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Laurell K. Hamilton is the author of the No.1 New York Times-bestselling Anita Blake series that has sold millions of copies worldwide and created the market for sexy paranormal fiction. Anita’s world is ours except that all the creatures of horror, myth and legend are real and mainstreamed into society – one peopled with monsters who are all too human and humans who turn out to be the biggest monsters of all. Anita navigates the mysteries of this world while dispensing justice and living a life that could best be described as non-conventional. Laurell has published forty-five books and novels, including the bestselling Meredith Gentry series, as well as short stories and novellas. She has written in the Star Trek universe and in the worlds of Dungeons and Dragons. Along with her husband, Jonathon Green, she oversaw the adaptations of her Anita series into comics and graphic novels that were published by Marvel. Laurell is a resident of St. Louis and supports many charities and links to local groups dedicated to helping animals in need and protecting the natural world.




Praise for the Anita Blake, Vampire Hunter, Novels


‘Hamilton remains one of the most inventive and exciting writers in the paranormal field’ Charlaine Harris


‘A hardcore guilty pleasure’ The Times


‘I’ve never read a writer with a more fertile imagination’ Diana Gabaldon


‘A sex-positive, kick-ass female protagonist’ Starburst


‘Anita Blake is one of the most fascinating fictional heroines since Scarlett O’Hara’ Publishers Weekly


‘What The Da Vinci Code did for the religious thriller, the Anita Blake series has done for the vampire novel’ USA Today


‘Wildly popular’ Entertainment Weekly


‘Hamilton’s complex, enthralling world is utterly absorbing’ Booklist


‘Always very, very sexy and exciting’ Dreamwatch


‘Mesmerizing reading indeed’ Locus


‘Supernatural bad guys beware, night-prowling Anita Blake is savvy, sassy and tough’ P. N. Elrod




About the Book


My name is Anita Blake and I’ve always overcome anything I’ve faced. But this time, there’s a monster that even I don’t know how to fight . . .


A remote Florida island is the perfect destination for my fellow U.S. marshal and best friend Edward’s wedding. And for me, it’s a welcome break as it’s the first trip I’ve ever taken with just wereleopards Micah and Nathaniel for company. But it’s not all fun, games and bachelor parties. . .


In this tropical paradise, Micah has discovered a horrific new form of lycanthropy, one that has afflicted a single family for generations. Believed to be an ancient Greek curse, it turns human bodies into a mass of snakes.


The last thing I need is more drama, but when women start disappearing from the hotel – and worse – my own friends and lovers become the prime suspects. A strange power is afoot, a force that’s rendering those around me helpless in its thrall. I can’t face this alone and am willing to accept help from even the deadliest places – help that I will most certainly regret. If I survive at all. . .
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To Jonathon, my husband, who let me take time out of our romantic getaway to finish this book and stayed at my side while I did it. Real love is about consistency over time, battles won, battles lost, the pain, the pleasure, the sharing.


To Genevieve, my first girlfriend and the only woman in my life. Yes, dear.


To Spike, poly partner, helpmate, romantic battle buddy.


Strength shared is strength multiplied.




1


I WAS STANDING in the air-conditioned hush of Forever Bridal in Albuquerque, New Mexico, but since all I could see was a rack of plastic-wrapped wedding dresses taller than my head, I could have been in any bridal shop in any part of the country. The dresses were ones that had needed tailoring to fit their brides. I stared at the different shades of white, from dazzling white like fresh snow in sunlight to a cream so dark it was almost a pale brown, or maybe taupe. I was always confused by taupe. Who wouldn’t be confused by a color that couldn’t decide if it was gray or tan? The dress they’d finally let me try on was black, because the pale teal that matched the maid of honor’s dress had looked so bad on me that even Donna Parnell, the bride-to-be, had conceded that we could try the dress in black for me. Since I was the best man, or best person, on the groom’s side of the aisle and the men were in black tuxes with teal ties and cummerbunds, putting me in black would make the wedding party look more balanced, or that’s what the store manager had finally said.


I stood clutching the overly long black skirt in one hand, so I didn’t trip, as I talked to Micah Callahan on my new smartphone, which was actually so smart I felt uncomfortable using it, as if the technology were silently judging my lack of tech savvy.


“So, your clients have finally given you permission to share more info with your police girlfriend?” I said.


I could feel/hear the smile in his voice as he said, “They’re not clients, Anita. I don’t take money for helping people who are desperate.” Micah was the head of the Coalition for Better Understanding Between Human and Lycanthrope Communities, colloquially known as the Furry Coalition. They traveled the country, some internationally, to help keep the lycanthropes and the humans safe from each other. Sometimes it was just to give lectures to the local police to help them deal better with this very special minority in their cities; sometimes it was to settle disputes between different wereanimal groups before they became violent. The Coalition never went into another city without an invitation from someone among either the local lycanthropes, the police, or even medical professionals. One of the most frequent things the Coalition did was help victims of wereanimal attacks recover and come to terms with turning into their attackers come the next full moon. Micah had been a survivor of an attack, just like the people he tried to help. He’d been hunting with his uncle and cousin the year between college and high school when they were attacked by a wereleopard. He had been the only survivor, so he had serious street cred when he spoke to victims.


“You take donations,” I said.


“If they can afford it, yes, and if it’s a city government, we’ll take a fee, but for individuals in need we waive fees, so they are not clients.”


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to step on an issue here.”


“It’s okay, Anita. I’m sorry—this . . . case is getting to me. When you see the pictures, you’ll understand.”


“Okay, if they aren’t clients, what word do you want me to use in conversation?”


“Shapeshifters,” he said.


I glanced around the store to see if there was anyone within earshot, but all I could see were wedding dresses on one side and another rack of dresses on the other, this time in a myriad of colors for other hapless bridesmaids. Turning just that much made my breasts slide out of the halter top of the dress, which had been designed for someone with a very different figure. I transferred my hand to clutch the top instead of the hem of the dress. As long as I didn’t try to walk, the yards of extra fabric wouldn’t trip me. My dignity was in more danger from the dress than my body was. Solution: I would stand still and do my best not to flash anyone. “I came out of the changing room because I could hear everything in the next stall. I’ve got as much privacy as I can find here, but there are certain words that make civilians perk up their ears and listen harder.” I lowered my voice even more and said, “Shapeshifter would be one of those words.”


“That’s fair,” he said, and sighed, not like he was happy. “You can use the word client for now, but I see myself more as their advocate. But that’s beside the point. Use whatever vocabulary you think will keep this between us, Anita. They’re finally letting me send you pictures, and those absolutely must be for your eyes only.”


“I’m a U.S. Marshal, Micah. I know how to keep details to myself.” I realized that it sounded a little crankier than I’d meant it to.


“Are you okay?” he asked, taking my crankiness for my feeling bad, and not taking it personally. There were so many reasons we were engaged to each other.


“Yeah. I mean, I can’t believe that Donna decided at, like, the eleventh hour that I couldn’t wear a tux like the rest of the men, but I’ll live, once they figure out a way for the halter top not to make the wedding an accidental PG-thirteen.”


He laughed, then said, “Ask Nathaniel to take pictures of the dress before they fix it.”


“You can see my breasts without a dress next time we’re in the same state,” I said, but I was smiling, which is probably why he’d said it the way he had. Micah knew when I needed cheering up, or coaxing out of a cranky mood.


“We haven’t been in the same state much lately,” he said, and sounded sad again.


“You and I both travel for our jobs.”


“I know, but I miss you.”


I stood there in the ill-fitting dress with our shared boyfriend only yards away from me and was suddenly so lonely for the touch of Micah’s arms around me that it was almost a physical pain. I could remember the last time we’d slept in the same bed, but I couldn’t remember the last time we’d made love. It had been weeks. Had we gone a month, it was a first in the five years we’d been together. “I miss you, too. I want to do more than just sleep in the same bed in between business trips for our jobs.”


“Nathaniel is staying in town with you, so I know you’re getting sex.”


I’d never heard Micah sound even a little bit jealous of Nathaniel before. “He’s our shared boyfriend, shared fiancé, and you’re planning to marry him legally, like I’m marrying Jean-Claude,” I said.


“I know, and if we could marry more than one person at a time, the four of us would marry each other, though I admit the idea of me marrying any man but Nathaniel, even Jean-Claude, would be weird.”


“And do you have another woman in mind that you’d like to add to the group?” I asked, making sure my tone of voice was teasing.


He laughed. “No. The other women in our poly group are lovely, but it’s not about the sex; it’s about the emotion and being a couple together. I’m a couple with you and Nathaniel, but not really with anyone else, not the way the two of you are with some of the others.” His voice had already lost that edge of laughter and was back to sounding tired.


“What’s wrong, Micah? Besides this case, I mean.”


“I told you what’s wrong, Anita. I’m feeling crowded. It’s not marrying Nathaniel; I love him. I understand that if you marry anyone legally, it’s got to be Jean-Claude. He’s the king of all the vampires, and he’s close to being the king of all the supernatural citizens in this country. He has to be the one that marries the princess.”


