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An Evening for Vayl and Jaz
 
            

         
 
         Cassandra, this is an emergency!” My phone beeped. Crap! Why do they put so many buttons on the side when they know sometimes you need to squeeze it like a stress ball? I probably just texted Dave’s flight arrangements to the head of the FBI.
         
 
         “Jaz? Do you know what time it is?”
 
         “You’re a freaking psychic! I figured you’d be waiting up for my call!”
 
         “Which is about what?”
 
         I blew my breath out of my nose and ran my eyes around the hotel room one more time, like the antique desk or the handwoven rug might jump up and accuse me of the very crime I was trying to avoid. “Clothes, Cassandra! Jeez, can’t you tell when I’m desperate?”
 
         “Ummm.”
 
         “Are you falling asleep on me?”
 
         “It’s four in the morning!”
 
         “Well, I’m sorry! It’s only eight p.m. here, and Vayl wants to treat me to dinner to celebrate our success, and we’re in this don’t-touch-our-stuff hotel so you know the dining room is going to be full of tuxedos and gowns, and all I have to wear are some blood-spattered pants or a dress that only a dog could love. I’m being literal about that, by the way. If I don’t get something decent to wear, I’m pretty sure the luxury police are going to throw me in a deep, dark dungeon where they only feed you pizza and beer. Which would be fine by me. Except I’m flying out of Patras tomorrow, and if I miss my plane, Pete will have a stroke.”
 
         “Is this what happens when you have a breakdown?”
 
         “Are you laughing? Because this isn’t funny!”
 
         “I would never laugh at you, Jaz. You carry a gun.”
 
         I sat on the bed at the edge because the spread looked to have been embedded with genuine gold threads, and I was afraid if I mussed it, I’d be liable. Damn Vayl for always having to check us into ooh-la-la-land! “Come on, Cassandra. Hold the phone really tight, and tell me you can see exactly what I should be wearing tonight and where the hell I can find it within the next hour.”
 
         “I don’t get visions over the phone.”
 
         Despite the risk to my bank account, I fell back on the bed. “Then I’m doomed.”
 
         “No, you’re not. Put on your bloodstained pants, go downstairs to one of the elite boutiques the hotel probably runs, and buy something beautiful.”
 
         “How will I know it’s right for me?” I knew I sounded desperate, but at this point, I didn’t care. When you’re out of your element, it’s past time to call in the pros. “I have no clue about these things, Cassandra. Evie’s always the one who tells me if the outfit looks okay or if I should hang it back up before somebody puts me in a slasher movie. Seriously, I never would’ve bought that dress in Corpus Christi if you hadn’t told me it would go great with my hair.”
 
         I heard a very unladylike sound. “Cassandra! Are you snoring?”
 
         “I don’t snore! Look, follow these rules and you’ll be fine: Spend more money than you think you can afford, try a style you wouldn’t normally wear, and ask the first man you see what he thinks. Don’t listen to his words; look into his eyes. If you get the wow-baby stare, buy it.”
 
         “What if he’s gay?”
 
         “Even better.”
 
         Long pause while I tried hard not to let on how much I wanted the next twenty minutes to be over.
 
         “Jasmine?”
 
         “Yeah?”
 
         “Take Grief with you.”
 
         “Really? You think it’s okay to do that?”
 
         “The way you sound, I think it’s vital. Just, you know, don’t shoot the salesgirl.”
 
         “I can do that.” I felt a lot better when we hung up, even though I thought I heard Cassandra mutter something about Dave’s crazy family before she had completely severed her connection. Well, hey, she had to figure it out sooner or later. Better that I should ease her into it than she should get the quick and dirty from my aunt Frank.
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         Vayl stood in the lobby of the Iliad, waiting for Jasmine to appear while diamond-studded people to whom she would refer as the lipo clique filed past him on their way to fulfilling yet another sensual pleasure. He found himself gritting his teeth until he tasted blood. Jasmine, what is keeping you?
         
 
         He licked his lips and dropped his gaze to the floor, forcing his eyes to follow the intricate pattern of red petals on honey-gold carpeting. Plush softness beneath his feet. Mirrors on the walls reflecting the finest beauty that cosmetic surgery could create. Gleaming counters behind which worked the most obsequious clerks imaginable—the kind whom Vayl had always promised himself would someday wait upon his desires. And before the tall glass windows, elephantine planters bursting with red and yellow blooms.
 
         Once he would have found immense satisfaction in these surroundings. Now he could barely force himself to stand in one place. It was as if the centuries had swept away and he was a young man again, his entire being directed toward the conquest of a single woman. Except this time he was old enough to know the difference between pretense and reality.
 
