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About the Book


Micah


Raising the dead is easy.  Love is hard.




There are lots of reasons to raise the dead – some private, some public.  In this case, the feds have a witness who died before he could speak on the record.  They want him raised so his testimony can be taken.  So here I am, Anita Blake, necromancer, on a plane to Philadelphia, flying off to do my job.  But I’m not alone: Micah, head of the St Louis wereleopards, is with me.  I’m happy to have him at my side.  Until he mentions that this will be our first time alone together.  No Master Vampire.  No Alpha Werewolf.  Just me and Micah.  And all my fears and doubts . . .




Strange Candy




Fantastical fairy tales that will leave you craving more: from the woman who marries into a family of wizards to a couple fleeing a gang of love-hungry cupids, readers will revel in these unique visions.







MICAH







My idea of love is not everyone’s ideal.  
Some have broken under the strain of it.  
This one’s for Jon, who sees love  
not as a burden, but as a gift.
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IT WAS HALF past dawn when the phone rang. It shattered the first dream of the night into a thousand pieces so that I couldn’t even remember what the dream had been about. I woke gasping and confused, asleep just long enough to feel worse but not rested.

Nathaniel groaned beside me, mumbling, ‘What time is it?’

Micah’s voice came from the other side of the bed, his voice low and growling, thick with sleep. ‘Early.’

I tried to sit up, sandwiched between the two of them where I always slept, but I was trapped. Trapped in the sheets, one arm tangled in Nathaniel’s hair. He usually braided it for bed, but last night we’d all gotten in late, even by our standards, and we’d just fallen into bed as soon as we could manage it.

‘I’m trapped,’ I said, trying to extract my hand from his hair without hurting him or tangling worse. His hair was thick and fell to his ankles; there was lots of it to tangle.

‘Let the machine pick up,’ Micah said. He’d raised up on his elbows enough to see the clock. ‘We’ve had less than an hour of sleep.’ His hair was a mass of tousled curls around his face and shoulders. His face was dim in the darkness of the blackout curtains.

I finally got my hand free of Nathaniel’s warm, vanilla-scented hair. I lay on my side, propped on my elbow, waiting for the machine to kick in and let us know whether it was the police for me or the Furry Coalition hotline for Micah. Nathaniel, as a stripper, didn’t get emergency calls much. Just as well; I wasn’t sure I wanted to know  what a stripper emergency call would be. The only ideas I could come up with were either silly or nefarious. Ten rings, and the machine finally kicked on. Micah spoke over the sound of his own voice on the machine’s message. ‘Who set the machine on the second phone line to ten rings?’

‘Me,’ Nathaniel said. ‘It seemed like a better idea when I did it.’

We’d put in the second phone line because Micah was the main help for a hotline that new wereanimals could call and get advice or a rescue. You know, I’m at a bar and I’m about to lose control, come get me before I turn furry in public. It wasn’t technically illegal to be a wereanimal, but new ones sometimes lost control and ate someone before they came to their senses. They’d probably be shot to death by the local police before they could be charged with murder. If the police had silver bullets. If not . . . it could get very, very bad.

Micah understood the problems of the furred, because he was the local Nimir-Raj, their leopard king.

There was a moment of breathing on the message, too fast, frantic. The sound made me sit up in bed, letting the sheets pool into my lap. ‘Anita, Anita, this is Larry. You there?’ He sounded scared.

Nathaniel got the receiver before I did, but he said, ‘Hey, Larry, she’s here.’ He handed me the receiver, his face worried.

Larry Kirkland – fellow federal marshal, animator, and vampire executioner – didn’t panic that easily anymore. He’d grown, or aged, since he’d started working with me.

‘Larry, what’s wrong?’

‘Anita, thank God.’ His voice held more relief than I ever wanted to hear in anyone’s voice. It meant he expected me to do something important for him. Something that would take some awful pressure or problem off their hands.

‘What’s wrong, Larry?’ I asked, and I couldn’t keep the worry out of my own voice.

He swallowed hard enough for me to hear it. ‘I’m okay, but Tammy isn’t.’

I clutched the receiver. His wife was Detective Tammy Reynolds, member of the Regional Preternatural Investigation Squad. My first thought was that she’d been hurt in the line of duty. ‘What happened to Tammy?’

Micah leaned in against me. Nathaniel had gone very quiet beside me. We’d all been at their wedding. Hell, I’d been at the altar on Larry’s side.

‘The baby. Anita, she’s in labor.’

It should have made me feel better, but it didn’t, not by much. ‘She’s only five months pregnant, Larry.’

‘I know, I know. They’re trying to get the labor stopped, but they don’t know . . .’ He didn’t finish the sentence.

Tammy and Larry had been dating for a while when Tammy ended up pregnant. They’d married when she was four months pregnant. Now the baby that had made them both change all their plans might never be born. Or at least not survive. Shit.

‘Larry, I’m . . . Jesus, Larry, I’m so sorry. Tell me what I can do to help.’ I couldn’t think of anything, but whatever he asked, I’d do it. He was my friend, and there was such anguish in his voice. He’d never mastered that empty cop voice.

‘I’m due on an eight A.M. flight to raise a witness for the FBI.’

‘The federal witness who died before he could testify,’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ Larry said. ‘They need the animator that brings him back to be one of us who’s also a federal marshal. Me being a federal marshal was one of the reasons the judge agreed to allow the zombie’s testimony.’

‘I remember,’ I said, but I wasn’t happy. I wouldn’t turn him down or chicken out, not with Tammy in the hospital, but I hated to fly. No, I was afraid to fly. Dammit.

‘I know how much you hate to fly,’ he said.

That made me smile, that he was trying to make me feel better when his life was about to break apart. ‘It’s okay, Larry. I’ll see if the flight has some empty seats. If not I’ll get a later flight, but I’ll go.’ 

‘All my files on the case are at Animators, Inc. I’d stopped by the office to get them and load up the briefcase when Tammy called. I think my briefcase is just sitting on the floor in our office. I got all the files in it. The agent in charge is . . .’ And he hesitated. ‘I can’t remember. Oh, hell, Anita, I can’t remember.’ He was panicking again.

‘It’s okay, Larry. I’ll find it. I’ll call the Feds and tell them there’s been a change of cast.’

‘Bert’s going to be pissed,’ Larry said. ‘Your rates are almost four times what mine are for a zombie raising.’

‘We can’t change the price in midcontract,’ I said.

‘No –’ and he almost laughed – ‘but Bert is going to be pissed that we didn’t try.’

