gesture it served to nullify Althea's reaction for a long spell. She stared at the contact; her mouth slightly agape.


It was not allowed.

Hans never allowed anyone to touch him. Not ever! Such liberties were simply unheard of.



Althea felt the blood flow from her extremities. The shock of Anna Lisa's actions, but more so the Enforcer's acceptance of them...




She blinked, totally shocked, stunned into silence for a very long time. Anna Lisa's smile was one of pure venom.



"I will not," the Ancient was speaking, his tone as always, most soothing to the soul, "have you embroiled in this farce, Althea."

"I..." The woman lost her bravado for a beat when confronted by the essence of her Sire's displeasure. "But she is... she hasn't said anything! The human loves him. Alex Wilder. She won't...she hasn’t." Althea trailed away, unsure even in her own mind suddenly of anything any longer.

"You disgrace your Sire with such affiliations, Althea." Anna Lisa was genuinely concerned about the fact. "I know you do not wish that."


So many things rushed through Althea's mind. Her senses were reeling, truth told.



She had not realized just how much she had liked Hans until this moment. This horrible moment. It was more than evident that the Enforcer approved of Anna Lisa's touch. He had stood, hands in his pockets, just staring at the younger vampire’s-stricken features.


The bastard! Allowing Anna Lisa to lean all over him, and before Marcus! Her own Sire!



How devastating! How embarrassing a thing! After Althea had made it known that...

Althea closed her eyes to her lost pride, humiliation flooding her mind. A coldness gripped her soul, an icy numbness seizing her heart.

She lifted an empty gaze, her mood undeterminable yet, even in her own mind. It was bad enough she was suddenly at odds with her Sire, but to bear this...unconscionable absurdity!

"You cannot possibly know my wishes right now, Anna Lisa!" Althea's tone dripped with revulsion. She turned her attention to... "Well, Hans..."

"That is not my name!" The being's cool was momentarily absent, the dark eyes flashing their fury and impatience.

"Whatever." Althea dismissed with a wave of her hand. "You look like a Hans to me." She sighed lightly. "And since you are so fucking secretive about your real name...be grateful I didn't christen you Adolph or Fido."

"Bitch!" Fido could christen, too, apparently. The Enforcer had jerked from Anna Lisa's touch at least, but his expression did not bode well for Althea either at the moment.

She ignored him. "I don't want to go against you, Marcus." Her eyes and manner had softened when she sought the being out. "You know that. You know my heart. But I cannot," she lowered

her head, the long blonde tresses obscuring her face for a beat, "I cannot, not do this thing." There was an infinite sadness in her gaze.


"I forbid it, Althea." Was the deathly quiet response.



He stood apart from the others. A force to be reckoned with. A lone figure, set against the blaze of the hearth’s fire, which outlined the imminent perfection of his body. The still handsome face silhouetted by the harsh light given off by the flames.

Althea lifted her head. "I know how you hate long goodbyes." She leaped onto the upper balcony, gracefully landing on the outside of the ornate balustrade, looking down on the area below with an intent stare. "...Your luck with your children is still running to form, isn't it."


Marcus's features were expressionless.




"Oh, well." She used his most favorite remark. "You can always make another, can't you."



**********
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Alex paced the area like a caged animal. Where was Christopher? What was taking so long?

Why hadn't they heard...

"Alex, can I ask a question?" Annie was sensing the man's turmoil. She thought to make the situation more tolerable by taking his mind off things for a while. "This woman...this..."

"Althea." Alex nodded absently, slowing his pace, searching out the lovely features. His heart softened, realizing that this must be even more upsetting to the human; but she was remarkably subdued. He smiled at her, crossing to take a seat across from the divan where she reposed. The lights above gave a soft glow to her hair. She looked beautiful and vulnerable.


He wanted desperately to protect her. To make her world safe and content, suddenly.



"Yes, Althea. Is she, well, of course she is, but I mean..." Annie smiled at her own folly. "Do you know anything about her? She's Christopher's friend, but for how long? Do you have any idea how old she might be, say? Or..."

"Never you mind how old I am, young lady!" The soft, musical rejoinder halted any further prying. Both individuals turned at the unexpected statement and unexpected presence.

Alex arose, his nerves on edge. He had sensed an approach, of course, but he could not identify the scent, which troubled him to no end. Christopher could have done so, but...speaking of whom, the older vampire had just appeared on scene, coming through the front entrance in a casual, almost mundane manner.

He lay his coat aside, smiling a welcome to Althea Adams.

“What a thing to ask!" Althea pushed Christopher bodily aside, heading for the most comfortable chair in the house. "Shotgun!" She flopped into the deep cushions, propping her feet on the...

"Get your feet off my coffee table." Christopher removed the shapely legs physically as he had passed.


"That's the gratitude I get?" Such a lack of protocol dumbfounded Althea.



"Look, you need one of those." Christopher knew how to misdirect the female's attention when he needed to do so. He had motioned to the television screen, handing her the tuner from the table. He headed for the bar. "Don't you?"

Althea watched with avid interest; the info commercial being displayed on the gigantic flat screen which took up most of the west wall. "Only 19.95?" Her interest was instantly piqued.


Despite herself, Annie found herself smiling at the woman’s obvious amazement. "Plus, shipping." Christopher reminded.

