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My name is Anita Blake and my family think I'm marrying a demon straight out of hell. If they'd ever met a real demon, they'd understand the difference . . .


Considering my dark and dangerous past, I never expected preparations for my wedding to Jean-Claude to go smoothly. We've already faced naysayers and a power-hungry ancient evil and come out the other side still standing. But now I need to do the one thing that actually scares me – introduce my very religious, very human relatives to my fiancé, the newly crowned vampire king of America.


As I try to keep the peace between the family I left behind and the family I've chosen, dark forces jump at the chance to take advantage of the chaos. With our happy-ever-after and everyone's immortal souls hanging in the balance, it's time to face a hard truth . . .


Blood makes you related, but only loyalty makes you family.









This book is for all the readers who picked up the first Anita Blake novel, Guilty Pleasures, thirty years ago and for the readers who found Anita and her world with each new book. Your enjoyment and love of the books allowed me to keep writing exactly what I wanted to write, until my imaginary friends became your friends, too. I am grateful for every one of you who told me that Anita or one of the other characters in her world helped you be braver, stronger, wiser, happier in your own lives. Thank you for helping me make it possible for there to be thirty Anita Blake novels in thirty years. That’s right—Happy Thirtieth Anniversary to the Anita Blake series! Thank you to all who came along for the journey, and to all who have just joined us, welcome aboard. I’ll keep writing, you keep reading; so many more adventures ahead.
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I WAS STANDING AT the arrival area for the A gates at St. Louis Lambert International Airport trying to see through the continuing crowds of people that kept spilling out past the TSA agent sitting at the little lectern. Arriving passengers had been streaming past the roped-off lines of other passengers waiting to go through security and depart. None of them had been my family, either coming or going. I was nervous, which made me want to touch the nine-millimeter Springfield EMP at my waist, but since I was carrying concealed and people tend to panic if you flash in the airport these days, I resisted the urge. Flashing the gun would have flashed my U.S. Marshal badge, too, but I’d found that people who wanted to freak about the gun never seemed to see the badge clipped next to it. I really didn’t want my dad’s and stepmom’s first glimpse of me in eight years to be kneeling on the floor with my fingers laced behind my head while some newbie from Metro police was yelling at me to comply. I was also really beginning to regret the high, spiked heels I wore. They took me from five-three to five-eight and made my legs look long and shapely, and looked amazing with my short swishy skirt, but the heels weren’t made for standing around in the airport on hard tile floors. Walking in them was fine—I’d even been learning to dance in heels this high as we looked at possible footwear for the wedding—but standing was beginning to hurt.


“You’re actually scared,” Nicky said beside me. He stood like a friendly, blond mountain, so muscled that he’d had to get his leather jacket custom tailored to fit over his upper body. The jeans he had gotten from a bodybuilder site, but he’d wanted a jacket that could cover carrying concealed, and for that he’d had to special-order and even then he’d had to find an in-town tailor to alter it. He wasn’t nervous and reaching for his gun like a dangerous comfort object. He was standing cool and calm, keeping an eye on the crowd and the customers who went into the little store against the opposite wall. I caught a glimpse of a slender figure picking up a magazine from the rack near the entrance to the store. They were wearing an oversized hoodie, nondescript jeans, and jogging shoes. They looked like a dozen teens to twenties that had passed by us, so I wondered why they had caught my attention. I tensed, trying to feel if it was a vampire or something else supernatural that wasn’t on our side, and then Ru turned around so I could see his face and a bit of his short blond hair. His bored why-did-my-parents-make-me-come-here expression never changed, but his startling dark eyes looked into mine. He was part of my security tonight. He and his sister, Rodina. I hadn’t even caught a glimpse of her yet, and then I realized that Ru had done something small on purpose so I’d look at him. He was still undercover, but he wanted me to see him so I’d feel better. It did help me feel better about Deimos, the ancient vampire that had come to town recently and attacked us. We’d almost canceled my family’s visit, but Deimos had left us alone after the first attempt. We were hoping he’d found us too powerful and just gone back into hiding. We’d delayed my family’s visit for weeks, but when we couldn’t find Deimos, and he didn’t try to find us again, we finally had to move forward with fitting my dad for his outfit if he was giving me away. Since he was very Catholic and I was marrying a vampire, that was still up for debate. Hell, my family was only now agreeing to meet Jean-Claude. They might not even be coming to our wedding.


Ru turned away, putting the magazine back and sighing so heavily his body language clearly said just how bored he was with the magazine, being in the airport, waiting for some stupid relative, or . . . I had no idea how he and all the Harlequin did it, they were some of the best covert operatives in the world, maybe the best, but I hadn’t met enough covert ops people to judge.


I looked at Nicky. “I was going to say I am not scared-scared, maybe nervous enough that it’s a type of fear, but if Ru broke cover to try and reassure me, then he’s picking up on more than just nerves.”


“The three of us can feel it, Anita, it’s more than just nerves.”


I frowned up at him, and in the four-inch heels I was only a few inches shorter than him, so I didn’t have to strain my neck. I almost said, Aren’t you scared of your family? Most people say it as an offhand remark, a joke almost, but Nicky looked down at me with his one blue eye, and an eyepatch where the other eye should have been. I wouldn’t joke with Nicky about scary families because his mom was still in jail for what she’d done to him and his siblings. My family had its problems, and some of them had screwed me up pretty bad, but compared to Nicky’s childhood mine had been a cakewalk on Sesame Street.


“I don’t think I’m afraid of my family,” I said, shifting my weight again in the heels. Nicky gave me a look that said plainly he didn’t believe me, but I believed me, so it was okay.


Was I really afraid of my very Catholic family meeting Jean-Claude for the first time? I ran my fingers down the pleats of my skirt. I was regretting it like the heels. I wasn’t usually a pleats kind of girl, but they made the skirt swing as I moved, and it was the nicest skirt I had that wasn’t skintight. Somehow skintight and short wasn’t a meet-the-family outfit. So, pleats with a royal blue silk shell blouse that matched the blue in the plaid of the skirt. The short bolero jacket was black, which matched the rest of the color in the plaid. The jacket didn’t quite hide the badge clipped to my waistband but did hide the gun that was in an inner “pants” holster just behind the badge, and the extra magazine/ammo holders on the other side of the skirt. I had a tailor who reinforced all the waistbands on my girlier clothes, otherwise the skirt would never have held up to this much equipment.


