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One


“Tybo, it’s time to move,” Beth said into her headset as she watched the garage door drop closed.


“And thank God for that. We’ve been camping out here all night in the cold and mud. I’m done in,” came the complaint over the headset.


“We all are,” Beth said grimly. “So quit your bitchin’ and move into position or I’ll come find you and kick your arse.”


“God, Beth, I love how your accent comes out when you’re annoyed. It’s so Eliza Doolittle.” Tybo’s voice was smooth and full of laughter this time. It made her suspect he’d complained just to get a reaction out of her, especially when he added, “I like it best when you talk dirty. It just revs my engine.”


“Dirty?” she asked with surprise.


“Ummm hmmm,” Tybo crooned. “You said arse.”


Beth covered the mouthpiece of her headset as a bark of laughter slipped from her lips. She hadn’t worked with Tybo long, but was quickly learning the man was a character. Shaking her head, she removed her hand from her mouthpiece and said, “Stop flirting with me, you cheeky bastard, and move into posit—”


A choked sound and the rustle of cloth from her earpiece made her stop talking and listen instead before she said, “Tybo? Tybo?”


Beth paused a heartbeat to wait for a response, and then said, “Valerian? Do you see Tybo?”


Silence was her only answer.


“Ah hell,” she muttered. Slipping out from behind the tree she’d been using for cover, Beth started moving quickly in Tybo’s direction. She had the dart gun she’d been issued in one hand, but her sword in the other. It was the sword that saved her. Before Beth reached the spot where she’d ordered Tybo to take cover, the dart gun was abruptly kicked from her grip. She never saw it coming, but reacted instinctively, sword hand coming up and swinging hard even as she turned toward her assailant. She caught him at the base of the throat where it met his shoulder. The blade went deep, slicing better than halfway through his neck.


Beth yanked it out, grimacing at the sucking sound it made. She watched the man topple sideways to the ground, and then quickly wiped the blade off on her attacker’s coat before grabbing up the dart gun she’d dropped. Shooting him with it to ensure he didn’t heal and rise too quickly, she then turned and continued forward. Beth found Tybo on his back in the mud some twelve feet from where she’d been attacked. There was a knife in his chest.


“You should have moved when I told you to,” Beth muttered as she bent to tug the ivory-handled knife from his heart. He didn’t open his eyes and sit up at once, but she hadn’t expected him to. He’d need some time to heal. Beth reached into the satchel hanging at her side, pulled out a bag of blood and then opened his mouth. She had to massage his upper gums briefly to get his fangs to slide out, but then she slapped the bag to them.


Leaving Tybo where he lay, Beth straightened and glanced around before continuing along the path. Valerian had been positioned another thirty feet ahead in the woods surrounding the house. She found the hunter exactly where she expected, also with a knife to the heart. As she removed it, Beth noted that it was a duplicate of the knife that had been in Tybo’s chest.


Tossing the blade aside, Beth slapped a bag of blood onto Valerian’s fangs as well before turning to peer through the bushes at the house they’d been watching since just after sunset. It had been empty by the time they’d got their orders from Mortimer at the Enforcer house and made their way here. The inhabitants, a rogue immortal and his minions, had already been gone by then, probably to hunt up new victims. Beth, Tybo, and Valerian had sat here awaiting their return for most of the night and now it was almost dawn, but a few minutes ago a van had pulled into the driveway. The garage door had opened, the van had pulled in, and the door had closed without them ever seeing how many people were in the vehicle. Which was why Beth had ordered Tybo to approach the house. They needed to know how many rogues they were dealing with and what the situation was. It was vital to their approach. If there were innocent mortals who needed saving, for instance, it would affect how they handled everything.


It seemed, however, that their presence hadn’t gone unnoticed, and one of the returning rogues had managed to slip out unseen and sneak up on them. Her question now was whether that was the only one. Had the newly turned rogue just been sent out to check around and happened upon them? Or had they been spotted and he was sent out to take care of them? And if so, how many others, if any, were out scouring the trees surrounding the house, looking for them? Aside from whether there were innocents around, Beth also needed to know how many rogues were inside besides Walter Simpson, the master rogue of this group. Unfortunately, getting those answers and doing anything with them would be hard since her entire, and very tiny, team was now incapacitated except for herself.


Cursing under her breath, Beth took a quick glance around and then moved to the nearest tree and swiftly climbed up into the branches. She settled on a large, sturdy branch fifteen feet up, took a moment to be sure that she had a good view of the surrounding area and that no one could sneak up on her, and then slid her cell phone from her pocket.


Mortimer answered on the first ring. “Problem?”


“Oh no, Mortimer. I just called to say hi,” she said lightly, rolling her eyes, and then explained grimly, “Tybo and Valerian are both down from knives to the heart. The blades are out, and I think I got their attacker unless there were two. But that leaves me on my own with a rogue who may or may not have others to help him, and who may or may not know people are out here.”


“The attacker’s not talking?” Mortimer asked.


“Hard to talk with your windpipe hacked open,” Beth said dryly.


“I would imagine so,” Mortimer agreed, and she was sure she could hear a smile in his voice. “Well, you are in luck. A couple of reinforcements walked in just moments ago. They will be there in twenty minutes. Stay put until they join you.”


Beth opened her mouth to answer, but paused as a woman’s scream came from the house. It was long, loud and filled with horror.


So, she thought, there’s the answer to one of my questions. Yes, there are innocents inside the house.


“Beth,” Mortimer said, sounding tense now. “Do not go in there on your own. Wait for backup.”


“Yeah . . . can’t promise you that,” Beth said solemnly as the terrified scream turned into an agonized one. “Tell them to hurry.”


“Beth,” Mortimer said with alarm, but she’d already ended the call and slipped the phone back into her pocket so that she could drop out of the tree.


“Feck!” Scotty snapped, bolting toward the door. Mortimer had put the phone on speaker when he checked the caller ID and saw who was calling. They’d all heard Beth’s words and the shrieking in the background. Scotty knew damned well that agonized scream would have Beth charging into the house with little care for her own well-being. She needed backup now.


“Donny, go with him!” Mortimer barked, slamming the phone back into its cradle when the dial tone announced that the connection had been broken.


“Really?” the young man asked with surprise.


“Move yer arse!” Scotty barked over his shoulder, having heard the exchange. He was already halfway down the hall and didn’t slow as he added, “I’ll no’ be waitin’ on ye.”


“Go!” Mortimer’s bellow was followed by the sound of running feet as Donny obeyed. Scotty was sliding into the SUV and pulling the door closed before the ginger-haired lad caught up to him.


