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My name is Anita Blake and I’m no stranger to killing monsters. But this time, it’s personal. . .


The wedding of the century is almost here. My wedding – to Jean-Claude, the new vampire king of America. But not everyone wishes us well. Humans think I’m on the side of the monsters. And the vampires fear their king is under the spell of the most powerful necromancer in a thousand years – me.


When the St. Louis police summon me to a brutal murder scene linked a nationwide slaughter of vampires and humans, I know there is more than just a killer to catch. An ancient evil has arrived in town, hell bent on destroying everything – and everyone – I love.


Even I cannot face this alone. Jean-Claude and I must embrace our triumvirate to save both vampires and humans, and to prove that love conquers all.









This book is dedicated to everyone who has had the courage
to face their personal demons and fight.
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EDWARD STOOD IN front of the half circle of mirrors getting fitted for the wedding clothes he’d be wearing as best man in my wedding. I’d been his best man/person less than a year ago, so turnabout was fair play. He was even hating the clothes almost as much as I hated the formal-length dress that his bride had forced me to wear at the last moment when I thought I’d get away with a tux like the men. Now it was his turn to think he’d get to wear a tux and find out he was half right. Since I was marrying someone who either designed or helped design most of his own clothes, Jean-Claude had ideas for spicing up the traditional boring clothes that most modern men wore. Normally his fashion sense wouldn’t have bothered Edward, who had a very traditional style, but now as he glared at himself in the mirror he was bothered, very bothered.


“You have got to be kidding me,” he said. His blue eyes were already starting to turn pale like winter skies, which usually meant he was about to kill something, or that he wanted to kill something.


Peter, his very grown-up son, and I sat in little chairs that were usually reserved for mothers of the bride, or other members of the female side of the wedding, because men didn’t have to come to the designer wedding couture side—ever. Edward was my bestest friend, but I grinned at him, because I was enjoying the men getting outfitted in something they hated so much more than any normal tux.


“You look great,” I said, smiling, and that at least was true, unlike me in every bridesmaid dress I’d ever been forced to wear.


He looked to Peter for a different opinion. “This is ridiculous.” He spread his arms out to his sides so that Peter could get the full effect of the black leather and cloth tailcoat with its high, stiff collar that framed about half of Edward’s head. His blond hair looked brighter yellow than I’d ever seen it, maybe it was the black leather framing it? Or maybe it was his desert tan, which wasn’t tanned by most standards, but it was the most color I’d ever seen on Edward’s skin.


“Except for the collar, the jacket looks great on you, and the collar isn’t bad, it’s just”—Peter made a waffling motion with his hand—“it’s odd, like it shouldn’t be there, but I really like the leather over the shoulders, and the scalloped leather over the forearm looks like a leather bracer from armor. It’s really cool, Ted.” Peter’s desert tan was a lot darker than Edward’s; technically they were stepson and stepfather, but for them it wasn’t about genetics, it was about love.


Edward’s glare softened a little and turned back to the mirrors. He took a visible deep breath and let it out slowly as if he were counting to ten. He pulled on the edges of the jacket as if it needed to be settled in place, but it fit him perfectly; the little bump of the tails on the coat actually drew the eyes to his ass, and since we had never ever been anything but friends I didn’t usually notice Edward’s body like that. I’d thought of tailcoats as old-fashioned until I saw the first of our wedding party in them and realized that they actually accentuated everyone’s booty a lot more than modern jackets did.


“Why do I hate this so much, besides the stand-up collar?” he asked.


“Maybe it’s just so different from your usual cowboy–U.S. Marshal aesthetic?” Peter suggested.


I looked at Edward, and finally said, “It’s the most fitted thing I’ve seen you in since you slimmed down for your wedding. You look slender, more . . . delicate almost, and in all the years we’ve been friends, delicate has never been a word I used for you.”


He nodded at himself in the mirror. “That’s what it is, I look smaller even to me.”


“You’re in the fiercest shape I’ve ever seen you in, unless you’ve put on weight since I saw you at the pool during the wedding trip. You’re all muscle. Hell, Ed”—and I had to stop and force myself to say, “Ted, I didn’t even know you had a six-pack under there until that weekend.”


“I hadn’t. Not since I was in the military twenty years ago, so never since you’ve known me.”


“All the moms and most of the daughters at martial arts class think I have the hottest dad and that includes the male instructors.” Peter said it with a touch of pride, unlike some twenty-year-old sons who would have felt competitive with their fathers. Of course, Edward had never been competitive with Peter either.


“High praise, I take it, since I haven’t seen your instructors,” I said.


Peter grinned. “Yep.”


“Since you’re one of the instructors now, very high praise,” Edward said, and he smiled at his son with a pride that I never thought I’d ever see in his eyes for anyone. When we first met, Edward and I had both been so alone, and neither of us had ever expected that to change. Now here we were, both of us happier than I’d ever seen us. Sometimes life was good.


Peter looked embarrassed but pleased.


“Why didn’t you tell me you’d made instructor, Peter? Congratulations.”


“It’s just part-time.”


“But you’re still in college, so part-time is all you can really do,” I said.


“There’s really not a lot of money in owning a good martial arts school, and instructors make less. You have to be a belt factory or offer kickboxing as a fitness class or something sell-out like that to earn enough money to pay full-time staff, full-time wages,” Peter said.


“You talked to Bill like I suggested,” Edward said.


“Bill owns the school,” Peter explained to me, “and yes, I talked to him. I’d need another job that paid better if I wanted to be full-time at the dojo.” He made quote marks with his fingers when he said full-time.


“How’s the double major going?” I asked.


“I’m really enjoying Preternatural Primates this semester. I never knew how many species of trolls there were, and did you hear new DNA testing split the Yeti into three species instead of just the two?”


“Really? I hadn’t heard about that.”


“I can send you the link to the article our prof shared with us.”


“Please,” I said.


“But now I want to see some of the trolls we have in this country in person.”


“I’ve seen the Lesser Smoky Mountain Trolls.” I almost added that I knew someone who had their doctorate on the trolls, but the person in question was my ex, Richard Zeeman, and the last time Peter had seen him, someone we both knew had died. Today was a good day; we didn’t need to rake up horrible memories and ruin it.


“Really, when?”


“They’re indigenous to the area of Tennessee where one of my mentors lives. I don’t remember if I’ve talked to you about Marianne.”


“The witch who helped you learn to control your magic, right?”


“Yeah, I guess I did talk about her.”


He shook his head. “Nathaniel told me after the trip when he went with you and Micah to try and learn how the magical energy worked between the three of you.”


I knew that Nathaniel talked to Peter even more than I did, and Marianne was out of the broom closet as a witch, so I guess it was okay that Nathaniel shared. Besides . . . I looked at his eager face so happy in college, learning new things that he’d call up to share, and realized that I trusted Peter. He knew how to keep secret whatever needed kept.


“Your face went all serious, Anita, what are you thinking about?” he asked.


I smiled. “My first thought was that what Nathaniel had shared could get Marianne in trouble, and then I realized that I trusted you. Trusted your judgment, trusted you to keep secret what needs keeping.”


He smiled at me like I’d said something wonderful; maybe I had, but it was one of the best smiles I’d seen on his face since he got to watch his parents walk down the aisle together. “Thanks, Anita, that means a lot.”


“You’ve earned it, Peter.”


“He’s starting to like his biology classes better than his criminal justice ones,” Edward said, still tugging at the perfectly tailored coat.