I was even in full makeup, which I almost never wore. I looked like I was ready for a hot date instead of seeing my family for the first time in years. I knew why I had dressed up, and thanks to being metaphysically connected to Nicky and other people in my life, they knew, too. I’d been prepared to see my dad and stepmother, Judith, to discuss if he was walking me down the aisle or if they were even coming to my wedding, but I hadn’t expected that my stepsister Andria would be coming with them. She and I were both over thirty-two. She was a lawyer, and I was what I was; she was even engaged to another lawyer. Of course she’d get engaged if I was engaged. I couldn’t beat Andria at anything that mattered to my family.


Andria was the girly one. The perfect blond, blue-eyed, straight-A student. She was even tall like her mother. I got good grades, but not as good. People told me I was pretty when I cleaned up or wore makeup or dressed nice. She was always dressed up, always perfect. She had a sense of style and what clothes matched and flattered her that only dating Jean-Claude had taught me. Fashion was neither natural nor a strength for me, and I found the fact that Jean-Claude didn’t have any comfy clothes disturbing. What kind of person didn’t have any sweats, or lounging jammies? He had pajamas, but they were all silk and he never slept in them. I wasn’t complaining about sleeping in the nude, and silk looked great on him and felt even better next to my skin, but I had old jeans and sweatshirts I’d had since college. I had clothes to do yard work in, or paint something. He didn’t. Centuries of being judged constantly by the other vampires so that any sign of weakness was used against him and using his beauty to survive had made him always be on, always aware like some wandering photographer would come by at any second. To me it would have been a terrible pressure; to Jean-Claude it was normal. Dressing up made him feel better. It had taken me a long time to realize that. I knew that now and accepted it, but it would never be my version of comfy. I wanted my clothes to cover me and to serve a purpose. Today’s purpose was to be the beautiful swan instead of the ugly duckling. Sad but true that my family’s opinion of me still mattered that much. I’d really hoped I’d grown past the need for their approval since I was almost certainly not going to get it. I was marrying a vampire, so to them I might as well be marrying a demon straight out of hell. If they’d ever met a real demon they’d understand the difference, but they hadn’t seen real evil with a capital E. They lived in ignorant bliss while people like me risked everything to fight against the forces of evil, so they could come here and be self-righteous and tell me I was corrupt and going to hell.


I caught a glimpse through the crowd of people coming our way. Did I recognize that blond head? Was that them? My stomach clenched tight, my pulse racing into my throat so it was hard to breathe. Was Nicky right, was I actually afraid of my family? That was ridiculous; they’d never laid a hand on me in violence, well, no one who was coming on this visit. It wasn’t like Nicky’s past, or Nathaniel’s. Nothing that violent or monstrous. The relief when I realized the people were strangers was huge. Damn it, my dad wasn’t that bad.


There was a lull in the passengers going past us; I guess they were between planes or something. Only a handful of people were in line to go through security. Ru had vanished again, though I don’t know how. I didn’t look around for him because, like concealed carry, if you mess with undercover people you draw attention to them. The long hallway that my family would be coming down sometime soon stretched empty until you got to the bored TSA security person at the small podium. They were the one who would tell people they’d crossed the line and couldn’t go back.


Nicky leaned over me and spoke low for just me as people rushed past to make their planes. “It’s not a game of who had the suckiest childhood, Anita. It’s okay to be afraid and to feel fucking traumatized if that’s how you feel.”


I stared up at him, his face so close to mine. “But I wasn’t traumatized,” I said.


“Your lips say that, but your pulse rate and the sweat on your palms and down your spine say different.”


“Can’t hide anything from a shapeshifter,” I whispered.


He grinned and said, “Therianthrope, or didn’t you get the new vocabulary memo about using a more inclusive term for lycanthropes and other shapeshifters?”


It made me smile like he knew it would. “You don’t give a damn about politically correct vocabulary.”


He smiled down at me, his face so close it filled my vision. “Not a damn bit.”


“You’re always telling me you can’t bodyguard and kiss in public,” I said.


“I think we’re safe unless someone runs into us with a roller bag,” he said, and moved in for a kiss and I helped him lay his lips against mine. I was wearing bright red lipstick and full-on base makeup, so we had to behave ourselves, because if we smeared it I didn’t have the makeup with me to fix it. Usually I don’t do base, so I just clean off the lipstick and then reapply, no muss, no fuss. But I didn’t have the products or the skill to fix clown-makeup lipstick if we got carried away today. It was one of the most careful kisses Nicky and I had ever shared. He pulled back with a line of red down the middle of his lips. Some of the men in my life had coined the phrase the go-faster stripe. Couldn’t really argue so I hadn’t.


Nicky smiled and whispered, “Zoom, zoom.”


I giggled, which I almost never did. “You read my thoughts.”


“Part of my job,” he said. He wasn’t wrong. He whispered, “I’m your Bride, you’re supposed to fuck us, throw us at your enemies so we delay them and allow you to escape. You’re not supposed to keep us around this long, and you’re definitely not supposed to fall in love with us.”


“I guess if I’d been a vampire I’d have known the rules,” I said.


“Necromancers, all the vampire powers, none of the downsides,” he said, smiling.


“Not all the powers,” I said, smiling up at him, and somehow we were holding hands while I gazed up at him far too romantically for public when my face had been plastered all over the place in connection to Jean-Claude. Not long ago the internet rumors had me dumping Jean-Claude and running away with Nicky. It had gotten so bad he’d had to stop being my main bodyguard, but then Deimos attacked and I’d wished for Nicky that night, so screw it, safety first. The public and the press knew we were all polyamorous and in a larger-than-normal poly group, but knowing Jean-Claude and I both had other lovers, some shared, some not, didn’t stop outsiders from defaulting to monogamy rules and trying to apply them to us. One gossip site had posted pictures of Jean-Claude with Angel, one of our shared girlfriends, on his arm for a public event (I’d been serving a warrant of execution in a different state), and the rumor mill said he’d dumped me for her.