“I’m not the princess in this story,” I said.


“You’re not the damsel in distress, but as far as everyone in the media is concerned, you are the princess to be married off to the prince, or king.”


“Nathaniel is enjoying the idea of all the weddings more than I am.”


“He’s enjoying it more than I am, too, but I think what’s throwing me is the two-groom wedding. I always pictured a white-dressed bride coming down the aisle toward me.”


“Nathaniel would probably wear a white dress if you really wanted him to,” I said.


Micah laughed. “I know he would, but I think I’d prefer him in a white tux with tails.”


“He’s so happy you accepted his proposal.”


“I’m sorry I hesitated even for a little bit. I just had to work through my issues.”


“Nathaniel is your first-ever boyfriend. I know you never thought you’d be marrying another man.”


“I hope he doesn’t think I’ve been ignoring him since I said yes. There have just been so many out-of-town issues that needed attention.”


“You spend time with us when you can, just like I do. Nathaniel got to travel out of town with you to Florida the time before last.”


“And you couldn’t go because you had bad guys to catch,” he said.


“When we all go down for Ted and Donna’s wedding we’ll have some time to enjoy ourselves, because I won’t be crime-busting and you won’t be saving other shapeshifters.”


“Did Nathaniel tell you that the shapeshifters down here wouldn’t let me bring him to the meetings, so he had to go sight-seeing by himself with only a bodyguard for company?”


“He mentioned it, but we’ll have time to sight-see before and after the wedding. Besides, if Nathaniel hadn’t got to sight-see, he would never have found the hotel where Donna and Ted are getting married. She’s getting her beach destination wedding and he’s getting to be somewhere we can all stay armed and our badges are still legal.”


“I know it worked out,” Micah said, “but I feel like I’m not getting any time with either of you lately.”


“It does seem like either you’re out of town or I am the last few months.”


“It does, and it’s moments like this when I think that I need to start cutting back on all of it.”


“Why don’t you? I mean, that would be great if you could, but you know I would never ask you to compromise your job.”


“Because you would never compromise yours,” he said, but not like he was exactly happy about it. It wasn’t like Micah to be this unhappy about things, about us and our complicated personal lives, or our complicated professional lives. My chest felt tight, my stomach started to knot, and those negative voices in my head tried to be louder, saying, See, see? This is the moment that Micah stops being perfect and drops the other shoe right on our heads.


“I don’t know what to say to that. I’m a marshal. It’s who I am, not just what I am.”


“I know that. I knew the kind of person you were when we met. I don’t want you to change, Anita.”


“Good. You had me scared for a minute there.”


“I’m sending you the first picture; let me know when it comes through.”


The change of topic back to the business he’d called about was so abrupt it caught me off guard, but I didn’t protest. I was happy for a change of topic. My phone dinged to let me know the picture had arrived, but I had to take the phone away from my ear to look.


“Do you want me to put you on speaker while I look at the picture?”


“No, just look at it. I’ll wait.”


I did what he asked, going to his texts and seeing the image of a man I’d never met. He was bare to the waist, lean upper body, but not like he worked out—more like he was just young and naturally thin. He looked ordinary, except there was something wrong with his right arm. I thought at first it was a tattoo, then a tentacle, which would have been weird enough. I used my fingertips to expand the picture and found that the “tentacle” had a head where the hand should have been. It looked like the man’s arm turned into a snake, complete with a triangular venomous head. I widened the image further. It was blurry now, but I could see the yellow eyes on the snake head, with slits for pupils, like it was some kind of viper.


I got back on the phone and said, “It’s a camera trick, Micah. No one changes shape like this. You have weresnakes, you have beings like lamias and nagas that are part snake and part human, but the head wouldn’t be at the end of an arm.”


“It’s not a trick.”


“You saw it, in person?” I asked.


“Yes.”


“I’ve never seen anything like that, ever.”


“I’m trying to get their permission for you to show it to Edward. If anyone else might have seen something like this before, it would be him.”


“Agreed. I could show him—”


“No, it would be a betrayal of their trust, Anita. Don’t act like a cop on this one, okay?”


“I am a cop, but okay. There’s no crime involved, right?”


“Right. I’ve sent you a second picture.”


The phone dinged, and he said he’d hold again while I looked at it. It wasn’t the same man; this one looked older, heavier, not in bad shape, just not with the slenderness of the first. It was his left arm this time, and it wasn’t just one snake head. It looked like his arm had sprouted a bouquet of snakes, all the way up into his shoulder. It was very Medusa, but in movies there was something vaguely erotic as well as horrific about the Gorgon; here there was only the horror.


I took a deep breath or two before I got back on the phone with him. “Did you see this one in person, too?”


“Yes,” he said, voice soft, and I realized his unhappiness wasn’t just travel and being away from me.


“Is their form change tied to the full moon like most shapeshifters?”


“At first.”


“What do you mean at first?”


“This is a large extended family, Anita. Most of them all seem perfectly human at first, but some of them start to manifest this . . . change in early adulthood. The youngest male started to change at fifteen; the oldest was almost forty. If they make it to forty without this happening, they seem to be safe from it, but they can still pass it on to their children.”


I said, “The only lycanthropy that I’ve ever seen run in families is the weretiger clans, but that’s like regular lycanthropy, when they start to change in adolescence. It’s a whole-body change, not piecemeal like this.”


“It usually starts like the first picture, with a hand or arm or some small piece changing, but then it grows worse over time, like the second photo.”


“You hinted that it’s tied to the moon at first. I take it that later on it happens more often.”


“Yes, just like regular lycanthropy: Stress, anger, any strong emotion, can bring it on, and sometimes the changes become permanent.”


“Does it get any worse than the second picture you showed me?”


“I sent you one last picture. It’s worse.”


The phone dinged and I didn’t want to look at it. I saw my share of awful crime scene photos—hell, I had waded through my share of serial-killer crime scenes—but I still didn’t want to see worse this time. Micah had seen it in person. If he could see it live, then I could look at a picture.


The upper-right side of the man’s body was a mass of writhing snakes. The right side of his face was covered in livid green scales. I expected his eye on that side to be like the snake’s eyes, but it was still a human eye, brown and ordinary. Coming out of the side of his neck and trailing up the edge of his face were more snakes. It was as if his human body was turning into a mass of serpents.


I got back on the phone; my voice was as empty as I could make it. The picture was too awful for me to add more emotion to the situation. “Do they eventually change into a whole bunch of snakes? Does the human body lose integrity and just become individual serpents?”


“And that’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you about it. That’s a question I never thought to ask. If the answer is yes, does it change anything?” he asked.


“Maybe. I mean, do they just become a mass of snakes and never re-form into a person, or do they stay attached to each other like a really creepy version of Medusa?”


“I’ll ask.”


“Does their snake, or snakes, become a beast like yours and mine? I mean, my inner beasts have thoughts, emotions, and if my body would let the change happen, if I could really turn into the physical form of my beasts like you can, the beast is sort of independent. It’s its own being, animal, personage. Is one snake arm like that?”


“No, it’s more like that rare medical condition, alien hand syndrome, where one hand begins to act independently of the person. They’ll get flashes from the snakes, but it’s mostly about biting, attacking, violent impulses.”


“Are the snakes afraid of the human body? I mean, does the snake want to get away like a real snake would want to hide from humans?”


“I don’t know, and I’m not sure they know either. They see it as a curse, Anita, a true curse, so they don’t spend a lot of time trying to communicate with the monster parts of themselves.”


“Surely you’ve told them that if you cooperate with your inner beast, you can control it better. The more you fight the change, the more violent it is, and the less control you have as a beast.”


“I’ve explained that to them, but they don’t want to make peace with it. They want it gone.”


“A lot of new lycanthropes feel that way.”


“But this isn’t like regular lycanthropy, Anita. They aren’t becoming their animals; they’re losing pieces of themselves in a way I’ve never seen. Their minds never stop being human and being horrified at what’s happening to them. There’s no moment when they can embrace their beast and enjoy the release of simpler, more linear thinking. Giving over to my leopard is peaceful sometimes, almost meditative.”


“Do you think there’s any chance of them finding peace with their beast parts?”


“You’ve seen the images. I get the feeling that there’s worse to come, but they either don’t want even me to see it, or they suicide before it gets much worse than the last picture I showed you. By the way, that’s one son, one father, and one uncle.”


“Is it only men in their family?”


“No, but it manifests differently in the female line, and it’s less prevalent.”


“How differently?”


“You mentioned Medusa. It usually starts there, like one snaky curl, or one picture is a snake curled between a woman’s breasts, but the snake just happens to be growing out of the woman’s ribs. It’s usually calmer and it seems to be a different species of snake. It can also appear years earlier, even in early childhood.”


“Can you send me a picture of it, the snake at least?”


“Hold on a second; there’s someone at the door.” He put me on hold.