“Keys,” he growled, sticking his hand out the open window as the boy slid to a stop next to the driver’s door and peered at him uncertainly. The lad had picked him up in the vehicle and so, no doubt, expected to drive, but Scotty didn’t care. Giving him a hard look, he ground out, “Now,” and was rather amazed when the fellow didn’t obey at once. Donny’s eyes widened, and there was definitely fear in his expression, but he simply ran around the back of the vehicle.


“Well, ye walkin’ bawbag!” Scotty bellowed and opened his door, intending to give chase, but he stopped and swung around in his seat with surprise when the passenger door opened. Scotty raised his eyebrows when the lad slid into the seat and pulled his door closed. But he didn’t say anything, merely closed his own door again and held out his hand for the key.


“It’s keyless. Just put your foot on the brake and—” Donny didn’t bother to finish. The engine was already started. Scotty had driven keyless vehicles before and knew that as long as the key was in the car they were good. However, it didn’t escape his notice that Donny was holding on to that key. He didn’t care.


“Where to?” he barked, steering the SUV quickly up the driveway toward the gates. When the lad didn’t answer at once, Scotty cast a glare his way. “Well?”


“I—” he began helplessly, and then grabbed his phone from his pocket with relief when it rang. “Yes? Oh, Mortimer, thank God, I—” Donny stopped to listen briefly and then said, “Yes, yes. Just a minute.”


Scotty brought the car to a stop to wait for the men to open the gates, and then looked to see what the boy was doing. His eyebrows rose when he saw him quickly typing in an address on the GPS. Fortunately, the lad finished just as the gates got wide enough for the SUV to pass through, because Scotty wasn’t waiting. He’d rather make Mortimer stay on the phone giving them directions all the way to where Beth was than waste a single minute waiting on typing.


“Which way?” he asked as the SUV surged through the first gate.


“It’s calculating a route,” Donny muttered, watching the screen.


“Which way?” Scotty insisted as they passed through the second set of gates.


“It’s still—Right! Turn right,” he said with relief as the route popped up on the screen.


Scotty turned the wheel right and squealed out onto the road.


“The right-hand lane, the right-hand lane!” Donny squawked with alarm as Scotty sped up the road in the left lane.


Mouth tightening, Scotty steered the vehicle onto the other side of the road and silently reminded himself he was in North America now and not his beloved Scotland, or even the land of those bloody English . . . who at least knew which side of the road a car should be driven on.


“The speed limit here is eighty kilometers an hour,” Donny said tensely as they continued to gain speed.


“Yer arse and parsley.” Scotty muttered the old phrase, basically telling the lad to bugger off, out of habit.


“What?” Donny asked with bewilderment.


Scotty ground his teeth together and shot a glance his way. “Ye’re no’ a hunter, are ye, lad?”


“Yes. I mean—well, I’m still in training,” he said stiffly.


“O’ course ye are,” Scotty breathed out with disgust and then shook his head. He should have known. He had been made aware of the situation in North America before he flew over from Scotland, and the situation was that they were in a pinch. Nearly three quarters of their Rogue Hunters were down in Venezuela trying to hunt down some mad bastard who had been kidnapping immortals and hiding them away somewhere in that country. That news had spread like wildfire along the immortal grapevine, and with the remaining hunters spread so thin, it seemed like every rogue, or even those bordering on becoming rogue, hadn’t been able to resist taking advantage and going haywire. Of course, Mortimer would be utilizing every available hunter and hunter-in-training to try to maintain control of the situation.


“Well now,” Scotty said finally in a solemn tone. “Here’s a lesson fer ye then, lad. Speed limits do no’ mean shite when ye’re racing to the aid o’ a hunter who’s alone an’ in peril. If a bobby spots ye speeding, and tries to pull ye over, then control him and send him on his way.”


“Uh-huh,” Donny grunted, his hands clenching on the seat and the door arm. “And what if you crash because you’re going like a hundred kilometers over the speed limit?”


“Ye do no’ crash,” he assured him, glancing at the GPS as it started squawking. A turn was coming up, he saw, and began to slow to make it as he added, “But if ye do, ye tuck yer head between yer legs and protect yer neck. Ye can come back from a lot, but no’ a beheading.”


“Right,” Donny muttered, slinking down in his seat.


Scotty noted the action and smiled grimly. “Set a stout heart to a stey brae, lad.”


“Huh?” Donny asked, turning a befuddled expression his way, and Scotty shook his head.


“It’s from an old Scottish proverb,” he explained on a sigh. “I’m tellin’ ye to find yer courage fer what lies ahead.”


“Oh.” They were silent as the car raced through the early dawn, and then Donny frowned and cleared his throat. “You know this hunter Beth we’re going to help?”


It started out as a statement, but ended on a question. Scotty supposed the boy had caught some of Mortimer and Scotty’s conversation before the phone call. Donny had just entered the room when the phone rang. He could have heard what Scotty had been saying as he’d approached up the hall.


“Aye,” he answered shortly.


“You came specifically because of her?”


Scotty nodded. “I came to help her.”


“But how did you know she’d need your help?” Donny asked with a frown.


“Because a gowk at Yule’ll no’ be bright at Beltane,” he muttered.


“Huh?” Donny said with confusion.


Scotty clucked his tongue. “It means—Never mind. I kenned she’d be needin’ me because I kenned the state o’ things here and I ken her temperament. Beth’s impetuous, and smart and brave, but she’s prone to running into trouble to save others even at risk to hersel’.” He cast a swift glance at the other man and arched an eyebrow. “Is that English enough fer ye?”


“Actually, no,” the younger immortal said apologetically and then quickly explained, “You have a really thick accent. I don’t catch half of what you say.”


“Well, at least ye admit it,” Scotty said dryly. “That makes ye a cannie lad.”


Donny looked uncertain. “Is cannie good?”


“Aye,” he said with grim amusement. “Now shut yer geggy. This road is gravel and winding. I need to concentrate at this speed.”


Donny hesitated and then asked, “Is geggy—”


“Yer mouth. Shut yer mouth, lad,” Scotty growled.


“Aye, sir. I mean yes, sir. I’ll shut it,” Donny said quickly, and managed to do so for all of two minutes before asking, “But how do you know this Beth? I mean, you’re from Scotland and she came from Spain. How—”


“Shut it,” Scotty snapped, and then asked, “How much farther?”


When the young man didn’t answer right away, Scotty cast a questioning glance his way and noted the battle on Donny’s face as he tried to decide which order to obey.


“Well? Do no’ be a bampot. Answer me!” he roared.


“We’re almost there!” Donny blurted. “Turn right at the end of this road, and then it’s half a block up on the left.”


Scotty nodded with a grunt, but didn’t relax. He had a bad feeling Beth needed him, and he wouldn’t relax until she was safe and sound.