“Are you still fast-tracked for preternatural law enforcement, or did the trolls lure you to the biology side?”


“I still want to be a preternatural marshal like you and Ted, but I failed my blood test for lycanthropy so they’re letting me stay in the program, but they aren’t sure about my future in it.”


“I’m sorry, Peter, really,” I said, and patted his arm.


“It’s not your fault, Anita.”


“You got hurt protecting me.”


“If I hadn’t been there the weretiger would have killed you. I don’t regret what I did, and you shouldn’t either.”


I looked at that calm, wise face, and thought, When did he get so grown-up? “I’ll do my best to be all healthy and therapy-evolved, but I am sorry that you popping hot on the test is keeping you out of the military and law enforcement.”


“I don’t shift, and my test is undetermined just like Ted’s.”


“And it’s my fault both times.”


“I’m still a marshal, and that you and I got to keep our badges sets a good precedent for Peter to get into law enforcement.”


“True, but if it’s my blood getting all up in your wounds when we were both cut up by wereanimals, why don’t both of you show full-blown Therianthropy at least on the test? I mean I don’t change form either, but my test always comes back listing every type of Therianthropy I have inside me.”


“The doctors don’t know,” Ted said.


“They were interested in the fact that both Ted and I test the same because we were father and son and they thought they had a theory, until they found out we’re not genetically related.”


“I went in with Peter last time so the doctors could talk to us together.”


“And draw more blood,” Peter said.


Edward nodded. “And draw more blood.”


“Dr. Lillian wants to draw more blood tomorrow from both of you and from me so she can compare it. Sorry.”


“No, we came here to figure out what’s happening to us,” Edward said, then tugged on the jacket as if it didn’t fit right, but I’d never seen him in a piece of clothing that fit him better and that included the tux he’d worn for his own wedding.


“And to try on beautiful wedding clothes,” I said, smiling.


The seamstress rejoined us then; she had the pants that were supposed to go with the jacket instead of the temporary ones that she’d forced Edward into so she could see how the jacket fit. The pants were black leather.


“You are so going to owe me for this,” Edward said.


“One, I’ve seen you wear leather for undercover work before. Two, I wore a formal-length dress on a beach with bedazzled flip-flops for your wedding.”


“That was not this bad,” he said, motioning at the pants that the patient woman was holding up for him.


“I tried on dresses that were so low that I flashed an entire bridal store when I tripped over the hem.”


He grinned, then shook his head. “Okay, that’s fair.”


“If I said I’m sorry I missed you trying on dresses, would you be mad?” Peter asked.


“Yes,” I said firmly.


He and Edward both laughed. I tried to hold out, but I finally gave in, and we laughed until Edward had to go into the changing room and get into the freshly hemmed leather pants.
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PETER AND I were still sitting in the chairs listening to Edward curse as he wiggled into the pants when my phone rang. It was my dad’s ringtone; my stomach dropped into my shoes with dread, but I answered it.


“Hey, Dad, what’s up?”


“You’re going through with this wedding no matter what I say, aren’t you?”


I stood up and said, “Jesus, Dad, yes, I am marrying Jean-Claude no matter what you say.”


Peter startled in his chair and stared up at me like he couldn’t believe it either. Who could? My father just kept talking all the hate about the man I loved. “He’s a vampire, Anita; in the eyes of the Church he’s a suicide at best, and at worst he’s a demon-possessed corpse.”


“We’ve discussed the Catholic Church’s view on vampires for a few weeks now, Dad. Tell me something new.”


“I know the wedding is a big event, but can’t you just live with each other without getting married?”


“I can’t believe you’re encouraging me to live in sin with a vampire. I thought that was one of the things you hated about all the people in my life?”


“If it’s a choice of cohabitating with one of them or marrying one, then I know which is my preference for my daughter.”


“I am not canceling the wedding, Dad, and the fact that you keep asking is really starting to piss me off.”


“No need to use language like that, Anita.”


“The hell there isn’t. You’re the one who’s insulting me and Jean-Claude. You wouldn’t even come to St. Louis and meet him in person before passing judgment on him.”


“He’s a vampire, Anita, I don’t have to meet him.”


“Fine, then if that’s your last word I guess I’ll find someone else to give me away, or walk my own damn self down the aisle.”


“I’m coming to St. Louis to meet your fiancé.”


“What?”


“I’m coming to meet him and I’m coming to get fitted in the wedding clothes. I don’t understand why there will be multiple fittings for a tuxedo, but you told me if I don’t come now for the first fitting I can’t be in the wedding at all.”


“So, you’re going to be in the wedding, just like that?”


“No, I’m coming for the fitting so that I have the option to be in the wedding. I need to meet this . . . your fiancé. I can’t believe you’re going to marry him, but I want to meet him before you do. I want to try and have a more open mind about it.”


I just stood there holding the phone, not sure what to say. My face must have looked more shocked than I felt, because Peter stood up and hovered near me as if he wasn’t sure how I’d take a hug, but he was thinking about risking it.


“I’m sorry that my beliefs are making your wedding difficult, Anita. I want to walk you down the aisle, I just don’t know if I can hand you over to a . . . vampire.”


“I know, Dad. You raised me to believe they were monsters, inhuman, so it wasn’t murder to kill them. If you had raised me differently I would never have become a vampire executioner and never met Jean-Claude.”


“The irony is not lost on me, Anita.”


“Good, when are you coming into town?”


“I’m working on arranging for someone to cover my practice here, so next week, if it’s not too late. We’ll stay at a hotel since I know you already have guests at your house who are going to be in the wedding.”


“Okay, wow, that’s quick, you surprised me, Dad.”


“In a good way, I hope.”


“Yeah, good, but I honestly had given up on you even meeting Jean-Claude, let alone entertaining the idea of giving me away.”


“I still haven’t decided on that, but Judith showed me that article you sent about vampires not going brain-dead, which means that they don’t technically die. If medical technology can prove that vampires aren’t the walking dead, then the Church needs to know about the new studies.”


“That’s great, Dad, thank Judith for me.”


“You can thank her yourself when we get there.”


“Great, I’ll do that. Text me your flight details and I’ll have someone meet you at the airport.”


“Someone, not you?”


I took a deep breath and let it out while I counted slowly. The guilt-tripping had already begun, and he wasn’t even here yet. “Dad, I’m in the middle of planning a wedding bigger than the last royal one, or that’s how it feels, plus I’m still working, and I’ve got friends here from out of town for the wedding. My schedule is a little smashed, but I or someone will meet your plane.”


“Fine, is there a hotel that you’d recommend for us?”


“We’ve got some hotel rooms reserved for out-of-town guests; when you know your exact dates let me know and I’m sure we can arrange rooms since it’s this far ahead of the wedding. I’ll text you with the information.”


“Text Judith or Josh, I’m not a big one for texting.”


“Will do. Wait, is Josh coming, too? I need to know how many rooms we’ll need.”


“Four rooms, but I’ll pay for our rooms. I don’t want to take hospitality from . . . your fiancé.”


“Wait, four rooms? You and Judith get one, Josh is two, is Andria coming?”


“Yes.”


“You aren’t going to make her and Kevin sleep in separate rooms at the hotel while they’re here, are you? They’ve been living together for years, Dad.”


“No, I’m not going to make Andria and her fiancé sleep separately on the trip.”


“So, Andria and Kevin are the third room; who needs a fourth room, Dad?”


“We’ll see you next week.”


“If you hang up on me without telling me who the fourth room is for, then don’t bother coming.”