I was left staring at the bridal dresses again in their plastic cocoons, waiting for the big day when they would come out and turn into beautiful brides and friends in rainbow colors. I wondered if anyone in the family Micah was helping saw marriage the same way. Did they tell their would-be spouses that any children might suffer the family curse? At what point in dating do you tell someone that particular truth?


“Anita, are you still there?”


“For you, always,” I said.


“Thank you,” he said.


“For what?”


“For reminding me that you’re there for me. I don’t know why this is bothering me so much.”


“It’s pretty terrible, Micah, and you can’t figure out how to save them from their fate. Your inner white knight is really unhappy with that.”


“You know me too well.”


“No such thing, between us,” I said.


“True,” he said, and his voice sounded lighter. “Sorry, the witch has a few questions for me before we fly home to St. Louis. She’s willing to see what her magic can tell her about the curse. More information is what I’m hoping for, but of course the family wants a cure.”


“Is it the witch my friend recommended to the Coalition?”


“Yes, but I really don’t think any modern witchcraft can cure this. If it’s a curse, then whatever power was behind it is not like anything we can do today.”


“Yeah, witches can’t turn you into toads or any of that kind of stuff.”


“I’m trying to talk them into a multiprong attack—magic, medical science, and gathering information from anyone old enough to have seen this kind of thing before—but if they won’t share information, or allow me to share information, then there’s not much we can do. Honestly, I’m not sure there’s much we can do if they do come completely out of the closet. I’ve just never seen anything like this.”


“What did they expect you and the Coalition to do for them, Micah? I mean, why did they call you in?”


“They want a cure.”


“No type of shapeshifting is curable,” I said.


“They want help, Anita. They’ve been very careful about who they let me see, but they are a big family, and the curse, or whatever genetic disorder this is, is getting worse.”


“Have you seen any of them where the change is permanent?”


“No.”


“How do they function with part of their body like that? I mean, how do they go out and about if it doesn’t go away? It’s not like they can hide it.”


“If it’s just an arm, they put it in a cast or a sling. If it spreads to the point of the last picture I sent you, and it’s permanent, the family hides them away, or they suicide. Though I’m not certain about that last part; they won’t say suicide out loud, but it’s implied loudly enough. Too many stories about family members who become less and less coherent when they change form, and when I ask how bad did it get, they get vague. They say grandparents can’t live forever, or they have accidents, lots and lots of sudden, fatal accidents.”


“Maybe they’re not saying suicide because it’s closer to assisted suicide, or even murder.”


The silence on the other end of the phone was heavy. He sighed. “I guess I didn’t want to think about that, but of course, you’re right; that’s probably what’s happening. I’m not certain on that last part, because they won’t confirm it as a solution, not out loud, but it’s implied.”


“Have they tried cutting off the arm when it’s just one snake?”


“If you chop it off with a blade, it either goes away for a month until next full moon, or it splits and becomes multiple snakes faster, and the multiples become the form from the full moon onward.”


“It sounds like the Lernaean Hydra from the Labors of Hercules. Every time you cut off a head, two grew back in its place.”


“The family has Greek ancestry. They believe that their curse goes back to ancient Greece.”


“What did their ancestor do to piss off the gods?”


“A seduction gone wrong and maybe turned into a rape, depending on which side of the story you’re on.”


“You know this can’t really be a curse by the gods, right? It’s some kind of genetic lycanthropy that we’ve never heard of, but it’s not a curse.”


“Some people still see turning into a wereanimal once a month as a curse, Anita.”


I wanted to argue that with all the new laws nobody still thought that way, but I knew he was right. Prejudice against the lunarly challenged, or the terminally furry, to coin just two polite euphemisms, still ran strong in some places. I went back to trying to fix the problem, or at least trying to understand it better.


“Have they tried not chopping it off, but surgical amputation?” I asked.


“They have. Surgery works better; at least they don’t split into multiples right away. They’ve got one cousin that’s missing his arm from the elbow down because they’ve amputated it multiple times. He’s willing to give up an arm to keep it from spreading through his body.”


“Wait—how can a surgeon be treating him if it’s still a secret?”


“They’ve got one doctor in the family who agreed to help.”


“Okay. Has the patient made it through a full moon yet?”


“Three full moons. They’ve amputated his arm each time as it started to grow back as a snake.”


“The Lernean Hydra was defeated by cutting off a head and burning the neck stub, according to legend. Fire still works on regular lycanthropy. If you cut off a shapeshifter’s arm or leg and burn the end, it doesn’t grow back. Fire cleanses or kills everything.”


“That’s been tried in the past,” he said.


“Jesus, Micah, the Coalition is good, but what can you guys do for them?”


“I told you what they want, Anita: They want a cure.”


“I didn’t ask what they wanted; I asked what can you and the Coalition reasonably do to help them?”


He let out a shaking breath and whispered, “I don’t know.”


“If there’s nothing you can do for them, Micah, come home.”


“I am planning to come home tonight, but I hate to leave them without any hope, Anita.”


“Being a police officer has taught me that you can’t save everyone, Micah. I hate that we can’t, but we can’t.”


“It just seems so terrible to leave them with nothing.”


“I know, and I’m sorry for that. Have they tried modern genetic counseling? I mean, it might not help the adults that have it already, but they might be able to fix their babies in the womb if they could figure out what part of their genetics was causing it.”


“I’ve urged that, and my main contact wants them to try, but the extended family is afraid to come out of the closet. They either don’t believe the new modern laws that give shapeshifters rights will last, or they think that the laws won’t extend to them because they aren’t actually wereanimals. They believe, like some of the older vampires, that the new laws that make them legal citizens with rights will eventually be revoked and it will go back to the way it was, where you could kill us on sight. How can I argue with them, Anita, when there are still some Western states where shapeshifters fall under varmint laws? You, or I, could be shot and killed, but because our blood tests would prove we carry lycanthropy, it would be seen as legal self-defense.”


“The law got changed last month in Colorado,” I said.


“One state out of how many, Anita?”


“One out of five,” I said.


“They have a right to be scared of being outed,” he said.


“I’m not arguing that. We’ll all be down there in a few days. If they’ll let us tell Edward—I mean Ted—then maybe we can come up with something. Like you said, if anyone besides me would have run into something like this, it would be him. We both know supernatural people old enough to tell us if curses like this existed in ancient Greece.”


“I have Kaazim and Jake with me. Bram wouldn’t let me travel with just him as my bodyguard after the latest round of hate-group death threats.”


“Bram’s your head bodyguard for a reason,” I said. “Is Jake old enough to remember ancient Greece?”


“Not quite, but Kaazim is. In fact, I think he’s far older than he wants to admit. Do you think his master, mistress, is vain about her age and told him not to share it?”


“Queenie isn’t vain in that way, but all vampires gain power with age. Since they still have duels, she wouldn’t want other vamps knowing she was older than dirt. It would be like telling people how many weapons you’re carrying before a fight.”


“Logical when you explain it, but neither Jake nor Kaazim explain much of anything.”


“None of the ex-Harlequin guards like sharing info. I think it’s something about having been spies for thousands of years,” I said. The Harlequin had once been the elite bodyguards, spies, and assassins for their now-dead queen. Jean-Claude was the new king and they were ours now.


“I had to ask him very clearly with no way for him to misinterpret what I wanted to know if he’d ever seen a curse like this in ancient Greece.”


“What did he say?”


“That he’d never seen anything like it, but he didn’t travel through Greece much during the time period I seemed interested in.”


“Sounds like one of his answers, or Jake’s—so helpful and not helpful all at the same time,” I said. “Am I going to get to meet any of these new shapeshifters when we all come down for the wedding?”


“You’ll meet the family because the island is small, but you won’t know it. Right now, they want us to do the wedding as if they aren’t here. I think the exact words were, ‘Enjoy the wedding and embrace your joy, because you never know how long it will last.’ ”


“Very fatalistic,” I said.


“And very true,” he said.


“You need a hug,” I said.


“I need a lot more than a hug. I need to wrap myself around you until the only thing I can smell is the scent of your skin.”


“Sounds great. First all the hugs and cuddles, and from the sounds of it some serious sleep for you, and then I want to make love with you.”


“Just me and you, or the three of us?”


In all the time we’d been a threesome, I wasn’t sure he’d ever asked to exclude Nathaniel. “We both miss you, Micah.”


“I need some one-on-one time, Anita. I’m feeling overwhelmed. I just need my life to be less of a crowd, once in a while.”


I wasn’t sure how our shared boy, our shared fiancé, would take it, but it was a problem for another day. Sometimes, when your domestic life is this complicated, you pick not only your battles but when to have the fight.


“We all need one-on-one time sometimes,” I said. It was the most neutral and true thing I could think to say.


“I’m not sure Nathaniel ever gets tired of group activities,” Micah said.


