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One





Elspeth stumbled into her apartment, pushed the door closed, and leaned against it with relief. Normally she didn’t mind living on the second floor, and wasn’t bothered by the steep, narrow stairs leading up to it. Today was not normal. Today those stairs had been hell, and the pain of mounting them had left her shaky and sweaty.


Eager to reach her bed and collapse on it, Elspeth pushed away from the door and staggered up the hall. She dropped her keys and purse on the entry table in passing, and then shed her coat and tossed it over the couch as she crossed the living room. The apartment was dark and silent except for the soft shuffle of her feet on the hardwood floor as she made her way to the bedroom. Once there, she didn’t bother to remove her clothes or even her boots, but simply stumbled to the bed and dropped to lie across the bottom. A cry of startled pain slid from her lips when her face slammed into something much harder and lumpier than her memory foam mattress should have been. When there was an answering shriek, and the bed moved under her, Elspeth instinctively rolled away.


Tumbling off the bed, she hit the floor with a hard jolt and squeezed her eyes closed as agony shot through her. She was aware of noise around her, a rustling from the bed and the patter of footsteps from the hall, but was too busy taking deep breaths to try to manage her pain, and didn’t bother to look around until she heard, “What on earth is going on? Elspeth? What are you doing on the floor?”


Elspeth forced her eyes open. The lights were now on, and Martine Argeneau Pimms stood in the open bedroom door. Dressed in a long red silk nightgown, the tall blonde was peering at her as if she was the one out of place in her own apartment.


“Mother?” Elspeth said with bewilderment. “What are you doing here?”


“Your sisters and I decided to surprise you with a visit.” She gestured to the bed, and Elspeth turned her head to see the twins, Julianna and Victoria, kneeling at the end of her bed in matching pink babydolls that did nothing to hide their voluptuous figures. They looked like the stars of a porn film, the Boobsy Twins, waiting for the pizza delivery guy.


“Surprise,” they said together with a distinct lack of enthusiasm.


Elspeth just let her head fall back wearily to the floor and asked, “How did you get in?”


“Your landlord. He let us in after I explained we were family,” Martine said with a shrug.


Elspeth sat up abruptly, alarm replacing the exhaustion of a moment ago. Her landlord was a lovely elderly lady named Meredith MacKay. “He let you in?”




“Yes, and he’s a cutie,” Julianna announced.


Victoria nodded. “A super cutie.”


“Girls,” Martine growled with irritation. “Enough of this nonsense. It’s late, nearly dawn, and—Where are you going?” she interrupted herself to ask when Elspeth suddenly lunged to her feet and hurried past her.


Elspeth didn’t respond. It would mean she’d have to stop grinding her teeth, and if she did that she wouldn’t be able to prevent the moans and groans of pain she was desperately suppressing. Crossing back through her apartment, she grabbed her keys off the table where she’d just left them, and rushed out into the hall.


Much to Elspeth’s relief, going down the stairs was much easier on her wounded leg and back than going up had been. Still, she was trembling by the time she got to her landlord’s door. Elspeth knocked sharply and then began to rifle through her keys in search of the one to Meredith’s apartment.


“Elspeth Pimms! What are you doing?” her mother hissed, coming down the staircase after her.


“It’s fine, Mother. Go back upstairs,” she whispered.


“No. Get back here! I want to talk to you. What are you doing getting home so late? And why aren’t you obeying me? You . . .” Her words trailed off as Elspeth finally found the right key and quickly unlocked her landlady’s door.


Pushing it open, Elspeth hurried into the apartment, nearly crashing into a large, burly man. Catching herself at the last minute, she stumbled to a halt and then gaped at the blond hunk in front of her. Her knock had obviously roused him from sleep. The man was sporting some serious bedhead, his short blond hair standing up in all directions above wide, startled baby-blue eyes in a chiseled face. He had pulled on jeans that, while zipped, were not buttoned, and he was shirtless, his wide, muscular chest bare . . . and damn, he smelled good, Elspeth thought as she stared at his beautiful chest and inhaled the deep, spicy aroma of him. A scent that was oddly familiar.


“El? How—? What are you doing here?”


That question in a bewildered tone drew Elspeth’s attention away from the man’s chest, and back to his handsome face. Frowning when she saw the combination of recognition and confusion on his face, she asked, “Who are you? And what are you doing in Merry’s apartment?”


For some reason her questions made his head jerk back as if she’d surprised him. Before she could ponder that too long, footsteps sounded behind him.


“Good morning, Ellie dear. Perfect timing as always. The kettle just came to a boil.”


Elspeth leaned to the side to peer around the large man, and smiled with relief when she spotted the white-haired woman standing in the kitchen doorway further down the hall. Noting that she looked fine and healthy, Elspeth said uncertainly, “Morning, Merry. Is everything okay?”


“Oh, yes, wonderful.” The woman smiled at her brightly, skin wrinkling around twinkling blue eyes much like those of the man between them. “That young buck in front of you is my grandson, Wyatt MacKay. He came to visit . . . as a surprise,” she added, her tone as dry as dust.


Elspeth’s eyebrows rose a bit, and then understanding and sympathy covered her face. Meredith’s son worked for a large insurance company. He’d started here in Toronto, but twenty years ago had been offered a promotion that had meant moving to British Columbia. Despite having to leave family and friends behind, he’d accepted and moved there with his wife and their young son, Wyatt . . . who was obviously the now grown-up hunk standing in front of her. That explained how Wyatt had known her name, she supposed. No doubt Merry had mentioned her. The question now was, why the “surprise” visit?


“Elspeth, come here, please.”


Elspeth glanced over her shoulder, a little startled to see her mother standing in the open doorway in her silk robe. She’d quite forgotten she had her own visitors to deal with.


“Is that one of your sisters, dear?” Meredith asked. “I was a little surprised when Wyatt told me that your sisters had arrived and he’d let them into your apartment last evening while I was having my bath. You didn’t mention they were coming.”


Hearing the concern in the woman’s voice, Elspeth turned back and leaned to the side again to give her a reassuring smile around Wyatt’s wide shoulders. “Because I didn’t know. My mother and sisters decided to surprise me with a visit, too.” Grimacing, she added, “It must be a full moon or something.”


“Yes,” Meredith said with a conspiratorial grin.