I laughed, because he was right. Bert had been our boss, but he’d been reduced to business manager because all the animators at Animators, Inc. had gotten together and staged a palace coup. We’d offered him business manager or nothing. He’d taken it when he realized his income wouldn’t be affected.

‘I’ll get the files from the office. I’ll get a flight. I’ll be there. You just take care of yourself and Tammy.’

‘Thanks, Anita. I don’t know what I . . . I’ve got to go – the doctor’s here.’ And he was gone.

I handed the phone to Nathaniel, who placed it gently in the cradle.

‘How bad is it?’ Micah said.

I shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think Larry knows, not really.’ I started to crawl out of the covers and the nest of warmth that their bodies made.

‘Where are you going?’ Micah asked.

‘I’ve got a plane to schedule and files to find.’

‘Are you thinking of going out of town on a plane by yourself?’ Micah asked. He was sitting up, knees tucked to his chest, arms encircling them.

I looked back at him from the foot of the bed. ‘Yeah.’

‘When will you be back?’

‘Tomorrow, or the day after.’

‘Then you need to book at least two seats on the plane.’

It took me a moment to understand what he meant. I raised the dead and was a legal vampire executioner. That’s what the police knew for certain. I was a federal marshal because all the vamp executioners who could pass the firearms test had been grandfathered in so that the executioners could both have more powers and be better regulated. Or that was the idea. But I was also the human servant of Jean-Claude, the master vampire of St Louis. Through ties to Jean-Claude I’d inherited some abilities. One of those abilities was the  ardeur. It was as if sex were food, and if I didn’t eat enough I got sick.

That wasn’t so bad, but I could also hurt anyone that I was metaphysically tied to. Not just hurt, but potentially drain them of life. Or the ardeur could simply choose someone at random to feed from. Which meant the ardeur raised and chose a victim. I didn’t always have a lot of choice in who it chose. Ick.

So I fed from my boyfriends and a few friends. You couldn’t feed off the same person all the time, because you could accidentally love him to death. Jean-Claude held the ardeur and had had to feed it for centuries, but my version was a little different from his, or maybe I just wasn’t as good at controlling it yet. I was working on it, but my control wasn’t perfect, and it would be a bad thing to lose control on an airplane full of strangers. Or in a van full of federal agents.

‘What am I going to do?’ I asked. ‘I cannot take my boyfriend on a federal case.’

‘You aren’t going as a federal marshal, not really,’ Micah said. ‘It’s your skills as an animator that they want, so say that I’m your assistant. They won’t know any different.’

‘Why do you get to go?’ Nathaniel asked. He lay back on the pillows, the sheets just barely covering his nakedness.

‘Because she fed on you last,’ Micah said. He moved enough to touch Nathaniel’s shoulder. ‘I can feed her more often than you can without passing out or getting sick.’

‘Because you’re the Nimir-Raj and I’m just a regular wereleopard.’ There was a moment of sullenness in his voice, and then he sighed. ‘I don’t mean to be a problem, but I’ve never stayed here with both of you gone.’

Micah and I looked at each other and had one of those moments. We’d all been living together for about six months. But he and Nathaniel had both moved in at the same time. I’d never dated either of them alone, not really. I mean I’d gone out with them individually, and sex wasn’t always a group activity, but the sleeping arrangements were.

Micah and I both had a certain need for personal time, alone time, but Nathaniel didn’t. He didn’t much like being alone.

‘Do you want to stay at Jean-Claude’s place while we’re gone?’ I asked.

‘Will he want me there without you?’ Nathaniel asked.

I knew what he meant, but . . . ‘Jean-Claude likes you.’

‘He won’t mind,’ Micah said, ‘and Asher won’t mind at all.’

There was something about the way he said that last that made me look at him. Asher was Jean-Claude’s second in command. They’d been friends, enemies, lovers, enemies, and shared a woman that they both loved for a few decades of happiness in centuries of unhappiness.

‘Why’d you say it like that?’ I asked.

‘Asher likes men more than Jean-Claude does,’ Micah said.

I frowned at him. ‘Are you saying that he made a pass at you or Nathaniel?’

Micah laughed. ‘No, in fact, Asher is always very, very careful around us. Considering that we’ve both been naked in a bed with Asher, Jean-Claude, and you more than once, I’d say that Asher’s been a perfect gentleman.’

‘So why the comment about Asher liking men more than Jean-Claude?’ I asked.

‘It’s the way Asher watches Nathaniel when you aren’t looking.’

I looked at the other man in my bed. He appeared utterly at home half-naked in my sheets. ‘Does Asher bother you?’

He shook his head. ‘No.’

‘Have you noticed him looking at you the way Micah just said?’

‘Yes,’ Nathaniel said, face still peaceful.

‘And that doesn’t bother you?’

He smiled. ‘I’m a stripper, Anita. I get a lot of people looking at me like that.’

‘But you don’t sleep naked in a bed with them.’

‘I don’t sleep naked in a bed with Asher either. He takes blood from me so he can fuck you. It may be sensual, but it’s not about sex; it’s about blood.’

I frowned, trying to think my way through the tangle that had become my love life. ‘But Micah’s implying that Asher sees you as more than food.’

‘I’m not implying,’ Micah said. ‘I’m stating that if Asher didn’t think you and Jean-Claude would be pissed, he’d have already asked Nathaniel to be more than friends.’

I stared from one to the other of them. ‘He would?’

They both nodded in unison, as if they’d practiced.

‘And you both knew this?’

They nodded again.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Because you, or I, were always there to protect Nathaniel,’ Micah said. ‘Now we won’t be.’

I sighed.

‘I’ll be okay,’ Nathaniel said. ‘If I’m really that worried about my virtue, I’ll bunk in with Jason.’ He smiled even wider.

‘What’s so funny?’ I asked. I sounded angry, because I had totally missed the whole Asher-liking-Nathaniel thing. Sometimes I felt  slow, and sometimes I felt totally unprepared for dealing with the men in my life.

‘The look on your face, so worried, so surprised.’ He bounced up off the bed, leaving the sheet behind him. He crawled toward me, naked and beautiful. I was at the end of the bed and had nowhere to go. But he came at me so fast that I tried to back up and ended up falling off the bed. I sat naked on the floor, trying to decide if I had any dignity left to save.

Nathaniel leaned over the bed and grinned at me. ‘If I tell you that was really cute, will you be mad at me?’

‘Yes,’ I said, but I was fighting not to smile.

He leaned his upper body off the bed, toward me. ‘Then I won’t say it,’ he said. ‘I love you, Anita.’ He leaned down, but if we were going to kiss I’d have to come to my knees and meet him halfway.