         He felt her just before the elevator doors opened, Cirilai and their blood bond sending him a sense of her anxiety at the tightness of her enclosure. It did not explain the level of her stress, but he preferred not to guess at the other source right now. Instead, he wished to celebrate her building excitement and the fact that she felt no physical discomfort. The doctor had pronounced her collarbone fracture minor, one that could easily heal within four to six weeks. He had prescribed painkillers that Vayl made her promise to take and immobilized her arm. But not in the sling she currently wore. This one came in cream to match the most elegant gown he had ever seen gracing her slender curves.
 
         Vayl strode toward her, the orchids he had brought hanging forgotten at his side. He ached for her to find him among the other black-suited gentlemen. Surely if they were truly meant to be, her eyes would inevitably track to his. And yet, he would not begrudge himself this moment to feast upon the sight of her fiery hair, drawn up in a curly crown, to draw in the picture of her long slender neck standing proud above her strong shoulders.
 
         His eyes wandered lower to the soft folds of her dress, which molded to her breasts in a way that made his throat ache. The skirt flowed away from her rib cage in a fashion so reminiscent of older days he suspected that if he glanced outside, he would see a line of coaches waiting for their owners to return, happy and well fed, ready for their slow ride home.
 
         Such a fragile beauty had his Jasmine, and yet Vayl knew that under that skirt, strapped to a thigh he often dreamed of stroking, was her small-caliber handgun. Just as well did he know that the reason she wore low-heeled sandals was so she would be able to give chase if the situation called for such a response. And in the pearl-strap bag hanging from her good shoulder was not just her room key, but also Grief, because she found the weapon so difficult to leave behind.
 
         Her eyes found his, widening slightly as she recognized him, her sverhamin, among the glittering strangers. His heart swelled as she came to him, oblivious to the stares her beauty elicited from other men. He wanted to shout with joy because her smile, nearly as rare as his own, lit her face only for him. But decades of living among the Vampere could not be shrugged away. When your slightest emotions can be used to manipulate you, you learn to protect them like American presidents. And so Vayl schooled his face to reflect serenity as she closed the distance between them, though he could not stop his feet from rushing toward her. They met beside a painting awash with color, the artist of which had gained national renown within the past decade.
         
 
         “Spiffy!” she said, tugging at his lapel with her free hand as she grinned. “You look like James Bond. Only, you know, without the suggestive eyebrow wiggle.”
 
         It took every bit of his self-control to stand still underneath her touch, to respond with the merest ghost of a smile. “Thank you, I think. You look lovely. Your dress…” He shook his head. “Fantastic.”
 
         “What, this old thing?” She looked down at herself, nearly succeeding in hiding a triumphant grin. “Thanks.” She went on, “What’s with the lobby meet? I figured, you know, since the restaurant’s on the top floor, you’d want to get together up there.”
 
         Excellent! She has no inkling of the plans I have made! And she calls herself a spy!
         
 
         Since his lie supported a good cause, it rolled easily off his tongue. “Our reservation is not for some time, so I thought perhaps you would like to take a drive first. We so rarely get to explore the cities we visit.”
 
         “Oh. Sure.”
 
         He offered her his arm and sensed her surprise and pleasure when he led her to the shining white limousine parked in front of the hotel.
 
         “Vayl,” she whispered. “Does this one have a TV?”
 
         “Jasmine, I believe this one even has a foot massager.”
 
         She pulled the lace-inlaid hem of her dress up to consider the straps of her sandals. Then she nodded decisively. “Cool.”
 
         
             
 
            *  *  *
 
             

         
 
         All thoughts of HBO and toe rubs dropped from my mind as Vayl slid into the limo beside me. I wanted to groove on the fact that a vehicle designed to move bodies from one location to another could also contain a snow cone machine. But he kept looking at me with those bottomless-well eyes, reminding me so clearly of our last kiss that my lips ached. I ran my tongue across them, trying to ease the burn, but that just made things worse. He went still, his attention riveted on my mouth. I felt him jerk, like he’d tried to move toward me and then yanked himself back. If that was the case, I knew why. Because I’d already told him.
 
         I cleared my throat, waiting until his eyes rose to mine before I said, “So, you’re still planning on going to Romania? To…settle things?”
 
         “Yes.” His accent, usually so slight that even linguists had a hard time placing his roots, began to thicken as he spoke—a sure sign that he was repressing some pretty intense emotions. “I will not be accompanying you back to America, and I do not know when I will return. We could be apart for some time.”
 
         “Oh.” I looked out the window. We were passing a historically significant church that neither of us commented on. So much for the sights. “Of course. Do what you need to do.” Without me? Really? I thought—
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