"Still a bargain." Althea reminded peevishly.



"I-I didn't know." Annie was ever curious. "Eh, can you actually use a vegetable slicer? I mean, do you eat... vegetables?"


"No." Althea scoffed at such a concept. "But come on. 19.95! That's a steal!"



Christopher handed the woman her drink that he prepared, being the gentleman he was. "And if you act now, you get an extra one free."

Alex shook his head woefully. "Damn it, Christopher! What happened? Did you get to speak to.  " he turned fretfully to the female vampire, "your Sire?"

"Is probably holed up in some secluded little hide-a-way with the first cabana boy that caught her wayward attent.  oh, you mean her." Christopher took the tuner from Althea's resisting

hands, ignoring her sullen expression, as he switched channels. "He wasn't very receptive to our entreaties.  was he, Al."

"No, and it’s all your fault, Christopher!" The female whined. "And now we are all going to die horrible deaths. Probably worse, and I'm just sick about it!"


"What could be more horrible than death?" Christopher philosophized.

"This is no fucking joke, damn it!" Alex grated, snapping his anger and frustration. "There's nothing to be done." Althea shrugged her slender shoulders. "Hans, or Fido,



whichever he prefers, is very good at his job. I have heard tales that would make your blood

curdle, which is not very tasty at all.” She made a face. “He's not my boyfriend any longer, so I feel okay saying such things about him now."


"Trouble in paradise?" Christopher was genuinely interested. "Anna Lisa." Althea's eyes narrowed slightly. "The bitch." "Ahh." Christopher now understood.



"What do you mean, there's nothing to be done?" Alex was not about to just sit by and listen to that shit. "I'm going to do something!" Of that, he was positive.

He didn't exactly know what at this point, but no way in hell was he going to sit around and wait to die. Wait for Annie to die. Fuck that notion! He looked about for his coat and Annie's.

"You don't have to go looking for them." Christopher turned in his seat, his tone a sardonic one. "They will be here soon enough, Alex."

"They know where we are?" Annie tried to keep her tone steady, but she was shaking like a leaf inside. She hoped her fear did not show.


Everyone looked at the female vampire.



"Hey! I didn't tell them!" Althea took umbrage. Then she hesitated. "What do you mean...they?"

Christopher went back to his television program. “Everyone, just relax." He suggested evenly. "It’s going to be a long night."

Althea sat back, putting her feet up on the...Christopher waved such a notion aside. "Don't even." He shook his head. The woman rolled her eyes but lowered her feet off the coffee table.

Alex went to Annie, embracing her soundly. "It'll be alright." He whispered encouragingly, putting the long tresses behind her shoulder as she laid her head into the crook of his neckline. "I'll think of something."

He held her securely, his arms about the petite frame protectively. He absently kissed her forehead, his mind whirling with unanswered questions.
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"This is so surreal." Annie whispered. She stirred her tea, placing her hair behind her ear. The long tresses swayed gently with the negative shake of her head. "I mean that," she laughed half- heartedly, shrugging her shoulders, "that man wants me dead. The way he stared at me." She shivered involuntarily in remembrance. "I felt that he meant to do me harm, but..."

Alex followed her stare. Althea and Christopher sat across the room, conversing. Their tones were just as hushed as his and Annie’s.

"Althea is so blasé about the whole thing. I'm starting to wonder if I didn't imagine it all." The large blue eyes sought comfort and solace.


"It was real, Annie." Alex stated grimly.




"So, we just...what?" she asked plaintively. "Wait here until he comes?"




Alex reached, touching the soft material of her pink sweater sleeve. "Do you trust me?"

.



She smiled that smile that made his heart melt. "Of course I do." The decision was made for the woman. She lifted a perfectly arched brow. "So, I guess we wait."


"This is my fault, my doing." He knew for certainty. "I will handle it, okay?"



Annie nodded. "I know you will." She truly believed that statement. "It isn't your fault, though. I followed you that night. You told me to leave, remember?"

Alex lowered his eyes. He would have given anything, at this moment, to have changed that moment in time.

"No matter what happens tonight. I'm not sorry I met you." Annie stated. "I want you to know that and believe it." Her eyes beseeched him. "Please?"

The man's estimation of her heightened. "How can you say that knowing how much danger I have placed you in?" He shook his head, totally bewildered by her attitude.

"We'll figure out something. We always do." Annie refused to lose her optimism. "We make a great team remember?" She impulsively leaned, her lips pressing gently to his cheek. He smelled wonderful and the slight brush of his five o'clock shadow made her mouth tingle deliciously. She pulled back, giving him a reassuring grin. "There is always Christopher..."

Alex lifted his attention. "What do you mean?" Occupied with the current problem, his infamous mind ticked away at ways to solve an unsolvable problem. He did not want to worry Annie, but...

"We can always trip him and run." She stated with a perfectly straight face. "Make a clean get away...leave him behind."


The statement registered, and Alex's face broke into an infectious grin.



"I heard that." Christopher called back over his shoulder, interrupting his conversation with the other woman.


Annie giggled at the being's wit, pleased that Alex's mood seemed a little lighter now.



"Want some more tea?" He asked if only to have something productive with which to occupy the wait time.


"Yes, thank you." Annie nodded.



Althea pulled her attention from the pair, having watched the interplay between the two for a while now.