“You don’t mean that, Anita.”


“The fuck I don’t.”


“We did not raise you to use language like that.”


“Fuck it, Dad, I am not playing these passive-aggressive games with you anymore. You tell me who the fourth room is for right now.”


“I don’t take well to demands, Anita, especially from my children.”


“I’m thirty-two, Dad, I’m not a child, and as one adult to another and your hostess, I deserve to know who is coming to visit me.”


“Your grandmother wants to help convince you . . .”


“No, fuck no, hell no!”


“Anita, please don’t keep using language like that.”


“Language? Dad, that woman verbally and emotionally abused me as a child.”


“ ‘Abuse’ is a strong word, Anita.”


“Motherfucking son of a bitch!” I realized I was yelling when Edward asked what was wrong through the door. I heard Milligan and Craven, tonight’s bodyguards, keeping people out of the changing rooms. Milligan poked his head in; I waved him away and Peter tried to explain to Edward.


“Anita Katerine Blake, we raised you to be a lady.”


“You raised me to be a lot of things, Dad.”


“Your grandmother is worried about your immortal soul, and so am I.”


“Dad, if you bring Grandma Blake then you aren’t coming with an open mind about me marrying Jean-Claude, because she will close your mind to anything but her hatred and prejudice against anything supernatural.”


“Momma is a good old-school Catholic, there’s nothing wrong with that.”


“She burned me when I was fourteen, so I’d know what hell felt like, Dad. She thought it would encourage me to stop using my powers to raise the dead.”


“What? You told me that was an accident.”


“No, Dad, she told you it was an accident.”


“Why didn’t you tell me?”


“You hadn’t believed me about anything else, why bother?”


“That was a second-degree burn, Anita.”


“I know, Dad, trust me, I remember.”


“You should have told me.”


“Told you that your beloved saint of a mother pinned my arm and forced a candle flame against my skin?”


“She said you were playing with the candle, and it fell.”


“You don’t get second-degree burns from a falling candle if you can move out of the way, Dad.”


He was quiet on the other end of the phone. I just let the silence build because I didn’t know what else to say. It had taken me months of therapy to own the memory, and not try to find some explanation for what happened that would exonerate my father for not protecting me. Nothing would ever exonerate my grandmother. She could rot in the hell she was so fond of for all I cared.


I heard him talking to someone on his end. “She says you hit her.”


“She was burning my arm with an open flame.”


“She had a bruise on her face, said she fell when you burned yourself. Did you hit your grandmother?”


“You taught me to fight, Dad, what else was it for except to protect myself?”


“You punched your grandmother in the face?”


I yelled, “She was burning my arm, telling me that I’d burn like that all over my body forever if I didn’t give up my evil ways. I protected myself, used what you taught me and saved myself from a third-degree burn or worse.”


“I can’t believe this happened the way you’re telling it, Anita.”


“You always believed her.” I wasn’t yelling now, I wasn’t even angry, I was tired, so tired.


“You both had marks on you, I might have believed you.”


“Might, might?” The anger was back, the anger I’d always believed had been from my mother’s death, but therapy had helped me pull memories from childhood that explained my rage. It wasn’t like I’d forgotten what happened, more like my family repeated their version so often that I just accepted it. My family loved me, even my grandmother loved me, they wouldn’t hurt me like that on purpose, right? Right? Wrong, so fucking wrong.


“Anita, I’m sorry.”


“Sorry for what, Dad?” My voice was calm, too calm. It wasn’t the right reaction to this much emotion; I knew now that it was both a protective mechanism and a destructive one. Protective because it helped me get through the moment, but destructive because the stuffed emotions that I should have been experiencing just got buried and resurfaced all over my life for years.


“I’m sorry you were hurt. I’m sorry you felt you had to strike your grandmother.”


“She plays the martyr to perfection, Dad, she always did.”


“Anita, please.”


“Please what, Dad?”


“I love you both.”


“If you say so, Dad.”


“I love you, Anita.”


“I love you, too, Dad. Thanks for teaching me how to box, because she never laid a hand on me after that. I guess I really did have a mean right hook, just like you said.”


“I don’t know what to say.”


“Then let’s hang up, because I don’t know what to say either.”


“I love you,” he said.


“Yeah, I love you, too, Dad.” My voice was still even and unemotional, the way you’d say I love you if you didn’t mean it at all, but that wasn’t it. I did love my dad, I just wished like hell I didn’t, because if I didn’t then I could have told him to go to hell and never darken my door again. If I didn’t love my family, I could have been done with them and just been happy in the life I’d built, but I did love them and there is always that fragile part of you, that inner-child part, that wants your family to love you, to protect you even if they didn’t. Part of us wants them to say sorry and make it up to us. We want our Hallmark movie moment that almost never really happens outside of the movies. I was a U.S. Marshal with the highest number of executions in the service, I knew better than to hope like that, but hope is a lying bitch that strings you along with just enough promise that you don’t want to give up. Damn it, damn it!


Peter stood beside me not saying anything; he started to try and hug me, which would have been a mistake, but then he held out his hand to me. I didn’t take it, but he just left it there open and waiting if I wanted to hold on to something. I didn’t need to hold on to anything or anyone, and the moment I thought it I realized why I had isolated myself for so long: because that was safer. If I didn’t depend on anyone but myself, then nobody got close enough to hurt me again. I’d lived like that, protected myself like that, and been miserable and terribly alone.


Peter’s hand was just there if I wanted to take it, no demands, no force, no presumption. He was pretty damned smart for twenty. I hadn’t been that smart at twenty. Hell, I wasn’t sure I was that smart now. I took his hand, and he slowly wrapped his fingers around mine, but he didn’t try for more, he waited for me. My chest hurt; brokenhearted in books and movies is reserved for romantic love, but all kinds of love can break your heart. My eyes burned, my throat was tight like I was choking; what the hell was wrong with me?


“It’s okay, Anita,” he said, voice low and soft the way you talk jumpers off ledges, “whatever you’re feeling is okay.”


I tried to say I’m all right, or something else sensible, but what came out was a sob and what came next was another. I collapsed against Peter, and he caught me the way I’d caught him once when he was small and bad things had happened. I cried into his chest like a freaking child because bad things had happened, and no one had protected me. I had saved myself; I was still saving myself and everyone else, but in that moment I let Peter save a little piece of me, a piece that was still fourteen and hadn’t realized that my grandmother hated me more than she loved me, and that I hated her right back.
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THE CRYING HAD almost stopped. I was just standing there with my arms around Peter’s waist while he held me in place, and I leaned against him. I felt light and airy, and quiet inside like the world after a storm wiped it clean. It didn’t feel much like me.


Peter hugged me carefully and said, “I’ve always wanted to hold you in my arms, but this wasn’t how I pictured it.”


It made me laugh, just a little. “Didn’t meet expectations, huh?” I said, sighing with my head still resting on his chest.


“In some ways, no.” He stroked his hand down the back of my hair.


I raised my head up and away from the touch. It was borderline between comfort and more.


“But in other ways, totally exceeded expectations.” He smiled down at me, and it was a good smile full of all the years we’d known each other, all the things we’d been through together, how much we’d both grown, though mine had been more internal instead of gaining ten inches of height like he had. “Thank you for trusting me,” he said, and just like that I knew he understood how much it had cost me to fall apart and how much I had to trust anyone to let them catch me while I did it.


“Thanks for being trustworthy,” I said.