I couldn’t really argue that. We were all polyamorous, which meant to love more, a flavor of consensual nonmonogamy, but Nathaniel was probably the least monogamous person in our committed relationship. Hell, he was one of the most poly polyamorous people I’d ever met.


“Anita, you still there?”


“I’m here, just trying to decide if I’d ever heard Nathaniel ask for fewer people in the bedroom.”


“The answer is no,” he said.


“Probably,” I said.


“Not probably,” he said, “but if he were less of a group animal, I might not be in your life. You met Nathaniel first.”


“That’s true,” I said.


“So, can I bitch about his love of more people, when I benefited from it?”


“Sure you can,” I said. “I do shit like that all the time.”


“But I try not to,” he said.


“I know. You are the better person between us, Micah. I never doubt that.”


“I do. I’ve got to go, Anita.”


“I know, you have to introduce a witch to her potential clients before you fly home,” I said, trying to keep my voice light.


“She has some of her magic group with her, so she won’t be on her own.”


“If she’d been on her own, you would have stayed,” I said.


“We did ask her to consult on an impossible case, so probably.”


“Go and play ambassador between the shapeshifters and the coven, and then come home to me.”


“They prefer the phrase magical working group, and you’re not at home.”


“I guess coven, like the word witch, does come with a lot of baggage. The mystical community seems divided on whether to try to take back certain terms or discard them altogether.”


“There’s one out in California that calls itself a white-light study group.”


“Really?”


I could hear the smile in his voice as he said, “Really.”


“Our flight leaves tonight for St. Louis, so we’ll be home soon.”


“Sorry I had Jean-Claude’s private jet on this trip, or you could have used it.”


“A plane is a plane, Micah. I’m phobic of them all, but having to go through Minneapolis for a layover does make me miss the jet.”


“Let me go play ambassador, so I can come home sooner.”


“Yes, please,” I said.


“I love you, Anita.”


“I love you more, Micah.”


“I love you mostest,” he said and hung up.


It was usually our third who finished the last part of our three-part I love you. One of us would say “I love you,” and then we’d say our parts. “I love you mostest”: Until today I’d believed that Micah, Nathaniel, and I meant that to one another. Now I was left wondering if our so-very-understanding Micah might be coming to the end of his patience with the added lovers. I knew there were days and nights when I didn’t know what to do with them all. Usually it was Micah soothing me about it. I wasn’t sure I was going to be as good at soothing him.
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“ANITA, ARE YOU all right?”


I jumped, tripping over the hem of the dress and jerking the top of the dress hard enough that one breast popped out. I did manage not to drop my phone, though.


Donna, the bride-to-be, laughed and then looked away quickly as I fumbled to try to cover the breast that had escaped. There were enough laugh lines in her face to let me know she did it often. As her face relaxed, she looked younger—dare I say glowing? She just looked happy, and nothing makes someone as beautiful as happiness and being in love. No makeup or youth serum can come close to that beauty secret. “I’ve never seen you startle like that,” she said with an edge of laughter still in her voice. “You and Ted are usually so hyperaware of your surroundings that I didn’t think it was possible for me to sneak up on either of you.”


“I’m fine, just a little jumpy apparently,” I said, but I was mentally cursing myself because she was right. I was in a public place and I’d had to hand over my gun and knives to our bodyguard, Nicky, because there was no way to have any weapons while we tailored the dress. If I’d been thinking, I would have brought a thigh holster and my Sig Sauer .380. Thigh holster was one of my least favorite ways to carry, but at least I could have kept one weapon on me. A belt holster on a formal dress had nowhere to hang, so I’d handed my weapons to Nicky. We had two more bodyguards outside the doors to the bridal shop, so I was safe, but I still didn’t like that Donna had been able to sneak up on me. Micah had talked to Nathaniel before he’d asked for privacy and just me. Whatever he’d said to Nathaniel had left our shared boyfriend smiling, so Micah’s doubts had only come to me—lucky me. I think I meant it on the lucky part; one of the three of us should be enjoying themselves today.


“Whatever you were thinking about just now isn’t fine,” Donna said, raising a hand as if to smooth her hair back behind her ear. But the new hairdo was all soft, short curls that didn’t encroach on the smooth curve of her ears, which bore two delicate stud earrings. Her hair had been brown, but now it was almost blond, with just hints of her underlying brown, as if the sun had bleached it golden, but I’d been told she’d gone to a great hair stylist.


“You said it yourself, Donna. I let you sneak up on me in a public place. I could have been flashing a stranger.”


She chuckled. “The halter dress looks great on Denny, but you . . .” She waved vaguely at me and shook her head, still smiling. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think about how different you and Denny are built when I asked for you to match her dress.”


“Denny’s inseam must be seven inches longer than mine, Donna. Plus, she’s a serious runner and does triathlons, so she’s built long and lean. I’ll never be either of those things.”


Donna hugged me, which was a little more awkward than normal, because I could only use one arm to hug her back unless I was willing to do a lot more than flash one breast. The thought of pressing my bare breasts against Donna in a close hug made me wildly uncomfortable. If I hadn’t been dating women, would it have bothered me as much? I think so. It wasn’t the girl-on-girl thing; it was the Donna thing.


“I forgot how much shorter you were than Denny; you always seem to fill up more space than that, just like Ted does.” She drew back and I was happy the hugging was over, so I could try to rearrange the halter top as best I could.


“I forget that he’s only five-eight sometimes, too,” I said.


“He seems like he must be at least six feet tall, doesn’t he?” she said.


I smiled and agreed because she was right. Nathaniel was actually an inch taller than Edward, but I always forgot that until they were standing next to each other for comparison. Part of the reason was that Nathaniel had only been five foot six when we met, so sometimes I remembered him as shorter than his full height.


“Thank you again, Anita, for flying to New Mexico this close to the wedding. I know how you hate to fly, and now you’ll have to fly home and then fly to Florida, so three flights instead of just one.”


“Only your tailor here in New Mexico was going to be willing to make time in their schedule this close to the wedding, so I had to come to you.”


“You didn’t have to come; you could have told me to go to hell and you were wearing a tux like we planned.”


I smiled. “I could have, but I’d rather not have a fight with you and Ted this close to your wedding. I’m his best man; I have to act like the better man, or better person, or whatever.”


Donna’s eyes narrowed, small frown lines appearing between her eyes. She reached out toward me and for a second I thought it was the beginning of another hug, but her hand sort of hovered near my left shoulder. “I’ve never seen that one before. I guess your usual shirts cover it.”


It took me another second to realize she meant the scar on my collarbone.


“How did it happen?” she asked, voice soft.


“A vampire did it,” I said.


“It doesn’t look like a vampire bite.”


“He wasn’t trying to drink my blood. He bit me so he could tear me up; he bit through my collarbone and just kept worrying at me like a dog with a bone.”


Her face started to show horror, but she got control of herself until when she asked the next question she looked neutral. I knew she didn’t feel that way, but I gave her points for the control.


“What about the bend of your arm?”


I looked down at my left arm with its mound of scar tissue. “Same vampire.”


“God, he just wanted to hurt you, didn’t he?”


“Yes.”


I made a fist, flexing my arm. There was a lot more muscle on the arm than there had been when I got the injury. A doctor had told me I’d lose partial use of my arm if I didn’t do my physical therapy and start lifting weights. It had been the first thing that got me into the gym seriously. Keeping the use of my arm was a much better motivator than fitting into a smaller size of jeans. Both scars were white and slick now, but the scars in the bend of my arm would always be raised and feel like there was something under the skin, because so much scar tissue had formed at the wound as it healed. The vampire hadn’t even broken my arm, but the scar was worse all the same. The scar between my shoulder and neck was flat to my skin except for the one area over my collarbone that would always be raised. It wasn’t rougher, exactly, but it was as if I could still feel the broken edges of the bone sticking up underneath my skin, though it was just scar tissue, not bone. Both injuries had healed years ago, but when it got damp or cold, or if I ever laid off the weight lifting for the arm for too long, they would ache. I realized with a shock that they didn’t ache like that anymore, or very rarely. I had too much magic in my veins now, too much power. It made me more, or less, than pure human, depending on whom you asked. Micah wasn’t the only one who got casual death threats from hate groups.


Donna misunderstood the look on my face, because her eyes got shiny and her voice had a catch in it when she said, “Anita, I am so sorry that I tried to make you wear a dress that shows all your . . . job-related injuries. I know how many Ted has, and I should have known that you’d have them, too. If you had said something, I would have understood.”


I looked at myself in a way that I didn’t normally. The scars were just a part of me. The cross-shaped burn mark on my left forearm I’d gotten from the same attack as the other two injuries. It had been the first time Edward and I worked together on a case. It sort of set the tone for our working relationship. The burn had been from the vampire’s servants branding me so I’d look like a vampire who had had a holy object burn her. It had amused them while we waited for darkness to fall and their master to rise. It had amused them right up to the moment when Edward burned the house down around them and nearly around both of us. I’d never liked him using the flamethrower after that. Hell, I didn’t like flamethrowers in general after that, but he was the only vampire executioner I’d ever known who would actually use it in the field.