"She is handling our deaths very well, don't you think?"



"We can't live forever, you know." Christopher entered a seven-letter word for remarkable in the crossword puzzle he was attempting.

"Well, that just doesn't make any sense whatsoever!" Althea snapped. "Of course, we can or...could! We're freakin’ vampires!" She fell silent for all of two seconds. "Christopher, do you ever think about death?"


"It’s not on my top ten list of things to ponder, no."



"Do you realize..." The female smushed the playdoh into a colorful heap, sticking the finished product onto an ever-enlarging structure she had been creating for some few minutes now. Concentrating diligently, her tongue darted about the luscious mouth from time to time. "That in an hour, maybe less, we will very likely be dead?"


"I probably should have stopped the paper delivery." Christopher mused.




"I have been thinking." Althea pondered openly, her expression clear and unassuming. Christopher shifted a wary glance. "Never a good thing."



"And I've decided," Althea continued as if he had not spoken, carefully placing a lopsided ball of the red, sticky substance atop her creation, "even though? You were right."


She sat back, admiring her object d'art.



"I am seldom wrong," Christopher frowned over at the piece, "but what was I correct about this time and, more importantly, what in God’s name, is that god-awful arrangement meant to be?"

"It’s from my blue period." Althea tilted her head to the side, studying the object d'art critically. "I'm blue..." she mentioned sarcastically, “because I'm going to die soon!"


"Then your work will be worth more money." Christopher looked on the bright side.



She scooted over by the being, lowering her voice, having checked on the whereabouts of Alex Wilder and Annie Callahan. "We could leave, you know. Adolph isn't really after us."


"Yes, you could do that."



She sat back, discouraged. "Well, I'm not going if you're not going, which really sucks if you ask me! If you were any kind of friend/great lay, you would give a little credence to my well- being. It’s all about you, isn't it!"

"I said you could go." Christopher lifted the small face, his fingers under the smooth flesh of her chin. "You probably should." He realized.


"I'm not a quitter!"




"Sure, you are," He reminded.



Althea settled down, moping a little. "I'm not sure?" She sought his input. "But I think there is a principle involved here. One should stand up for one's principles, right?"


"If you say so. I'm here for the buffet."




She laughed throatily. "Ew, that makes me queasy. Stop it."



"Just think,” the being pondered as well, “two sterling, noble individuals, in the prime of their lives–"


"You're kinda old, actually–" Thea felt the need to point out the fact.



"Cut down mercilessly, cruelly... defending a noble cause!" Christopher was on a roll, discouraging the disruption of his train of thought.


"You said noble twice–"



"We will be remembered as object lessons. You are tolerated by our kind, and I am very well-liked and respected." The being mused. "Very well liked. We are taking a stand against the Establishment. Against archaic rules. A way of life that is no longer–"




The female scrambled to her feet hastily, her eyes as big as saucers.



Alex Wilder's hand tightened painfully on Annie Callahan's. So much so, the woman gasped painfully. Alex instantly released his hold, stepping before Annie, turning to face the immediate danger.

"Show time." Christopher murmured, motioning Alex to his side. Althea had stood, moving close as well, her hand gripping the material of his blue striped shirt tightly.


The two figures stood poised, glaring down into the domain.




The thick windows covered almost half the ceiling area of Christopher's hide-a-way home.



Nestled in the mountains of the Foothills, the secluded cabin was a perfect retreat from the hectic lifestyle of the city. The windows provided a beautiful view of the surrounding forest.


The view was not so appealing now.



It took the beings mere seconds to shatter the glass, which they dropped through effortlessly, landing in the middle of the cabin. They scanned their prey with lascivious licks of their snarling lips, green eyes gleaming with an inner maniacal light, fangs bared, menacing growls hissed softly from their throats.

Annie stood riveted to the spot, determined to be all Alex expected of her. Inside, she was shaking, trembling uncontrollably. Her fingers shook visibly, but she drew strength from Alex's confident gaze, which he afforded her from time to time.

Her fingers tightened drastically upon the silver ice pick Alex had given her as a weapon, just in case. Her palms were sweaty, but she held fiercely to the cool metal.

Alex crossed in front of Christopher, who directed Althea to his right. The female moved slowly, her eyes watching the two Enforcers every move. Their arrival had been silent and deadly.

One caught the scent of her blood, sniffing the air savoringly, drool running down the corner of its mouth.

Althea grimaced, making an endearingly comical face. "That's just gross!" she commanded. "Stop it!"


Annie could well sympathize.



Christopher barred his fangs, a soft, low growl directed toward his foes. He moved ever so slowly forward, both he and Alex circling the two other males, gauging, scrutinizing, preparing.


Suddenly, the two cloaked figures turned aside, hissing their shock and annoyance.



Alex blinked, stunned into momentary inactivity. Christopher's brows lifted. Althea's mouth fell agape.

The two Enforcers banded together to face the more lethal foe. The one that had just arrived on scene.


"You!" Althea could not believe that Marcus would have allowed this!

"At least I used the door." Hans closed the latter quietly, turning his attention elsewhere. "You need help nowadays?" Althea taunted, her anger more for her Sire than anything else

now. How could he? How could Marcus be so hateful! "How pathetic is that?" "They have been sent in my stead." Hans stated waspishly. "You idiot!"