Beth leapt back, avoiding being beheaded by mere inches. She actually felt the swish of the wicked-sharp ax the rogue was swinging at her. It stirred her hair in passing, or so she thought, but when she saw the handful of dark red tresses that then dropped to the ground, cut clean off, she snapped, “You bastard! I just got my hair done!”


Furious, Beth leapt forward, her sword singing through the air. Before his head hit the ground, she was turning to ensure there were no other attackers. Her eyes widened incredulously and a low roaring started in her ears as she took in the dozen men and women who had come running from the house and formed a half circle around her.


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she muttered, her mouth suddenly gone dry. Mortimer hadn’t been sure how many minions this rogue might have made, but had guessed that it couldn’t be more than three or four. After all, according to the intel he had, Walter Simpson had been rogue for only a week or so. Yet she’d already taken out four men and two women and now was faced with a dozen more? Either Mortimer’s intel was wrong, or Walter was a fast worker, she thought grimly, drawing herself into a battle stance and preparing to skewer the first one to charge on her.


She might not be able to take on twelve at once and win, but she wasn’t going down without a fight, Beth thought grimly and gestured with her sword for them to bring it on. No one moved at first, which just irritated her. She had never been a patient person, and frankly, if she was going to die, she’d rather get it over with quickly. Beth just hoped that the whole life-flashing-before-your-eyes business wasn’t true. She could really do without witnessing that particular train wreck. Living it had been bad enough.


“Come on,” she growled impatiently, raising her sword. “I plan on taking at least four of you with me. Which of you will it be?”


Unfortunately, that just made her would-be killers all take a nervous step back. It seemed no one wanted to die that day.


“What are you waiting for?” a furious voice roared, drawing Beth’s attention to the house.


Walter Simpson stood just outside the front door with a whimpering blonde next to him, held upright only by his grip on her upper arm. She was pale, with blood trailing down her throat and soaking into the top of her torn pastel green sweater. But she was alive, and still mortal, Beth thought. She almost started toward them, but was reminded of her own situation when Walter bellowed, “Kill her, dammit!”


The order from the man who had turned them apparently held sway. Beth watched warily as the rogues closed in, crowding together for the approach . . . and then the lot of them were suddenly mowed down by a black SUV that raced past her and toward the house.


Beth gaped as some of her would-be attackers flew up in the air, and others were simply crushed under the wheels. There wasn’t a single person left standing once the SUV had passed. The rogues were scattered about the yard in front of her like toppled bowling pins.


It was the sound of the SUV crashing that finally drew her attention from the people in the yard. At the speed it had been going, the driver hadn’t been able to stop before plowing into the front of the house. He hit exactly where Walter and his latest victim had been just moments ago, and for a heartbeat Beth was horrified by the thought that the pair had been hit and crushed into the front of the house. Not that she would have mourned Walter Simpson, but the woman had been an innocent, and guilt and regret began to soak into her at the thought that she’d failed her. But then a sob drew her attention to the driveway, and she saw Walter dragging his victim toward a car. It seemed he’d managed to get both himself and her out of the way in time to avoid the vehicle. Now he was making his escape . . . and intent on taking the woman with him.


Issuing a throaty growl, Beth burst after them. She had the advantage. She wasn’t trying to drag a struggling victim with her. Beth raised her gun as she ran, then aimed and pulled the trigger, only to curse when nothing happened. She was out of darts. She’d known she was close to empty, but had thought she had one, or maybe even two, left.


Throwing the dart gun aside with disgust, she brought her sword around in front of her to grasp the hilt in both hands with the blade down. She then raised it over her head and launched herself into the air much as someone would do if they were jumping on someone’s back. Only Beth leapt a little higher, and as she came down she punched the blade into Simpson’s back just above his shoulder blade. With all her weight crashing on top of it, the sword was forced through flesh, muscle and bone at an almost vertical angle and came out just below his hip bone.


Walter Simpson staggered under the impact and released the blonde as he crashed face-first to the ground. Beth went down with him, but rolled into a somersault that took her right off him. She didn’t let go of her sword as she went either, and felt the resistance before it sliced its way out and followed her.


“Gor, that’s mingin’! Do ye always have to make such a mess, lass?”


Beth blinked at that voice as she sat up, and then turned to peer with disbelief at the man approaching her. Tall with the kind of shoulders and thick arms only a man raised wielding broadswords in the middle ages could usually obtain, Cullen MacDonald, or Scotty, as he had come to be known, had long hair that was a mixture of deep red and dark chestnut. He looked like a medieval warrior walking toward her, except, instead of a plaid, he was wearing black leather pants with his white linen shirt.


“Scotty?” she said now, sure her eyes were playing tricks on her. But it certainly looked like him, she acknowledged as her gaze slid over his face, taking in the familiar gray eyes with silver specks, aquiline nose, and thin upper lip over a fuller lower one. It was a face she’d seen in person perhaps a handful of times, but had seen repeatedly in her dreams. Usually wet ones.


“Aye.” He stopped next to her and held out his hand, offering her aid in rising. “’Tis glad I am to see ye did no’ get yerself beheaded ere I could get here and save ye.”


“Humble as ever, I see,” Beth said with dry amusement, ignoring his hand and getting up on her own.


“Uh, Mr. Scotty?” an anxious voice called. “This guy’s waking up.”


Beth turned her head to see a young ginger-haired immortal standing by one of the rogues they’d run over. The man was moaning and slowly shifting on the ground.


“Shoot him with the dart gun, then, Donny boy,” Scotty ordered, not bothering to glance his way.


“What dart gun?” Donny asked uncertainly.


Biting her lip to keep from grinning, Beth watched Scotty briefly close his eyes and grind his teeth together with impatience. Opening his eyes, he peered at Beth’s amused face as he said, “Pray, tell me, lad, that ye did no’ come a’huntin’ without a gun.”


“Okay,” Donny said after a hesitation.


Frowning, Scotty turned to eye him. “Okay what, boyo?”


“I won’t tell you?” he said, his voice a squeak, and then, clearing his throat, he glanced nervously to the man at his feet who was pulling himself slowly to a sitting position and asked, “Do you have a gun I can use?”


Scotty heaved out an exasperated breath, and turned to walk to the younger immortal’s side, withdrawing his short sword as he went. “Nay, lad. I never carry a gun. I use this,” he said, and, holding the blade upward with his hand firmly around the bone grip, Scotty whacked the rogue over the head with the brass pommel.


Beth winced at the sound of crunching bone and shook her head as the rogue tumbled back to a prone position.


“I think you cracked his skull,” Donny said with awe, staring at the rogue.


“That I did,” Scotty said with satisfaction. “Now go get a dart gun and chains out o’ the weapons locker in the back of the SUV ere all o’ them start waking up. And Donny,” he added, bringing the younger man to a halt just as he started away. When the man reluctantly turned back to face him, Scotty said solemnly, “Lesson number two: never go on the hunt without a weapon.”