Donna’s hand hesitated above my arm, as if she was going to touch the claw marks just below the burn. The scars from the shapeshifted witch made the cross a little crooked. Edward hadn’t been there for that wound. I’d been working with the police on my own that time, before I had a badge and was officially on the job myself, back when I’d just been a vampire executioner, consulting with the police. Edward had just been Edward, cold-blooded assassin who specialized in killing monsters, both human and otherwise. I hadn’t even known he had a legal identity as Ted Forrester, bounty hunter. Now we were both U.S. Marshals with the Preternatural Branch. We did the same job legally and, for Edward, for far less money.


She pointed vaguely at the small slick scar on the side of my arm, and then the thin, almost dainty scar on my right arm that was barely noticeable. “I know that’s a bullet graze and that’s a knife wound, because Ted has similar ones.” She looked at me, her brown eyes going large in her tanned face. She looked suddenly younger, or more innocent, as if I got a glimpse of what she might have looked like at fifteen. “I stopped asking about where the other scars came from, because Ted told me the truth and they were almost all stories like the werewolf attack that killed my first husband, except that Ted goes out hunting the monsters. The monster that killed Frank broke into our house. It was a once-in-a-lifetime tragedy, but Ted and you go out looking for it.”


“We hunt rogue vampires and lycanthropes that have murdered people. We keep people safe by killing the things that kill them.”


She nodded, biting her lower lip, the frown lines deep between her eyes. There was real fear in them. Maybe she was remembering the death of her first husband, and that was probably in the mix of terror, but I thought it was more anticipating future tragedy than dwelling on the past. I looked into Donna’s eyes and saw the fear that every time the man she loved left for work, he might not come back. I could tell her that he was more likely to die in a car crash, or from a dozen innocent household accidents, than be eaten by monsters, but it wouldn’t help the emotions I saw in her eyes.


“I know you and Ted save lives. I know you keep other families safe from the monsters. I know that.”


I reached out and touched her arm. “You know that Ted is the best, the absolute best at this job.”


She nodded again, a little too fast and a little too often. “He says the same about you.” She grabbed my hand where it touched her arm and held on. “I always feel better when you’re with him, because he says you’re the best, next to him.”


“He helped train me, so he’s still complimenting himself.” I smiled when I said it and got a weak smile in return.


“I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to him,” she said. She started tearing up. I hugged her because I didn’t know what else to do, but apparently it was the wrong thing, because she started crying harder, clinging to me like she was really going to start sobbing. Fuck, what did I do now? How could I make her feel better about one of the truths of our job?


She went very still in my arms, and the crying slowed. She pushed away with her face still wet with tears and asked, “What’s on your back?”


“Nothing,” I said.


“I felt it.”


I half turned and she touched the edge of the place where a vampire servant had tried to drive one of my own wooden stakes into my back. It was low on my back, and they’d just tried to shove the stake in without using a mallet. It doesn’t work that way in real life, not if you’re only human-strong, anyway. Lucky for me it had just been a human in league with the vampire I’d been hunting, and not a vampire.


“That’s one of your own stakes driven into you, isn’t it?” she asked. She wasn’t crying anymore, so it was better, right?


“Yeah,” I said.


“Ted has one like it; that’s why I know what it is. You know, it’s right there.” She touched the side of my hip where bathing suits and underwear covered.


“I’ve never seen that one.”


“Oh,” she said, and looked confused.


“I’ve never seen Ted nude, so I missed that one.”


There was a derisive snort, half laugh and half just rude noise, from the other side of the dress rack. Dixie, one of Donna’s oldest friends and a bridesmaid, came into view. “That’s such bullshit,” she said, and her voice was as bitter as the look on her face. Dixie might actually have been an attractive woman, but she so seldom smiled or did anything pleasant that she came off as unattractive. Who wanted to be around a constant stream of negativity? No one, that’s who. I had no idea what Donna saw in her as a friend except for the fact that they’d been friends since high school and they were now in their forties; well, duration counted, I guess.


“Don’t start again, Dixie,” Donna said.


“It’s bullshit that Anita has never seen Ted nude.”


“Why, because we work together?” I asked.


“No, not just because of your jobs, though that does give you the perfect cover story.”


“I don’t know how it works at your job, Dixie, but at mine we don’t see our coworkers nude all that often.”


“Is there a reason you came to find us, Dixie?” Donna asked, stepping closer to the other woman and blocking our view of each other, as if she were stepping between two kids on the playground about to fight.


“The tailor has another client in an hour that needs major alterations, so she needs Anita and the dress right now.” Dixie put her hands on her hips, scowling at both of us.


I gathered up more of the voluminous skirt and said, “Let’s get this over with, then.”


“No, you don’t have to wear the dress,” Donna said, voice soft.


“You’re finally kicking her out of the wedding; fabulous,” Dixie said. She sounded happy, pleased with the world. She was even smiling, though her eyes stayed mean, almost predatory, like she smelled blood in the water.


“No, of course not. I’m just not going to make her wear a dress that’s identical to Denny’s. There’s no reason the maids of honor have to match exactly; they just need to wear something that sets them apart from the rest of the wedding party.”


“Thanks, Donna, I appreciate that, a lot.”


She looked at me, touching my arm. “The tailor said that there was no way to fit your curves in this dress anyway.” She laughed a little. “But I wouldn’t make you appear in such a public venue with all your scars on display like this. I wouldn’t do that to anyone.”


“Why are you being nice to her?” Dixie demanded.


“She’s my friend, Dixie.”


“The fact that you’re both sleeping with the same man doesn’t make you friends, Donna. It makes her a whore and you stupid.”


“Donna,” I said, because I’d just about had enough of Dixie, and I wasn’t sure how to ask permission to punch her friend in the face.


“Ted and Anita are not sleeping together. They are just partners and best friends; that’s all,” Donna said.


“You’re the one that told me they were having an affair!” Dixie said, raising her voice a little. I was pretty sure it was on purpose. If she was going to embarrass us, she wanted an audience.


“I was wrong. I just didn’t understand Ted being so close with another woman. Our therapist has helped us work through all that.”


“Your therapist believed they were screwing each other, Donna!”


“Because I told her they were, and she only had my version.”


“Ted admitted it!”


“Only because I told him that I wouldn’t marry him unless he admitted they were having an affair.”


“He lied to you!”


“Only because I wouldn’t believe the truth.”


Dixie pointed at me. “She admitted it to you, too.”


“Ted asked her to lie, if I asked her directly.”


“That’s ridiculous! Who the hell would lie about something like that if it wasn’t true?” Dixie said.


“It was ridiculous,” I said.


Dixie looked at me in triumph. “See, she admits it!”


“No, Ted and I are not now, and never have been, lovers, but the fact that he asked me to back up his lie about it was ridiculous. I still can’t believe that he asked me to compromise us both like that. I didn’t think Ted would ever let anyone emotionally blackmail him into anything so stupid, and then ask me to back him in it.”


“He was buying time so he could explain the truth in therapy to me and our therapist,” Donna said, and she was smiling now, her face filled with that radiant glow that only true love can give you.


“That is the most insane thing I’ve ever heard. You wouldn’t marry him until he told you the truth, so he told you the truth, but then he manipulated you and your therapist into believing that he’s innocent and Anita isn’t his slut on the side.”


“Are you trying to pick a fight with me, Dixie?”


“No, just calling a spade a spade.”


“Glad to hear you’re not trying to pick a fight, but if you call me a whore or a slut again, it will be a fight, just to be clear.”


“Anita is going to be Ted’s best man in our wedding, Dixie, and that’s that. You need to find a way to deal with that.”


“I am dealing with it.”


“With more grace than this, Dixie. I mean it.”


“Grace, grace . . .” She looked astonished, shocked. “How can you ask me to be okay with this, Donna? Once a cheater, always a cheater. Don’t start your marriage with his mistress in the wedding party.”


Mistress was a step up from slut and whore, damn it. I was almost disappointed that I couldn’t at least scare Dixie into leaving me the fuck alone. “I am no one’s mistress, but least of all Ted’s.”


“I know you’re not his mistress, but you got mad at me calling you what you are.” She gave me that mean look again. I just knew Dixie had been one of those mean girls in school who made other girls’ lives hell. Some people never grow up; they just grow older.


I took a step forward.


“Anita, no, please, she doesn’t understand that you won’t fight like a girl,” Donna said.


“I can take care of myself, Donna,” Dixie said.


Donna put a hand on her arm. “No, Dixie, you can’t, not with Anita.”


“Why do you keep defending her? She’s fucking your husband-to-be!” She started toward me, pushing against Donna’s hand.