Althea's brain was not functioning as well as it normally did. "Don't call me names, jerk wad!"


The Enforcers were surrounded now.



Not that Althea was all that involved with her part of the scenario just yet. One growled loudly, producing a weapon from within the confines of his long duster type coat. Christopher stepped slightly back, rethinking his first plan of attack. He mentally searched for his own mode of protection, seeing nothing in his immediate vicinity to aid him.

"She is under my protection," Hans informed his two adversaries, his manner calm... unconcerned. "Leave this place and you will live. "

Christopher felt elation surge through his body, but he staunchly denied expressing the emotion, his face remaining impassively unreadable. He felt Alex Wilder's eyes, but did not dare take his attention from the two enemies before him.

"She...who? Her?" Althea felt pretty good herself at this new development, having pointed out the human. "Does this mean they will try to kill Fido and not me?" She had queried Christopher Colton because he knew about such important things, surely.


Hans cast her a dark glare, but lazily returned his attention to: "Stay and you die."




Seemed a simple enough plan to Christopher Colton. It was one he could live with, literally.



And all that animosity was directed elsewhere, even better.

The two Enforcers did not seem particularly intimidated by the statement. They stood now, back-to-back, alert to any movement or action their opponents might think of making.

Christopher sensed their viciousness. Their blood lust was high, burning ravenous hunger gnawed at their stomachs. Reasoning was a waste of time and effort on anyone's part.

The long, silver spike sailed through the air like a ballistic missile, the sound whizzing in Alex Wilder's ears. He instinctively ducked, his reflexes in remarkable condition.

The stake pierced the closest Enforcer's heart. The creature screamed its agony, clutching frantically to remove the object, but it had completed its task. The being dropped to his knees, leaving his cohort vulnerable.

Another deadly weapon propelled through the impending silence, the tip slicing into flesh, appearing outside the chest cavity of the remaining Vampire.

Hans advanced leisurely, unsheathing a blade from within the confides of his own billowy cloak. With an effortless swipe of his powerful hand, each Enforcer's head was severed cleanly...efficiently. The being replaced the weapon almost as an afterthought.

Impressed by the display, Christopher’s mouth formed a silent wow, but other than that, his immediate concern was for his companions. "You okay?" He asked Annie Callahan, who had covered her mouth to stifle a gasp of horror, what she had witnessed.

Alex crossed hurriedly, pushing the woman behind his body. He hoped against hope that he would not have to face down such a formidable foe, but..

"That was just..." Althea didn't know what it had been in reality. She was completely stumped for an answer, her senses strained.

"There will be more." Hans informed those gathered. "I can handle several, but they will triumph eventually." He had dismissed the dead Enforcers as easily as if they had never existed. "You must go. This is only a reprieve. They will send others."


Annie tried not to look at the dead bodies. The headless dead bodies. "Just make them stop!" Althea had the perfect solution.

"We do not stop." Hans cut her an annoyed look. "Not ever."



"Well, bully for you!" The female's mood dropped considerably at such a realization. "This just sucks!"


"Well stated." Christopher mumbled in agreement.



"There is a place that they will not go." He handed a piece of paper over to Christopher's keeping. "It will be safe, but you cannot leave."

"Do they have malls there?" Althea was understandably distressed if the answer was in the negative.




"I am going to kill her," Hans stated emphatically, his jaw clenching and unclenching tightly.



He sent the young vampire a meaningful glare.

"We're going to go now." Christopher made the decision. "Come on, kiddies." He hurried everyone along, heading them for the door.

"What is your problem?" Althea demanded an answer. "There are other ways to die too, you know. Boredom for one! If you think I am going to–"

"Say goodbye to the nice man." Christopher ushered her out the door insistently. "He did save our collective asses, after all, remember?"


Althea calmed, adjusting her attitude a bit. "Well, that was kinda nice."



"Yeah! He did!" Annie was rapidly gathering her purse, putting the coat on Alex held for her. "And yeah, it was!”

Althea nodded amicably, holding her hand out to the being. "Okay, then. Thanks for saving our asses, Hans. That was cool of you, really."

The Enforcer lashed out, his mammoth fist clenching around the female’s coat lapels; the one she had worn the entire time she had been in the cabin. He roughly tugged her forward until his face was mere inches from her startled one.

"That is not..." it was severely admonished, his voice a husky remnant of its former vibrancy, sheathed in open disdain now, “my name!”

The unhandsome, but undeniably virile features glared openly at the woman. His dark hostile eyes darkened further, surprising Althea. The being's breath smelled of mint tea, of all things.

Christopher's first reaction was to assist his friend, but luckily, he did not have to intervene on her behalf.

Althea lowered her head, biting Han's knuckles...hard. The being shook her entire body stoutly once, breaking the contact.

"Oww!" She tried to kick him in the shins, but his hand caught the attempt mid-kick, pushing her effort aside. Which landed her on her ass, at his feet. He glared down at the puny being, his expression a rather malignant one.

Alex exchanged glances with Christopher Colton, each male loathe to interfere but knowing, eventually, they would be forced to defend this female's honor. Which is more than she ever did. The quote came to Christopher's mind, and he found it difficult to suppress his grin.

"You big bully! Picking on a girl!" Althea squinted at her adversary. "Then what is your stupid name? As if I care!"