We broke the kiss and turned to see a group of younger women, either high school or early college age, texting busily on their phones. Shit. They’d post it to social media before I could collect my family from the plane and flee. It wasn’t Deimos I was afraid of finding us but various hate groups, or media. The first vampire king of America was getting married to one of the U.S. Marshals with the Preternatural Branch, which meant he was marrying someone who hunted down and executed rogue vampires and shapeshifters, or any other supernatural citizen that started piling up a body count. That was news. And I wasn’t any preternatural marshal, I was the Executioner, I was War. The first was a nickname the vampires had given me back when I still believed sincerely that I would never, ever date a vampire, but the second nickname the other marshals had given me. It was a play on the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse; I was War because I had the highest legal kill count of any marshal. Well, my best man, Marshal Ted Forrester, aka Death, had a much higher count if all his kills were counted, but Edward wouldn’t tell and neither would I. Marshals Bernardo Spotted-Horse and Otto Jeffries were Famine and Plague, respectively. They knew Edward’s background, too, but since they had secrets of their own they weren’t talking either.


Nicky took a Kleenex out of his pocket and started wiping at his mouth to get off the go-faster stripe. “Let’s not confuse your family.”


“They know I’m poly,” I said.


“Knowing it and being able to deal with it aren’t the same thing,” he said.


He had a point, so I let him wipe my lipstick away and reassure me mine still looked perfect. Another big group of people started down the hallway’s slight curve toward the TSA check desk. I caught a glimpse of very blond hair again, but this time when the crowd parted it was my dad. He hadn’t seen me yet. His face was neutral. He was five-eight, still trim, and looked, well . . . like my father. He was wearing khaki slacks with a blue polo shirt, and some sort of jacket unzipped. Even his wardrobe was the same. He looked like he always did, always had, and part of me was relieved and part of me resented it. I don’t know why that last part. He turned his head to speak with someone and I caught a flash of pink. The crowd thinned as people passed us with their bags. My stepmother, Judith, was with him: tall, slender, smiling. It wasn’t unexpected. I knew she’d be here, but my stomach knotted anyway. What I could see of her bright blond hair was fastened back with a bright pink scarf or headband. The hair was smooth and styled and perfect. Her makeup would be the same. She was wearing a pink designer sweatshirt, I couldn’t see what else, and then I realized she had a pink shadow with her. It was Andria in a matching outfit, with her own straight blond hair tied back with a pink band. They’d done matching outfits a lot when we were younger. Mother-daughter outfits in pastels, which I looked terrible in but made both of them look great. I’d protested the outfits until Judith stopped including me in the mix when I was about eleven. I hadn’t wanted to be excluded since Judith was now the only chance for a mother that I had; I just hadn’t wanted to wear pink.


Nicky moved me behind him automatically as some other passengers almost bumped me. It hadn’t been on purpose, but he was officially my bodyguard, so I let him do his job. The hate groups had gotten worse as the wedding got closer. They didn’t want us to have a happily-ever-after ending, monogamous or otherwise.


My father’s face lit up when he saw me; he looked genuinely happy to see me, which was great, because that hadn’t been a given. It made me smile back and wave. He waved and then they were there with us. He hugged me with enthusiasm, and I did the same, and then his hand found the gun at my belt and he tensed, unsure where to put his hands, so he pulled away awkwardly. He hadn’t been a fan of his little girl working with the police, let alone becoming one; too dangerous.


Judith hugged me next, and it had enthusiasm to it, too, which caught me completely off guard since she stopped hugging me about the time I turned twelve. She kept her arms around my shoulders so there were no gun issues. “Anita, it’s so good to see you again. You look great!”


Andria said, “Seriously perfect outfit.” She didn’t seem upset that I was better dressed than she was, which spoiled it for me a little. I’d wanted to be the best dressed for once, but I’d wanted her to feel bad about it even more. Yes, it was petty, but at least I acknowledged my motives instead of hiding from them now.


“Thanks, you both look cute and comfy for the plane.”


They put their arms around each other, heads together like they were posing for a camera. “It’s been so long since we did mother-daughter outfits, I couldn’t resist,” Judith said. They then both showed their white athletic shoes with bright white and pink sparkles on them like they’d been bedazzled, but I knew they’d come that way. I also knew they’d paid three to four hundred dollars for each pair. I’d seen them at one of the stores where I’d done emergency shopping for my outfit. I’d paid that much for shoes, or Jean-Claude had paid that much for shoes he wanted to see me in, but nothing quite like these.


Dad held his hand out to Nicky and said, “Are you Micah or Nathaniel?” Neither of them looks anything like Nicky, which meant my dad hadn’t even bothered to google me.


“Fredrick,” Judith said, “Micah Callahan is on the news all the time and he looks nothing like this gentleman.” She offered her hand. After the slightest hesitation Nicky took the offered hand. Her hand was big enough to match his, and she’d always given firm handshakes.


“Then this must be Nathaniel Graison?” my father said, smiling and looking relieved, like he was getting his feet under him in the conversation.


Judith and Andria laughed together. It was a very we’ve-got-a-secret-you-don’t-know laugh. It was usually a laugh that women make when they’ve just said something dirty about a man in the room, but they don’t want to tell him, but somehow they want people to know they’re bad girls. I’d never liked that attitude of “safe” naughtiness that so many American women seemed to adopt. I started adding the American when too many women I knew who weren’t raised here pointed out that it wasn’t the same in every country. Either way, I didn’t like the laugh or the attitude that went with it, but maybe I’d spent too many years being on the outside of their girl secrets and I was projecting? I’d keep that as a backup thought. I’d try to be fair.


“Fredrick darling.” She said his name like that a lot, his first name and then darling as if that was his real last name. Sometimes it was an endearment that I’d hoped to feel for someone myself someday, but sometimes it was that sly, condescending tone that seemed to say, Poor men, they just don’t understand.


He looked at her, waiting for her to add to the sentence. If he didn’t like the unpleasant look on her face, then he hid it, but again maybe I was projecting on the unpleasant part. My therapist and I had talked a lot about this visit and how it was going to be difficult for me to see Judith and Andria, but especially Judith, in a fair light. So fucking true.


“Didn’t you look at any of the links Mom sent you about Anita’s boyfriends?” Andria asked, in that condescending voice that only women and catty gay men seem to have—oh, and one other group: mean girls from junior high when they start practicing the attitude and going into their twenties, and to the grave for some women. I had a moment to realize that Judith and Andria were mean girls, and the revelation suddenly made my childhood make so much more sense.


Dad looked flustered and then he blushed, so that’s where I got it from. “I . . . They weren’t links I was comfortable with looking at.”