Donna put a hand on each of her arms and pushed back, not letting her get closer to me. I noticed for the first time that there were muscles under Donna’s tanned skin. I knew she had been working out for the wedding but hadn’t realized how much until that moment. Good for her. Dixie didn’t have muscle to push back, but she tried. I realized in that moment that she was one of those people who wanted to take her bad mood out on someone, anyone. I understood anger issues, but she’d picked the wrong woman to start a fight with.


“I’m not protecting Anita. I’m protecting you.”


“Protecting me from what?” Dixie yelled, trying to push past Donna.


“From her.”


“What?” Dixie stopped pushing and looked at Donna like she was crazy. “She’s five inches shorter than I am. She’s tiny.”


“Size isn’t everything,” I said, voice quiet, because I realized I would enjoy an excuse to hurt Dixie. I wouldn’t hurt her much, because I wouldn’t need to, but she was getting on my nerves and we hadn’t even flown to the destination for the destination wedding yet. It did not bode well for Dixie and me.


She tried to push past Donna again, and this time Donna let her, moving just enough to one side so that Dixie’s pushing carried her forward, stumbling. Dixie had made the rookie mistake of getting stuck on pushing against someone: Just stop holding them up and they’ll usually fall. Donna used small, fast hand movements to help Dixie to the floor, using one arm as a lever, or maybe a leash; it depended on what you wanted to do next. Dislocate her elbow, face-plant her on the ground, so many options.


Dixie cried out in surprise. She looked and sounded as surprised as I was that Donna had done it. When I met Donna she’d been useless in a crisis and she would never have done anything this physical, this soon. Yay, Donna!


“If I can do this to you, Dixie, Anita would destroy you.” She let go of her friend and stepped back out of reach, just in case. You never know how someone is going to take an object lesson that includes physical force. Major brownie points to her for treating her best friend like anyone else you’ve forced to the ground.


Dixie knelt on the ground cradling her arm like it hurt. I knew it didn’t hurt. Donna hadn’t done anything to hurt her, yet. It had been very controlled. Violence and control had been two things Donna didn’t have when Edward first introduced us. I hadn’t known until this moment that he’d been teaching her how to fight. Since I was insisting that everyone close to me learn at least the basics of self-defense, I approved.


Dixie started to cry, softly, as she knelt on the floor, still cradling her arm. “You heartless bitch, you deserve to be cheated on.” Maybe Dixie just called everyone insulting pet names. If I’d known that, I might have let the whore and slut comments go.


Donna was clear-eyed, calm, and determined as she said, “Anita, go find Nathaniel and help him pick out a new dress for you. Dixie and I are going to stay here and talk things over.”


“You could have broken my arm, you bitch!”


“Go on, Anita. I’ve got this,” Donna said in a voice so sure of itself that I could almost hear the echo of Edward in it. Or maybe I was doing her a disservice; maybe this surety had always been inside her and Edward had just helped her find it. Either way, I honored that strength in her and did what she asked without questioning if she could handle the situation. She’d proved she could handle herself and Dixie. So I left her to handle things and went to find Nathaniel and get out of that dress.
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NATHANIEL FOUND ME before I could start wandering the store in search of him, which was just as well since I’d tripped again. The only thing that saved me from flashing again was that I had so much of the skirt in my hands that it hid my chest, which begged the question of what I had tripped on: I thought I had all the damn skirt in my arms.


“You are adorable,” Nathaniel said. His arms were full of black and teal cloth, presumably more dresses.


I glared at him as I tried to get my one high heel free of the single edge of hem I’d managed not to pick up. “It is not adorable that this dress is trying to kill me.”


His face was shining with suppressed laughter. His eyes had darkened from lilac to lavender with the effort not to laugh at me. His driver’s license said his eyes were blue, but they weren’t; they were shades of purple like flower petals. Strangers asked if they were colored contacts, but they weren’t. The eyes sat in the middle of a face that was more beautiful than handsome, but I preferred my men on the pretty side of masculine, so it worked for us. He’d pulled his thick auburn hair back into a ponytail, but it wasn’t quite long enough, so strands of it escaped and trailed around his face. Once his hair had been down to his ankles, and it had been midcalf length when some very bad vampires chained him up and cut it off. They’d done it with me tied up and forced to watch. They’d planned to torture and mutilate him to get to me, and it would have worked, except that we escaped and killed them first. His hair was growing back, but it was a constant visual reminder of what we had almost lost.


There were reasons for the two bodyguards, Millington and Custer, who were hanging near the front of the store, one outside and one inside near the door. Millie’s white-blond hair was still cut high and tight, as if he’d never stopped being a Navy SEAL, but Custer, nickname Pud, had let his brown hair grow out enough that it almost touched the tops of his ears. Millie was starting to tease him about being a hippie. I trusted them to make sure that no one who was a threat to us entered the shop. But it was Nicky Murdock, who came down the aisle behind Nathaniel like a blond mountain, whom I trusted the most. I would never risk Nathaniel like that again, not if I could avoid it, and I knew that Nicky understood that. He was our main bodyguard for that and a lot of other reasons. His shoulders barely fit between the clothes racks on either side of the aisle. He was a fraction of an inch shorter than six feet. Millie was taller at six feet plus, but though the ex–Navy SEAL was in great shape, he looked almost fragile when he stood beside Nicky. Pud was a little bit shorter than either of them, and slightly broader through the shoulders than Millie, but nothing close to Nicky. We had plenty of bodyguards who were taller than Nicky, but almost none of them were as broad through the shoulders. He’d been a big guy to begin with, but a devotion to weights and the natural genetics to bulk had made him huge. He was like a smiling blond colossus trailing behind Nathaniel, and I knew that he was even more dangerous than he looked.


Nicky was good-looking, but in a much more masculine way than Nathaniel. He had squarer features, and just to set off the rugged look, he was missing his right eye. Where it would have been were slick white scars, in a harsh contrast to the blue eye on the other side. His yellow hair was long on top so that it fell forward toward his face, but the sides were almost shaved. The longer spill of hair almost seemed to be pointing at the missing eye so you wouldn’t miss it; before he cut the hair, the yellow point had cascaded down over the scars, hiding them. It had been a sort of anime version of an eye patch. I wasn’t sure if the haircut was a show of solidarity with Nathaniel, or if Nicky had simply been ready to face the world head-on with no hiding. He still got uncomfortable now and then, when people stared, but he stared back and they usually dropped their gaze and tried to pretend they hadn’t been looking. He was one of only two lovers in my life who had more spectacular scars than I did.


He smiled as he said, “I thought for a second I’d have to save you from putting Dixie in the hospital.”


I finally got my heel untangled from the hem. “I didn’t think we were being that loud, and I wouldn’t have hurt her that badly,” I said.


“We’re lycanthropes. We’d hear almost everything in a store this size,” Nicky said.


“And Dixie is usually loud,” Nathaniel said, and he looked unhappy.


“I take it you’ve about had it with her, too,” I said.


He nodded. “I think even Donna is getting fed up.”


“Donna just did my job for me and put her friend on the floor,” Nicky said, smiling. “I don’t think she’s getting fed up; I think she’s there.”


“I didn’t know Donna had it in her,” I said.


“Me either,” Nathaniel said.


“Edward’s been teaching her some of his moves,” Nicky said.


“Ted has been teaching her moves,” I corrected.


“I know better than to make slips like that. Sorry.”


“It’s not my forgiveness you’ll need if you do it in front of the wrong people, Nicky.”


“I don’t want to go one-on-one with . . . Ted.”


“Even though he’s straight human and nothing supernatural?” I asked, studying his face.


“Ted isn’t like anyone else; you know that.” Nicky’s face was very serious as he said it.


I nodded. “True. I just wasn’t sure you’d think so. You outweigh him by at least eighty pounds of pure muscle, have longer reach, and preternatural strength and speed to his human-normal. I guess I just thought you wouldn’t see any straight human as that big a problem.”


“Like I said, Ted is different. He may not be a supernatural citizen, but I think calling him straight human may be stretching things,” Nicky said.


“There’s something scary about . . . Ted,” Nathaniel said, voice soft and eyes sort of distant, as if he was remembering something grim. Was he remembering Ireland, where he’d lost his hair and almost his life? Edward had been there with us. He’d brought us in to help him hunt the vampires that had been threatening Dublin. One of our people had died there. Domino had died there. I made myself say the name, at least in my own head. My therapist said I felt guilty about his death. Damn straight I did.


Nathaniel touched my face, made me look at him and see the gentle smile on his face. “If you think happy thoughts, so will I.”


I smiled at him because he made me want to smile. “So we can fly?”


His smile brightened. “No flying off to never-never land until after this wedding. I’ve still got a to-do list to go over with the bride. No one goes anywhere until we get them down the aisle.”


“Isn’t the maid of honor supposed to do that kind of stuff?” Nicky asked.


“Yes, but Denny isn’t good at wedding stuff, and she’s been training for triathlons through most of the wedding prep.”


“So how did it become your job? You’re like the third bridesmaid,” Nicky said.


“Dixie had started doing it,” Nathaniel said, looking back at the taller man.