“Oh, when a woman calls you trustworthy you’re so in the friendzone.” He made a dramatic face to go with the comment. It made me laugh and start to push away as the far curtain opened and a vampire and a werehyena came through. Asher, the vampire, was tall with long golden hair that he wore loose to hide half his face. The half that showed looked almost artificial in its beauty. Kane, the werehyena, was tall, dark, and sullenly handsome. The vampire said, “Anita, what’s wrong?” The hyena said, “Found another man to fuck, I don’t know how you find the time.”


I wanted to punch Kane in the face, but I debated whether the comment was enough to justify it, or just my anger with my family talking. Peter beat me to it, moving faster than I’d ever seen him move. One second we were holding each other, the next he was across the room punching Kane in the solar plexus with his right hand, so hard it doubled him over, then bringing his left elbow into the side of Kane’s face. Kane tried to stand up, swung at him, and Peter raised his left arm to block the blow just in case, but he was already coming up under Kane’s chin with as pretty an undercut as I’d seen in a while. Kane fell over backward, and the fight was over.


“I’ve never seen you move that fast, Peter,” Edward said from behind us in the door of the dressing room.


“Or hit that hard,” I said.


Peter was staring at his hands like he couldn’t quite believe what he’d just done. Apparently, he hadn’t seen himself move like that before either.


Asher looked at his fallen lover and then at Peter and then back to Kane. “I apologize for what Kane said, it was inexcusably rude, but could we begin with verbal insults before resorting to violence next time?”


Milligan was back through the curtains with Craven at his heels. Milligan had his pale hair newly military cut. He kept trying to grow it out since testing positive for lycanthropy had gotten him a medical discharge from the Navy, but he hated it touching his ears. Craven was so newly discharged that his black hair was still in its original high and tight. It seemed weird to have Milligan on duty without his usual partner, Custer, but we’d divided all the more experienced military security among the newer guys who were still transitioning from career military to civilian security. It was a good idea, but I still missed Custer, and Milligan was a lot less chatty and comfortable to be around with the newbie.


Milligan said, “Blake, if you’re going to pick fights with shapeshifters I’m going to have to stay on this side of the curtain.”


“If Kane’s involved it might be for the best,” I said.


Craven knelt and checked for the pulse in Kane’s neck.


“He’s a werehyena, I didn’t hit him that hard,” Peter said, but his voice held a note of panic.


“He’s alive,” Asher said, but not with the emotion you’d expect about the news. Kane’s cruel streak had started to wear thin on everyone.


“He’s got a pulse,” Craven said.


I heard Peter let out a breath, his shoulders slumping with relief.


“And that’s the other reason we’re here,” Edward said.


“Can you move like that now, too?” I asked.


He shook his head. “Neither of us has ever moved like that. We’re stronger and faster, but not like that.”


Peter backed far enough away from Kane so he might have some warning if the werehyena came to and wanted to have a rematch. He backed up until he was standing by Edward. Peter looked pale. “I don’t know what happened.”


“You cleaned his clock,” I said.


“You lost control of your temper,” Edward said.


Peter just nodded. “Worse than I have in a long time.”


“I taught you to fight, and you’ve learned more at the dojo, but with those skills comes responsibility and judgment about when to use them and how hard to go at it. Today was not the moment to go this hard, Peter,” Edward said.


“I know that, I really do, but he said what he said after Anita had talked to her dad on the phone and it was . . . I lost control. I don’t have an excuse for it, but I’m sorry.”


“You didn’t lose control,” I said, “that was very controlled, very precise.”


“I wanted to hurt him, Anita, that’s not okay. I’m too big and too strong, and now it’s even worse. I have to control my emotions as much as I do the physical stuff, or someone will get hurt and I could end up arrested.”


“Well, if you hit a human this hard someone could get dead,” Craven said.


“I don’t want to kill someone by accident,” Peter said. He suddenly looked scared, the shadow of the boy I’d first met on his face. I didn’t blame him.


“You’re here to work out with us, right?” Milligan said.


Peter nodded.


“We’ll teach you how to manage your new strength and speed, and how to hide it.”


“Yeah, that, too. I mean, if I moved like that in the dojo they’d all know.”


“You were fast, kid, but not as fast as we are,” Craven said.


Peter looked at him. “Are you serious?”


Craven smiled that smile that big, athletic men have been smiling since the first one realized he was bigger and stronger than everyone else.


“They are serious,” Asher said, “and please remember that when Kane comes to, he will take this as a grave insult.”


“Is that a threat?” Edward asked.


“No, it is a warning. As I become healthier and less prone to being what Anita calls a shit stirrer, Kane is getting worse. He’s only here today for my fitting because he didn’t trust me out of his sight.”


“The jealousy issues are that much worse?” I asked.


“I fear so.”


“How much worse, since we’re supposed to be keeping everyone safe?” Craven asked.


Milligan answered, “You haven’t been around Kane much, but he’ll probably try and tear the kid up next time he sees him.”


Asher lowered his head, putting his hands in front of his face like he might weep or didn’t want to see Kane lying on the floor. He shoved his hands back through his hair so it pulled back completely, exposing the scars on the left side of his face. It let me know how upset he was, because he would never have done that in front of so many people if he’d been thinking about it.


Peter gasped.


Asher froze and then very slowly moved his hands so his hair would fall back like a dark golden curtain to hide behind again. He spoke with his face still hidden. “If Kane wakes and the young man is still here, he will attack him. He can take such an insult to his honor from Anita and others at the apex of our power structure, but he is too insecure to take it from anyone he perceives as less able.” He never moved his head at all while he spoke, so his hair was all we could see of his face. He didn’t even show us the unmarked side of his face, which meant all his issues had been hit hard by that one small sound.


“If everyone is okay with it, we’ll just send Kane to the medical area at the Circus of the Damned so he can wake up there,” Milligan said.


“Fine with me,” I said.


“Yes,” Asher said, still unmoving as if he was afraid to give Peter a second look at his face.


I walked over to Asher as Milligan picked Kane up like a sack of potatoes, putting him in a fireman’s carry over one of his shoulders.


“What if he has a spinal injury?” Peter asked.


“Kid, if his spine was injured he’d either be dead or it’ll heal no matter what,” Milligan said, and then he walked out while Craven held the curtain for him.


He hesitated in the doorway and said, “We’re not supposed to leave you without someone to watch your back.”


“We’ve got her back,” Edward said. I was a little uncomfortable with Peter being part of that we, but he had earned the right to be included.


Milligan yelled back, “If Forrester says he has her, he has her. Now let’s get the werehyena to medical before he comes to.”


Craven almost saluted, remembered in time, and hurried to catch up with Milligan.


I tried to stand in front of Asher, but he moved just enough so that his hair was between me and seeing any of his face. I hadn’t seen him this insecure in maybe ever. Damn it. I reached up to touch his hair, but he moved just out of reach, so I dropped my hand to his arm. Which he let me hold, but he was immobile under my touch like he was trying not to be there.


“Asher, please,” I said.


“I’m sorry,” Peter said.


“Your reaction was honest, don’t be sorry for that,” Asher said, but his voice held bitterness that made the words a lie.


“It wasn’t for the reason you think.”


“Now you will tell me that I don’t know my own mind. You do have the arrogance of youth and beauty.”


“I’m young but I’m not beautiful, not compared to you,” Peter said.


Asher made a sound that was too bitter to be a laugh, but I didn’t have another word for it. He pulled away from my hand and I didn’t fight him over it. I had my own issues to work today, I didn’t have enough energy left over to deal with one of Asher’s famous fits. He was gorgeous, but eventually beauty and great sex aren’t enough.