Nodding quickly, Donny turned and rushed to the SUV with its nose presently buried in the front of the house.


Scotty immediately spun back to Beth.


“What are ye doing here in Canada, Scotty?” she asked as he returned to her. “Not enough rogues in the UK right now to keep you busy?”


“It has been a bit slow lately,” he said with a shrug. When Beth merely raised an eyebrow at that, he added, “As it happens, I was just debating where to go on me vacation when I heard ye were spread thin over here just now, what with most o’ yer hunters in Venezuela, so I thought . . .” He didn’t bother finishing and merely shrugged.


“You just thought you’d spend your vacation from hunting rogues in the UK hunting rogues here instead?” she asked with disbelief, and then reached up on tiptoe to knock on his forehead as if it were a door. “Hello! Is there anyone home in there?”


“Oy!” Scotty leaned his head back away from her knocking fist and glowered at her. “I swear, ye’re the only lass brave enough to do something like that.”


“Because all the other girls think you’re the bogeyman and are scared to death of you,” Beth said dryly.


“But ye’re not,” he said with certainty.


Beth snorted. “I’ve met the bogeyman, and you’re not him.”


“Aye, I suppose ye have met him,” Scotty said solemnly.


Beth’s mouth tightened briefly, and then she relaxed and smiled as she shook her head. “Enough of this evasion. Why would you waste your vacation working over here in Canada?”


“A change o’ pace,” Scotty said with a shrug. “Change is always a good thing. Life can get boring otherwise.”


“Humph,” Beth said dubiously and narrowed her eyes on the man. He was easy to look at, a whole hunk of sexy manhood, but she didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him. He’d popped up in her life repeatedly over the last hundred and twenty-five years since he’d saved her and Dree from a rogue and his mad minions in England. For the first hundred years when he’d popped up, he’d either looked down his nose at her, or treated her distantly, as if she might be infected with something contagious. He’d also been talking to her bosses behind her back, trying to sabotage her position as a hunter. Now he was suddenly acting all charming and friendly? She wasn’t buying it. He was up to something.


Honestly, if he didn’t smell so good, look so pretty, and feature so frequently in her sexual fantasies, she wouldn’t even talk to the man. Unfortunately, he was a sexy beast, and he did feature highly in her sexual fantasies. In fact, he was the only one she had in her wet dreams. The man might not be trustworthy in real life, but in her dreams he was like the Energizer Bunny—he just kept going and going and going. Worse yet, every man she’d slept with over the hundred and twenty-five years since she was turned had worn his face behind her closed eyes. The man just “revved her engine,” as Tybo had put it. At least physically.


“I hear ye’ve left the Spanish hunters and moved here permanently,” Scotty said now.


Beth blinked her thoughts away and looked at him through narrowed eyes. While she was English-born, she’d spent the past more than two thirds of her life in Spain. During that time, Scotty, despite living in England himself, had interfered in her life repeatedly and often. She couldn’t help but suspect this was another opportunity for him to be sticking his nose in where it didn’t belong. However, all she said was, “Dree’s found her life mate. She, naturally, wants to settle here with him.”


Scotty arched one supercilious eyebrow. “And so ye’re jest going to follow her like a puppy and move here too?”


Beth’s chin lifted defensively. “She’s my family. Of course I’ll move here.”


“Are ye sure she wants you to?” he asked. “Things change when an immortal meets their life mate. They tend to—”


“Save it,” Beth interrupted, suddenly amused. Scotty could convince her of a lot of things, but not that Dree didn’t want her around. They had been thick as thieves for more than a century, and friends even before that. “Dree hasn’t changed. She asked me to move here. We’re family, and if she wants me here, then here I’ll be.” Leaning toward him, she smiled sweetly and added, “And since Mortimer is so short-staffed right now, I think you’re going to find it impossible to talk him into not letting me work here, if that was your intention.”


“I had no intention o’—” he began.


“Save it,” Beth repeated with a laugh, and said, “Scotty, I know you tried to talk the Spanish Council out of letting me train to be a hunter way back when, and I know you’ve interfered since then, trying to keep me off certain jobs.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why you trouble yourself like that, but while you seem to think I’m useless and little more than a worm that crawled out from under a rock, Dree doesn’t. She’s a sister to me and—”


“Oh, lass, that’s no’ why I interfered,” Scotty interrupted. “I do no’ think ye’re a worm, and it fair wounds me to think ye believe that when the truth is I—”


When his words ended on a grunt and his eyes widened, Beth frowned slightly, wondering what was up, and then she stepped quickly out of the way as he fell forward. It was like a huge old oak falling. Beth swore the ground shuddered as he hit it, but then she noticed the dart in his behind and her mouth dropped open.


“Ah, hell,” Donny groaned. “He’s gonna be so mad when he wakes up.”


Beth glanced to the younger immortal to see a dart gun dangling from his hand and a grimace on his face.


“It just went off,” he said unhappily. “I swear I didn’t pull the trigger . . . I don’t think,” he added with a frown and then glanced to Beth worriedly. “Just how mad do you think he’s going to be when he finds out I shot him?”


Beth glanced down at Scotty, and then shook her head and walked over to the younger immortal. Taking the gun from him with one hand, she patted him on the back with the other and then began to shoot all the slowly healing immortals on the lawn as she said, “He’ll not be mad at all. We’ll say one of the rogues woke up and grabbed for the dart gun as you were about to shoot, and it went off and hit him.”


“But he’ll read our minds and know it’s not true,” Donny pointed out.


“Oh, we won’t be telling him that,” she assured him.


“We won’t?” Donny asked with confusion.


“No. I’ll call Mortimer and tell him that over the phone so he can’t read my mind. And then he’ll send more backup to collect all the rogues as well as Scotty, Tybo, and Valerian, and they’ll take him back to the house, and Mortimer will tell him our tale, and no one will be the wiser.”


Turning to Scotty now, she shot him again in the butt and enjoyed it so much after all the aggravation he’d caused her over the years that she shot him again for good measure. Swinging back to Donny, she smiled and said, “That’s just to be sure he doesn’t wake up before the backup arrives and we can leave.”


Donny didn’t look completely convinced of the veracity of the claim, but then he relaxed and said solemnly, “Thank you. I appreciate your doing all of this for me.”


“Oh, it’s not for you,” she said with amusement and then pointed out, “I barely know you.”


“Then why are you doing it?” he asked uncertainly.


“For me.”


“But you had nothing to do with it,” he pointed out.