“You sent him the link to Guilty Pleasures, where Brandon dances,” I said, trying to keep my face blank as I pictured my incredibly conservative and very straight father looking at a website full of male strippers.


“Such a cute . . . stage name,” Judith said with just enough hesitation to let me know she meant something else.


“Oh, Dad,” Andria said, rolling her eyes.


My dad blushed harder and didn’t make eye contact with anyone.


Judith laughed and hugged his arm to her and leaned her perfectly straight hairdo on his shoulder like they were still honeymooners. It made him smile and lean into her. He loved her still, and maybe she really loved him. I wanted Dad happy after Mom died, and he was once he fell in love with Judith. The fact that his happiness added to my sorrow never seemed to compute for him.


Nicky’s hand found my right one and for once I didn’t argue with him compromising my gun hand. I needed the hand-holding more than I needed my gun. If violence broke out around us we’d react, but right now the touch of his hand was the best protection I had against what was happening inside my head and my heart.


“I’m sorry,” my dad said, “for assuming who you would bring to the airport to meet us, Anita. I understand that you are polyamorous as your lifestyle. I just . . . It’s hard for me to think about my little girl living like that.”


“Living like what, Dad?” I said, and realized that I sounded angry, mean. I didn’t want to be like that to him or anyone else. I could be angry, but I didn’t want to be a mean anything.


He looked up, giving me the full stare of his perfectly blue eyes. “I’m sorry, Anita.”


I wanted to ask sorry about what, but I took a deep breath, squeezed Nicky’s hand, and tried not to be childish and still stand up for myself. “Let’s start over, Dad. I had planned on easing you into how big our poly group is, but it didn’t occur to me that you wouldn’t look online and google Micah, Nathaniel, and Jean-Claude. This is Nicky Murdock, he lives with me, and he is part of our poly group.”


He offered his hand to Nicky again as he said, “I know what the vampire looks like. Judith made me watch some of his interviews online.”


Nicky took the handshake and very carefully didn’t look at me. He knew how I’d feel about Jean-Claude being called the vampire.


“His name is Jean-Claude, Dad, not ‘the vampire.’”


My father shook his head. “He is a vampire, Anita.”


“I’m aware of that,” I said.


“I just don’t understand how you can want . . . to be with . . . him.”


Andria said, “Did you see what he looks like, Dad?”


“He’s fabulous, Anita,” Judith said, and seemed to mean it. She even wasted a smile on me like we were friends.


I nodded but had to fight to manage a smile, because Judith being friendly was just too weird. “He is fabulous,” I said.


“Not that this one isn’t a ruggedly handsome hunk,” she said, wasting a smile on Nicky. He didn’t smile back either. Let’s all be sociopaths together; it was the only sane reaction to my family dynamics.


“I never thought you had it in you, Anita,” Andria said.


“Had what?” I asked, finally looking at her again.


“Dating such hunky men; you were so terrible with boys when we were growing up.”


“You mean I wasn’t popular, and you were.”


She shrugged her pink-clad shoulders. “You were always so gloomy when we were growing up. No man likes someone with that kind of attitude.”


Nicky said, “Anita’s bad attitude is what brought us together.”


The women looked up at him like a choreographed movement. They had a lot of body movements that were mirrored; the matching outfits weren’t necessary to let you know they were mother and daughter. “Really?” Andria said it like she didn’t believe him.


Nicky smiled and it looked like a real smile; it even filled his one blue eye. “Really,” he said, voice soft. I didn’t need to read his mind to know he was already beginning to think of ways to at least hurt her for real. He was reacting to my dislike of her and that she was being snide to me. I played at being a sociopath, but he was the real deal. Only my having a conscience and sharing mine with him metaphysically had tamed some of his . . . issues.


I wanted to say no killing my family on this visit, but didn’t think saying it out loud would help smooth things over. He knew it, because he could literally read at least my feelings and a lot of my thoughts, and then I realized that it caused all my Brides literal pain for me to be unhappy sometimes. Damn it, I shouldn’t have brought Nicky today. He leaned over and whispered into my hair, “I’m supposed to keep you safe, I needed to be here.”


I smiled up at him, then heard my name called in a happier tone. “Anita!”


I looked past my family to find a very tall, young blond man that it took me a second to realize was my baby brother. He was in college now and a foot taller than the last time I’d seen him. “Josh!” I said, and went to greet him through the crowd, leaving Nicky behind with the others. He wouldn’t hurt them in front of this many witnesses. They couldn’t hurt him emotionally because his emotions didn’t work that way. Everyone was safe, or so I thought as Josh bent down so we could hug.


Then a voice with a thick accent said, “Anita Katerine, God has sent us to save your immortal soul from damnation.”


Josh stiffened and whispered, “I’m sorry.”


I turned from him to see an elderly woman who was even shorter than me walking up behind us. I said the only thing I could say. “Hi, Grandma.”
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“ANITA’S IMMORTAL SOUL is just fine, Grandma,” Josh said.


“She is still raising the dead, which is only for God and his saints to do.”


“She saw the video from Colorado on the news,” Josh explained.


“I found more videos on the computer,” she said.


“Grandma has her own computer now,” Josh said.


I stared at the tiny woman, who seemed to be even tinier than the last time I’d seen her, as if she’d shrunk. She didn’t look scary at all as she clutched her black purse and peered up at me with those bright blue eyes that matched the color of the button-up sweater she was wearing. The high-necked blouse underneath was as white as her hair there. There were still some streaks of faded blond, but not as many as the last time I’d seen her. She looked harmless, so why did my stomach clench and my throat feel like I was choking as if she was still huge and could tower over me? My voice sounded almost normal as I said, “I thought computers were the devil’s work.”


“Computers are tools, Anita; they can be used for good, by good people.”


“Grandma is online more than Josh is now,” Andria said as she joined us.


I glanced back to find Judith and my father having a very quiet but intense argument. They never yelled at each other, but the energy and the body language was them fighting. They fought that way at home, too, so controlled. One of my earliest clear memories was of my mom and dad having a screaming fight. It had scared me, which was probably one of the reasons I’d remembered it. When I was a little older they’d explained that sometimes when you loved each other the passion had to come out. I hadn’t even understood the talk, but I’d liked that they tried to explain how they worked as a couple to me when I was so small. Dad with Mom had been like a completely different couple than Dad with Judith. It had taught me at a young age that the same person wasn’t the same in every marriage.