I moved into the kiss he was offering and whispered against his lips, ‘I love you, too.’

‘Tell me what city we’re flying to,’ Micah said from the bed, ‘and I’ll see about flights.’

I broke the kiss enough to mumble, ‘Philadelphia.’ Nathaniel leaned in to me again, one hand holding on to the bed-post to keep him in place. The muscles of his arm flexed effortlessly as he used the other hand to smooth hair away from my face. ‘I’ll miss you.’

‘I’ll miss you, too,’ I said, and I realized that I meant it. But one ‘assistant’ I might be able to explain to the FBI, not two. Two and they’d begin to wonder who they were and exactly what they were assisting me with. Or that’s what I told myself. Staring into the startling lavender of Nathaniel’s eyes, I wondered if I cared what the FBI thought of me enough to leave him behind. Almost not. Almost.
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WE PICKED UP Larry’s files on the way to the airport. Micah drove so I could find a phone number to call and let everyone in Philly know that there’d been a change of cast. The business card read, Special Agent Chester Fox.

He answered on the second ring. ‘Fox.’ Not even a hello. What was it about police work that made you have bad phone manners?

‘This is Federal Marshal Anita Blake. You’re expecting Marshal Kirkland this morning?’

‘He’s not coming,’ Fox guessed.

‘No, but I am.’

‘What happened to Kirkland?’

‘His wife is in the hospital.’ I wondered how much I owed him on the phone. I decided not much.

‘I hope she’s going to be all right.’ His voice had lost some of its edge. He sounded almost friendly. It made me think better of him.

‘She probably will, but they’re not sure about the baby.’

Silence for a moment. I’d probably over-shared. That girlness again. Harder to be terse.

‘I didn’t know. I’m sorry that Marshal Kirkland couldn’t make it and even sorrier for the reason. I hope things work out for them.’

‘Me, too. So I’m filling in.’

‘I know who you are, Marshal Blake.’ He was back to not sounding entirely happy. ‘Your reputation precedes you.’ That last was definitely not happy.

‘Are we going to have a problem here, Agent Fox?’

‘Special Agent Fox,’ he said.

‘Fine, are we going to have a problem here, Special Agent Fox?’

‘Are you aware that you have the highest kill count of any legal vampire executioner in this country?’

‘Yeah, actually, I am aware of that.’

‘You’re coming here to raise the dead, Marshal, not execute anyone. Is that clear?’

Now I was getting pissed. ‘I don’t kill people for the hell of it, Special Agent Fox.’

‘That’s not what I’ve heard.’ His voice was quiet.

‘Don’t believe all the rumors you hear, Fox.’

‘If I believed them all, I wouldn’t let you step foot in my city, Blake.’

Micah touched my leg, just to be comforting, while he drove one-handed. We were already on 70, which meant we’d be at the airport in moments.

‘You know, Fox, if you’re this unhappy with me, we can turn around and not come. Raise your own damn zombie.’

‘We?’

‘I’m bringing an assistant,’ I said, voice angry.

‘And exactly what does he assist you with?’ And his voice was full of that tone, that tone that men have been using against women for centuries. That tone that manages to imply we’re sluts without ever saying so.

‘I’m going to be very clear here, Special Agent Fox.’ My voice held that calm, cold anger that I used in place of screaming. Micah’s hand tightened on my thigh. ‘Your attitude makes me think we won’t be able to work together. That you’ve listened to so many rumors that you wouldn’t know truth if it bit you on the ass.’

He started to say something, but I cut him off.

‘Think very carefully about the next thing you say, Special Agent Fox, because depending on what it is, I may or may not be seeing you in Philly today, or ever.’

‘Are you saying if I don’t play nice, you won’t play at all?’ His voice was as cold as mine had been.

‘Nice, hell. Fox, I’d just take professional at this point. What has got your panties in a twist about me?’

He sighed over the phone. ‘I researched the federal marshals who are also animators. It’s a short list.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘it is.’

‘Kirkland comes in, does the job, leaves. Every time you get involved in a case, it all seems to go to hell.’

I took a deep breath and counted to twenty. Ten didn’t do it. ‘Go back through and look at the kind of cases that I get called in on, Fox. No one calls me in unless things have already gone south. It’s not cause and effect.’

‘You have worked some rough shit. I’ll grant that, Marshal Blake.’ He sighed again. ‘But you’ve got a reputation for killing first and asking questions later. As for rumors, you’re right – they don’t paint a very flattering picture of you.’

‘You might bear in mind, Fox, that any man you’ve heard dirty stories about me from didn’t get to fuck me.’

‘You’re sure of that.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘So you’re saying that it’s sour grapes, because he didn’t get the prize.’

‘So we are talking about someone specific. Who?’

He was quiet for a second or two. ‘You worked a serial killer case in New Mexico about two years ago. Do you remember it?’

‘Anyone who worked that case will remember it, Agent Fox. Special Agent Fox. Some things you don’t forget.’

‘Did you date anyone while you were out there?’

The question puzzled me. ‘You mean in New Mexico?’

‘Yes.’

‘No, why?’

‘There was a cop named Ramirez.’

‘I remember Detective Ramirez. He asked me out, I said no, and he didn’t trash me.’

‘How can you be sure of that?’

‘Because he was a good guy, and good guys don’t trash you just because you turned them down.’

Micah was idling in front of one of the parking garages on Pear Tree Lane. We’d turned off of 70, and I hadn’t really noticed. ‘Are we parking?’ he asked. What Micah was asking was, Are we going to Philadelphia?

‘Did any of the agents on scene ask you out?’ His voice was serious and not hostile now.

‘Not that I remember.’

‘Did you have a problem with anyone while you were there?’

‘Lots of people.’

‘You admit it.’

‘Fox, I am female, I clean up well, have a badge and a gun, raise the dead for a living, and slay vampires. A lot of people have issues with some of the above. Hell, a lieutenant in New Mexico quoted the Bible at me.’

‘What quote?’

‘“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.”’

‘He did not.’ He sounded shocked, something you don’t hear much from the FBI.

‘Yeah, he did.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I planted a big kiss right on his mouth.’

He made a startled sound that could have been a laugh. ‘You really did?’

‘It bothered him a hell of a lot more than hitting him would have, and it didn’t get me dragged out in cuffs. But I’m betting the other cops who saw me do it gave him hell.’

Fox was laughing now.

There were cars behind us, honking. ‘Anita, are we going?’ Micah asked.

‘My assistant wants to know if we’re going to Philly today. Are we?’

Fox’s voice still held that edge of laughter. ‘Yeah, come on down.’