“Mother and sisters?” Wyatt asked with surprise and Elspeth realized her mistake. Her mother didn’t look a day over twenty-five, which was why she usually introduced her as a sister. Not doing so now had been a slip-up. Before she could decide how to deal with that slip-up, her mother spoke again.


“Well, we had to surprise you, Elspeth.” Martine’s voice was grim. “If we waited for an invitation or for you to come to us, we would never see you. You have not come home once since taking that job at the university and moving here.”




“It’s only been two months, mother,” Elspeth ground out, turning back to the beautiful blonde. Her eyes narrowed when she saw that she’d entered the apartment and was moving toward her. Elspeth took a nervous step back, knowing that if her mother touched her she’d take control of her and make her leave. Actually, Elspeth was a little surprised that her mother hadn’t already taken control of her, but then she recalled her mother’s surprise that she wasn’t obeying her and wondered if the pain she was experiencing was somehow interfering and making her able to resist.


“No dear, you moved in six weeks ago today,” Meredith corrected her gently.


“Right,” Elspeth said, turning to offer the woman a grateful smile before swinging back to her mother. “Not even two months, just six weeks without a visit. I don’t know what I was thinking. I mean, I had just moved to a different continent, and I was getting settled into my new apartment, and preparing for the summer classes, as well as helping out Mortimer, but really I should have made time to fly back and forth from England every weekend to visit.”


Martine narrowed her eyes and took another step closer. “Helping Mortimer?”


Eyes widening with alarm as she realized what she’d given away, Elspeth moved back and opened her mouth to try to fast-talk her way out of the corner she’d painted herself into. But all that came out was a weak “Uh” as she bumped up against the man still standing behind her.


Frankly, considering the alarm bells screeching in her head and the sudden cold sweats coursing up and down her body, even that pitiful response was impressive.


“Elspeth?” Martine’s eyes were narrow and cold, Elspeth noted vaguely as she felt Wyatt’s hands settle on her shoulders to balance her. Distracted by his touch, she barely heard her mother ask, “What have you—?”


“Oh, there’s the kettle!” Meredith interrupted cheerfully as a whistling sound came from the kitchen. “Come along, dears, and we’ll have a nice cup of tea. Do you like tea, Mrs. Pimms? If not, I can make some coffee.”


There was silence for a moment as her mother kept Elspeth pinned with her gaze, but then she released her and offered Meredith a sweet smile. “Tea sounds lovely.”


“Oh, good. I still have some cookies too. Wyatt made a good effort, but didn’t quite manage to eat them all. They’re homemade peanut butter chocolate chip,” Meredith told her mother. “Elspeth just loves my cookies.”


“I am sure she does,” Martine said stiffly, and Elspeth bit her lip. Her mother was not the cookie baking type. Actually, her mother hadn’t cooked a day in her life that Elspeth knew of.


“Come along then, girls, Wyatt,” Meredith said firmly, turning back into the kitchen. “Let’s have some tea and cookies.”


Much to Elspeth’s relief, her mother nodded and moved forward, but as she slid by her, Martine growled, “We shall talk about what you are doing for Mortimer when we return upstairs.”


Elspeth grimaced, but nodded. “Of course, Mother.”


“She’s your mother?” Wyatt asked with obvious disbelief as her mother followed Merry into the kitchen. “She doesn’t look old enough to be your mother.”


“She’s older than she looks,” Elspeth said wearily, and when Wyatt just arched one eyebrow in question, she glanced toward the kitchen door and added spitefully, “It’s amazing what a little dermabrasion and Botox can do.”




“Botox!” The squawk was followed by her mother’s head poking around the kitchen doorway to scowl at her. “I would never stoop to that poison.” Turning her gaze to Wyatt, she added, “I just happen to have excellent genes.”


Rolling her eyes, Elspeth limped around Wyatt, heading for the kitchen.


“Why are you limping?” Martine asked sharply as Elspeth moved past her into the room.


“It’s nothing. I’m fine,” Elspeth muttered, and then forced a smile as she walked toward Meredith. “What can I do to help, Merry?”


“Everything is pretty much ready, dear,” her friend assured her with a smile as she set the kettle back on the stove with one hand, and dropped the lid on the steaming teapot with the other. “I had it all prepared and was just waiting on the water to boil. But you can take the plate of cookies to the table if you like. I’ll get out another cup. I thought it would be just you, me, and Wyatt when I set them out.”


“You were expecting her?” Wyatt asked, moving to take the tray holding the teapot, sugar, cream, plates, and spoons. He carried it to the table where Elspeth was setting down the cookies. Three cups already sat waiting on the table, she noted as she straightened.


“Oh my, yes. Ellie often stops in for tea when she gets home from work in the morning. It’s a nice start to the day for me, and a chance to unwind before bed for her,” Meredith said with a complacent smile.


Feeling his gaze on her, Elspeth glanced Wyatt’s way, noting the various expressions crossing his face as he watched her. In the end, his expression settled into a combination of perplexity and suspicion. Elspeth supposed he was worrying that she was trying to worm her way into his grandmother’s will or something. To be honest, after what had happened with Madeleine Cartwright, Meredith’s previous tenant in the basement apartment, Elspeth supposed she couldn’t blame him . . .


Which was probably why Wyatt was here, she thought suddenly. Elspeth knew Merry’s son had been trying to convince the woman to move into assisted living ever since her husband’s death five years ago. When Merry had confided that to her, Elspeth had thought it was to ease his guilt about not being here for her, but between Madeleine Cartwright’s efforts to swindle her and an incident with a phone scam recently, Elspeth suspected the son, Wyatt’s father, was concerned she might give away his inheritance. No doubt Wyatt had been sent to either convince her to move to an old folks’ home, or find the evidence needed to prove she was incapable of caring for herself and force her into one.


Well, Elspeth thought now, if that was the case, she’d do whatever was necessary to prevent it. Merry loved her home and was perfectly capable of taking care of herself in it. She merely disliked driving now and needed a little help getting to the bank and the grocery store. There were services to help with that. As for Madeleine . . . well, Merry had trusted the wrong person there. However, that wasn’t due to senility or any other age-related issue. It was just her sweet nature.


“Ellie is working nights?”