Christopher studied the Enforcer carefully, having been given just such an opportunity for a few minutes now. From what he had heard of the breed, they did not suffer fools easily.

Actually, they did not suffer them at all.


This one seemed to have an infinite supply of patience where Althea was concerned.

Christopher was given pause for thought. "...Edwin." Came the totally unexpected reply.

The rich, deep tone washed over the woman at his feet, who pushed the effect aside rapidly.



Althea scrambled upright, dusting her rather fetching bottom of debris. "Well, fine!" She disgusted. "Why didn't you just say so in the first place! I don't give a crap! Never did!"

She crossed to Christopher, falling into a full-fledged sullen mode. The Vampire knew from experience, it would take several thousand dollars to get her out of such a mood. Well, it was only money.


"Why?" Alex had to know. "...Why did you do it?"



"A dept repaid." Came the all too ready reply to the younger Vampire's astonishment. He had not truly expected one, after all.


"A debt to who?" Althea asked, pouting prettily for all to see. "To whom." Christopher corrected.

"Whatever!" the female vented.




" ... To me." A disembodied voice answered the question in everyone's mind.



Alex Wilder swirled about, his face registering his amazement. He had sensed nothing. No warning, no premonition, no danger. Nothing. When he sought Christopher Colton, he knew the other Vampire had felt nothing as well.


Christopher stared transfixed at the enigma before them. It was uncanny. No decay. No scent.



Nothing.

"This... is your Sire?" Christopher had never met an Ancient before. Elders, yes. He had heard much of this being. The cold, unfeeling stare told him it was probably all true. The younger vampire inclined his head minutely, holding the penetrating eyes with difficulty.

"I believe there have been enough theatrics for one evening." Marcus seemed more than bored. "Are you ready to come home now?"

Althea shifted her eyes, her mood dropping considerably. For one brief second, she allowed herself to believe that Hans...Edwin had cared enough about her to come see if she was ripped asunder by the other bad guys.

She had never been ripped asunder, but it didn't sound like too much fun. Fido hadn't cared anything for her, the Enforcer had simply owed Marcus, big time, she was guessing. She had never even been a factor in the equation.


And why did it matter, anyway?




"What about them?" Althea knew she would have to pay for her ways. She wasn't that stupid.



Marcus probably wanted her alone, with no witnesses. Not that he cared anything about witnesses. The Master just preferred to work his magic away from prying eyes. He was such a private soul, after all.


"It is ended." The sentence had such a finality to it, that Alex almost believed it.



"You have spoken to the Council?" Christopher wanted confirmation. The ice-blue eyes turned upon him, and even Colton felt the weight of such powerful antipathy.

"Go about your meager existence and leave me to my peace." Marcus drew in an even breath. "It is ended. But I had nothing to do with it, did I, Althea."

The female lowered her head, feeling her Sire’s displeasure to the core of her being, suddenly chilled. She suddenly felt so alone and empty.


Marcus turned, exiting without another word.



Althea swiped her cheeks, angry at herself for such a display, but she had just lost her father. No, he was more than that. He was her mentor, confessor, future lover, and her Sire. Surely, she was allowed some measure of release.

"What did you do?" Edwin demanded her answer. "What the hell have you done now, Althea?" he shook a woeful head, her tears affecting him. He dismissed the sensation angrily.

She sought Christopher Colton, her eyes conveying her misery and pain for once. "I did the right thing." She was fairly certain of the fact now. "For the first time ever, and you know what, Hans?" She laughed hollowly, shifting her attention to the other being. "I really fucking hate it. I really do. I don't think I will ever attempt such folly again."


She touched Christopher's hand as she passed on her way to the closest exit.



Christopher's fingers tightened on the slender ones. "Stay." He advised sotto voce, meaning the statement.


She shook the long blonde tresses, continuing on. Thea closed the door on her way out.






Colton searched out his other guest only to discover...

"...Where?" Alex voiced the obvious question. The Enforcer was nowhere to be found. "People come and go so quickly here, Auntie Em." Christopher's tone held his rancor. Damn,



he felt shitty for bringing Althea into this mess now. He set his mind. He would put this to rights with the woman. He would fix it.


"I'll get Annie home." Alex asked more than stated. "Then I'll be back to help."



Christopher shook his head. "No," he smiled at the human, "stay around close tonight. Just to make sure everything is kosher. Althea is strong. She’ll be fine. I'll check in with her." He reassured Wilder.

"That... man!" Annie had been speechless until now. "God, Alex!" She sought answers she didn't think anyone could supply at this point; she knew.

"An Ancient. Very powerful being." Christopher nodded at nothing in particular. "You felt it, hum? Yeah, well..." He let it go. “If he says it’s over, I think we can take that to the bank, but stay with her."

Alex nodded. He was a little worried about Christopher, but he also knew Marcus was not the only powerful being around these parts.

He bundled Annie up and headed for the city. It would take hours to get there, but he felt more comfortable being in familiar surroundings.

"Take care, Christopher." Annie tip toed, kissing the Vampire's cheek. "Thank you for everything you did for us tonight! We would be lost without you."


"The way Alex drives, you will probably be lost, period, so keep the cell phone handy." "Amusing." Alex appreciated the small effort at lightness. "The Cleaner?" He had glanced



back at the mess left behind in Edwin's wake.


"She should give us a discount. We've sent a lot of business her way of late."