Peter said, “You’re so good at hiding the scars with your hair that I forget they are there.”


“Good that you can forget that I am ruined.”


“All you let me see is the perfect parts of you physically. Nicky lets me see the scars where he lost his eye now, so it’s part of him, but you never seem to treat your scars that way.”


“Oh, they are very much a part of me, a part that I can never forget. I have wished often that vampires had no reflections like in movies, because then it would not be a constant reminder of what I have lost.”


“If that is how you feel, Asher, then why don’t you go back to consult with the plastic surgeon? He was hopeful about helping you,” I said.


He just shook his head hard enough that his hair moved but never showed any of his face. Peter was right, Asher had spent centuries using his hair to shield his face. He always seemed to know where every shadow or patch of light would hit him and what it would show. He used all of it to keep his scars hidden. The scars didn’t cover that much of his face because he could keep the hair over it while looking at someone with both eyes and most of his face, but it wasn’t my face, it wasn’t me who had gone from the kind of beauty that would make people gasp in wonder, to scars that made people gasp like Peter had.


I felt Jean-Claude like a distant dream down the metaphysical connection between us. He was being subtle because if Asher sensed his presence then he would say that I didn’t want him except through Jean-Claude’s eyes. Since I was beginning to agree with that, it was hard to argue. I’d only been in an off-again, on-again relationship with Asher for a few years; Jean-Claude had been trying for centuries. That breath of power asked me in emotions to please try. Jean-Claude could have simply spoken in my mind, but that much power between us and Asher would have sensed it happening.


I reached for his hand. He startled, his hand tensing under my touch. He darted a glance at me, a flash of those ice-blue eyes through the wilderness of his golden hair. “Why would you want to touch me when you have unblemished youth before you?”


I settled my hand more securely in his; Jean-Claude was gone from the part of me where I could feel it, because touching made all our powers stronger. If Asher realized that it hadn’t been just my idea to hold his hand, then it would have made things worse. “You know that Peter and I aren’t an item.”


“Only a lover will defend someone’s honor so swiftly and so decisively.”


“Any suggestions, Ted?” Peter asked.


“You made the mess, you clean it up, that’s the rule; besides, this isn’t the part of Anita’s life that I help out with, and I’m good with the division of labor.”


Peter took a few steps toward us and my hand in Asher’s kept him from moving away. Peter took the hint, though, and stopped where he was, giving the vampire the space he seemed to need. “Somewhere in all that talking, did you imply that you’re jealous of me?” Peter asked, so not what I thought he would lead with.


Asher laughed, and it was so bitter it felt like broken glass in my ears just to hear it.


“No vampire mind tricks,” Edward said, “or I will join in, and you don’t want that.”


“No,” Asher said, “I do not. My apologies, for losing control for a moment.”


“You didn’t go off your meds, did you?” I asked, because this was the moody Asher of old, not the one who had taken his therapy so seriously that they’d found meds that worked on a vampire, which hadn’t been easy. The doctor was writing a paper on it because it was a first. Finding meds that evened out Asher’s brain chemistry had made an amazing difference. He was healthier than he’d ever been, and we were all happier for it, except for Kane, apparently.


“No, I did not go off my meds, but I can understand why you asked.” He squeezed my hand gently.


“If the meds are still working, then what’s wrong?” I asked.


“The medicine clears my head and helps my heart be less tempestuous, but now the true work of therapy begins. I am finding that working on internal issues is far more challenging than I had imagined.”


I squeezed his hand back and said, “I’m proud of you for working your issues, instead of letting them work you.”


“It’s so hard to do the work in therapy; I’m sorry that I made it worse,” Peter said.


“You are young, you don’t know any better.”


“Let me try to do better; first can I say something without you taking it as flirting, because I don’t like men, so I don’t mean it that way, but I want to try and explain.”


Asher laughed again and it was bitter, but it didn’t hurt to hear it. He was trying, too. “You are safe from my advances. I would not want to be with anyone who reacts to me as you did.”


“It’s not the scars, it’s the fact that you have one of the most beautiful faces I’ve ever seen. I think that every time I see you, but this is the first time you’ve ever let me see your whole face.”


“I’m sorry you found it revolting.”


“No, that’s not it,” Peter said, reaching out as if he were trying to pull the words from the air. “I knew you were scarred by holy water and I knew that it burns like acid on vampire skin, but theory is different from seeing it.”


“So much worse than you imagined,” Asher said, and tried to pull his hand away from me; when I didn’t let him go he let me keep holding him, but it was like his hand was only there for politeness’ sake. I had to breathe through the anger that started to boil up inside me. I really didn’t have the emotional spoons left for Asher today, but for Jean-Claude’s sake I kept trying.


“Damn it,” Peter said, “I’m not saying this right, but the scars aren’t that bad, it just surprised me, and it was shitty of me to react like that. I’m sorry.”


“Apology accepted,” Asher said, but his voice said plainly that he didn’t mean it.


“Asher, what does he have to do to make this better?” I asked, shaking his hand, trying to get him to look at me.


“How did you word it, that I was unblemished youth?” Peter pulled the hem of his T-shirt up with one hand, exposing the scars on his upper stomach that traced over one side of his chest. I knew they went up onto one shoulder, but the shirt would have to come off to see them. The scars looked like what they were, claw marks. It had been a weretiger that meant to kill me; both Peter and I almost died, but I’d had enough magic to heal completely, and he hadn’t.


Asher turned with his hair swinging to hide the scarred side of his face, but he gave the full perfection of the other side of his profile so he could look at the scars that traced Peter’s body. “I am a fool, please forgive me for forgetting that I am not the only one who has suffered.”


Peter let his shirt fall back into place. “I don’t let people see me without a shirt much, even the girls who say they don’t mind, how can they not? The girls who like the scars seem to like them more than the rest of me, and that’s creepy for a different reason.”


Peter had never mentioned any of this to me, but he was sharing with Asher and the rest of us, because he was trying to make up for making Asher self-conscious. It was brave and smart. I was so proud of him I’d have hugged him if I hadn’t thought that would make things worse again.


“I have had lovers over the centuries who preferred their lovers scarred, but you are right, you are your scars to them, not yourself.”


“Exactly,” Peter said.


“I knew that you had risked your life to save Anita from a shapeshifter, but I did not think what that would mean for someone who was not a shapeshifter or vampire. Again, my apologies for assuming that because you were young you did not have your own wounds.”


“It’s okay, most people see someone my age and assume the same thing.”


“I try not to be that ordinary,” Asher said.


“You could never be ordinary,” I said, smiling up at him.


He finally smiled down at me just a little. I could only truly see Asher through the lens of all the centuries he and Jean-Claude had been together first as rivals, then as lovers and best friends, then as bitter enemies, and now they/we were figuring out what the hell we all were again. They were like some star-crossed lovers who kept reincarnating lifetime after lifetime trying to get it right, except it was all one lifetime, just a really long one.


I missed Asher in the bedroom and in a few other places, and I knew that Jean-Claude missed him more, which made me say, “Now, do I finally get a hello kiss?”


Asher gave a real smile this time, the one that traveled all the way to the long curving scar that was closest to the kissable bow of his mouth. I loved that smile, because it was real, not calculated to hide his scars. It made me smile for just myself without Jean-Claude needing to interfere. I wanted to love Asher, he just made it so damn hard sometimes.