“And how was that going?” I asked.


Nathaniel looked back to me. “Dixie is competent enough to do it all, but she’s been pissed that Donna made Denny maid of honor over her. She was doing the duties of a maid of honor without the title, and she made sure we all knew that every time she talked to us. A few phone calls from her and I was so over it.”


“I thought you volunteered to be Donna’s bridal helpmate because you love weddings,” I said.


He grinned. “That, too, but mostly to save Donna, Denny, and Dixie from having a fight that would have ended twenty years of friendship.”


“Why didn’t she just make Dixie the matron of honor in the first place? After knowing her that long, Donna had to know what a bitch Dixie would be about it if she didn’t,” Nicky said.


“I know this one,” I said. “Dixie was her maid of honor for her first wedding and Donna was her matron of honor, but they both promised that if they married a second time that Denny would be their maid of honor. I think they were both sort of joking, because neither of them planned to marry again.”


Nathaniel nodded. “And the irony is that I don’t think Denny cared about being maid of honor; she just wanted to be in her best friends’ weddings.”


“Agreed. Denny is almost as uninterested in wedding stuff as I am.”


Nathaniel raised the dresses in his arms like he was gesturing with them. “Now let’s find you another dress, so you never have to wear that one again.”


“Yes, please,” I said, and started moving toward the dressing rooms. I tripped over some piece of the dress that had fallen out of my arms. I caught myself on a clothes rack or I’d have hit the floor.


“I could carry you,” Nicky said, voice deadpan, but with an edge of teasing he wasn’t really trying to hide.


“No.”


“I am your bodyguard and I think that dress is a danger to you.” His voice was even flatter and more serious.


I glanced back at him. His face matched the voice except for the twinkle in his eye that let me know there was laughter struggling to get out.


“I think I can walk a few yards to the dressing rooms without injuring myself.”


“If you say so,” he said.


Nathaniel said, “I’d pay to see the looks on the other bridesmaids’ faces if we show up with Nicky carrying you. I could undo my hair, shake it out, and make my clothes look messy like we’d been fooling around.”


“I know you’re teasing me, because you value their good opinion as much as, or more than, I do.”


“True, but I’d still do it, just to see Dixie’s face.”


“How do you know she’s back with the other bridesmaids and not still having a heart-to-heart with Donna?”


“We heard them walking back,” Nicky said.


I looked from one to the other of them and knew he meant it. I hadn’t heard anything except us and the air-conditioning struggling against the New Mexico heat. I said, “Let’s just go back and get this over with.”


We were within sight of the rest of the bridal party and the tailor when I tripped again and flashed them all. Maybe I should have let Nicky carry me.
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LESS THAN AN hour later I was standing on a small raised dais surrounded by mirrors. Donna and Dixie had given their thumbs-up and -down on the many dresses I’d tried on, until we all found, if not the One, then at least the It’ll Do. I’d have thought Dixie might have stayed angry, but she was better behaved and even seemed calmer. Maybe having her BFF put her on the ground had put things in perspective for Dixie, or maybe she was one of those people who responded better to bad treatment than good. If I’d known getting physical with her would have fixed the problem, I’d have done it sooner, or asked Donna to do it.


The seamstress was putting the last pin in the skirt so she could hem it later. Other than being too long, which everything was, the dress didn’t need any other tailoring. It was a vast improvement on the first dress. This one was black with a much more modest V neckline. My chest still filled the available space nicely, but I wasn’t in danger of flashing anyone. I didn’t even mind the teal sash that tied into a neat bow in the back. I normally hated bows, but the teal matched the bridesmaids’ dresses perfectly and was a nice splash of color in all the black.


“It’s getting late, Anita,” Nicky said.


I started to look toward the windows to judge the amount of daylight left. “Don’t move!” the seamstress said.


“Sorry,” I said to her, then glanced at Nicky. “It doesn’t feel that close to sunset yet.”


“What do you mean it doesn’t ‘feel’ close to sunset?” Dixie asked.


Donna chimed in with a voice that was a little too cheerful. “They’ve got a plane to catch back to St. Louis tonight.”


“We either need to make this flight or be in Santa Fe, but either way, we have to be out of Albuquerque before sunset,” Nicky said.


Nathaniel said, “My phone says we still have two hours.”


“Making your flight I get, but what’s wrong with being in Albuquerque after dark?” Dixie asked.


Nicky, Nathaniel, Donna, and I all exchanged glances with one another. It was Donna who said, “Obsidian Butterfly, Albuquerque’s Master of the City, has some . . . issues with Anita.”


“What, did Anita try to kill Albuquerque’s Master of the City, like she does to most of the vampires she meets?” Dixie’s voice had that cruel undertone that was almost her usual tone. Apparently, whatever nice she’d gotten from the “talk” with Donna had been used up and she was now back to her usual bitchy self.


I hadn’t tried to kill Obsidian Butterfly. She thought she was an Aztec deity, and since she had been worshipped as one once, who could blame her for the delusion? She was powerful enough that the old vampire council had declared Albuquerque off-limits for other vampires. Their Master of the City was powerful enough to frighten the other monsters, which meant that she was powerful enough that both Edward and I tried to leave her the fuck alone. My first case in New Mexico, we had needed the goddess’s help. That was also the case where I’d first met Bernardo Spotted-Horse and Otto Jeffries, fellow U.S. Marshals now. We were nicknamed the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, because individually and together, we had the most kills of any of the other marshals. Bernardo was going to be at the altar as one of Edward’s groomsmen. Otto hadn’t been invited to the wedding.


I didn’t owe Dixie that much history. “There are a lot of vampires in my life who would disagree with that statement, including Jean-Claude,” I said. I didn’t even feel defensive about it. She was too wrong for it to be offensive.


“Your fiancé, Jean-Claude, is like a male version of Snow White. Did you take one look at him asleep in his coffin and just couldn’t put a stake through his heart?”


Ted Forrester’s good ol’ boy drawl came from behind us. “Jean-Claude sure is pretty; that’s for sure.” He pronounced pretty like “purdy.” When Edward was in full Ted mode he sounded like you think southern cowboys talk, if there was such a thing as a southern cowboy.


I started to look over my shoulder but remembered not to move just in time and just used the mirrors to watch him. The big smile on his face that made his blue eyes sparkle was all Ted, as were the white cowboy hat, the white short-sleeved dress shirt, and the cowboy boots. But the undershirt that showed at the neck was black, tucked into the black jeans, and the cowboy boots were black, too. It was as if he could pull off the white dress shirt and be in all black in an instant like Clark Kent changing into Superman.


He took off the hat, and his short blond hair was tight to his head because he’d worn Ted’s beloved Stetson all day. Edward didn’t wear hats, and if he had it wouldn’t have been a white cowboy hat.


“I didn’t know you thought he was pretty, Ted,” Dixie said, and just her tone let you know that the next thing out of her mouth was going to be something unpleasant.


“Everyone thinks he’s pretty, Dixie. I’m just secure enough in my manliness to admit it.” The accent helped make it a teasing statement. He stepped around the seamstress and me so he could kiss Donna.


She wrapped her arms around him and turned the kiss into a little bit more than just a normal hello. It made me smile and I caught Nathaniel’s glance, so we smiled together. We were like most happy couples; we enjoyed seeing other people happy, too. Nicky’s face was impassive in the mirror.


“God, Donna, stop acting like a teenager in public. It’s embarrassing at our age.”


Donna pulled back from the kiss, but Edward wouldn’t let her step out of the embrace. “What does it matter what anyone thinks but us?” There was less Ted and more of Edward’s middle-of-nowhere, middle-of-America nothing accent in the question. For him to lose his accent in public like that meant he was upset.


Donna smiled up at him as if he were her whole world and then leaned in so they could kiss again. Good for them.


The tailor stood up, hesitating a little as if her knees were an issue. Nathaniel offered her a hand and she took it, smiling at him. “Thank you, young man.”


He flashed her a watered-down version of the smile he used at Guilty Pleasures when he was dancing. She blushed. Nice to know Nathaniel had that effect on women of all ages. He offered me a hand down from the dais, though he knew I didn’t need it. Once upon a time, not that long ago, I wouldn’t have taken it, because I didn’t need the help, but just as Edward could admit that Jean-Claude was pretty without it compromising his masculinity, I could let my fiancé help me down a step without losing my independent-woman card.


He flashed me the smile that no one at his job got, the one that said love. I love you with just his eyes. I smiled back at him and knew that my eyes and the rest of my face showed just how much I loved him, too. We leaned toward each other for a kiss, because that’s what you do when you love someone. His lips were soft, warm, gentle, because it was that kind of kiss.


“So just you and me, left out in the cold,” Dixie said.


The bitterness of the comment made us both draw back from our kiss to look first at Dixie and then at Nicky, when we realized that was whom she was referring to. He looked back at her, face utterly calm. “I’m not out in the cold, Dixie. That’s just you.”


“Well, I don’t see anyone kissing on you either.”