Groaning inwardly at her mother’s sharp question, and knowing that gaining this kind of information was exactly why her mother had decided that tea sounded “lovely,” Elspeth busied herself removing plates from the tray and setting one by each of the fancy and delicate china teacups with their beautiful hand-painted flowers. She then walked back to the cupboards to fetch a fourth plate. Her mother wouldn’t eat, but Elspeth knew that if she didn’t fetch a plate, Merry would, so she saved her the trouble.


“Oh my, yes. Of course, as you know, she won’t be once summer courses start up,” Merry said, and Elspeth had to bite her lip. Unfortunately, her mother didn’t know. At least, she hadn’t known that Elspeth was working nights right now for the rogue hunters. And Elspeth had rather been hoping she never would. But Merry continued chattily, “Until then, though, she’s been helping out that special division of the police and working nights to do it. You must be proud of her.”


“Hmm.” Her mother turned a sharp scowl on Elspeth.


“You work for the police?” Wyatt asked, and Elspeth was relieved to turn her attention away from her mother until she saw that Merry’s grandson was looking like he wasn’t sure what to make of that, or if he should even believe it.


“Yes, she does, dear. Ellie’s a criminal behaviorist,” Merry said, not hiding that she was impressed. “She’ll be teaching criminology courses at the university once summer classes start. In the meantime, she’s working for the police. In fact, Ellie’s the one who realized what my former tenant, Madeleine, was doing and got her to confess and give back the money she’d stolen.”


Not all of it, unfortunately. Madeleine had spent most of the money, but Elspeth had made her give back what remained and had then made up the difference herself. She hadn’t told Merry that. She’d known the woman wouldn’t accept her money. She’d also known Meredith needed it. The dear lady had a bit of a nest egg, and the rent she earned on the apartments covered her mortgage, utilities, and heat, but she still needed to eat and pay for the various medications she took for arthritis, high blood pressure, and other ailments.


Elspeth noted the way Martine’s narrowed gaze shifted from her to Wyatt to Merry, and was quite sure her mother was reading their minds to find out what they were talking about. Whatever she learned, she pretended she hadn’t and asked, “Who is Madeleine and what did she confess to?”


“Oh.” Merry clucked and shook her head as she settled in a seat at the table. “She was my tenant in the basement apartment. She lived here for nearly a year before Elspeth moved into the upstairs apartment, and she . . .” Merry paused, her mouth tightening before she admitted unhappily, “I’m afraid my arthritis was acting up this winter past. I was having a little trouble getting around and Madeleine was sweet enough to offer to help with little chores, like shopping and banking and such. I thought she was so lovely for helping me like that, but shortly after Elspeth moved in, she realized Madeleine was doing more than helping me. She was helping herself to my accounts.”


Meredith shook her head. “I was so surprised and disappointed when Elspeth made Madeleine confess what she’d been up to. I just don’t know why she’d do that. I guess I was an old fool for trusting her, but she seemed so nice.”


Elspeth reached out to pat Meredith’s hand sympathetically. “She seemed nice to me too, Merry.”


“Yes, but you saw through her act,” Merry pointed out.


Aware that Wyatt was staring at her, Elspeth forced a smile and lied glibly, “Actually, I just recognized her name from a report that crossed my desk on a previous case she was involved with.”


Elspeth was quite used to lying. She’d been trained to it from birth . . . as all immortals were. Lying was a necessity to ensure the survival of their kind. Mortals would not take well to learning that they shared the world with immortals. Most would call them vampires, but that was a title her kind didn’t care for. Besides, it didn’t really fit them. Immortals were not dead and soulless as vampires were purported to be.


“This Madeleine woman had done this before?” Wyatt asked, his voice sharp.


“Apparently,” Elspeth said with a shrug.


“Then why wasn’t she charged in this instance?” he asked at once.


“Because I didn’t want her charged,” Meredith said firmly. “At least not on my behalf. I got my money back and I didn’t want to go through all the trouble of a court case and the embarrassment of admitting to being conned like that. Besides,” she added solemnly as she took the tea bags out of the pot, “Madeleine already has other charges to deal with. With or without my charging her, she is going to jail.”


Elspeth merely nodded and murmured, “Thank you” when Meredith poured tea into her cup.


After ascertaining that Meredith didn’t want to charge Madeleine, Elspeth had taken the woman to the police station and ensured she confessed to the other illegal activities she’d been involved with. Meredith hadn’t been the first victim. In fact, Madeleine Cartwright hadn’t even been her real name. Her birth name was Nina Albrecht. She’d taken on the Madeleine alias because she was already wanted by the police for several similar cases in Alberta, as well as fraud, shoplifting, and writing bad checks. Madeleine/Nina had been arrested on the spot, and since she’d already tried to evade the previous charges by fleeing to Ontario and changing her name, she wouldn’t be let out of jail until the court case, and then she wasn’t likely to get out for some years.


“What branch of the police department do you work for?” Wyatt asked Elspeth as his grandmother poured tea into his cup.


When Elspeth hesitated, it was Merry who answered.


“She works with a special division that goes over information and tips and decides which are most likely to need investigation, and which are bogus. She also sorts out the threat level involved with the ones that they deem are real,” Merry told him, excited color in her cheeks.


Wyatt’s eyebrows rose and he eyed Elspeth speculatively. “Something to do with Crime Stoppers?”


“Oh, no, it’s far more extensive than Crime Stoppers,” Meredith said at once. “They get tips and leads about things from all over North America; the US and Canada both. And it isn’t just called-in tips. They track large purchases of certain items and such. It’s a new initiative,” she told him proudly, repeating Elspeth’s own explanation a month earlier. “And very exciting.”


“I didn’t realize that any of our branches of the police worked directly with the US,” Wyatt said, the suspicion in his eyes growing. “Except perhaps the Royal Canadian Mounted Police or the Canadian Security Intelligence Service.”


Elspeth hesitated, and then just shrugged. Now that the adrenaline was dissipating, her earlier exhaustion and pain were returning and she simply couldn’t be bothered to make up more lies or defend herself. She considered slipping into his mind to remove his suspicions, but was too tired even to do that. Meredith’s grandson could think what he liked for now. She’d deal with him later if he became a problem. Her gaze slid over his hard eyes and grim expression. Wyatt was a very attractive man, or would be if he smiled, she thought.


“Elspeth?”