Nicky was standing a little away from either of my family groups. He was closer to a group of men that seemed to match what he was wearing, almost. Women will ask why you’re standing near them in a crowd, but men don’t care as much. My grandmother wouldn’t realize he was with me yet. He was giving me time before he got introduced to my grandmother, because she wouldn’t like the multiple relationships any better than she liked the rest of my life. Wait until she found out I was dating men and women.


“What are they fighting about?” I asked.


“Who knows? She just sent me over here so they could talk in private like I’m still not a grown-up.” Andria looked resentful under all the artful pink-toned makeup.


“We’re both over thirty,” I said.


“Don’t remind me,” she said.


I frowned. “I didn’t mean it that way. I just meant that we’re both adults and should be treated accordingly.”


“Mom still treats me like I’m twelve,” Andria said.


“I think I’m still about ten in her head,” Josh said.


“You don’t have to let her treat either of you like that, you know,” I said.


“Andria and Josh are good children who honor their mother and father,” Grandma said.


“Yeah, I’m the bad girl, the rebel. I remember, Grandma.”


“You were always a disobedient child,” she said, and the look out of those perfectly blue eyes made me fight not to shiver. She couldn’t hurt me. I was all grown up and bigger, stronger, faster than she was, logically. Logically all that was true, but childhood issues aren’t about logic, they’re about bogeymen and the monster under your bed or at your grandparents’ house.


“Yep, that’s me, the black sheep.”


“That is not a word, Anita. Reply with ‘yes,’ or don’t reply at all.”


“I’ll reply any damn way I please.”


Grandma looked scandalized; boy, she hadn’t heard or seen nothin’ yet. “A lady does not curse.”


“I was never a lady by your definition, just a virgin, and that’s so not the same thing.”


Andria gasped. Grandma said, “Anita!” like I’d shocked her.


“Mom and Dad are coming this way,” Josh said, and I didn’t know if he was trying to short-circuit the talk between me and Grandma Blake or giving us a heads-up like he thought I wouldn’t want the parents to hear what I’d said. Did he not remember that I didn’t care if they heard what I said? Then he walked toward them to meet them partway. Was he going to tattle on me, or did he just want out of the conversation?


Nicky moved toward us as the men he’d been standing near moved away. Grandma gave him a disapproving look, though I wasn’t sure why. He was usually in the background of the online pictures if he was included at all. We didn’t normally kiss in public, but then come to think of it we weren’t normally just the two of us in public.


“What do you want, young man?” she asked him as if he were trying to get her to put money in a dirty coffee cup, instead of just standing there.


“Grandma, this is Nicky.”


She looked back at me, frowning, then at him, then at me, frowning harder. “Nicky what? Has he no last name?”


I tried to hide the smile as I said, “Nicky Murdock.”


He offered her his hand, smiling and projecting that charm that he could turn on and off. You had to know what his real smile looked like to realize it was an act. It fooled most women, but not Grandma. She stared him up and down, not offering to shake hands. “If you are with my granddaughter, does that mean you are a supernatural citizen?”


His smile slipped closer to his real one, which was colder and far less pleasant. It left his one blue eye almost as cold as her own.


“Grandma, you can’t just ask people that,” Andria said.


“Why not?” she asked.


Nicky looked at me, and I shrugged.


“Yes, I’m a supernatural citizen,” he said. He moved around her to stand with me.


“What kind of supernatural?”


“Grandma,” Andria said at the same time that Judith said, “Mother Blake.”


She looked at all of us as if she didn’t see anything wrong with what she’d said. “He is not a vampire because he does not look like an animated corpse, so what is he?”


“You’ve been watching too many horror movies,” I said.


“I have seen the real videos on the internet, not the ones where the vampires cloud people’s minds and make themselves look alive.”


“Grandma, we showed you videos of Jean-Claude and other vampires so you’d know that vampires can look just like us.”


“I told you it is all lies, Joshua, just illusions and the devil clouding men’s minds.”


“Don’t call me Joshua,” he said automatically, like he’d been doing since he was old enough to care. She had always objected to his name being shortened for everyday. Joshua was in the Bible; Josh wasn’t.


“Who’s the devil in this scenario, Grandma?” I asked.


“Vampires are all in league with the devil, Anita, you know that.”


“You and Dad certainly raised me to believe it.”


“Then how did you end up in a demon’s bed with his ring on your finger?”


“Mother, that is not polite, or necessary,” Dad finally said.


“What were you and your wife arguing about so politely?” Grandma asked, pinning that cold blue gaze on him. He flinched under it just like I did. Interesting.


Judith answered, “That Fredrick didn’t call ahead and tell Anita that you had invited yourself along on this visit.”


“It is a family visit, and I am part of the family,” she said.


“Dad,” Andria said, “you didn’t call and tell Anita that she was coming with us.”


“Why should he?” Grandma Blake said.


“Yeah, Dad, why should you have given me a heads-up, instead of springing this on me,” I said, looking at him, and for once I was with Andria and Judith on the attitude.


“Josh, Andria, can you please take your grandmother into the shop so we can talk in private with Anita?”


They tried, but Grandma said, “I will not be gotten out of the way as if I am the child. Whatever you have to say to Anita you can say in front of me, Fredrick.”


He sighed, his shoulders rounding a little as if he were trying to lift a weight that was too heavy for him. “Fine, Momma, have it your way.”


“Doesn’t she always,” Judith said quietly under her breath. Apparently Grandma didn’t hear it because she absolutely would have commented on it.


“Well, speak up, Fredrick, we are all waiting to hear your secrets.”


He stood up straight like he hadn’t realized he was hunching forward. “I didn’t call Anita and tell her that my mother was coming because I knew Anita would have said no.”


“No to what?” Grandma Blake said.


“To you coming with us, Momma.”


“She has no say in this; she is a child, you are her father.”


“I’m over thirty, Grandma; I have a say in my own life.”


“Both you girls over thirty and no great-grandchildren yet.”


I glanced at Andria, who sighed and rolled her eyes like this was a long-standing complaint. I hadn’t spoken to Grandma in so long I hadn’t heard it before. Both Andria and I had still been on the why-aren’t-you-married-yet list for Grandma back then.