“True. But that’s the first thing to put a smile on my face in decades and I’ll not see you punished for it,” she said with a grin as she walked back to Simpson and shot him, as well. She glanced around the lawn, her gaze landing last on the blonde mortal who had fallen into a faint when Beth had put her sword through Simpson. She would have liked to go check on the woman and see her comfortable, but she and Donny were the only ones there to tend to matters now. They had the rogues to see to as well as Tybo and Valerian and—which reminded her that there was another rogue in the woods who would be waking soon.


Beth headed for the trees. “Grab another dart gun and start getting these guys into the SUV. If any of them start to stir, shoot them again. I have to go check on Tybo, Valerian, and the rogue who attacked them.”


She didn’t wait to see if Donny did as instructed, but headed quickly into the woods.









Two


“What is a bampot?”


Beth glanced at Donny with surprise. They’d been driving in silence since leaving Walter Simpson’s lair. She looked into the back seat before answering, noting that Scotty was sprawled half on and half off the SUV’s bench seat behind them, still sound asleep.


While Mortimer had sent a cleanup crew to take care of the rogues and bring in the injured hunters, Donny had felt so guilty for shooting Scotty, he’d wanted to take him back with them in her SUV. Beth hadn’t argued with the young man. It was no skin off her nose if he got himself caught after she’d got him off the hook with her phone call. So, she’d merely climbed in the passenger seat and left him to load Scotty in back and take the steering wheel. She was just a passenger for this ride.


Beth turned forward in the passenger seat and said, “Bampot means idiot or crazy person.” Glancing at Donny curiously, she asked, “Why? Did Scotty call you that?”


“Yes. Well, he said I was cannie, and then asked a question and said, ‘Don’t be a bampot. Answer me.’”


“Ah.” Beth shook her head. “Using his charm on you, then.”


“He was all right,” Donny said with a shrug. After a minute he added, “He was super worried about you, though. I thought he was going to get us both killed, speeding the way he was to get to the house. I’ve never seen telephone poles blur together like that before.”


That was rather surprising news to Beth. As far as she knew, Scotty didn’t think much of her so shouldn’t have rushed to her aid. Mind you, he had claimed she was wrong on how he felt about her. Unfortunately, he’d been interrupted before he could explain further, but that might be for the best. If the man said he felt sorry for her or something, she would have had to punch him for ruining any future sexual fantasies that might have included him. She could hardly have sex with a man who felt sorry for her, even if it was only in a dream.


“How come you don’t like him?” Donny asked suddenly, and Beth glanced at the ginger-haired man with surprise.


“Who said I don’t like him?”


“Well,” he said slowly, “if you liked him you wouldn’t have enjoyed my accidentally shooting him so much. And you really seemed to enjoy shooting him yourself.”


“Oh, that.” Beth waved the issue away. “It’s not that I don’t like him. I just . . .” She hesitated briefly and then blurted, “The man hates me.”


“What?” Donny asked, sounding shocked, and then shook his head firmly. “He doesn’t.”


“He does,” she assured him.


“But he—” Donny cut himself off, and instead asked, “What makes you think that?”


“He—” Beth began and then snapped her mouth closed. She’d decided ten years ago not to dwell on bad things anymore. She’d spent more than a hundred years wallowing in the misery of her mortal life and her turning. By doing so, she’d been unable to move forward. It was hard to experience life and be happy when you were sunk in the anger and depression of yesteryear. In a way, by doing that, she herself had continued the torture and humiliation her past abusers had visited on her, and long after they’d stopped and even died. Beth had come to realize she’d wasted all those years, and had decided it was time to let the past go and live only in the moment. The odd thing was, it was a dog that taught her that.


“It doesn’t matter,” she said now, and then changed the subject. “So, are you originally from Toronto?”


“No. I’m not Canadian. I was born and raised in Kansas,” Donny said.


“Kansas?” she asked with surprise.


Donny nodded. “It’s where I was turned. Where Leigh was turned too,” he added.


“Lucian Argeneau’s life mate, Leigh?” Beth asked with interest.


Donny nodded. “We were both turned by the same rogue.” He pressed his lips tightly closed briefly, and then blurted, “It’s my fault she was turned. I had a crush on her, and my sire read it from my mind and said he’d let me turn her, but the truth was he’d decided to turn her himself. It ended up lucky for me because otherwise . . .” He shook his head. “Well, if not for her, I’d probably be dead. Lucian saved her, and I’m pretty sure she talked him into saving and sparing me too.”


“So, like me, you were turned and not born immortal,” Beth murmured, watching the telephone poles glide by.


“Yeah. It was pretty awful,” Donny muttered.


Beth grunted in response, but her mind was on memories of her own turn. Grinding her teeth, she crossed her arms over her chest to try to dispel the shuddering those memories brought on.


Donny must have noticed the action, because he added almost apologetically, “I guess it probably always is.”


“Yes,” she agreed solemnly and then took a deep breath, pushed the old memories away and said, “But it’s over now. And look at all that we’ve gained—immortality, good health, good teeth, good everything. Physically we’re the best we can be and always will be so long as we don’t get ourselves beheaded or burned alive.”


“And beheading only works so long as you keep the head separate from the body.”


“True,” she said with a nod.


“And we’re not even dead and soulless,” Donny added wryly. “It was a relief to find that out.”


Beth looked at him with surprise. “You thought that to be the case when you were first turned?”


“Yeah, of course. That’s what all the movies say. Vampires are dead and soulless.” He glanced at her with curiosity. “Didn’t you think that too?”


“No.” She shook her head firmly.


“But you were turned by a rogue too, weren’t you?” he said with a frown. “Surely he didn’t bother to explain—”


“No, he didn’t,” she said with a wry smile. “But I knew Dree long before the rogue who turned me came along. She—”


“Dree?” Donny interrupted.


“Alexandrina Argenis Stoyan,” Beth explained.


“Wait, you knew Drina Argeneau before this rogue who turned you came along?” he asked with a frown.


“Argenis,” she corrected him. “Dree is from the Spanish branch of the family.”


Donny snorted at the distinction. “She’s Lucian Argeneau’s niece. That makes her an Argeneau no matter how they change the name.”


Beth opened her mouth to argue the point, but then closed it again and conceded, “I suppose.”


“So, how did you know Drina before you were turned? Did you work for her as a maid or something? Those are usually the only mortals who know about our kind. It’s hard to hide it from them and—”


“We were friends,” Beth interrupted. “And sort of business partners, but mostly friends for a good thirty years before I was turned. And during that time she’d already explained everything to me. It was probably the most interesting conversation of my life,” she added with a wry smile as she recalled learning that Atlantis had really existed. That the scientists there had been more advanced technologically than the scientists were even today. That in a search for a better way to deal with illness and internal injuries, they’d developed bioengineered nanos that could be introduced to the body via the bloodstream, which would move throughout the body, fighting disease and repairing injuries.