She glanced to her mother, eyebrows rising as she took in her concerned expression.


“You are swaying in your seat and you have got blood on Meredith’s chair,” she announced, getting to her feet.


Frowning, Elspeth looked down to see there was a smudge of blood on the pale gray, faux leather chair she was perched on . . . and she was indeed swaying, she noted with a little concern of her own. More worrisome than that, though, she was starting to have trouble focusing her eyes. She really should have grabbed blood when she got home this morning rather than stumbling to her room. She’d intended to but by the time she’d pulled into the driveway, her only objective had been to get to her bed.


“Can you stand?”


Elspeth refocused on her mother to see that she’d grabbed one of the napkins from the holder in the center of the table and was waiting to clean up after her. Nodding, Elspeth forced herself to her feet, but had to grab the table to steady herself as the room began to revolve around her.


Wow, I’m not in good shape, Elspeth acknowledged with surprise as she noted the way her legs were trembling. She was also sweating like crazy . . . and now the pain was becoming unbearable. Oh jeez, this isn’t good, she thought with dismay.




“Not good at all,” her mother agreed in a grim voice as she quickly wiped the blood off the chair. Crumpling the napkin in her hand, she then scooped Elspeth up as if she were still a child.


Elspeth gasped with surprise and glanced wildly around.


“I took control of them,” Martine said even as Elspeth noted that both Meredith and Wyatt had blank expressions on their faces. Carrying her out of the kitchen, her mother added, “I’ve given them both a memory that you were weary and we left them to reminisce so that you could retire.”


“Oh,” Elspeth breathed and allowed herself to sag in her mother’s arms.


“Do not fall asleep,” her mother growled as she carried her out of Merry’s apartment and upstairs to Elspeth’s. “You have got some explaining to do.”











Two





“What happened?”


Elspeth jerked awake at her mother’s question, and glanced around to see that they were entering her apartment. She’d obviously dozed off for a few seconds there, she thought as her mother kicked her apartment door closed behind them and continued, “How were you injured?”


“It’s nothing,” Elspeth muttered, and then frowned when her mother carried her into the living room, heading for her white sofa. “Not the couch! The blood will ruin it. Take me to my room. My bed has a protector to keep blood off the mattress.”


Her mother paused, and pointed out, “The girls are sleeping in there.”


“The girls can move,” Elspeth said abruptly. “It’s my bed.”


“But where will they sleep?”




“A hotel?” Elspeth suggested dryly. She hadn’t invited them here and wasn’t at all pleased at this “surprise visit.” She wasn’t giving up her bed.


Her mother stiffened.


Suspecting she’d read her thoughts, Elspeth relented enough to say, “There’s an air mattress in the linen closet. They can blow it up and sleep in the living room.”


Nodding stiffly, Martine carried her into the hall leading to the bedrooms. Of course, Elspeth’s bedroom door was closed. Her younger sisters must have closed it behind them and gone right back to sleep. Too bad. She wanted her bed. Elspeth leaned down to turn the door-knob when her mother paused.


“Wake up, girls,” Martine caroled as she approached the bed. “Up and out of bed, please.”


Neither girl obeyed, but Julianna did groan and pull her pillow over her head to muffle their mother’s voice.


“Julianna and Victoria Argeneau Pimms, get up this instant!” Martine snapped.


That did the trick. Both girls opened their eyes and sat up at once.


“What’s going on?” Julianna asked, peering at them bleary-eyed.


“Why are you carrying Elspeth?” Victoria asked on a yawn.


“Because she is bleeding and obviously injured,” Martine snapped. “Now, both of you up and out of that bed at once. Julianna, pull the blankets back so I can lay Elspeth down, and Victoria, go fetch some blood from the kitchen.”


The twins scrambled to do as they were told, Victoria bounding up to run across the bed in her pink babydoll and leaping off to race from the room. Meanwhile, Julianna crawled out to stand next to the bed so that she could fold the sheet and duvet back.


“Why are you putting her here?” Julianna asked suspiciously.


“Because it’s my bed,” Elspeth said dryly as her mother set her down and she sank into the soft, still-warm sheets.


“But we’re sleeping here,” Julianna pointed out with a scowl as their mother straightened and hurried out of the room.


“No, you’re not,” Elspeth countered. “You and Victoria can sleep in the living room on the blow-up mattress. It’s in the linen closet.”


“You’re a terrible hostess,” Julianna complained, stamping her foot. “You should be the one on the air mattress.”


“I’m not a hostess at all. You weren’t invited,” Elspeth pointed out in a sharp voice. “And stop stamping on the damned floor. I have neighbors.”


“So?” she asked with irritation. “If they come up to complain, we’ll take control and send them on their way.”


“You will do no such thing,” Elspeth growled. “You’ll be kind and courteous and apologize nicely and then leave Meredith and her grandson alone.”


When Julianna merely glowered, Elspeth narrowed her eyes on her sister and asked, “Whose idea was this visit?”


She shrugged unhappily. “Mother was driving us crazy. Without you there to deflect some of her attention, she is beyond unbearable. So I suggested a visit to see if I wouldn’t like to move here too, and then, of course, Victoria wasn’t staying behind without me. Unfortunately, now Mother’s decided that we should all move here,” she ended with misery.


“Seriously?” Elspeth asked with dismay.




“Yeah, I know. Nightmare city, huh?”


“The nightmare is that I put up with that crap for over a hundred years before the pair of you were even born, and then I waited until you were both done with school before I finally moved to another continent to escape it, and you two couldn’t last even two months before you came chasing after me, dragging her along with you?”


“You don’t know what it’s like,” Julianna complained as Victoria returned carrying several bags of blood. “She won’t let us go anywhere alone. Not even to the bathroom when we’re out at restaurants, for God’s sake. She makes us go together. And if we take more than a couple minutes, she follows to check on us.”


“At least you have a twin to go with you,” Elspeth pointed out. “Mother insisted on walking me to the bathroom like a two-year-old until I was over fifty.”


“See! So you know how bad it is,” Julianna said at once.


Victoria nodded as she dumped the bags of blood on the side of the bed. “It’s cray cray.”


Elspeth narrowed her eyes, refusing to feel sympathy for her sisters. She’d been the sole focus of their mother’s vulture-like hovering for one hundred eleven years before the twins were born, and then she’d stuck around until now before making her great escape. She’d known her sisters wouldn’t last as long as she had, but six weeks?