“You don’t want us to have children out of wedlock, do you, Grandma?” Andria said.


“Of course not!” She sounded outraged.


“Then you have to wait for Anita and me to actually get married before there’s a chance for great-grandchildren.”


Grandma glared at Andria, then turned to me. “Though there will be no children from your marriage. Your demon lover is too old to beget children.”


“Mother Blake!” Judith said, then turned to me. “I’m so sorry, Anita, she had no right to say that about your fiancé.”


“Don’t apologize for me, Judith. I meant what I said, he is a demon lover. He’s an incubus, it’s all over the internet.”


“You can’t believe everything you read on the internet, Grandma,” Josh said. “We’ve had this talk before.”


I kept my face both blank and suitably outraged because she wasn’t exactly wrong. Jean-Claude was a vampire, not a demon, but his bloodline could inherit the ability to feed on lust, which was the definition of an incubus or succubus. If my grandmother had called him an incubus to his face he wouldn’t have denied it, just been shocked that she knew, like I was shocked. It was supposed to be a deep, dark secret even from most of the supernatural community. So how did my grandmother know it?


I heard Jean-Claude whisper through my mind, How indeed? My reaction to my grandmother’s comment combined with thinking about him too hard had opened me to him, but I didn’t mind since he needed to know if our real secrets were out on the internet.


“What was that?” Grandma Blake asked.


“What was what?” I asked, looking at her.


She shivered, then glared at Nicky. “You did something just now, didn’t you?”


“I didn’t do anything,” he said.


Had she felt Jean-Claude’s power inside me? The thought was enough; Jean-Claude breathed power through me again. She rubbed her arms as if she was cold.


I stared at her and felt myself smile. It wasn’t a happy smile. It was the smile I got when bad things were happening and I was ready to do something even worse to serve and protect.


“Ever seen a ghost, Grandma?” I asked.


“What are you babbling about, Anita?”


Jean-Claude was in my head thinking, You didn’t know?


Grandma turned to Nicky. “You are doing something to me with your unholy powers.”


Nicky almost laughed. “It’s not me.”


I stepped closer to her, invading her personal space. “Are ghosts all you can see, Grandma?”


“I do not see evil spirits.”


“Swear to God,” I said.


“What?” she asked, taking a step back from me.


“Swear before God and all his saints that you have never seen or felt the presence of a ghost.”


“Anita, why would you ask her that?” Dad said, coming to stand by his mother.


I didn’t use my ties to Jean-Claude; this time I called my own power. The psychic ability that let me raise zombies, sense ghosts, and be on the brink of becoming queen of the vampires, all while still being alive.


I watched the hairs on my grandmother’s arms stand to attention. I felt something inside her pulse like a faint, answering heartbeat, almost lost. She wasn’t a necromancer, but she was something, had always been something. While she told me I was evil and a monster because of my gifts, she’d been hiding her own.
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GRANDMOTHER BLAKE DIDN’T want to be close to Nicky and me after that, which was fine with me. I needed time to think about what the hell had just happened. In fact, she stayed silent for the short walk to the luggage carousels, though they never seemed very much like merry-go-rounds to me, more like flat metallic snakes. As a child on the last big vacation before Mom died, I remembered running ahead to see the carousel and being so disappointed that there weren’t horses to ride. Now I looked through the crowd of strangers waiting for their luggage to find my grandmother talking low and urgently with my father. She was fingering something at her throat, and I knew the gesture from childhood. It was the gold cross that she wore constantly. It must have been hidden under the blue button-up sweater and high-necked blouse she was wearing. My cross was hanging on a long chain under my clothes for safety, always so awkward to spill out around the vampires I loved, but in case there were vampires around that weren’t my friends I wore it anytime we weren’t at home. How had I never realized that Grandma Blake had her own spark of death magic hiding behind all her Catholic self-righteousness? Nicky leaned over to whisper, “How would untrained-child you know it wasn’t your magic?” He was right. It was such a small flash of power that even just ten years ago I wouldn’t have realized it wasn’t mine.


I smiled up at him and had to fight off the urge to hug him. God, I wanted the reassurance of touch from Nicky so badly.


“How about I take over bodyguard duty for a few minutes?” Ethan said as he came up to us to help with the luggage. I looked up into his perfectly gray eyes set into a handsome face with his white hair and its gray lowlights, that one dark red streak that went from the thick fall of hair near his eyes and all the way to where the back was so short it was partially shaved. The colors were all-natural, showing most of the different weretiger clans that ran through his genetics. The new haircut looked good on him, but it was his girlfriend’s approval that mattered, not mine.


“Your opinion matters,” he said, softly.


I shook my head. “Not as much as Nilda’s opinion matters.”


His face filled with the happiness of being in love with the werebear Nilda. It made me smile to see that look on his face and feel a wash of the emotions that went with it. I wanted to give him a hug, just because I was happy for him, but I couldn’t compromise both of them and I needed Nicky’s arms more in that moment.


I realized that it wasn’t just Ethan who was here to help with luggage and security. I hadn’t sensed them, and some of them were metaphysically connected to me. Shit, I had to do better than this in public.


Andria came to stand with us. “Is this another member of your poly group?”


I started to say no, then realized that Ethan and I did have sex occasionally and I was the only woman that Nilda was willing to share him with, so technically . . . “Yes,” I said without trying to explain more.


She did a quick eye flick up and down on Ethan, then looked at me with a smile on her face that I couldn’t quite read. “How do you find this many handsome, in-shape men to date when most women can’t find one?”


“Just lucky, I guess,” I said, because the real answer was too complicated for public, especially with someone who had never kept my secrets the few times I made the mistake of confiding in her. We’d been kids, but I’d learned my lesson.


Nicky took my hand in his and turned me into his body like the beginning of a dance. I wrapped my arms around him, hands tracing the curve of his body underneath the leather jacket, so I could put my hands in that pocket of warmth behind his back where the jacket trapped the heat. I had to be careful to go above the gun at his waist so I wouldn’t raise the leather jacket and flash it to the general public. He looked scary enough without the gun. If his waist hadn’t been proportionally smaller than his upper body, I wouldn’t have been able to encircle him with my arms. I rested the side of my face against his chest, letting myself sink into the solid promise of him. His arms tightened around me with only a fraction of his strength pressing me closer. I knew how much tighter he could hold me, but now was not the time for that.