“Whatever my lady desires,” he said, and bent that six feet, one inch of height down as I went up on my tiptoes to meet him partway. His lips were as soft as ever, the kiss gentle; his arms started to wrap around me, but I put a hand between us, keeping our bodies from touching completely and from him holding me too tightly.


He drew back immediately. “Will you never forgive me for that one cruel kiss?”


“If I’d been human I’d have needed stitches and weeks, or months, to be able to kiss, or eat, or so many things without hurting. Hell, I could have ended up with scars and my mouth would never look like this again.”


He turned away from me then. “Did you mean to be cruel?”


“No, but brutally honest, yes.”


He turned back to me, his pale blue eyes swimming in unshed tears. It hurt my heart to see him like that, but I knew part of that was Jean-Claude’s emotion and we had to be firm with our beautiful man. “Unless we have certain people in the room with us, I’m not comfortable letting you wrap me in your arms until I’m out of options against your superior strength, Asher.”


“I was ill, Anita. I am on meds and in therapy, what more do you want me to do to prove that I am sincere in my desire to be in your life again like I was before?”


“We’ll give you some privacy,” Peter said.


I moved back so I could see him and Asher at the same time; I even had a sense of Edward still standing in the doorway to the changing room. “I don’t want privacy, I want witnesses.”


“Anita, I would never harm you on purpose.”


“You came in here tonight sounding like your old self, your old insecure jealous self. That person is not safe to be around, so I’m going to be cautious.”


“Are you saying he hurt you?” Peter asked.


“I hurt everyone around me before the doctor found medication that balanced my brain chemistry. It’s worse than being an addict, because at least that is something you can live without, something outside yourself, but what is wrong with me is inside me. I cannot go cold turkey as they say, because I am my own drug, my own weakness without a different drug to help me see sense.”


“That sounds terrible,” Peter said, and sounded like he meant it.


“It is, mon ami, it is.”


“I’m glad they found meds that worked for you,” Edward said.


Asher looked past Peter to the other man. “Thank you.”


“We can shelve this conversation for privacy with Jean-Claude and the other lovers in our life,” I offered.


“Do you truly feel unsafe with me holding you in my arms?”


Okay, I guess we weren’t going to wait for a more intimate audience for this conversation, so be it. I looked at him and distant like a bell was Jean-Claude’s love for the man in front of me, but my own heart was strangely unmoved. “We’re lovers again, Asher.”


“But you are not in love with me, as I am with you.”


“You hurt me, Jean-Claude exiled you for months, and then you came home with Kane, who makes it impossible. The time we have together without him just enrages him more, so that it’s harder and harder to be together.”


“We are lovers again, but it is as if we are not together, because everything must run through Kane’s jealousy and possessiveness,” Asher said.


“Exactly.”


“If I had married him I would divorce him, but I made him my moitié bête, my animal half; that is not a tie that can be broken short of death.”


“Yeah, it truly is until death do you part,” I said.


“I do not know what to do about Kane; if I had been healthier I would never have chosen him.”


Edward said, “Maybe without Kane you might not have given therapy a real shot.”


“What do you mean?” Asher asked.


“Anita had to tell me about Kane before we came to St. Louis for this trip, because she wanted Peter and me to know that he was potentially dangerous. I think Kane held up a mirror to your own obsessive jealousy. You finally saw in him what everyone else had seen in you, and you didn’t want to be like that anymore.”


“I knew you were a deadly foe, but I did not know that you were also a wise friend,” Asher said.


“I’m not your friend, I’m Anita’s friend.”


“You don’t like me.”


“You haven’t given me a reason to like you.”


“That is fair.” Asher turned back to me. “Perhaps your friend is correct, and I needed Kane to show me the error of my ways.”


“If that’s true then I’m grateful for that, but that still leaves us with Kane.”


“What happens if you kill him?” Edward asked.


“His death could kill Asher.”


“I thought Asher lived through the death of his human servant once.”


“He did.” I didn’t elaborate on one of the most painful moments in Asher’s or Jean-Claude’s lives. The bare facts and move on.


“Then why can’t he live through the death of his animal to call?”


“I am still in love with Kane,” Asher said.


“I saw your reaction when Peter knocked him cold; that was not the reaction of a man in love.”


“I love him,” Asher insisted.


“But you’re not in love with him anymore, are you?” Edward asked.


Asher hesitated and then said, “I don’t know.”


“Yeah you do, you just don’t want to admit it.”


“Just to be clear, Ted, you can’t kill Kane unless he tries to kill you or Peter, or somebody else. He is not just a problem to be solved, not yet.”


Edward shrugged. “If you say so.”


“We can’t just kill Kane because he might hurt someone, can we?” Peter asked.


“You can’t,” Edward said.


“No one can,” I said.


“You mean that Peter cannot kill Kane in cold blood, but that you could,” Asher said.


“It would be a solution.”


“It could kill me.”


“It would still be a solution,” Edward said. I realized in that moment just how much he didn’t like Asher. He hadn’t even been around him that much, but he’d heard my stories and seen some of the damage Asher had caused; for Edward that would be enough.


I said, “No, it would not be a solution.”


Peter said, “Ted, no.”


“Then keep Kane away from me and Peter while we’re here. If he hurts Anita in front of me, I will not hesitate.”


“If he hurts Anita, that’s different,” Peter said.


Edward looked at his son, his eyes gone cold and distant like winter skies before the storm rolls down and buries you under a blizzard. “You’ve made Kane your enemy, Peter. He’s a wereanimal; that means he’s faster and stronger than you are, even now. What will you do if he attacks you?”


“I’ll defend myself.”


“Will you kill him?”


“If he tries to kill me.”


Edward shook his head. “You can’t wait that long, Peter, not with shapeshifters.”


“I can’t just shoot him on sight.”


“I can.”


“I can’t,” I said.


“I will do my best to see that Kane stays away from Peter,” Asher said.


Edward ignored him and looked at his son. “The biggest difference between Anita and me is that I can, and she won’t. It’s not that she isn’t capable of shooting and killing, Kane. It’s that she will wait until he does something that she feels justifies it, but by then someone else will be hurt or dead. If Anita weren’t here to tell me no, I would kill Kane before he hurts someone else.”


“And it wouldn’t bother you?” Peter asked.


“No.”


“Why tell me all that, Ted?”


“I want you to start thinking now about what you will and will not do, what you are willing to do, where you draw your line.”


“I am thinking about that,” Peter said.


“Good, because if you go into the family business you’re going to need to decide what your rules are, so that you won’t waste time wondering when it’s time to act. Hesitation will get you killed if you’re up against vampires and shapeshifters, Peter.”


Peter looked at me, maybe for confirmation or maybe for my opinion. I nodded, and said, “If you decide ahead of time what you’ll do in a given scenario, then if that happens you’ll just act. You won’t waste time debating your options.”


“But you can’t think of every scenario ahead of time,” Peter said.


“No, but you can think of the ones most likely to happen next, like what will you do if Kane jumps you when you’re alone?” I asked.


“Kill him if I can.”


“Good,” Edward and I said together.


“But surely you don’t have to kill him. Could you not incapacitate him as you did just now?” Asher said.


“Not if he gets me alone,” Peter said.


“Explain your answer to Asher,” Edward said.


“I surprised Kane and myself with my speed, strength, and training. I won’t surprise him a second time. He’ll be ready for me now and he’s faster and stronger than I am, plus he can shapeshift into a form that has claws and teeth.” Peter turned to me. “Can Kane do just claws in human form?”