I said to Micah, ‘We’re going to Philly.’

Fox said, ‘Marshal Blake, I am going to do what I never do, and if you tell anyone I did, I’ll deny it.’

‘What are you going to do?’

Micah pressed the big red button on the little stand-up ticket machine. He waited for our parking ticket to pop out. I’d told him to do valet. When you drag your ass in at zero-dark-thirty, valet was worth it.

‘I apologize,’ Fox said. ‘I listened to someone who was there in New Mexico. His version of your run-in with the lieutenant was different from yours.’

‘What did he say?’

We were in the dimness of the parking garage now.

‘He said you hit on a married man and got pissy when he said no.’

‘If you’d ever met Lieutenant Marks, you’d know that wasn’t true.’

‘Not cute enough?’

I hesitated. ‘I guess physically he wasn’t that bad, but looks aren’t everything. Personality, good manners, sanity – all nice things to have.’

Micah had pulled around the little glass building.

The attendant was coming toward us. We were moments away from needing to get out of the car. ‘If we’re going to make the flight, I gotta go.’

‘Why’d you turn down Detective Ramirez?’ he asked.

I wasn’t sure it was any of his business, but I answered. ‘I was dating someone back home. I didn’t think it was fair to any of us to complicate things.’

‘Someone said you were all over him at the last crime scene.’

I knew what he was referring to. ‘We hugged each other, Agent Fox, because after seeing what was in that house I think we both needed to touch something warm and alive. I let one man hold my hand and all the other men think I’m fucking him. God, there are times when I really hate being the only woman around this kind of shit.’

I was out of the car. Micah was getting our bags from the back.

‘Now that’s not fair, Marshal. If I’d hugged Ramirez or let him hold my hand, there’d be rumors, too.’

It stopped me for a second, and then I laughed. ‘Well, damn, I guess you’re right.’

Micah had traded the key for a little ticket stub. He popped the handles on the carry-on bags so they’d roll. I took one of them but let him take my briefcase, since I was still on the phone. The little bus was waiting for us and a few more passengers.

‘I look forward to meeting you, Marshal Blake. Time I stopped listening to secondhand stories.’

‘Thanks, I guess.’

‘See you on the ground.’ And he was gone.

I folded the phone shut and was already going up the bus steps before the attendant tried to take my bag. It was the skirt outfit and the heels. I always had more offers to help with luggage when I was dressed like a girl.

Micah came up behind me, mostly ignored, though he was dressed up, too. We’d chosen his most conservative suit, but there’s only so much you can do with a black Italian-cut designer suit. It looked like what it was: expensive.

No one would mistake him for a Fed of any kind. We’d pulled his thick, curly hair back in a tight French braid, which almost gave the illusion of short hair. He’d put on a white shirt with the suit and a conservative tie.

We settled into the back row of seats. He’d kept his sunglasses on even in the darkened parking garage, because behind those dark glasses was a pair of leopard eyes. A very bad man had forced him into animal form long enough, and often enough, that he couldn’t return completely to human form. His eyes were yellow-green, chartreuse, and not human. They were beautiful in the tan of his skin, but they tended to freak people out, hence the glasses.

I wondered how the FBI would take the eyes. Did I care? No. Things had worked out with Special Agent Fox, or seemed to be working out. But someone who had been in New Mexico was trashing me. Who? Why? Did I care? Yeah, actually, I did.
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I HATE TO fly. I’m phobic of it, and we’ll leave it at that. I didn’t bleed Micah, but I left little half-moon nail impressions in his hand, though I didn’t realize it until after we’d landed and were getting our bags from overhead. Then I asked him, ‘Why didn’t you tell me I was hurting you?’

‘I didn’t mind.’

I frowned at him, wishing I could see his eyes, though truthfully they probably wouldn’t have told me anything.

Micah had never been a cop, but he had been at the mercy of a crazy person for a few years. He’d learned to keep his thoughts off his face, so that his old leader didn’t beat those thoughts off for him. It meant that he had one of the most peaceful, empty faces I’d ever met. A patient, waiting sort of face like saints and angels should have but never seem to.

Micah didn’t like pain, not the way Nathaniel did. So he should have said something about the nails digging into his skin. It bugged me that he hadn’t.

We got trapped in the aisle of the plane, because everyone else had stood up and grabbed their bags, too. We had time for me to lean in against his back and ask, ‘Why didn’t you say something?’

He leaned back, smiling down at me. ‘Truthfully?’

I nodded.

‘It was sort of nice to be the brave one for a change.’

I frowned at him. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

He turned enough so he could lay a kiss, gently, on my lips. ‘It  means that you are the bravest person I’ve ever met, and sometimes, just sometimes, that’s hard on the men in your life.’

I didn’t kiss him back. For the first time ever with him, I did not respond to his touch. I was too busy frowning and trying to decide if I should be insulted.

‘What, I’m too brave to be a girl? What kind of macho bullshit—’ He kissed me. Not a little kiss, but as if he’d melt into me through my mouth. His hands slid up over the leather of my jacket. He pressed himself against me, so that every inch of him was pressed against every inch of me. He kissed me long enough and held me close enough that I felt when his body began to be happy to be there.

He drew back, leaving me breathless and gasping. I swallowed hard and managed a breathy, ‘No fair.’

‘I don’t want to fight, Anita.’

‘No fair,’ I said again.

He laughed, that wonderful, irritating masculine sound that said just how delighted he was with the effect he could have on me. His lips were bright with the red of my lipstick. Which probably meant I looked like I was wearing clown makeup now.

I tried to scowl at him but couldn’t quite manage it. It was hard to scowl when I was fighting off a stupid grin. You cannot be angry and grin at the same time. Dammit.

The line was moving. Micah started pushing his carry-on ahead of him. I liked to pull mine behind me, but he liked to push. He had the briefcase, too. He’d pointed out that as the assistant he should be carrying more. I might have argued, but he’d kissed me, and I couldn’t think fast enough to argue.

Micah had had about the same effect on me from the first moment I’d met him. It had been lust at almost first sight or maybe first touch. I was still a little embarrassed about that. It wasn’t like me to fall for someone so quickly, or so hard. I’d really expected it to burn out or for us to have some huge fight and end it, but six months and counting. Six months and no breakup. It was a record for me. I’d  dated Jean-Claude for a couple of years, but it had been off again, on again. Most of my relationships were. Micah was the only one who had ever come into my life and managed to stay.

Part of how he managed it was that every time he touched me I just fell to pieces. Or that’s what it felt like. It felt weak, and very girlie, and I didn’t like it.