“Later,” he murmured, and laid the gentlest of kisses against the top of my hair. When we had sex it was rough, bondage that scared a few of my shared lovers who had seen us together, but we were also this together. It was the combination that made it work for us. Without these moments we’d have been play partners but not in love. Now it was like we breathed each other in, melted against each other’s bodies, and drew energy, love, hope from each other.


I drew back so I could gaze up at him, and he loosened his arms so I could do it comfortably. His face was open and shining with love, the smile too open for public, but I could feel that mine was the same. Love is great, but it’s different from being in love, like the difference between gazing over the cliff edge at the great view and leaping off, trusting that the love you share will catch you before you hit the ground. In love was a leap of faith.


“If this is how you are with the man you’re not going to marry, I can’t wait to see you with Jean-Claude,” Andria said. I think she was trying for teasing, but when I glanced at her face it didn’t match the lightness she was trying for; she looked serious, her eyes full of unhappiness bordering on sorrow. She seemed to realize she’d shown me too much, because she blinked and turned away with “Your hunky security guards have all the luggage.”


“Then let’s head for the exit,” I said.


She turned back with a smile plastered on her face, but her eyes still held an edge of that unhappiness. What was happening in her life to put that look in her eyes? “I better go help with Grandma, and make sure she rides with Josh and me. You’ll have a hard enough time with Dad in the car with you, you don’t need both of them.”


“Thank you, Andria,” I said.


She smiled a little more, so her eyes looked less haunted. “You’re welcome, Anita.” Then she walked away to help wrangle Grandma Blake.


“I know you don’t know what that was all about,” Nicky said, “but I still want to ask it.”


“I have no idea,” I said. We extracted ourselves from the hug. He went back to being my main bodyguard like a switch had been flipped from romantic to threatening physical presence. Ethan went to help with my family and their luggage. I’d expected Judith and Andria to overpack, but they hadn’t been the only ones. We’d be lucky to fit it all in three SUVs.
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NICKY HAD BARELY backed out of the parking space and headed for the short upward-sloping tunnel that was the exit from the parking garage when my father said, “I know you’re upset that your grandmother is here, Anita.”


I turned around in the passenger seat as far as the seat belt would allow, trying not to yell at my dad but to still protect my personal boundaries and honor my own trauma. Yes, that is therapy-speak for trying to keep your shit together when you feel betrayed all over again by your parent who is supposed to protect you but keeps failing. Judith sat beside him, and for once she was on my side.


“Fredrick, how could you not call ahead and ask Anita if it was okay to bring your mother with us?”


“Mother would not take no for an answer, you know how she’s gotten.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes, or hers. He stared at a point on the back of the seat, and I finally realized that my father was at best far more passive than I’d ever realized, or at worst a fucking coward.


“Then you should have called me and told me she was coming,” I said.


His eyes flicked up at me and then back to the car seat. “I knew you’d refuse.”


“Damn right, I’d have refused!” I was yelling and I had to pause to take a few deep breaths before I could control my voice enough to say, “She was horrible to me as a child. How could you bring that woman near me?”


“She’s my mother,” he said, as if that explained anything.


“Fredrick, that is not a reason,” Judith said.


“No, it’s an excuse,” I said.


His eyes flicked to me, then to Judith, then back to nothing. I wanted to scream again. If he’d tried this passive-aggressive shit on solid ground instead of in the car I might have pushed him, forced him to look at me. I was so angry with him. The rage that was always inside me was like lava waiting to erupt and spill all over something, because I couldn’t be this angry with my father and still be a good person, a good kid, a good girl, well, fuck that shit. He’d made the mess, and he didn’t get a pass this time, because it was his fault. I couldn’t even blame Judith on this one, and God knows I’d spent most of my childhood blaming her for anything I could. The thought came that maybe I’d blamed her far more than she deserved because I couldn’t hate my father as much as I let myself hate her. I pushed the thought away because I couldn’t deal with the insight right now. One emotional crisis at a time.


Nicky was pretending he was deaf like a good bodyguard, though he was so much more than that to me. Either Dad agreed he was family, or we were both taking the only chance we might have tonight to talk without Grandmother Blake with us.


“She’s my mother, Anita . . .”


“And I’m your daughter, so what?”


He looked at me then. “She’s not well, Anita.”


“If you mean she’s crazy, then she’s always been crazy, Dad.”


His blue eyes darkened, which meant he was finally getting angry. Great, and I meant that. I wanted to fight with him about this. “She is not insane, Anita.”


“Well . . .” Judith started to say, but he turned that gaze on her, and she stopped talking, seeing the anger. It was her turn to stare out the window and stay out of things as far as sitting in the middle of it would allow. Welcome to family life.


He looked back at me. “She is not well, and if she has never been well, then it was . . . quieter than this.”


“Quieter? Quieter? Really? What you mean is she lost her victim of choice when I left the family and without a specific target she’s spreading it around, or did she choose a new preferential victim?”


His eyes were still angry, but his voice didn’t show it as he said, “I don’t know the term ‘preferential victim.’”


“Try ‘preferential abuser,’ have you heard that one?”


“What are you saying, Anita?” he asked.


“She told me I was ugly, clumsy, stupid, and you let her babysit me for years. After Mom died it just got worse. I was with someone who told me I was worthless, and she kept telling me all that anytime we were alone together, and worse.”


He looked at me now, and there was sorrow in his eyes, that old pain of my mother’s loss that had stopped me from pushing issues for so long. I wanted my dad happy, not sad, but fuck that. I wasn’t a child anymore and neither was he—two adults finally dealing with so many things.


“I am sorrier than I have words to say, Anita, for what she did to you when you were a child. I am even sorrier that I didn’t believe you when you tried to tell me what she was doing.”


“‘Sorry’ doesn’t fix it, Dad.”


“I am ashamed that I didn’t believe you, and more ashamed that I kept sending you back to her day after day, night after night if I had an emergency.”


I stared at him then, ashamed. Ashamed that he was ashamed? How did I feel about that? I didn’t even know. It was like I’d hit an empty spot, a great black silence that just floated between us because I had no box to put it in or react to.


“I don’t know what to say to that,” I said at last.


“I do,” Nicky said softly.


I wasn’t sure that Dad or Judith heard him, but I turned in my seat so I could see the side of his face. “What would you say?” I asked.