“Not even two months,” she repeated grimly.


“It’s easier with you around,” Victoria said pleadingly. “Mother’s focus is spread around a bit more, rather than lasering in on us.”


Elspeth laughed without humor. “Well, I have news for you two. You aren’t living here with me. Mother will no doubt buy a house somewhere on the outskirts of the city and move the two of you in there with her, and you’re still not going to have me around to take some of the flak. At least, not in the house.”


“No,” Julianna groaned with dismay.


Victoria, however, predicted, “She’ll make you move there too.”


Elspeth shook her head firmly. “I’m out, and staying out.”


“Yeah. Until she takes control of you and makes you move,” Julianna said dryly.


Elspeth stiffened at the suggestion. She’d thought she’d escaped that sort of thing when she’d moved to Canada, but there was no reason her mother couldn’t do that again just because they were no longer in England. This was exactly why Elspeth had arranged everything for the move ahead of time without telling her mother. She’d even waited until Martine was out of the country with her father and the twins before calling to tell her she was moving. She’d made that call from the taxi on the ride to the airport. It hadn’t prevented Martine giving her hell over the phone, but at least she hadn’t been able to stop her. Now, thanks to her sisters, all that effort had been for nothing.


“Julianna, Victoria, fetch the air mattress out of the linen closet and get it ready. You two should be in bed,” Martine said firmly as she returned carrying a bowl of steaming water, a washcloth, and a towel. “And Elspeth, you get started on consuming that blood,” her mother ordered as she set the bowl of water on the bedside table.


Elspeth promptly picked up one of the bags Victoria had dumped on the bed and slapped it to her fangs. So long as she had a bag in her mouth, she couldn’t be made to talk. Of course, she couldn’t prevent her mother from reading her mind and talking to her, she realized as her mother caught her arms to pull her into a sitting position and then set to tugging her jacket off as she accused, “You lied to me.”


“Uh-uh,” Elspeth muttered around the bag in her mouth.


“You said you were coming here for a teaching position. That you could not continue to teach in England because everyone knew everyone else in the industry and it would soon become obvious that you were not aging. That it was smarter for you to move out of country and you preferred Canada because we have so much family here.” She tossed the jacket aside and set to work on the long-sleeved black cotton shirt she wore as Elspeth nodded vigorously to indicate that had been the truth.


Her mother ignored the gesture and continued, “And yet here you are, not teaching, but working as an Enforcer, hunting down rogues.”


Much to her relief, the bag at her mouth was just finishing at that point. Ripping it from her mouth, Elspeth said quickly, “I will be teaching at the university as soon as the summer classes start. I just thought since I had some time on my hands I’d help out at the Enforcer House until then. You know how shorthanded they are what with more than half their force down in Venezuela. They need help. And I’m not hunting down rogues. I’m mostly analyzing the tips and deciding which are soft calls and which are more dangerous.”


The last few words came out muffled as her mother had forced her other arm out of her shirt and chose that moment to tug it off over her head. Tossing it aside, Martine turned to survey her blood-covered side and back. Her mouth tightened. “How does analyzing tips get you stabbed?”


Elspeth twisted around, just barely managing to get a look at the large wound in her lower back. The sight made her wince. It was much nastier than the slice she’d taken to the leg. Unfortunately, her assailant hadn’t just stabbed her in the back. He’d twisted the knife, carving a two-inch hole that was taking much longer to heal than a normal knife wound would. Grimacing, she met her mother’s gaze and said, “It was—”


“Do not lie to me and tell me you have not been going on calls,” Martine snapped, cutting her off. “I read your mind and already know you checked out a tip tonight on your way home.”


Heaving a sigh, Elspeth shook her head. Honestly, having a mother who could read your mind was a real pain. It made for extremely well-behaved and miserable children.


“Fine,” she said, the word short. “I sometimes go on soft calls on my way home if they’re on my route. Mortimer doesn’t know,” she added quickly. “And I only ever check out the soft calls, or what the hunters call joke jobs. They are the ones I assess as not being dangerous.”


“Well, you got it wrong this time,” her mother said, her expression tight. “This was not a soft call. It was dangerous.”


“It was a soft call,” Elspeth assured her. “There was no rogue immortal involved, just a mortal with mental health issues. He was delusional and certain his neighbor was a vampire.” Scowling, she added, “Unfortunately, once I realized that, I let my guard down. I followed his wife into the kitchen to talk to her about getting him put in the hospital. He must have been listening outside the door. He decided I must be a vampire too, and the minute I left, he stabbed his wife for colluding with vampires. I heard her scream and rushed back inside, but he was waiting behind the door. He stepped out and stabbed me from behind when I entered.”


Pausing, she sighed wearily and then shook her head. “I was too startled to react until he’d twisted the knife, and then he got in a slash on my leg as I turned to confront him. But then I knocked him out and called the mortal police to tend to the woman and take the husband into custody. But,” she added firmly, “it was just a mortal. A soft call.”


“Hmm.” Mouth tight, Martine urged Elspeth to turn onto her uninjured side on the bed so that she could wash away the blood on her back.


Much to Elspeth’s relief, when her mother finished cleaning the area, no more blood bubbled to the surface. The bleeding had stopped and the wound itself was smaller. Healing.


“If he was mentally disturbed, you couldn’t wipe his memory alone,” her mother said with a frown. “Did you call Mortimer so that he could arrange it?”


Elspeth lifted her gaze from her wound to meet her mother’s eyes. Grimacing, she admitted, “No. I planned to tell Mortimer all about it when I go in tonight. I thought it could wait since the man is mad and no one would take him seriously anyway.”


“Not good enough,” Martine said sternly. “I will call Mortimer immediately and have him take care of it.” Martine set the bloodied cloth in the water and stood up. “What is the man’s name and where was he taken?”


Elspeth rattled off the information, relieved to have the woman turn her attention to something else. Otherwise, she had no doubt her mother would be even now continuing to strip her to get to her leg. It was the kind of thing she’d fled England to escape, being controlled and treated like a child. And she’d done it. She’d got away and lived like a real grown-up woman for six whole weeks.