Christopher stood looking after Alex and Annie's departure several minutes later. The sounds of the night filtered into the air. They were somehow comforting. He allowed the moment to regroup his sensibilities. It was the least he could do for himself after such a harrowing episode.

He closed the door finally, glancing about the remnants of his home away from home. Well, one of them.


Seeking his cell, he waited patiently for the call to connect.



He hoped they could get the stench out of the place. Enforcer blood differed from any he had ever experienced. Unpleasant and strong. The odor hung like a sickly-sweet perfume from the five and dime, the kind that was impossible to wash off your hands.


It wasn't his problem. He had other more pressing ones.
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Christopher waited patiently. He stood on a cliff overlooking the Valley. The lights stretched on for miles. Vacating the premises, he allowed the Cleaner to do her job without interference. It was a mild night, the wind from the ocean refreshing and brisk.

The darkness of the mountains allowed for the luminescence of the stars overhead. They appeared closer and decidedly brilliant. The Vampire pulled his attention from the quietness of the panoramic view.


"Where are you?" He spoke into the cell phone, his tone uncensored.



"I'm okay, Christopher." Came the hesitant reply. The soft voice caressed him like a soothing balm.

"It’s my fault you’re estranged from your Sire. I put you in the middle of this mess. Let me at least feel a little guilty over the matter." He insisted. "Let me come to you. I'll make it all better. You know I have such capabilities, don't you."

"I do." He could hear the smile in her reply. "But it’s best right now that I go away. Marcus will forgive in time. All should be well soon."

"He didn't seem like the forgiving type." Christopher told his point of view. "I can't believe he’s that uptight about you choosing the wrong side in this issue. I'm sensing something more is going on. Tell me what it is."


"You are a good friend, Christopher."



"You state facts of which I am already aware. Tell me what you did that pissed Marcus off, Thea. Other than just being your normal self, of course."


"It is a family problem. If I divulge its intricacies, he will be even more upset with me." Christopher thought that one through. "What can I do to make it better?"



"I am uncertain anyone can make it better." Althea sighed lightly. "If I need you, I will not hesitate to call, yes?"


"Promise, your most excellent promise." She smiled. "Have it then, noble knight."

"I'm not noble, but I can play the part of a knight if you so desire. Or a Celt. I like Celts." She chuckled her amusement. "I rather enjoy them, too."




"I remember." His tone dropped to a silky provocation as he parodied her previous answer to the question he posed concerning a similar encounter they once shared.


"I will contact you soon."




"You do that." He advised strenuously. The line went dead.



Christopher's brow furrowed deeply. He would have preferred to meet with her. He sighed heavily, returning to the view.

His soul was restless this night. Something seemed off-kilter. He had heard of Marcus, of course. Who had not? It did not sit well with him that Althea had incurred such a being's displeasure.


He couldn't alter the female's mind, but he could find out more about the situation. He had sources, after all. It was the least he could do under the circumstances.

**********
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Alex Wilder shifted into a more comfortable position. He would not disturb the woman in his arms for the world, but his right arm was going to sleep. He eased it slightly, settling closer to Annie Callahan's warmth.

She was exhausted. Both mentally and physically. It had been a draining night, full of danger and suspense. Her nerves had finally caught up to her. They had been discussing the situation when suddenly the woman began to tremble uncontrollably.

She felt foolish, repeatedly telling him so, the pretty cheeks flushed with her embarrassment. He had sat on the couch beside her and pulled her to him. A few minutes of contact with another human, so to speak, settled her nerves. It felt so good, having her close and safe. He found any excuse to prolong the moment.


Annie had fallen asleep, finally.



The young vampire had lain here for hours now, drinking in her beauty. The black lashes fanned her cheeks, the soft curls framing her amazing face. It didn't hurt either that her blouse had fallen slightly open, revealing a tantalizing view. The soft, creamy flesh and titillating hint of white lace bra holding the healthy mounds crushed against his biceps, was pleasant all around.

His fingers itched to stroke the plump fullness of her breasts. Her scent filtered upward into his nostrils. A light fragrance, most erotic to his senses.

He chastised such thoughts, steeling his mind to other things. She trusted him enough to allow such intimacy. He was not about to disappoint her. Even so, his eyes flicked the opened area for the hundredth time. He closed his eyes to what he was thinking, exhaling slowly.

He could do this. The young vampire set his mind, turning his thoughts to loftier things. Such as...wondering what type of panties she wore?


Alex groaned, grimacing accordingly. Annie sighed happily, snuggling closer in her sleep. If this was torture, Alex would bravely submit to his fate.

**********
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Althea walked down the quiet street, her stiletto heels clicking noisily on the old brick surface. Hours had passed, and she had not yet rested. It was late, and soon she must find shelter from the coming rays of the sun. She must feed soon as well. Her strength was ebbing. But she had wisely put as many miles between herself and her Sire as humanly possible. Such a quaint phrase.

This was an older part of London, White Chapel. It held memories of olden times. Some were not so pleasant, granted. Marcus had many homes in countless places. Althea had only one. This one, the one she journeyed to now. She had told no one of its existence. Not even her Sire.

He had never asked, of course. He seldom needed anyone or anything. Marcus allowed his children much freedom. He only summoned them when necessary. He tired quickly of their presence. Althea was one of the fortunate few. She could remain by his side for months before he turned her away.