“Not to my knowledge,” I said, and looked at Asher.


“No, he cannot,” the vampire confirmed.


“Okay, but he’s still better than me physically and he knows how good I am now, so he’ll come harder, maybe hard enough to try and kill me. If he gets me alone I’ll have to assume that’s what he’s planning.”


“And if he attacks you in front of us all, as he will likely do?” Asher asked.


“If Anita and Ted are with me, or Nicky and a few others, I’ll try to fight until they can subdue him, but if he catches me alone or without the people I trust with me, then I’ll have to take care of it myself.”


“You do not trust that I can control my own animal to call?”


Peter looked at me as if to ask, What do I say?


“Tell him the truth,” I said.


“No, why should I when you don’t seem to have any control over him at all. In fact, he bullies and manipulates you and you let him do it. Why would I trust my life to you suddenly standing up to him and saving me? I’m much safer saving myself while you stand around wringing your hands about what to do.”


Asher stared at him, then turned to me. “Is this what you think of me, too?”


“Do you want the truth?” I asked.


“Yes.”


“Okay, I think you’d stand there and watch Peter die at Kane’s hands and do nothing, not because you want Peter dead but because you don’t know what to do in emergencies, especially when Kane is involved.”


“Am I that useless?”


“Where Kane is concerned, yes.” In my head I thought he’d be one of the last people I’d count on in an emergency, but I kept that to myself. One hard truth at a time worked better if you wanted most people to do better, and I didn’t want to hurt him that much. I still loved him, or Jean-Claude loved him enough for both of us; either way it made it hard to be completely honest in that moment.


“So, you agree that Peter should kill Kane?”


“No, I agree that Peter shouldn’t let Kane kill him, and if that means he kills Kane first, then I’m okay with that.”


“Even if it means my death?”


Damn it, he wasn’t going to let this be easy, which was so Asher. “You are a master vampire, Asher, which means you can control your animal to call, which is hyena. I’ve seen you force werehyenas that hated you to attack people they liked better than you. Kane is your personal animal, your moitié bête, your beast half, so you should be able to control him and keep him from attacking Peter, but you won’t, not can’t, won’t. If you want to commit suicide by letting Kane do it for you, that is your choice.”


“Will you not miss me?”


I made an inarticulate sound that was somewhere between frustration and a scream of rage. “Damn it, Asher, don’t be the fucking girl in this conversation. Not every damn thing is just about you! I will not let your issues with Kane get Peter killed, period, end of fucking discussion. If Kane dies and that drags you to the grave with him, I will mourn your beautiful ass, but I will not let you kill or injure anyone else I love ever again. Ever!”


“I did not know you felt that way about Peter.”


“Wait, are you saying that unless I have a romantic love toward someone you think it’s okay for Kane to hurt them, or kill them?”


What I could see of Asher’s face looked confused. Oh my God, I was too stressed today for this shit. My phone rang and it was the ringtone for Captain Rudolph Storr of the Regional Preternatural Investigation Team.


“Answer the question, Asher, because we’re going to have a lot of people in for the wedding that I’m not fucking, and you have to understand that if Kane hurts them that’s still a death sentence on him.”


“That is your work ringtone,” he said.


“I know. I’ll call back. You must understand what I just said, or Kane is going to do something unfortunate, and someone will have to kill him, and that may kill you, which will take a piece out of Jean-Claude’s heart and mine, but Kane has no more free passes. None, zero, zilch. If he attacks anyone else the minimum is what Peter just did. I am about to have a lot of humans around me for fittings of dresses and shit, and Kane cannot take a swing at any of them, because if he kills any of them even by accident I will put a silver bullet between his eyes.”


“He is my animal to call; he might survive even that.”


I had to count slowly before saying, “You are not stupid, Asher, so you have to be deliberately missing my point here.”


“I thought you might discipline him with one bullet to make your point.”


I shook my head hard enough that all my own black curls flew back and forth. I was having to fight not to make my hands into fists. “It’s not my job to discipline Kane, it’s yours, but if you won’t do your job, you will force me to do mine.”


“You would execute him, even knowing it could destroy me, as well.”


“If Kane loses his temper and hits one of my human bridesmaids or their partners, or one of my family, or hell, anyone who is in my wedding, anyone who—”


“You’re making this too complicated, Anita,” Edward said.


“If you can explain it to him better, be my guest.”


“Your fault, our fault, no one’s fault, if Kane kills anyone, we kill him. If you get in the way of that, you can die first.”


I turned to stare at Edward, but his face showed no compromise. I knew he meant it. I wasn’t sure I could pull the trigger on Asher; on Kane and let Asher take his chances, yes, but to actually point a gun between those beautiful blue eyes, at that face we loved . . . I wasn’t sure I could do it, and because it was Edward he needed to know that.


“I don’t know if I can pull the trigger on Asher, so if it comes to that I’ll take Kane, but Asher has to be yours.”


“Understood,” Edward said.


“Anita, how can you talk about my death so coldly?”


“We are starting to plan how to take Kane and you out, Asher; do you understand now?”


“That I don’t matter to you, yes.”


I wanted to ask him again if he’d stopped taking his meds, but my phone rang again. It was Dolph and for him to call back that soon it was important. “If you didn’t matter to me, Asher, I’d have killed Kane months ago. I have to take this call,” I said as I stepped a little away from him, not so he wouldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but because I was so angry with him I didn’t want to be looking directly at him while I concentrated on police work.


“Hey, Dolph, what’s up?”


“We have a murder scene.”


“What kind?”


“We may have a Sunshine kill.”


The anger washed away on fear, my stomach clenching tight with it. “Jesus, Dolph, I was hoping it wouldn’t come here.”


“So was I, but we have a body at the Marriott. A maid noticed the smoke and got a fire extinguisher, so the scene is relatively preserved, but we’re going to need dental to ID the victim.”


“So, it’s a vampire that’s newly dead enough to have dental records?” I asked.


“If it’s the one that signed in for the hotel room, yes.”


“Is the vampire local?” My voice sounded ordinary when I asked, but my stomach wasn’t fooled. I knew a lot of the local vampires now, because most of them attended the Church of Eternal Life and so did Jean-Claude and I at least once or twice a month. It was the church that Jean-Claude and I were going to be married in; I’d started to think of the congregation as mine, just like I did the Episcopal church that I went to most Sundays.


“Not if it’s the vampire that checked into the hotel.”


“Give me the name, I might be able to find a vampire that knows them.”


“I don’t want to give out the name of the victim until we notify the family.”


“They’re married?”


“There were photos of the victim with a family on the laptop. All the photos with the vampire in them were taken at night or inside, so it looks like it’s not the family the vampire had before, but a current one.”


“Okay, track the family down. What do you need from me?”


“You’re still our vampire expert. I want your expertise.”


“Okay, be there as soon as I can. I’m at a wedding fitting so it may take a few minutes.”


“Sorry to interrupt.”


“It’s okay, my job doesn’t change just because I’m going to be a bride.”


“I’m still sorry to drag you away from something pleasant to this.”


“Is it that bad?”


“We’ve both seen worse, but it’s just that someone in our city hated vampires enough to open the drapes and let the sunlight do this to them. I was really hoping that this particular brand of hate would skip St. Louis.”


“Yeah, me too.”


He sighed, which he didn’t do much over the phone or in person. “Get here when you can, Anita.”


“Dolph, one thing. When did they open the drapes on the vampire? I mean, it’s after dark, they had to be cutting it damn close to sundown.”