“I presume you at least took control of the police and ensured they didn’t remember you?” Martine asked as she picked up the wireless phone on Elspeth’s bedside table and punched in numbers.


“Of course, Mother,” Elspeth said with exasperation.


“Do not ‘of course, Mother’ me. You did not ensure the madman was handled. How am I to know you did not leave the police with their memories too?” she asked sharply.


“Because I’m not an idiot,” Elspeth said resentfully, but her mother wasn’t listening. Mortimer had apparently answered.


After gesturing sternly at the blood bags on the mattress next to her, Martine moved away to explain the situation to Mortimer.


Elspeth grabbed another bag and popped it to her fangs with relief. She should have headed to the refrigerator and taken in blood the minute she arrived home the first time. In fact, seeking out her bed instead had been incredibly stupid. If her sisters hadn’t already been occupying it, and she’d simply have flopped on the bed and passed out . . . Well, she wouldn’t have died, but she would have woken up in horrible pain later.


Elspeth could only think that shock from her injuries was the reason she hadn’t gone for the fridge when she first got home.


But it had been anxiety and a shot of adrenaline that’d had her racing down to her landlady’s door the moment she heard that a man had let her mother and sisters into her apartment, she acknowledged as she tugged the empty bag off her fangs and slapped a fresh one to it. She’d feared the worst for Meredith. That either the woman had suffered a heart attack or stroke and a friend or family member had been in the apartment gathering things for her, or that someone had broken in and, having tied up Meredith, had pretended to be the landlord when her mother and sisters had knocked.


Finding Meredith’s grandson there had been something of a surprise, but not as surprising as how ridiculously attractive the man was. The pictures Meredith had of Wyatt and his parents were somewhat old. In them, Wyatt hadn’t been any older than fourteen or fifteen. He’d been attractive even then, but in more of a cute way, rather than the sexy-virile-well-built-stud way he was now.


“I realize you did not know, Mortimer,” Martine growled as Elspeth switched the now empty bag at her mouth for another full one. “That is not the point. She cannot be allowed to go out on calls. She is not a hunter.”


Elspeth rolled her eyes. She was one hundred forty-two years old and her mother still felt she had the right to interfere in her life.


“What do you mean, how are you supposed to stop her when you did not know she was doing it in the first place? Order her not to.”


Elspeth snorted at the suggestion. That wasn’t going to work. She was a volunteer. Mortimer wasn’t her boss. Besides, compared to her mother, he was a pussycat. She wasn’t the least afraid of him. She’d still check out soft calls if they were near enough. She just wouldn’t get caught the next time. What were the chances she’d get stabbed again?


No, Elspeth thought as she switched out for the last bag, her mistake here had been letting her guard down once she was assured she was dealing with mortals. She’d know better next time . . . and there would be a next time, because she had every intention of continuing to help out by checking nearby soft calls on the way home.


Feeling a slight ruffling in her thoughts, Elspeth stiffened, her gaze shooting to her mother. As she’d feared, the woman was staring at her, eyes narrowed, a look of concentration on her face. Dammit! She was reading her mind, Elspeth realized, and immediately began reciting “Mary Had a Little Lamb” in her head.


“Too late,” Martine growled, and turned her attention to the phone again, saying, “Fine. Mortimer, since Elspeth won’t listen to you or me, you have yourself one more hunter. I shall be working with Elspeth from now on. Wherever she goes, I go.”


Ah, crap, Elspeth thought and dropped back on the bed.


“What do you think, dear?”


Wyatt nodded absently at his grandmother’s question, but his attention was already split between the dishes he was rinsing and his thoughts, and he didn’t really catch what she’d said. He couldn’t seem to stop thinking about Elspeth. He couldn’t believe he’d found her again. Even more amazing was the fact that she didn’t seem to even remember him. Had their encounter four years ago meant so little to her? It had been life-altering for him. He’d searched for her for months after that first meeting, and while he hadn’t been able to find her, he’d never been able to forget her either.


“Wyatt?”




His grandmother’s sharp voice pulled him from his thoughts and he glanced around in question.


“I said, I’m thinking of inviting Ellie and her family to dinner tonight,” she told him, her voice a touch dry. “What do you think?”


“Sounds good,” he said at once and turned back to the dishes, his eyebrows drawing together as he tried to recall when Elspeth and her mother had left. He had a vague recollection that El had been tired and they’d left to allow him and his grandmother to visit. But that’s all. He had no memory of walking them out, which he definitely would have done. He’d been raised to perform such niceties, but it also would have allowed him to ensure the door was locked behind them.


That thought made him pause. After the barest hesitation, he set the teacup he’d been rinsing into the sink and turned off the tap. Drying his hands on the dish towel slung over his shoulder, he headed out of the kitchen.


“Where are you going?” his grandmother asked with surprise.


“I just want to be sure the door is locked,” Wyatt explained as he started up the hall.


“Oh, I’m sure it is,” Meredith said, following him. “Ellie is always fretting about that, insisting I lock the door behind her, or locking it herself. She—Oh,” she ended weakly as he reached the door, saw it was unlocked, and locked it. “How strange. She always fusses about that. She really must have been tired. I hope she isn’t coming down with something. She was very pale this morning.”


Wyatt turned back to see that his grandmother was frowning as she turned into the kitchen. Swinging back to the door, he tried the knob just to be sure the lock had caught, and then followed her, a thoughtful expression on his face.


“Gran?” Wyatt moved up next to where she was finishing up the teacups. She’d insisted they were too delicate for the dishwasher and had to be hand-washed.


“Yes, dear?” she murmured, concentrating on what she was doing.


“El knocked and then let herself in before I could get to the door,” he said slowly.


“Yes. She has a key,” his grandmother said easily.


“A key?” he asked.


“Yes, dear. It’s a little metal thing that opens locks,” she explained lightly.


“I know what a key is,” Wyatt said with exasperation. “But why does she have one?”


“Why, so that she can unlock the door, of course,” she said with amusement.


“But Gran, you barely know her. You said yourself she’s lived here less than two months.”


“I may not have known her long, but I know her well. She’s a dear girl. Completely dependable. I trust her.”


“You trusted Madeleine too,” he pointed out, and immediately felt bad when he saw her flinch at the reminder. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust El. At least, Wyatt wanted to trust her. But she had promised to meet him and then hadn’t, and now he found her ensconced in one of his grandmother’s apartments, yet acting as if she’d never even met him.