She loved such times. He was a unique being. She felt privileged to be under his tutelage. Just as she felt now...bereft without him.

"You should not be alone."




Althea gasped her surprise, stunned by the fact. She had not heard or sensed an approach.



Her steps halted abruptly, as she had pulled up short.

"Will you stop doing that!" Her heart was pounding frantically, adrenalin pumping quickly through her veins. Well, her heart hadn’t really quickened. Her mind just assured it had. Nothing pumped through her veins except anemic blood. Someone else’s.

The tall, robust being melded from the shadows of a nearby building. The stocky frame sauntered slowly forward until a streetlight illuminated the startling features. "You should not be alone."

Althea settled her nervous system. "Why? You don't like witnesses, right?" She glanced around the empty alleyway. "Dad send you?"


"No one has met my price. More's the pity."



"How did you find me?" Althea didn't like the fact it had been ridiculously easy for the being, obviously. She had been so careful, too. So cautious. So wary.


"I can smell you."




"Excuse me?" She took offense. "It is not an unpleasant scent."



Althea remained quiet. Why was he here? It did not bode well for her. Not at all. Marcus usually did his own dirty work. Perhaps she should be honored that he cared enough to send the very best?

"Why are you here?" She asked a rhetorical question to her way of thinking. He was here to finish her off.


"Why do you believe me to be here?"



"Look, Beelzebub, I'm tired, pissy, depressed as hell and I'm in no mood." Althea told the absolute truth. "Don't shit with me tonight!"


"When have those adjectives ever not applied to you?" "Get," the grey eyes turned slate, “out of my way."

"Or, what?" The conversation seemed to be a source of amusement for the being.




Althea allowed the beast to emerge.



It had taken all of two seconds, eyes misting over into the ice blue color of death, then melting to the emerald green of hunger. Beautiful white fangs elongated in the sensual mouth, bared. A soft, menacing growl escaped her throat as she prepared for battle.

"You amuse me." The stoic face had not altered, however. Indeed, the emerald eyes observed the female rather analytically even now. "Pull in your fangs. Lolita. I come in peace." It was lazily drawled. "For the moment.” He stepped aimlessly about.

“The Council has not contacted me, ergo, even though your Sire assures us...all is well. The Enforcers showed this night. The word might not have reached them in time, true, but I do not think Marcus would appreciate it if I allowed your demise over a simple clerical error on someone's part."

"Marcus would very likely applaud your noble goals." The fact saddened Althea greatly. The female lifted her head, determined to sleep in the bed she had made for herself, but at what cost, she secretly wondered.

"Whatever it is that you have done," Edwin mused, "is not something he can forgive so easily then. He usually allows you much. Why is this time so different, I wonder."


Althea waited, for what, she was not certain.



"The dawn approaches." Edwin had glanced at the horizon. "Cease being your usual odious self. Accompany me back to my home that if, or when, the need arises, I may at least defend you in familiar territory."


"Said the fucking spider to the fly?"



"You are paranoid and decidedly insane." The Enforcer shook his head slightly. "If I wished you dead, you would then be dead."


"I do not need your protection!"



"I have witnessed your somewhat lackadaisical fighting skills.” The being stated. “Believe me, you do."

Althea was given pause for thought. Always before, she had Marcus to fall back on or the mere threat of the being. "Yeah, well, get fucked." There was still a principle to uphold here, maybe. Maybe not.


Edwin tilted his head ever so slightly. "Is that what you want?"



"It would be nice, preferably by a large man called Bruno, from behind!" She had seen one or two prison movies in her day, after all.

The male swept her frame with a masculine appreciation for once. "I meant; did you wish to share my cubicle."


Althea gasped her shock. "What?"

"You did not like Anna Lisa's attention to me tonight," he stated drily. "Did you." "Hey, what is it to me who you, eh, do that stuff with?" She vehemently denied the



accusation. "As if I would even care!"


"She holds no interest for me. I did not send for her."

"I don't care!" The young female pulled an endearing face. "Why would I even, like I said!"






"But you did." Edwin sensed. "Did not!"

"You have been throwing yourself at me for over a month now. Do you deny it?"



"Okay!" Althea held up both hands, glancing around frantically. Where was a good stake when you needed one? "That's it!" Everyone had a breaking point, and this was hers.

She threw her purse, the very large one she sported everywhere she went, off her shoulders. Kneeling hastily, she frantically rummaged through the enormous pouch. "I am going to rip your cold, unbeating, dead little heart out of your body!" It was summarily declared with all due pomp and circumstance.

The female hauled lipsticks, pens, notepads, and hair spray out of the confines she searched, throwing them aside on the pavement beside her. "Then I'm going to cut it into nice, precise pieces, at which time I will proceed to," she glared up at the being, “stick it up your ass!”


She returned to her rummaging with renewed vigor. "You myopic...egotistical–"



Cell phone, charger, headphones...slinky. That item was hastily hidden beneath her scarf. "Repulsive, unconscionable, poor excuse for a.." she waved his very existence aside haphazardly, “whatever the hell you are!"

The Enforcer tilted his head, something of interest having caught his attention. "What is that pink fuzzy–"

"Nothing!" Althea pushed the cuffs further into her purse. "It’s a hair band, if you must know! Stop snooping in my personal belongings!"