The thing she’d found most interesting had been that even back then, in a society supposedly so much more advanced, it was laziness that had brought about the invention of the closest thing to immortality man had yet to come up with. Not wanting to have to create hundreds of different programs for the nanos for every illness or possible injury a mortal could suffer, the scientists had simply programmed them with a blueprint of a mortal male and female at their peak condition and given the nanos the directive to ensure or return their host to that condition and then self-destruct.


What the scientists hadn’t taken into consideration was that the nanos would consider aging a disease too and would reverse the effects of that aging. They also hadn’t considered that the human body was constantly under assault from the sun, from polluted air, even from the simple passage of time, and so the nanos would never finish their work and self-destruct. Instead, they constantly worked at keeping their host at their peak. “Forever young, forever healthy . . .”


Beth didn’t realize she’d said that last part aloud until Donny grimaced and added, “And forever needing blood because the nanos use it to make the repairs and fight disease, as well as to propel and reproduce themselves. More blood than we can produce.”


“Nothing is perfect,” Beth said with a shrug.


“Being a blood-sucking vampire is miles away from not being perfect,” Donny argued, his tone dry.


“Blood-sucking vampire?” she echoed with amusement.


“Well, that’s what we are,” he pointed out.


Beth shook her head and then shrugged. “I prefer to think we’re not unlike hemophiliacs. They occasionally need blood transfusions because their blood doesn’t clot. We need it more often because we don’t produce enough to support the nanos in our bodies. A simple medical need.”


“Hemophiliacs don’t have fangs,” Donny argued.


“And because of that, hemophiliacs died before needles and transfusions were invented,” she responded and then added, “And now that there are blood banks and such, the only thing we puncture with those fangs are blood bags, so what does it matter?”


“I thought you were from Spain?” Donny said suddenly, a frown forming on his face.


“I am. So?” she asked.


“Well, isn’t biting mortals allowed in Europe?”


Beth grimaced. “It is. But it’s kind of like smoking. There are still some hangers-on to the habit, usually the older immortals, but most don’t do it anymore. It’s kind of shunned.”


“Huh, I didn’t know that,” Donny murmured, slowing as they approached the driveway to the Hunter house.


Beth glanced into the back seat to check on Scotty as Donny turned the SUV into the driveway and steered up to the first gate. The Scot’s eyes were closed and he seemed to still be unconscious, but she could have sworn he’d shifted his position a bit. He could have done that in his sleep, though, she supposed, but continued to watch him to see if he moved. When he hadn’t by the time they’d made their way through both sets of gates, she turned forward to glance around as they headed up the driveway.


She was really glad to be done with her assignment and back here, but Beth would be gladder still to get home. It had been a long night . . . and morning, she thought as she glanced at the clock on the dashboard and saw that it was just past noon. Cleanup had taken a while, and she was looking forward to returning to her sublet apartment and getting some sleep.


Mortimer was obviously waiting for them; Donny had barely brought the SUV to a halt in front of the house when the front door opened and he appeared.


“Scotty’s still asleep?” Garrett Mortimer asked with surprise as he approached and looked in at the prostrate man on the back seat.


“Yes, and snoring like a bass drum,” Beth lied as she got out of the car.


“I was no’ snoring,” Scotty protested at once, sitting up in the back seat.


Bending at the waist, Beth peered through her open door into the back seat and grinned at him as she said smugly, “I knew you were awake and feigning sleep.”


Grumbling under his breath, Scotty opened his door and got out. Once standing, he scowled from her to Donny. “Aye, I was. And I read young Donny’s mind. I ken what happened with the dart business.”


“Oh . . . er . . .” Donny looked panicked, but Beth merely shrugged.


“He shot you once by accident and I shot you twice on purpose. So if you’re going to be bellowing mad at anyone, I guess it’ll have to be me. But that’ll have to wait until tonight. Right now I’m too tired to listen.” She moved away, intending to walk to the back of the house, where her car was parked. “I’m going home to catch some sleep.”


“Ah, Beth?” Mortimer said, bringing her to a halt.


Turning slowly, she raised her eyebrows in question.


“I have another job for you,” the man said apologetically.


“Now?” she asked with surprise. They had been working long hours and seven days a week too since this whole mess with Dressler down in Venezuela came up, but usually they were allowed to catch at least some sleep between assignments.


“No, not right this minute. You will be able to get some rest first,” he assured her quickly. “But not much. The plane is coming for you in a little less than six hours, so you might want to sleep here rather than head home.”


“Oh,” Beth said weakly. She’d really been looking forward to sleeping in her own bed. Sighing, she started walking back to Mortimer. “Very well. What’s the job?”


“We’ll talk inside. Scotty could probably use some blood to recoup after fighting off the tranquilizer,” he pointed out and then glanced to Donny and said, “Take the SUV around to the garage so it can be cleaned and filled with gas for the next trip.”


No doubt eager to avoid Scotty, Donny was back in the SUV and pulling the door closed before the order was completely out.


“That’s the fastest I have ever seen him move,” Mortimer said dryly as he watched the vehicle speed away. Shaking his head, he gestured for Scotty and Beth to follow as he turned to lead the way into the house. “We’ll talk in the kitchen. The blood is there.”


Scotty nodded and then waved Beth ahead of him. She followed Mortimer, but had to fight the urge to look over her shoulder to be sure the Scot wasn’t planning to shoot her in the butt with a dart gun or some such thing for revenge. Much to her relief, she made it to the kitchen unmolested.


“Nice job rounding up Simpson and his people,” Mortimer said as he led them to the refrigerator. “I gather he’d managed to turn a much larger group than we expected.”


“Yes,” Beth murmured as she watched him retrieve three bags of blood from the fridge. “Either he’d been rogue longer than your intel claimed, or he was turning two or three mortals a night.”


“I suspect he was turning several a day. I got a call just before you arrived. He had a setup in the basement, chains and whatnot. Four people were mid-turn down there.” Mortimer handed one of the bags of blood to her and another to Scotty as he continued, “And then there was the mortal you saved. Either he planned to chain her up and turn her, as well, or . . .”


“Or she was breakfast . . . for everyone,” Beth finished for him, shifting the bag he’d given her from one hand to the other.


“Hmm.” Mortimer’s expression was grim. “There were several bodies in freezers in the basement. Drained dry and frozen. That could have been her destination, as well.”


Beth merely nodded and slapped the bag to her fangs. She was glad the woman was safe, but her mind was now stuck on the bodies in the freezers, the ones she hadn’t got there in time to save.


“What will happen to the four who were mid-turn?” Scotty asked.


Mortimer shrugged. “The Council will decide. Usually they read the minds of any new turns the rogues have created, and if they haven’t harmed anyone yet, and aren’t sociopaths, or likely to harm anyone or go mad, they are taken in by various families and helped to adjust to their new state.”