The flight attendant hoped I’d had a pleasant flight. She was smiling just a little too hard. How much lipstick was I wearing and on how much of my face?

The only saving grace was we could hit a bathroom and get cleaned up before we met the FBI. They could pass through security with their badges, but these days even the Feds didn’t like to abuse their privileges around airport security.

I was wearing my gun in its shoulder holster but I’d been certified to carry on an airplane. Federal marshal or no, you had to go through special training these days to carry on a plane. Sigh.

I got some looks and a few giggles as I hit the main part of the airport. I sooo needed a mirror.

Micah turned, fighting not to grin. ‘I made a mess of your lipstick. Sorry.’

‘You’re not sorry,’ I said.

‘No,’ he said, ‘I’m not.’

‘How bad is it?’

He let go of the carry-on handle and used his thumb to wipe across my chin. His thumb came away crimson.

‘Jesus, Micah.’

‘If you’d been wearing base, I wouldn’t have done it.’ He lifted his thumb to his mouth and licked it, pushing way more of the thumb into his mouth than he needed to. I watched the movement sort of fascinated. ‘I love the taste of your lipstick.’

I shook my head and looked away from him. ‘Stop teasing me.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I can’t work if you keep making me moon over you.’

He laughed, that warm masculine sound again.

I took hold of my carry-on and strode past him. ‘It’s not like you to tease me this much.’

He caught up with me. ‘No, it’s usually Nathaniel, or Jean-Claude, or Asher. I behave myself unless you’re mad at me.’

I thought about that and it made me slow. That and the three-inch heels. ‘Are you jealous of them?’

‘Not jealous in the way you mean. But, Anita, this is the first time that you and I have ever been on our own. Just you, just me, no one else.’

That stopped me, literally, so that the man behind us cursed and had to go around abruptly. I turned and looked at Micah. ‘We’ve been alone before. We’ve gone out just the two of us.’

‘But never for more than a few hours. We’ve never been overnight, just us.’

I thought about it because it seemed like in six months we should have managed at least one night with only the two of us. I thought, and thought, until my puzzler was sore, but he was right. We had never been overnight, just us.

‘Well, damn,’ I said.

He smiled at me, his lips still bright with my lipstick. ‘There’s a bathroom right over there.’

We pulled the suitcases over against the wall and I left Micah in a small line of men who were also watching bags and purses. Some of them had children in tow.

There was a line in the bathroom, of course, but once I made it clear I wasn’t jumping the line but repairing makeup, no one got mad. In fact, a few of them speculated, good-naturedly, on what I’d been doing to get my lipstick smeared that badly.

I did look like I was wearing clown makeup. I got my little bag of makeup, which Micah had made sure I took in with me, out of the briefcase. I’d have probably forgotten it. I had very gentle eye makeup remover that worked on anything, including lipstick. I got the mess cleaned off, then reapplied lip liner and lipstick.

The lipstick was very, very red. It made my skin seem almost translucent in its paleness. My hair gleamed black in the lights, matching the deep, solid brown of my eyes. I’d added a little eye shadow and mascara at home, and called the makeup done. I rarely wore base.

Micah was right, without the base the makeup wasn’t ruined, but . . . but. I was still pissed about it. Still wanted to be angry. Wanted to be angry, not was still angry. Why did I want to hold on to the anger? Why did it make me mad that he had the ability to drown my anger with the touch of his body? Why did that bug me so much?

Because it was me. I had a real talent for picking my love life apart until I broke it. I had promised myself, not that long ago, that I’d stop picking at things. That if my life worked, I’d just enjoy it. It sounded so simple, but it wasn’t. Why is it that the simplest plans are sometimes the hardest to do?

I took a deep breath and paused at the full-length mirror on the way out. I would have worn black but Bert always thought that that gave the wrong impression. Too funereal, he’d say. My silk shell was the red of the lipstick, but Bert had already complained months ago: no more black and red – too aggressive. So I was in charcoal gray with a thin pattern of black and darker gray through it. The jacket hit me at the waist to meet up with the matching skirt.

The skirt was pleated, forming a nice swing around my upper thighs when I moved. I’d tested it at home, but now I tested it again, just in case. Nope, not a glimpse of the top of my stockings. I didn’t own any panty hose anymore. I’d finally been won over to the truth that a comfortable garter belt, hard to find but worth the search, with a pair of nice hose was actually more comfortable than panty hose. You just had to make sure that no one caught a glimpse of them when you moved, unless you were on a date. Men reacted really oddly if they knew you were wearing stockings and a garter belt.

If I’d known that Agent Fox had already been prejudiced against  me, I might have worn a pantsuit. Too late now. Why was it a crime for a woman to look good?

Would I get fewer rumors if I dressed down? Maybe. Of course, if I wore jeans and a T-shirt I got complaints that I was too casual and needed to look more professional. Sometimes you just can’t win for losing.

I was delaying. Dammit. I did not want to go back out to Micah. Why? Because he was right, this was the first time we’d ever been alone together for this long.

Why did that thought tighten my chest and make my pulse speed like something alive in my throat?

I was scared. Scared of what? Scared of Micah? Sort of. But more scared of myself, I think. Scared that without Nathaniel, or Jean-Claude, or Asher, or someone to balance things, Micah and I wouldn’t work. That without everyone interfering, there wouldn’t be a relationship. That there would be too much time, too much truth, and it would all fall apart. I didn’t want it to fall apart. I didn’t want Micah to go away. And the moment you care that much, a man has you. He owns a little piece of your soul, and he can beat you to death with it.

Don’t believe me? Then you’ve never been in love and had it go to hell. Lucky you.

I took a deep calming breath and let it out slow. I used some of the breathing exercises I’d been studying. I was trying to learn to meditate. So far I was good at the breathing part, but I just couldn’t still my mind, not without it filling with ugly thoughts, ugly images. Too much violence inside my head. Too much violence in my life. Micah was one of my refuges. His arms, his body, his smile. His quiet acceptance of me, violence and all. Now I was back to being scared. Shit.

I took another deep breath and walked out of the bathroom. I couldn’t hide in there all day; the Feds were waiting. Besides, you can’t hide from yourself. Can’t hide from your own head going ugly. Unfortunately.

Micah smiled when he saw me. That smile that was just for me. That smile that seemed to loosen something tight and hard and bitter inside me. When he smiled at me like that, I could breathe better. So stupid, so stupid, to let anyone mean that much to you.

Something must have shown on my face because the smile dimmed around the edges. He held his hand out to me.

I went to him but didn’t take his hand because I knew the moment I did I wouldn’t be able to think as clearly.