"You do not find me attractive, then?"



"Does a witch fly on a broom?" Thea gloated. "You would know all about witches, wouldn't you! You're dating one!"

"I only know about bitches." The being folded his arms, patiently waiting for her tirade to end, having crooned the word seductively. "Dating. How quaint. For your information, I do not date a female. I fuck them, then send them on their way."

Althea stopped rummaging. "You mean you..." She scowled slightly, more than interested to her growing dismay. "Well, of course you do more than that, surely!"


"Do I?" He lifted a noble brow.

"You were speaking metaphorically, of course."




"Not hardly. I am not interested in females on the whole." The arresting gaze fell to her breasts and remained. “Except for the obvious reason any male might be.”

Althea returned to her pastime. "You are so full of yourself! Why can't you be like that Alex Wilder fellow." It was demanded. "He is so sweet and caring and...and hot!" She waved her checkbook curtly in the air.

"He allows his emotions to dictate his intellect. Never a good thing." There was a certain disdain in the being’s tone.

"Oh, what do you know about it!" Althea laid her credit card holder aside, along with her past due electric bill. She squinted, checking the due date in the non-existent light. Wow, that was past due! "You think you are so superior!" She grabbed her checkbook, scribbling hastily. "How do you spell seventy?" The pretty neck was craned to the towering figure.


"Are you coming or not?" Edwin was fast losing patience.



"Not!" The small fingers curled around the one thing Althea had been searching for, grasping it firmly. She changed instantly into a creature of the night, stabbing the wooden stake into the upper part of the Enforcer’s thigh with all the power behind the act her heightened strength allowed.


The creature staggered back slightly, growling his fury and surprise.



The female changed casually back to her human self, smiling sweetly up at the furious being, watching contentedly as he struggled with removing the offensive staff. "I only wish it could have been a little higher."

Edwin grasped her blonde curls, forcing Althea’s head back with a harsh tug, bringing the bloodied instrument down, embedding it into her chest with one confident stab.

He watched the lovely face ease into placidity and the grey eyes glaze over as the stake did its job.

"...I only wish,” the deep baritone caressed, “I could substitute this measly weapon with my own cock.” He growled viciously. “For the mark would have been inside your sweet cunt!"

He released her entirely, watching with satisfaction as the young vampire fell back heavily with a dull thud onto the pavement.

**************
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It was sometime later the Vampire entered his private domain, unceremoniously tossing his burden onto a convenient sofa. Edwin went in search of nourishment to replenish his energy source.




Only then did he return to gaze down upon a very silent Althea Adams.



"Ahh..." He closed his eyes to the serenity of the moment. "Peace and quiet!" He sighed mentally, seeking out the female. "...How I hate to spoil it."
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Chapter 5

Annie stirred in her sleep, shifting her body into a more comfortable position. Alex Wilder stiffened slightly, feeling the slight weight of her leg slide down the length of his own muscular appendage. Her thigh eventually came to rest, draped over his left one.

He lay still, acutely aware of the woman's warmth, the shape of her body, the soft curves and feminine smell of her. The soft moan of disturbance she had uttered had made his flesh shiver with anticipation.

His entire system was on full alert status. Annie, sensing the change, opened her eyes slowly...sleepily. The situation she now found herself in was not exactly unwelcome, were she truthful with herself.

Alex hesitated, knowing she had awakened. He slowly turned his head to the side, eager to read her countenance. Blue eyes met brown and for an instant, Alex's world stood still. He read the unconscious invitation in the captivating gaze.

The moment lengthened, with Alex sensing the woman's vulnerability. But then, he was a little vulnerable himself these days; he was discovering.

Annie continued to look into his soul, then moved forward, her body pressed intimately to his straining one. Her expression softened and suddenly was just for him. He felt her arms lift about his neck and the warmth of her entire body fused with his.

He reacted as a male, his hands reaching, needing to touch, his arms tightening about her form. He had dreamed about such a moment of late, his eyes searching the beautiful face, drowning in the sensuality of his Annie.

Alex lowered his head, his mouth brushing the full lips tentatively. Electric shock waves traversed his body. He pulled back, but only slightly, his eyes asking the question he wished to ask. Annie leaned even closer to him and lifted her mouth.

An entirely different type of hunger washed over the vampire. One he had not felt in many, many years. Alex gave himself up to it freely, anxiously, religiously, allowing it to fill him...engulf his mind.

Alex’s tongue slipped past the sweet softness of her lips, his hands exploring her body slowly...carefully, touching places he had only dreamed of before.

He felt himself grow hard with need, and for once, allowed the woman to know how much she affected him; unashamed of the sudden urgency he felt.

Annie felt the imprint of Alex's involvement pressed against her abdomen. His breath was coming more rapidly against her cheek, and her body tingled with anticipation. She did not stop her mouth from responding to his kiss, nor the flame of arousal spreading throughout her body.


It felt wonderful and... right.



She felt the muscular torso, the strength of his embrace, the wonder of his ever-exploring hands. Hands that took her breath away with their gentle probing fingertips which set her senses on fire as they trailed sensually down the middle of her back.

Virility exuded from this being. A male essence emanated all around him. She felt safe and protected and other wondrous things. He was creating a world just for her. A world of sensuality, of overwhelming emotions.
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