“Madeleine fooled me,” Meredith acknowledged now. “But Ellie is not Madeleine.”


“No, I’m sure she’s not,” he said soothingly, even though he wasn’t at all sure that was true. “Still, don’t you think that you should take what you learned from Madeleine and perhaps be a little more cautious with people?”


His grandmother was silent for so long, Wyatt began to think she wasn’t going to respond, but then she turned and peered at him solemnly. “Wyatt, if you go through life suspecting everyone, you will never know who might be trustworthy.”


“And if you go through life trusting everyone, you’re going to be robbed blind,” he countered at once.


Meredith’s mouth tightened with displeasure. “I don’t trust everyone.”


“Gran, you made a mistake trusting Madeleine and now have given Ellie a key after—How long has she had a key?”


“Two weeks,” Meredith said stiffly.


“One month, then. You gave her a key after knowing her only a month. Don’t you think that’s a bit risky?”


“No, I don’t,” she said resentfully.


“Next you’ll be giving her your banking information like you did Madeleine,” he said with a frown, worried now that his father might be right and his grandmother had reached that age when she needed help taking care of herself. Maybe a seniors’ home was a good idea.


“I’m not an old fool, Wyatt,” Meredith snapped impatiently. “I knew Madeleine for eight months before I trusted her with my accounts and such, and she gave me no reason to worry about what she might do. Yes, I was wrong,” she added quickly when he opened his mouth to comment, “but I know I’m not wrong this time. Ellie works with the police. She is also the one who discovered what Madeleine was doing, put an end to it, and made her pay me back. Ellie’s a very trustworthy and responsible young woman, and she’s my friend.” Eyeing him sternly, she added, “And you will be nice to her while you are here, or you will be invited to leave.”


Wyatt’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened incredulously. He was her grandson, for God’s sake, and Ellie was nearly a stranger . . . at least, to her. Really, Elspeth was a stranger to him now too, though he’d thought once that he knew her well.


“And I will not be moving into an old folks’ home.”


Wyatt snapped his jaw shut, and avoided her eyes guiltily. “Who said anything about an old folks’ home?”


“Didn’t I mention that I’m not an old fool?” she asked with some asperity. “I haven’t seen you for years. Ever since joining the army, you’ve been too busy to visit, and then this Madeleine business happens and suddenly you arrive as a surprise to see me?” She snorted. “Not likely. Your father sent you to make sure I wasn’t giving away his inheritance and to see if you couldn’t shuffle me into a home.”


“Now, Gran—”


“Who told him about Madeleine?” she asked abruptly. “Oscar?”


Wyatt grimaced. It had been Uncle Oscar. Wyatt didn’t say so. At least not verbally, but apparently his expression said it for him.


“I knew it,” she said with disgust. “I told Violet, and she would have run right home and told him. True to form, he then tattled to your father.” She turned back to the sink, muttering, “I don’t know why my sister ever married that man. Or why she has to tell him every damned thing I say.”


“Oscar’s just worried about you, Gran,” Wyatt said wearily. “First you got caught up in that iTunes scam, and then—”




“I didn’t get caught up in it,” she countered quickly.


“When Uncle Oscar and Aunt Violet arrived, you were on your way out the door with the phone to your ear, heading to the bank to get out money to—”


“I wasn’t going to get out money,” she insisted. “I was going to go to the bank and ask them first if the iTunes cards that fellow was talking about were real and if the government did take them in lieu of payment as he suggested. If they said no I would have hung up. I just didn’t know. I don’t use the computer. I have no idea what new-fangled things they have out there nowadays, and that man was yelling at me!” she cried, growing increasingly agitated.


“All right, Gran. It’s all right,” Wyatt said soothingly.


“No, it’s not. Oscar’s doing his damnedest to convince your father that I’m an incompetent old fool, and it’s working. But it just isn’t so. I don’t need to go into a home. I still have my faculties,” she finished, her face flushed with hectic color and her lips trembling.


“Okay. I’m sorry. It’s okay.” Wyatt crossed the space between them and hugged her gently. “Everything will be okay.”


His grandmother sniffled into his chest and shook her head. “No, it won’t. Oscar’s a spiteful old bastard. He wants to get back at me for telling Violet to leave him, and he won’t stop until he succeeds in seeing me into a home.”


Wyatt’s eyebrows rose. “You told Aunt Violet to leave Uncle Oscar?”


“Repeatedly,” she said angrily. “The bastard was always cheating on her, but now he’s violent as well and hitting her. I’ve been telling her to leave him for years.”


Frowning at this news, Wyatt patted her back, but was thinking he’d have to look into Uncle Oscar and Aunt Violet while he was here.


“Ask Ellie,” his grandmother said suddenly. “She’ll tell you I’m not going senile.”


“She hardly knows you, Gran,” he said solemnly.


“She does so,” she insisted. “She has tea with me every morning, and quite often has dinner with me before leaving for work each night too. We spend a lot of time together.”


Wyatt’s mouth tightened at this news. It just didn’t seem right. What the hell was a young woman like Ellie doing hanging around with an old woman all the time? What was she after?


“The poor girl has been lonely since moving here. She will make friends eventually, but right now she’s missing her family and her home in England. Well, she was. Now they’re here and I don’t suppose she misses them as much.” A soft chuckle slipping from her lips, she added, “In fact, I suspect she’s probably wishing they’d never come.”


“Why?” he asked with curiosity.


“Because her mother is apparently a bit overbearing and tends to interfere in her daughters’ lives. That’s why Ellie moved here from England in the first place, to get away from her. But despite that she, of course, missed her.”


“Isn’t that kind of contradictory?” he asked, wondering about El’s mother. Elspeth hadn’t said anything to him about that the first time they’d met, but then, she hadn’t talked about her family at all.


“No,” Meredith said, surprising him. “It’s like any bad relationship. A girl can leave, and know she made the right decision, but still miss parts of that relationship. Nothing is bad twenty-four hours a day. But when the bad outweighs the good, it’s time to go. That doesn’t mean you won’t miss that little bit of good afterward.” Shrugging, she backed out of his hold, and said, “Of course, Elspeth missed the good parts of having a mother, and distance makes the bad stuff fade somewhat, but about now she’s remembering exactly why she moved to another continent.”