He let his hand fall. ‘What’s wrong?’ The smile was gone, and it was my fault. But I’d learned to talk about my paranoias. Otherwise they grew.

I stepped closer and dropped my voice as much as the murmurous noise of the airport would allow. ‘I’m scared.’

He moved closer to me, lowering his head. ‘Of what?’

‘Being alone with you.’

He smiled and started to reach for me. I didn’t step away. I let his hands touch my arms. He held me and searched my face as if looking for a clue. I don’t think he found one. He drew me into a hug and said, ‘Honey, if I’d dreamed that you’d be spooked about being alone with me, I wouldn’t have said it.’

I clung to him, my cheek pressed into his shoulder. ‘It would have still been true.’

‘Yes, but if I hadn’t pointed it out, you probably wouldn’t have thought about it.’ He held me close. ‘We’d have had our time away and it would never have occurred to you that it was the first time. I’m sorry.’

I wrapped my hands tighter around the solidness of him. ‘I’m sorry, Micah. Sorry I’m such a mess.’

He drew me away enough so he could gaze into my face. ‘You are not a mess.’

I gave him a look.

He laughed and said, ‘Maybe a little messy, but not a mess.’ His voice had gone all gentle. I loved his voice like that, loved that I was  the only one his voice went soft for. So why couldn’t I just enjoy him, us? Hell if I knew.

‘The Feds are waiting for us,’ I said.

It was his turn to give me a look. Even with the dark glasses, I knew the look.

‘I’ll be okay,’ I said. I gave him a smile that almost worked. ‘I promise to try to enjoy the parts of this trip that are enjoyable. I promise to try to not get in my own way, or weird myself out about us being . . . just us.’ I shrugged when I said the last.

He touched the side of my face. ‘When will you stop panicking about being in love?’

I shrugged again. ‘Never, soon, I don’t know.’

‘I’m not going anywhere, Anita. I like it right here, beside you.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Why what?’

‘Why do you love me?’

He looked startled. ‘You mean that, don’t you?’

I realized I did. I had one of those aha moments. I didn’t think I was very lovable, so why did he love me? Why did anyone love me?

I touched his lips with my fingers. ‘Don’t answer now. We don’t have time for deep therapy. Business now. We’ll work on my neuroses later.’

He started to say something but I shook my head.

‘Let’s go meet Special Agent Fox.’ When I took my hand away from his lips, he just nodded. One of the reasons we worked as a couple was that Micah knew when to let it go, whatever the ‘it’ of the moment happened to be.

This was one of those times when I truly didn’t know why he put up with me. Why anyone put up with me. I didn’t want to ruin this. I didn’t want to pick at Micah and me until we unraveled. I wanted to leave it alone and enjoy it. I just didn’t know how to do that.

We got our bags settled, and off we went. We had FBI to meet and a zombie to raise. Raising the dead was easy; love was hard.
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WE MET THE Feds at the baggage return area, as arranged. How did we know who the FBI agents were in the crowd of people, most of the men dressed in suits?

They looked like agents. I don’t know what it is about FBI training but Feds always just seem to look like what they are. All flavors of cops tend to look like cops, but only FBI looks like FBI and not plain cops. Don’t know what they do to them down in Quantico, but whatever it is, it sticks.

Special Agent Chester Fox, agent in charge, was very Native American. The short hair, the suit, the perfect fitting-in couldn’t hide the fact that he was so very not like the rest of them. I understood now some of his pissiness on the phone. He was the first Native American agent that I’d ever found involved in a case that had nothing to do with Native Americans. If you happened to be Native American, you could usually look forward to a career of dealing with cases that called for your ethnicity but not necessarily your talents. Cases involving Native American issues were also not usually career makers, though they could be career breakers. Another interesting thing about the FBI and its dealing with Native Americans was that if you looked Indian enough, they would assign you even if the case involved a totally different tribe, with a totally different language and customs. You’re Indian, right? Aren’t all Indians the same?

No. But then the American government – whatever branch – has never really grasped the concept of tribal identity.

The agent with him, I knew. Agent Franklin was tall, slender  with skin dark enough to actually be black. His hair was cut shorter and closer to his head than the last time I’d seen him in New Mexico, but his hands were still graceful and nervous. He smoothed those poet’s hands down his overcoat. He caught me looking and stopped that nervous dance. He offered me a hand just as if he hadn’t called me a slut to his partner.

I took his hand. No hard feelings here. I even smiled though I knew it didn’t reach my eyes. Franklin didn’t even try to look pleased to see me. He wasn’t rude, but he didn’t pretend he was happy either.

‘Agent Franklin, I’m surprised to see you here.’

He took back his hand. ‘Didn’t your friend Bradford tell you I’d been reassigned?’ He said friend like he meant more, and the rest was bitter. Not obvious bitter, but it had that feel to it. Nothing he said was rude enough to start a fight, but it was close.

Special Agent Bradley Bradford was head of the FBI’s Special Research section, which dealt with preternatural serial killers, or crimes involving the preternatural.

There’d been a lot of controversy about splitting those crimes out of the Investigative Support unit, the one that usually handled serial killers. At short acquaintance, Franklin had made his feelings clear on the situation. He’d been against it.

Since Bradford was his boss at the time, that had been a problem. Apparently, Franklin had been reassigned, a nonvoluntary reassignment. Not good for a career in the FBI. I was taking fallout for a political squabble that I’d had nothing to do with. Great, just great.

I started to introduce Micah, but Fox beat me to it. ‘Callahan, Micah Callahan.’ Fox was already offering his hand and smiling, way more broadly than he’d smiled for me. How did an FBI agent know Micah? ‘You look good.’

Micah smiled not quite as broadly, like he wasn’t as happy to see Agent Fox. What the hell was going on?

‘Fox, I . . .’ Micah tried again. ‘The last time you saw me, I was still in the hospital. I must have looked like shit, so I guess anything’s  an improvement.’ I could hear the uncertainty in his voice, though I doubted anyone else could. You had to know him really well to hear that note in his voice.

‘Someone who came that close to dying is allowed to look like shit,’ Fox said.

I knew then that this probably had something to do with the attack that had made Micah a wereleopard. All I knew about it for certain was that it had been violent. Once someone uses the words  violent and attack, you don’t press for details. I’d figured he’d tell me more when he was ready.

Micah turned to me. His face was having trouble deciding what to do, and I was betting he was glad that the glasses hid his eyes. ‘Special Agent Fox was one of the agents who questioned me after my attack.’