Nodding, Scotty slapped his own bag to his mouth, and Mortimer followed suit. The room was briefly silent as they waited for the bags to empty. They then tore them away one after the other and tossed them in the garbage under the kitchen sink.


“You still look pale, Scotty. Do you want another—?”


“Nay, nay.” Scotty waved away the offer. “I do no’ think that’d help. What I’d truly like is to find a bed and sleep off the rest o’ the effects o’ the darts.”


“Of course.” Mortimer smiled faintly as he straightened from closing the door to the lower cupboard where the garbage was kept. “Sam readied the blue room for you to stay in while here. It is upstairs, the third door on the left. Your bags are already there.”


Scotty nodded and turned toward the door. “I’ll find it. Thank ye. And thank yer Sam fer me too. I do appreciate it.”


Beth watched him go, and found herself suddenly relaxing once he left the room. Facing Mortimer, she asked, “What job is it you have for me?”


He just shook his head. “Sleep first. If I told you now, you would probably forget half of it by the time you woke up anyway. I will explain everything when you wake up.”


“As you like,” Beth said easily. Normally she would have pressed him for details so that she could mentally prepare herself ahead of time. But she was tired enough to think Mortimer was right and she might do better to wait. Heading for the door, she said, “I’ll go sack out on the couch, then.”


“No need. Sam prepared a room for you too,” Mortimer said, ushering her out of the kitchen and into the hall. “The last room on the right upstairs.”


“Thank you,” Beth murmured as they reached the stairs. He left her there and continued down the hall to his office, no doubt so that he could complete paperwork on the rogues they’d brought in. She didn’t wait to see if that was where he went, but moved quickly up the stairs on light feet.


The room on the right at the end of the hall was painted the palest yellow with pale blue accents. Beth glanced around, noting the nightgown laid out on the bed and the new jeans and T-shirt lying over a chair by the window. There was even a pair of brand-new panties with the tags still in place on top, though no bra. Not that it mattered. Beth wore a bra only for propriety’s sake. She hadn’t really needed one since the turn. Her breasts now defied gravity.


The thought made her smile as she checked the tags on the jeans and top. Oh yeah, Mortimer’s life mate, Sam, was thorough. She had the right size and everything. Setting them back on the chair, Beth walked into the bathroom and found a new toothbrush and toothpaste still in the boxes. There were also soap, shampoo, cream rinse, deodorant and even her brand of perfume as well as a few cosmetics.


Beth washed her face, brushed her teeth and then stripped on her way back to the bed, letting the clothes fall as she removed them so that there was a trail of clothing from the bathroom door. By the time she reached the bed she was wearing nothing more than her own pretty lavender panties. She didn’t bother with the nightgown, though. Beth was a restless sleeper, tossing and turning and kicking about. Nightgowns tended to wind up tangled around her waist or even higher, constricting her movement so that she woke up panting and afraid.


The panties were good enough, she thought, and crawled under the covers, only to lie staring at the ceiling and thinking about the often-annoying man down the hall and why he’d appeared in her life again. Scotty was one of those confident, competent, take-charge, manly-type men she always found so damned attractive. And yes, she was attracted to him, but it did her little good. Scotty was kind of a combination of both Lucian and Mortimer in that he sat on the Council in the UK and ruled the hunters there. Although really, that was what Lucian did here. Mortimer was supposed to be in charge of the hunters, but when Lucian was around he gave the orders.


Scotty was also a laird. He’d been born in 1172, the son of the laird of the MacDonald clan. Beth didn’t know much about his life as a mortal, but Dree had once said he’d inherited the title at eighteen and ruled for more than ten years, giving it up only when his being turned prevented his aging and made his remaining with his people risky.


While Scotty might have given up the title, he still had the mindset of a laird, and she was a commoner. Beneath his notice or attention. He’d made that obvious every time they’d met since that first time one hundred twenty-five years ago, usually treating her with cold indifference and looking down his nose at her with a pained grimace as if her very presence offended him. At least, that’s what he’d done every time before this, which made her wonder what he was up to now and why he was bothering to be nice to her. Or maybe she was making too much of the few friendly words that had passed between them at the rogue’s house. That made her frown and wish she could talk to Dree about it. Unfortunately, her friend was down in Venezuela with most of the North American Rogue Hunters, searching for missing immortals and the mad scientist who’d kidnapped them. Beth was on her own this time.


Ah well, she told herself, turning onto her side. She’d fly out in a few hours and leave the confusion of Laird Cullen MacDonald, aka Scotty, far behind. Hopefully the job would keep her out of Toronto for most if not all of the rest of Scotty’s vacation. And she could go back to just fantasizing about him, rather than having to deal with him in the flesh. A gal could hope.


“Hello, Cullen. I hope you slept well.”


Scotty glanced toward the stove at that greeting as he entered the kitchen and smiled crookedly when he saw Mortimer’s wife, Sam, frying strips of bacon. He wasn’t used to people using his true first name. He’d been called Scotty for as long as he’d been involved with the Rogue Hunters. His first partner had insisted on calling him that because of his Scottish accent and it had stuck. Now it seemed more natural to him than the name his father had given him at birth. But Sam had been addressing him as Cullen since Mortimer had introduced him as Laird Cullen MacDonald, despite his adding that his nickname was Scotty.


“Aye, verra well, thank ye, Samantha,” he murmured.


“Well, good,” she said, sounding relieved. “I’d feel bad if neither of you were able to get any sleep today.”


“Beth did no’ sleep well?” he asked mildly, and wasn’t surprised when Sam shook her head. He’d already suspected from his lack of dreams that the woman hadn’t slept at all.


“Not a wink, apparently. She said her mind was just too wound up after the hunt and she would have done better to go for a run or something before going to bed,” Sam told him. “But that’s okay. She can sleep on the plane.”


“Where is she?” Scotty asked, trying not to sound too interested.


“She decided to drive home and pack some clothes for the trip. I told her that she could buy things in BC and the Council would pay for it, but she said she’d be more comfortable with her own things.” Sam’s gaze shifted to the clock on the stove, and she frowned as she saw the time. “I would’ve expected her to be back by now, though. Beth knows what time the plane is supposed to be here, and Mortimer still needs to explain the job to her.”


Scotty glanced at the clock now too, and found himself also frowning. From all he’d learned about her over the decades, Beth was the kind of woman who showed up early for everything, rather than risk being even a minute late for anything.


“Maybe I should call and make sure everything is okay,” Sam said worriedly. She didn’t wait for Scotty to comment, but set down the fork she’d been using to turn the bacon and pulled a cell phone from her pocket. She punched in numbers, placed the phone to her ear and waited . . . and waited . . . and then her eyebrows drew together and she pushed the button to end the call. Setting it down, Sam murmured, “She didn’t answer. She must be driving back, maybe.”