“I’m working,” he said.


“What does that mean?” she asked.


Edward answered in Ted’s accent, but they were his words. “It means that Nicky is a professional bodyguard.”


“So what?”


“So he’s guarding Anita and Nathaniel right now. Kissing her would be a distraction and unprofessional.”


“What he said,” Nicky said.


“I don’t believe it,” she said. “You’re all just teasing me.”


“What part don’t you believe, that I’m one of their bodyguards or that I’m one of Anita’s lovers?” Nicky asked.


“Bodyguard I believe.” She looked at Nathaniel. “Are you just going to let him claim your girl like that?”


Nathaniel smiled. “Anita’s not my girl, she’s my fiancée, and I like sharing with Nicky.” He offered a fist and Nicky bumped it gently.


“The news says she’s marrying Jean-Claude, so she can’t be your fiancée.”


“Actually, we found out that there’s no law against how many fiancés you can have; you just can’t legally marry more than one of them,” I said.


“Not yet,” Nathaniel said.


I kissed him lightly and said, “You are being awfully optimistic about the government of our country. It was hard enough to get the United States to allow same-sex marriage. I don’t see multiple partners being legal anytime soon.”


“Are you saying you’d actually marry Nathaniel and Jean-Claude if it was legal?” Dixie asked.


“And Micah,” Nathaniel and I said together. It made us grin at each other in that stupid-happy way.


“What about you?” she said, motioning at Nicky.


“What about me?”


“Doesn’t it bother you that Anita just said she’d marry three men, but you’re not on the list?”


“No,” he said.


“Of course it bothers you. It would bother anyone to be left out like that,” Dixie said.


“I don’t feel left out.”


“Don’t lie. Just tell them they hurt your feelings and it was rude.”


“My feelings aren’t hurt and they aren’t the ones being rude.”


Edward said, “Go change out of the dress so you guys can make your plane.” He kept the accent, but somehow the tone was colder than good ol’ Ted usually sounded.


I didn’t argue, because he was right. Nicky handed me a small pack that he’d had slung over one shoulder. I took it and went into the dressing room. The pack contained the two guns, extra ammunition, and knife that I’d get to carry onto the plane. I’d taken the training as a sky marshal, years before 9/11, and so far, it let me carry on a plane, though there was talk of that changing. But for today I was the only one of us who wouldn’t have to put their weapons in luggage.


I could hear Dixie still trying to start some sort of jealousy issue between Nathaniel and Nicky. It wouldn’t work. Nathaniel was the least jealous person I knew, and Nicky just didn’t think like that.


Edward’s voice cut in. “You almost dressed in there, Anita?”


“Almost.” I was in my own black jeans, black boots, and red T-shirt, with a black suit jacket over it all to help hide the weapons. Just because I could carry legally didn’t mean I wanted to flash my weapons at everyone. One, it made people nervous, and two, if it did turn into a fight, I didn’t want the bad guys to know what I was carrying or where on me I was carrying it.


“Dixie, stop picking at Nathaniel and Nicky. I don’t know what’s wrong with you lately. You’re supposed to be one of my best friends, Dixie. Why aren’t you happy for me?”


“I’ve already told you why I’m not happy for you, Donna.”


“If I believe Ted and Anita aren’t having an affair, why can’t you?”


I fussed to get my inner pants holster a little more comfortable, but really I was dressed. I just didn’t want to walk out into the middle of this conversation. If I hid, would it be cowardice? Yes, damn it. I opened the door and said as cheerily as I could, “I’m dressed. Let’s head for the airport.”


Dixie kept talking as if I hadn’t said anything. She was looking at Donna with an intensity that made the rest of us irrelevant. “I don’t believe him because no man would admit to an affair he wasn’t having. It’s hard enough to get them to admit to ones they are having.”


I sighed and said what I was thinking. “It was pretty stupid.”


Everyone looked at me.


“Having an affair is pretty stupid,” Dixie said.


I shook my head. “There is no affair, never was, never will be, but Dixie’s right on one thing—it was stupid of Ted to confess to something he wasn’t doing. It was stupid of me to let him talk me into going along with the lie. It was convoluted thinking beyond anything I’ve ever thought for him to use a false confession to have time to talk to Donna and their couples therapist while the wedding plans went ahead.”


“You went along with it,” Ted said, but not in his friendliest tone.


“I didn’t say I was the brightest bulb in the box when it came to relationships either.”


That got smiles and laughs from everyone but Dixie. “I can’t take this anymore. I’m done.”


“What do you mean ‘done’?” Donna asked. “You don’t mean the wedding . . .”


Dixie moved her gaze from Donna to Ted. She stared at him like she personally hated him. I’d only seen genuine bad guys stare at him like that. It was strangely more unnerving coming from a supposed friend.


“If you are going to marry him, I’ll be there, and when she finds out you are a cheating son of a bitch, I’ll be there to hold her hand, just like I did after Frank died.” And with that, she left.
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SOME SILENCES ARE louder than noise. This was one of those silences. None of us knew what to say to fill that awkward moment, or rather, I knew what I wanted to say, which was some variation of “Kick Dixie out of the wedding,” but it wasn’t my place to say it. It was Edward’s.


“Donna, we need to talk about Dixie and the wedding,” Edward said.


“She’s one of my oldest and dearest friends, Ted. She was my maid of honor the first time, and I was her matron of honor.”


“I know that, honeybunch,” he said, sliding back into Ted’s accent, “and I know you were close when her sons and Peter were younger, but now that all the boys are college age, it’s changed.”


Donna nodded. “The last time Dixie and I had a shopping trip, just us girls, we took Becca with us. Dixie said she wished they’d had a little girl. Someone close to Becca’s age so we’d all be doing dance classes and theater together, the way we used to do sports with the boys.”


“Peter was in martial arts with their youngest son, but we didn’t do what they did. They spent every weekend and most evenings at one sporting event or another with their two boys.”


“Peter did all the sports that the other boys did,” she said.


He smiled at her with a look that was all warm and happy, and a little something that I couldn’t define. “Peter didn’t like team sports. We didn’t force him to stay in everything the way that they did with Benji.”


“It was just that their oldest was like Ray and Dixie; he loved all the team sports and was good at them.”


“Benji was good at a lot of them; he just hated playing,” Edward said.


“We’re going to have to leave soon for the airport,” Nicky said. “If you need to discuss the wedding and Dixie with Nathaniel or Anita, you need to do it soon.”


Donna started to try to get a little offended, but Edward said, “Nicky is doing his job, honeybunch. Do you want Nathaniel to help us decide about Dixie?” I didn’t mind that he dropped me off the list of people to consult. He knew what my vote would be.


She looked up at Edward. “Are you actually asking me to kick Dixie out of the wedding?”


“Dixie said it, that since she doesn’t have a daughter Becca’s age we don’t do as much with them as we used to, so she hasn’t had a chance to call me a cheating bastard in front of Becca, but once we get to Florida we are on a small island. We are going to be in each other’s pockets, honeybunch. Do you really think she can control herself in front of the kids and our other friends?”


“She wouldn’t say things like that in front of Becca. She helped me shop for Becca’s flower girl dress and the three of us had a wonderful time. Dixie said it was like the old days when the boys were little.”


“Donna,” Nathaniel said.


She turned and looked at him.


He was very serious as he asked, “Do you really want my opinion on this?”


She smiled at him. “I know you stepped in because Dixie wasn’t helping me the way she should have, and I will always be grateful for that.”


He smiled back at her. “But I’m not one of your oldest friends, and you don’t want my opinion on this.”


She moved away from Edward so she could grip Nathaniel’s arm. “No, that’s not what I meant. I’ve come to value your opinion on so many things, Nathaniel. I admit that I invited you to be part of the wedding party with the idea that with you around Ted wouldn’t be so tempted with Anita, but you turned into the best bridesmaid I’ve ever had.”


He grinned at her. “Thank you. I’ve really enjoyed most of it.”


Her own smile faded around the edges. “I’m sorry that Dixie kept trying to get you to complain about Anita.”


That was news to me. I looked at Nathaniel, and he shrugged. “When it was just us girls”—he made quote marks around the last word—“Dixie tried to make it a bitching session about our significant others, like she tried to get Nicky to admit he felt left out of the kissing earlier.”


“You never mentioned that to me.”


“You’ve met Dixie before this. Are you really surprised?”


I thought about it for a second and then shook my head. “I guess not.”


Nicky said, “Ten minutes, and then we have to leave.”


“Dixie compares her husband, Ray, to any man she’s around. ‘Why can’t you be in shape like Nathaniel? I bet he can lift more than you in the gym.’ That kind of thing,” Nathaniel said.


“You’re almost the age of her oldest son. Ray can’t compete with a younger version of himself,” Donna said.


“She told him that Peter can lift more in the gym than he can now.”


“I told her that was totally unfair, that it would be like comparing us to nineteen-year-old girls,” Donna said.
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