I hadn’t known that his mauling had gotten federal attention. I couldn’t think why it would have but I couldn’t ask that here and now because it would be admitting too much ignorance. Also, I wasn’t sure how much Micah wanted to share in the airport with people walking around us.

I covered. I can do blank pleasant cop face with the best of them. I did it now. ‘What are the odds that he’d be the agent in charge of this case?’ I said, smiling, as if I knew exactly what we were talking about. I’d give Micah a chance to explain later, when we didn’t have an audience.

‘I didn’t know that you were an animator,’ Fox said, still talking to Micah.

‘I’m not.’ And Micah left it at that.

Fox waited for him to add more, but Micah smiled and didn’t. Fox would have let it go, but Franklin didn’t. Some people just can’t leave well enough alone.

‘Are you a vampire executioner?’ Franklin asked.

Micah shook his head.

‘You’re not a federal marshal.’ And Franklin said it like he was positive.

‘No. I’m not.’

‘Let it go, Franklin,’ Fox said.

‘She’s brought a civilian along on a federal case.’

‘We’ll talk about this in the car,’ Fox said, and the look he gave Franklin stopped the taller man in midsentence.

Fox asked me, ‘Do we need to wait for more bags?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘We’re going back home tomorrow, right?’

‘That’s the plan,’ he said, but his face was not happy, as if the whole thing with Franklin was still bothering him.

‘Then we’re ready to go.’

He actually smiled. ‘A woman who packs light – that’s rare.’

‘Sexist,’ I said.

He gave me a nod. ‘Sorry, you’re right. I apologize.’

I smiled and shook my head. ‘No sweat.’

He led the way out the doors, and there were two cars waiting. One had two other agents with it, and the other was empty and waiting for us.

Fox spoke over his shoulder at us. ‘With the new regulations, even the FBI doesn’t get to leave cars parked unattended.’

‘Glad to hear the new rules apply to everyone,’ I said, more for something to say than because I cared. I wanted to look at Micah and was afraid to. Afraid if I gave him too much attention, he’d fall apart or feel like he had to explain in front of them. Of course, by not looking at him, he might think I was mad about him not sharing details. But . . . oh, hell.

We were pretending he was just my assistant. Holding his hand or giving him a kiss might expose that lie. Or give Franklin even more reason to think I was sleeping around. I hadn’t thought about what it might mean to introduce Micah as my assistant. I guess I hadn’t really thought it through at all. In my own defense, I hadn’t had time to come up with a good explanation for why I needed to bring my boyfriend along. Assistant had seemed like a good idea at the time.

I did the only thing I could think of to reassure him and keep the assistant thing going: I patted him on the shoulder. It wasn’t much, but he rewarded me with a smile, as if he’d known the mental gymnastics I was going through. Maybe he did.

Fox drove. Franklin rode shotgun. Micah, the briefcase, and I rode in the backseat. The other car followed us as we pulled away.

‘We’ll drop you at the motel,’ Fox began.

Micah interrupted him. ‘Actually, I booked us into the Four Seasons.’

‘Jesus,’ Franklin said.

‘The FBI won’t pick up the tab for the Four Seasons,’ Fox said.

‘We wouldn’t expect it,’ Micah said.

I sat there wondering why Micah had changed hotels, then realized that Fox had said motel. Oh. Micah wanted a nicer place for our first night alone together. Logical – so why did it make my stomach tight? What was he expecting of our first night alone?

‘Are you really going to let her bring a civilian into our case?’

Fox looked at Franklin. Even from the backseat it didn’t look friendly. ‘I suggest, strongly, that you let this go, Agent Franklin.’

‘Jesus, what is it about her?’ Franklin said. ‘She blinks those big brown eyes and everyone just looks the other way while she breaks a dozen rules and bends the very law we’re sworn to uphold.’ He turned around in the seat as far as the seat belt would let him. ‘How do you do it?’

Fox said, ‘Franklin,’ and the word was a warning.

‘No, Fox, it’s all right. If we don’t get this settled, Agent Franklin and I won’t be able to work together, will we, Agent Franklin?’ My voice wasn’t friendly when I said all that. ‘You want to know how I do it?’

‘Yeah,’ Franklin said, ‘I do.’

‘I know how you think I do it. You think I fuck everyone. But I’ve never met Fox, so that can’t be it. So now you’re scrambling, trying to figure it out.’

He scowled at me.

‘When you thought it was just sex, just a woman sleeping her way through her career, you were sort of okay with it, but now, now you just don’t get it.’

‘No,’ he said, ‘I don’t. Fox is the most by-the-book agent I’ve ever worked with, and he’s letting you cart around a civilian. That’s not like him.’

‘I know the civilian,’ Fox said. ‘That makes a difference.’

‘He was a victim of a violent crime. So what? You knew him how long ago?’

‘Nine years,’ Fox said in a soft voice, his dark eyes on the traffic, hands careful on the wheel.

‘You don’t know what kind of person he is now. Nine years is a long time. He must have been a teenager then.’

‘He was eighteen,’ Fox’s careful voice said.

‘You don’t know him now. He could be a bad guy for all you know.’

Fox glanced in the rearview mirror. ‘You a bad guy, Micah?’

‘No, sir,’ Micah said.

‘That’s it?’ Franklin said, and he looked like he was going to work himself into hysterics or a stroke. ‘You ask if he’s a bad guy, and he says no, and that’s good enough?’

‘I saw what he survived; you didn’t. He answered my questions when his voice was only a hoarse rasp because the killer had clawed out his throat. I worked for Investigative Support for five years and what was done to him is still one of the worst things I’ve ever seen.’ He had to slam on the brakes to keep from hitting the sudden line of traffic in front of us. We all got very well acquainted with our seat belts, and then he continued. ‘He doesn’t have to prove anything to you, Franklin, and he’s already proven anything he ever needed to prove to me. You are going to lay off him and Marshal Blake.’

‘But don’t you even want to know why he’s here? What she  brought him for? It’s an ongoing case. He could be a reporter for all you know.’

Fox let out a long, loud breath. ‘I’ll let them answer this question once, just once, and then you let it go, Franklin. Let it go before I start having more sympathy with why Bradford had you reassigned.’

That stopped Franklin for a second or two. The traffic started creeping forward. We seemed to be caught in rush-hour traffic. I thought at first that the threat would make him give it up but Franklin was made of sterner stuff than that.

‘If he’s not an animator or a vampire executioner, then what does he assist you with, Marshal Blake?’ He almost managed to keep the sarcasm out of the ‘Marshal Blake.’

I was tired of Franklin, and I’m not that good at lying. I’d had less than two hours of sleep and had to fly on a plane. So I told the truth, the absolute truth.