“Hmm,” Wyatt murmured. El’s mother had seemed nice enough to him. Well, except maybe for the fact that she’d come wandering in wearing nothing but a nightgown and robe. That had seemed a little . . . odd.


“Oh!”


“What?” Wyatt glanced to his grandmother anxiously at that cry. “What’s wrong?”


“I’m missing my game shows,” she exclaimed and hurried out of the kitchen.


Wyatt watched her go and then shook his head and sat down at the kitchen table. He was in a hell of a spot here. His grandmother was right. Uncle Oscar did have his father convinced that she needed to be in a home, and he had asked Wyatt to come out, expecting him to arrange that.


The problem was, Wyatt wasn’t so sure she needed to be in one. Meredith had seemed fine when he’d arrived here yesterday afternoon. They’d had tea and talked, and then he’d taken her out to dinner, and they’d talked some more. Actually, they’d talked most of the evening, and she’d seemed as sharp as ever. Until he’d learned she’d given El a key to her apartment and such. Her trusting a virtual stranger so much so quickly seemed a little iffy.


And then there was that business of the iTunes scammer. Apparently, several older people had been convinced to buy thousands of dollars in iTunes cards, then read out the code numbers over the phone to people claiming to be tax collectors. They called suggesting that they owed thousands in unpaid taxes, and threatening to repossess their homes and such if they didn’t comply. He’d thought it a ridiculous scheme when he’d heard about it, and that anyone taken in by it must be incompetent, but his grandmother’s words had made him think again. She didn’t even own a computer, probably had no idea what iTunes was, and if the man had been yelling and frightening her, she would have been flustered and upset and more likely to at least find out what the bank thought.


Her claim that Uncle Oscar was just out to get her back for suggesting Aunt Violet leave him troubled Wyatt. He didn’t know the couple well. He hadn’t seen them since his parents had moved him to British Columbia. Actually, he hadn’t seen them much before that. Aunt Violet was his Gran’s sister and they were actually a great-aunt and -uncle, so he’d never been close with them. But from what he recalled, he’d never thought much of Uncle Oscar the few times he had encountered him.


Standing up, he placed one hand on the back of the chair next to where he’d been sitting. The seat El had occupied when she and her mother were here. He ran his hand along the seat back, his memory drawing up her image again. It had been four years since he’d last seen her, and she’d looked exactly the same today as she had that day in the café. And his feelings on seeing her?


Wyatt blew out a breath. It hadn’t just been his mind that had recognized her. His body had too, and had responded just as it had all those years ago. If he hadn’t been so shocked to see her standing there, he would have pulled her into his arms and held her hard and tight and never let her go. But shock had stopped him just long enough for her to ask who he was, and then he hadn’t known what to do or how to act with her. He still didn’t. How could she not remember him? Or perhaps the question was, why was she pretending not to remember him? He needed to bide his time and find that out. So, he now had two projects here—settle the business with his grandmother, and find out whether El remembered him or not and why she would claim not to if it was all an act.











Three





“Mother’s right, Juli. Ellie’s going to be more than just upset when she finds out what we’ve done. She’s going to wake up in pain and needing blood and will be royally pissed when she learns we drank it all.”


Elspeth’s footsteps slowed midway across the living room as she heard Victoria’s comment coming from the kitchen. Her sister was right. She had woken up in pain and needing blood. The healing had begun in earnest the moment she’d finished the last bag of blood that morning, and had quickly become agonizing. It had been noon before the worst of it was over and she’d fallen into an exhausted sleep. Elspeth had only managed four hours of sleep before the terribly painful cramping of her body’s need for blood had forced her back to consciousness.


She’d woken up half an hour ago, dragged herself from bed and headed for the bathroom for a quick shower to rinse the dried blood away before examining her wounds in the mirror. They were healed, at least on the surface. But the cramps of hunger weren’t the only pain Elspeth was suffering. The deep throbbing ache in her lower back told her there was still healing going on inside, muscle being reknit together and deep tissue being repaired.


Taking long, slow breaths to fight the pain, Elspeth had quickly dried herself off, scraped her wet hair back into a ponytail, and dressed in a pair of black jeans and a T-shirt. She’d then left her room, eager to get to the kitchen and down five or six more bags of blood to ease her pain . . . at least the cramping. The pain of healing itself wouldn’t stop until the nanos were done their work, but she could stand that, so long as the sensation of acid pouring through her veins and attacking her organs was abated. Only consuming more blood would do that.


Except, if what she’d just heard was true? It sounded like there was no blood, and no relief from this pain. Elspeth’s hands curled into fists at her sides. Victoria was right. She was royally pissed that they’d drank all her blood.


“Serves her right for making us sleep on the air mattress,” Julianna said without sympathy. “She could have let us have the bed and slept on the couch. It’s comfortable enough. Or she could have shared the bed in the guest room with Mother. But no, she had to have her bed all to herself and stick us on that godawful air mattress. I didn’t sleep at all. I don’t know how you did.”


“I didn’t,” Victoria admitted. “I just pretended to sleep so I wouldn’t have to listen to you rant and rave.”


“Nice,” Julianna said with disgust.


“Sorry,” Victoria said, actually sounding remorseful, and then added defensively, “But Juli, you’ve been going on about Elspeth’s moving to Canada for six weeks now.”


“Well, she did. She just packed up and snuck off while we were in Italy. No warning, not even a hint until that phone call.”


“She’s one hundred forty-two years old, Juli. It was past time she moved out on her own,” Victoria said solemnly.


“Yeah, but she could have at least taken us with her.”


“And how could she have done that?” Victoria asked with exasperation. “The only reason she managed to move out this time was because Mother was out of the country. If we’d been in England, Mother would have been too, and she would have taken control of Elspeth and stopped her again as she has every other time Ellie’s even brought up the idea of moving out.”


Mouth tightening, Elspeth closed her eyes. She’d wanted to move out on her own since her fifties, when it began to become acceptable for women to work and live independently. That was early on in the twentieth century. Women had got the vote in the 1920s and had soon started to go for higher education and degrees. More and more women had joined the working force, and started living alone. Elspeth had wanted to be one of those women, but every time she’d brought it up, her mother had talked her out of it.
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