“I’ll check the timeline and have the info for you when you get here.”


“Thanks.”


“Don’t mention it.” Then he hung up, which was actually not abrupt for him.


I said, “I need to go,” to no one in particular, or everyone.


“You need backup?” Edward asked.


“No, I need you to stay here and finish the fitting.”


“You sure?”


“If it’s a Sunshine Murder there will barely be anything for me to do,” I said.


He studied my face, then said, “You’ll call if you need me.”


“Absolutely,” I said.


“Give me ten minutes, I’ll be out of these clothes, and I can go with you.”


“The pants are still too long for the boots,” the seamstress said as she came back into the room.


“What boots?” Edward asked suspiciously.


I didn’t even try to hide my smile, but I did add, “The boots are actually the most conservative part of the outfit, you won’t have a problem with them.”


“You’d take Ted with you, but you don’t want to leave me on my own,” Peter said.


“I really do need Ted to have his fitting. I need something about this damn wedding to go right.”


“If this is where you need me more, I’ll stay,” Edward said.


“Thank you.”


The seamstress looked at me. “The makeup artist is waiting for you with the clothes that Jean-Claude picked out for tonight.”


“Oh,” I said, “I’ll come back after the crime scene to change.”


She raised an eyebrow at me over her horn-rimmed glasses. “The makeup and hair will take some time, Ms. Blake.”


“Are you trying on your wedding dress today?” Edward asked.


“No, it’s for the date tonight. Jean-Claude wanted me to match his outfit tonight like it’s prom or something,” I said, and couldn’t hide my discomfort at having to get all dressed up.


“Nathaniel has been so excited about helping Jean-Claude put the new act together,” Peter said.


“And they’ve kept it a surprise from me, I won’t even know what color he’s wearing until I see my dress for tonight.”


“I know you have to go be a cop now, but now I want to see the date dress,” Peter said, smiling.


“I’m sorry that I have the date tonight and can’t be there to see you working out with everyone,” I said.


“We came at the last minute,” Edward said. “You can’t cancel a date night this big because our schedule opened up suddenly.”


“Mom would be wicked pissed if you canceled on her like that,” Peter said.


Edward gave a small smile. “Donna would never forgive me if she had professional hair and makeup planned, and then I canceled for less than life and death.”


“If Mom went to this much trouble for a date with you, even life and death wouldn’t be an acceptable excuse,” Peter said.


Edward grinned. “You’re right.”


“I was hoping to see you in all your finery here, since I cannot be at Guilty Pleasures tonight,” Asher said.


I looked at Asher. “You’re ringmaster at the Circus of the Damned, can’t be in two places at once, and I need you to finish your fitting as best man today, too.”


“That is why I am here,” he said.


“I also need you to be okay with Ted and Peter. I need you to not take what we just discussed and be all pissy and bitter at them. I need you to get along.”


Asher got this look on his face that I knew, so I added, “And you’re not allowed to flirt with them or be obnoxious in that way either.”


“Do you know me so well?”


“I share a lot of Jean-Claude’s memories, so yeah, I do.”


Then he got a look on his face that I hadn’t seen much, it was more from a memory of Jean-Claude than my own. He looked lost. “What am I to do if I cannot be cruel or flirtatious?”


I realized with a start that he was serious. “Asher, there is more to you than just that.”


“Is there? As the medication and therapy strip away all the broken thinking I am left unsure of who I am. I know that sounds ridiculous after almost seven hundred years, but I don’t know how to behave if I’m not sick with jealousy. It’s as if all of me was the obsessive negative thoughts.”


“You are more than just your illness, Asher.”


“Am I?”


“Is that why you don’t discipline Kane, because he’s the last part of your illness?” Peter asked.


Asher looked at him, careful to only let him see the perfect half of his face. “What do you mean?”


“Maybe worrying about Kane gives you something to obsess over now that your own obsessive thoughts are gone?”


“I . . . I had not thought about it like that.”


Edward said, “Giving up an obsession is hard. Giving up one that is made from your own obsessive-compulsive thoughts would be even harder. You are stronger than you let us see or you wouldn’t have been brave enough to do it.”


“Do you truly believe that?” Asher asked, again glancing at him through a fall of hair and perfect face.


Edward nodded. “I do.”


Asher ran his hands down his shirt, which was a gesture similar to one that Jean-Claude had; it was a sign of nerves. “Thank you.”


“When you first give up your obsession your life loses focus. You have to decide if you’re still you, or someone else, becoming someone else,” Edward said.


It was all I could do not to ask him what obsession he had given up, because this was more insight into his past than I’d ever had, at least about his emotional landscape. He was my best friend and we’d known each other for ten years, but Edward knew how to keep a secret.


Asher said, “I feel empty like a seashell washed up on the shore, beautiful but hollow with whatever creature lived inside me gone.”


“It will take time to fill yourself back up,” Edward said.


“Yeah,” Peter said, “it’s sort of like being fourteen again when you don’t know who you are or what you’ll be when you grow up.”


“I have been grown up for centuries.”


“In age maybe, but you got stuck because you were sick; now you can decide what you’ll be when you grow up for real.”


He stared at Peter, forgetting to keep his hair in place so he gave both eyes and an edge of scars. “How can you be so wise at such a young age?”


“I’ve had a lot of therapy and I have a great dad, and smart friends,” he said, looking from Edward to me.


“If you stop trying to be the old Asher, we’ll help you figure out who the new Asher is,” Edward said.


“You make it sound simple,” Asher said.


Edward shook his head but stopped midmotion because his head rubbed the stand-up collar. He frowned at the clothes, I think, but said, “It’s not simple. Re-creating yourself after you’ve given up one way of being is one of the hardest things you’ll ever do, but if you pay attention to yourself you can build a life you want, instead of the life that you fell into.”


I had so many questions I wanted to ask, but he’d never answer them in front of this many people, and he probably wouldn’t answer them at all, but more than that I realized he’d opened himself up to Asher. Was it for my sake, for Peter’s, or had Edward seen something in the vampire that made him want to reach out to him? Maybe I’d ask later when we were alone and Edward would give me the look he’d been giving me for ten years, the one that said he knew things I didn’t, and he wasn’t going to share.


“You would help me after I have behaved so badly?”


“Do better from this point on, and before you say it’s as simple as that, I know that changing how you interact with the world is anything but simple.”


“He’s really good at helping you through things like this,” Peter said.


I thought about it and then nodded. “He really is.”


Asher spread his hands wide. “Then I will take the help, for I have no clue what to do with this new me. I am happy that I am not beset with all those compulsive thoughts, but I am afraid of the silence inside me. I do not know what to do with it.”


“We’ll help you figure that out,” Edward said.


“But you have to control Kane so we can do that,” Peter said.


I had a moment of thinking Shouldn’t the last two sentences have been the other way around, but I saw the surety in Peter’s face and the calmness in Edward’s and realized that they’d be okay with the vampire, and that maybe, just maybe, he’d be okay with them.


The seamstress caught my attention at the door. “Makeup and hair will need at least two hours.”


“Two hours! This is just a date, not the wedding.”


“For the wedding we will need four hours, perhaps more.”


My mouth fell open and I just gawked at her. I wanted to ask if she was joking, but I knew better. The seamstress had no sense of humor that I was aware of; I hoped that the makeup and hair people were better, but I doubted it. I went for the door. She called after me, “Two hours, Ms. Blake, and then you still need to go to the club.”


I yelled, “I’ll be back, and it’s Marshal Blake.”
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