‘When you need to have sex three, four times a day, it’s just more convenient to bring your lover with you, don’t you think, Agent Franklin?’ I gave him wide, innocent eyes.

He gave me a sour look. Fox laughed.

‘Very funny,’ Franklin said, but he settled back in his seat and he left us alone. The truth may not set you free, but used carefully, it can confuse the hell out of your enemies.
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THE HOTEL WAS nice. Very nice. Too nice. There were people in uniforms all over the place. Not police – hotel employees. They sprang forward to get doors. To try to help with luggage. Micah actually let a bellman take our bags. I protested that we could carry them. He’d smiled and said to just enjoy it. I hadn’t enjoyed it. I had leaned against the mirrored wall of the elevator and tried not to get angry.

Why was I angry? The hotel had surprised me, badly. I’d come expecting a clean-but-nothing-special room. Now we were going up in a glass and gilt elevator with a guy in white gloves pressing the buttons, explaining how the security on our little key cards worked.

My stomach was a tight knot. I had crossed my arms under my breasts, and even to me, I looked angry in the shiny mirrors.

Micah leaned beside me but didn’t try to touch me. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked, voice mild.

‘I didn’t expect this kind of . . . place.’

‘You’re mad because I booked us into a nice hotel with a nice room?’

Put that way, it sounded stupid. ‘No, I mean . . .’ I closed my eyes and leaned my head back against the glass. ‘Yes,’ I finally said, voice soft.

‘Why?’ he asked.

The elevator doors opened and the bellman smiled and stood so he held the doors open but left us plenty of room to move past him. If he’d figured out we were fighting, it didn’t show.

Micah waved me in front of him. I pushed away from the elevator  wall and went. The hallway was what I’d expected from the rest of the hotel; all dark, expensive wallpaper with curved candlelike lights at just the right intervals, so it was both well-lit and strangely intimate. There were real paintings on the wall, not copies. No big-name artists but real art. I’d never been in a hotel so expensive.

I ended up in front with Micah close behind and the bellman bringing up the rear. I realized halfway down the dark, thick carpeting that I didn’t know what room I was looking for. I looked back at the bellman and said, ‘Since I don’t know where I’m going, should I be in front?’

He smiled, as if I’d said something clever. He walked faster without seeming to hurry. He took the lead and we followed him. Which made more sense to me.

Micah walked beside me. He still had the briefcase over one shoulder. He didn’t try to hold my hand; he just put his hand down where I could grab it if I wanted to. We walked like that for a few steps. His hand waiting for mine, my arms crossed.

Why was I mad? Because he’d surprised me with a really nice hotel room. What a bastard. He hadn’t done anything wrong, except make me even more nervous about what he expected from me on this trip. That wasn’t his bad, it was mine. My issue, not his. He was behaving like a normal civilized human being. I was being churlish and ungrateful. Dammit.

I unwound my arms. They were actually stiff with anger and holding so tight. Shit. I took his hand without looking at him. He wrapped his fingers around mine and just that little bit of touch made my stomach feel better. It would be all right. I was living with him, for God’s sake. He was already my lover. This wouldn’t change anything. The tight feeling in my chest didn’t get better, but it was the best I could do.

The hotel room had a living room. A real living room with a couch, a marble-topped coffee table, a comfy chair with its own reading lamp, and a table in front of the far picture window that was big  enough to seat four. And there were enough chairs to do that. All the wood was real and polished to a high shine. The upholstery matched but not exactly, so that it looked like a room that had grown together piece by piece instead of being bought all at once. The bathroom was full of marble-and-gleaming everything. The tub was smaller than the one we had at home, let alone Jean-Claude’s tub at his club, the Circus of the Damned, but other than that, it was a pretty good bathroom. Better than any I’d ever seen in a hotel before.

The bellman was gone when I wandered out of the bathroom. Micah was putting his wallet back in that little pocket that good suit jackets have for wallets, if your wallet is long enough and slender enough not to break the line of the suit. The wallet had been a gift from me, at Jean-Claude’s suggestion.

‘Whose credit card did you put this on?’ I asked.

‘Mine,’ he said.

I shook my head. ‘How much are you blowing on this room?’

He shrugged and smiled, reaching for the bag with the clothes in it. ‘It’s not polite to ask how much a gift cost, Anita.’

I frowned at him as he moved past me to a pair of huge French doors on the far wall. ‘I guess I didn’t think of this as a gift.’

He pushed one side of the doors inward and moved through it, talking over his shoulder. ‘I was hoping you’d like the room.’

I trailed behind him but stopped in the doorway. The bedroom had two dressers, an entertainment center, two bedside tables with full-size lamps, and a king-size bed. The bed was piled high with pillows, and everything was white and gilt and tastefully elegant. And way too bridal suite for me.

Micah had the suiter in the lid of the carry-on unrolled. He unhooked the hangers from the loops and turned to the large closet.

‘This place is bigger than my first apartment,’ I said. I was still leaning against the folded door, not quite in the room. As if, by keeping one foot in the other room, I’d be safer.

Micah still had his sunglasses on as he unpacked us. He hung up  the other suits we’d brought so they wouldn’t wrinkle. Then he turned to me. He looked at me, shaking his head. ‘You should see the look on your face.’

‘What?’ I asked, and even to me it sounded grumpy.

‘I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want to do, Anita.’ He sounded less than pleased. Micah seldom got upset about anything, and almost never with me. I liked that about him.

‘I’m sorry this is weirding me out.’

‘Do you have any idea why it’s bothering you this much?’ He took off the glasses and his face looked finished, with his eyes showing. The kitty-cat eyes had bothered me a little at first, but now they were just Micah’s eyes. They were an amazing mix of yellow and green. If he wore green, they looked almost perfectly green. If he wore yellow – well, you get the idea.

He smiled, and it was the smile he used only at the house. Only for me and Nathaniel, or maybe just for me. At that moment, it was just for me.

‘Now, that is a much better look.’

‘What?’ I said again, but couldn’t keep the smile off my face or out of my voice. Hard to be sullen when you’re staring at someone’s eyes and thinking how beautiful they are.

He walked toward me, and just that – him walking across the room toward me – sped my pulse, made my breath catch in my throat. I wanted to run to him, to press our bodies together, to lose the clothes and what was left of my inhibitions. But I didn’t run to him because I was afraid to. Afraid of how much I wanted him, of how much he meant to me. That scared me, a lot.

He stopped in front of me, not touching me, just looking at me. He was the only man in my life who didn’t have to look down to meet my eyes. In my heels, I was actually a little taller.
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