“Do the SUVs no’ have hands-free phone capabilities?” Scotty asked, his eyes narrowing.


“Yes.” Sam nodded and bit her lip, her gaze shifting to the phone she’d set on the countertop.


“She would have taken her car and not one of our SUVs,” Donny pointed out, drawing their attention to his arrival in the room. “It looked pretty new and probably has hands-free capabilities too, though.”


“It does. She used it to call me just the other day,” Sam muttered. She picked up the phone and tried to call her again, only to end the call a moment later with a dissatisfied look on her face. Her gaze shifted to the clock on the wall once more, and she shook her head. “I don’t think she’s the type to be late.”


“Ye think right, lass. Beth is never late,” Scotty said, getting to his feet. “Donny, fetch a vehicle.”


“Are we going after her again?” Donny asked, eyes wide.


“Aye,” Scotty said grimly, walking toward him.


Nodding, Donny turned and hurried out of the room.


“I’ll explain to Mortimer when he comes looking for you,” Sam said solemnly. “Call as soon as you find her.”


“I will, lass,” Scott assured her as he left the kitchen.


Beth grimaced and glanced to the elevator panel as her phone began to ring again. She didn’t try to answer it. Whoever it was could wait until she reached her car, and could set down the box and bags she was carrying to grab her phone. If she ever got off this elevator, she thought with irritation.


The damned thing had stopped on every floor since she’d gotten on board, and it was going to continue to do so all the way down to the parking garage, thanks to an annoying little bugger who had hit every button on the elevator panel before getting off on her floor. If her hands hadn’t been full, Beth might have slapped the little brat’s mother for not controlling her child and making him behave.


Honestly, what was the matter with people anymore? In her day, the boy wouldn’t have dared to do something so bratty for fear of having his behind tanned. Instead, his mother had stood there ineffectively mewling, “Now, Tommy, don’t do that. Come along. Daddy’s waiting. Tommy.”


Sighing as the elevator stopped and the doors opened again, Beth leaned against the back wall of the elevator and briefly closed her eyes. She’d had nothing but delays and detours since heading out to fetch her clothes. Nearly every street she’d taken on the way here had been under construction, and then she’d got caught at train tracks for what had seemed like forever as a train had slowed, gone forward and backed up before starting forward again. It had been like the universe was trying to prevent her getting to her apartment.


Halfway here, Beth had begun to regret that she hadn’t just taken up the offer to use the Council credit card and buy all new items when she got to British Columbia. Now she wished she’d turned around then and headed back to the Enforcer house.


“Only twenty floors to the parking garage,” she muttered to herself with disgust as the doors closed. Shaking her head, she glanced down at everything she was carrying. She had an overnight bag over each arm, one with a pair of jeans, two T-shirts, a hairbrush, perfume, deodorant, her toothbrush, and all those other things a girl needed for a short trip. The second bag held another pair of jeans, a pair of black dress pants, more T-shirts, a dressier shirt, and the always-handy little black dress.


Beth had packed the first bag and started to leave, only to realize that Mortimer hadn’t told her how long this job might take or even what it entailed. Concerned that it might take longer than a day or two as she’d originally assumed, and that simple jeans and T-shirts might not suffice, she’d packed the second bag. She’d then also thrown a pair of high-heeled shoes and running shoes into the grocery bag that presently dangled from her left wrist, and then had packed away the set of her favorite knives, two custom-made guns, and her iPad into the zipped-up black carrier that dangled from her right wrist.


On top of all that, Beth was carrying a box filled with food that would go bad if she didn’t return within a day or two. If Mortimer told her that she should only be twenty-four hours or so, then she’d simply put it in one of the refrigerators in the garage behind the Enforcer house and bring it back on her return. However, if he said this job would take four days or more, she’d give it to Sam to either use or drop off at the nearest homeless shelter so that at least someone would get to eat it.


The elevator dinged again, and the doors opened. Beth glanced up at the panel to see that it was only the nineteenth floor. She started to scowl, and then pushed away from the wall and moved quickly off the elevator. She would take the stairs. It would be faster, and what she was carrying wasn’t really heavy, at least not to her. It was just awkward. The bags on either side bulged outward, bumping into the wall if she got too close on either side, and not having her hands free was a pain, as she learned when she reached the metal door to the stairwell.


“Brilliant,” Beth growled as she stared at the doorknob she couldn’t turn. Sighing, she set the box on the floor, half straightened to open the door, held it open with her foot, and bent to pick up the box again.


Huffing out a sigh, Beth started down the stairs at a jog, careful not to get too close to the wall or the railing to avoid bumping against one or the other and upsetting her stride. It was much quicker than the elevator with all its stops, and she managed to reach the parking level relatively quickly and without further delay. Beth had to set down the box again to open the door to the parking garage, and then to open the door of her red Ford Explorer and stow her gear inside, but soon she was inside and on her way.


It wasn’t until she pulled out of the parking garage that Beth recalled the two missed phone calls. She almost pulled over to see who they were from, but a glance at the digital clock on the dashboard made her decide against it. She’d already taken much longer than she’d expected, and was going to have to do a bit of speeding on the way back to make up time. Even then Mortimer would no doubt be waiting on her.


The idea made her cluck her tongue. Beth hated to be late for anything and was generally ridiculously early to avoid it. That wasn’t going to be the case today, she acknowledged unhappily, and then forced herself to take a couple of deep breaths to relax. There was nothing she could do about it. She should have had more than enough time to get there and back. But things simply had not gone to plan. Life could be like that sometimes.


Having encountered so much construction and so many detours using the back roads to the apartment, Beth chose a different route back to the house, one that put her on the highway for the better part of the drive. It was the route she should have taken on the way out, she supposed. But she liked to avoid the highway if possible. Mostly because she thought the drivers here were crazy. They drove too fast and then too slow and then too fast again, like they did not understand what cruise control was. And—Good Lord!—every time she turned around, someone was switching lanes without bothering to signal or see if anyone was already in that lane.


Beth noticed the semi pulling a flatbed of steel girders before it became a problem. It merged onto the highway from an on-ramp ahead of her, but she was in the middle lane so didn’t think anything of it until it suddenly swerved into the center lane just as her front end drew even with the back of it. Beth instinctively hit the brakes and started to turn the steering wheel left but, spotting the blue sedan in that lane, immediately jerked the steering wheel right instead and stood on the brakes, hoping for the best.


Seeing the steel girders coming straight at her head, Beth quickly threw herself to the side, intending to lie flat across the front seat. Unfortunately, she’d forgotten about her seatbelt. She was reminded of it when it snapped tight, holding her in place as the front windshield exploded.
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