“That if someone says they’re sorry, but keeps repeating the behavior, they aren’t really sorry.”


“He has no stake in this fight,” my dad said.


“Fuck that, Dad.”


“Anita, language,” Judith said.


I laughed, but it sounded bitter even to me. “Really, the fact that I said ‘fuck’ is more shocking than that you brought my abuser to visit without warning me.”


“She is not your abuser, she’s your grandmother.”


“She’s both,” Nicky said.


“Stay out of this, young man,” Dad said.


“I want to hear what Nicky has to say,” I said.


“He’s not your fiancé, so he doesn’t have a say in family arguments.” My father sounded so sure of himself. I was happy to tell him he was wrong.


“I told you that Nicky lives with me, with us, right?”


“You did, but that doesn’t make him family.”


“He is family to me, Dad.”


“He’s not going to be your husband, and he’s not your fiancé. How can he be family?”


“I’m poly, Dad, which means here in the United States I can’t legally marry everyone that I love. Hell, I still have to pick just one like it’s some romance novel and fucking soul mates.”


Judith said, “Language.”


I stared at her as I said, “Motherfucking son of a bitch, what’s wrong with my language, Judith?”


“Anita,” Dad said, “there’s no call for saying things like that.”


“The hell there isn’t. Do you guys even listen to yourselves, really listen to yourselves? It’s like as long as we’re polite to each other it’ll be okay. Nothing is wrong so long as we don’t cuss, and we say please and thank you, and don’t do anything that looks bad.”


They looked at each other, and then Judith reached over and laid her hand on his on the seat. “She may have a point, Fredrick.”


“There’s still no reason to curse,” he said.


“The hell there isn’t,” I said.


“Anita,” he said in that voice that had made me behave when I was a teenager.


“What the fuck, Dad?”


He glared at me. I smiled back because it was all so ridiculous that I couldn’t be angry about the language issue, not when there were other, better things to fight about.


Judith said, “Your father is having a little trouble understanding the whole poly situation. I did look it up online, but it seems so dependent on each couple that I’m not sure I really understand it either.”


“Poly is just a fancy word for cheating,” Dad said.


“No,” I said, “it’s the opposite of cheating.”


“What does that even mean, Anita?”


“It means that if I wanted to sleep with someone new, our poly group would have to all agree to it. Either everyone is happy with an addition, or you don’t add them to your group,” I said.


Nicky added, “Unless someone has a long-standing relationship from before the poly group formed, and then it’s more complicated.”


I nodded. “True, some people have one relationship outside the group that can be continued even if the majority don’t like the person, as long as it doesn’t negatively impact the rest of the group.”


“Do you have one of those in your . . . poly group?” Judith asked.


I nodded. “We do, but when you’re dating vampires they can have a lot of very old relationships that you have to take into account.”


My dad’s face tightened, and the anger was just back. I remembered him as more controlled than this, or less easily angered, but maybe I just hadn’t seen him clearly when I was younger? How do we ever see our parents as real people and not just parents? It was like the reverse of them seeing us as children forever.


“Are you even going to try and meet Jean-Claude with an open mind?” I asked.


He looked startled then, as if he hadn’t realized that his thoughts were so clear on his face. “I don’t understand what we did wrong that you would even have dated one of them, Anita. You were raised a good Catholic, and you know what the Pope says about vampires.”


“They’re either seen as suicides or as dead bodies animated by demons or other evil spirits, so either way vampires are damned in the eyes of the Church,” I said, like I was quoting.


“If you know all that, then how did it happen? How did you date one of them, let alone be willing to marry one?”


“I want to marry Jean-Claude; the fact that he’s a vampire isn’t really the important part,” I said.


“How can you say the fact that he’s a vampire isn’t the important part? That’s the only important part here,” he said.


“More important than my happiness?” I asked.


“No, don’t do that, don’t make this about happiness or unhappiness, this is your immortal soul at stake, Anita. If you marry this creature, then you will be damned to hell for all eternity. Don’t you understand that, Anita? Love is important, but it’s not more important than that.”


“So why did you come, Dad? If that’s your final word on the topic of my marriage, then why didn’t you just stay home in Indiana?”


He leaned forward until the seat belt tightened and wouldn’t let him move anymore. “It’s not my last word on your wedding, Anita, just on you marrying one of these creatures.”


“If you call Jean-Claude a creature one more time I . . . I don’t know what I’ll do, but it won’t be good.” There was a time in my teens when I would have made some extravagant threat, but I tried to never say anything I wouldn’t really do, and right now I couldn’t see hurting my dad for real.


“Fredrick, I showed you that article that Anita sent us about the fact that people who become vampires never lose brain function completely, so in effect they don’t die. It was just so faint that no one could detect it without the technology we have now.” She tried to touch his hand again, but he pulled away. She gave me a look like I’m sorry.


I gave her a thank-you nod and had to fight not to feel angry that it was my hated stepmother on my side against my dad. It just felt weird. It was like there was more to Judith than I’d remembered and less to my dad. It made my chest tight. Damn it, I would not cry about this.


Dad shook his head. “The Pope made his views known about the new medical evidence. The Church’s stance is unchanged; vampires are damned and anyone who marries them is damned with them.”


“Wait,” I said, “do you mean the Pope actually added that last bit for real, that anyone who marries a vampire is damned?”


He nodded.


Judith widened her eyes and gave a much more nervous nod, like she didn’t want to do it.


“Well, since I’m Episcopalian now it doesn’t really make a difference to me.”


“You only left the Church because of the ruling about raising the dead,” he said.


“Yeah, I raise the dead, so I’m excommunicated from the Church. Trust me, Dad, I didn’t forget why I became Episcopalian. All the salvation, half the guilt, it’s great,” I said.


He gave me a beseeching look. “You’re a U.S. Marshal now, surely you could give up your side job as an animator.”


“It’s not a side job, Dad, it’s my psychic gift.”


“Fredrick, we discussed all this when Anita was fourteen and the dead animals started following her home. She must use her gift, or it finds other ways to . . . to be used.”


“It’s not a gift, it’s a curse and a blasphemy in the eyes of the Church.”


“You sent me to my grandmother Flores to learn to control my animating abilities, Dad. Thanks for not choosing the exorcism that our priest was recommending.”


“I couldn’t do that to you, you weren’t evil, there was no demon inside you. You just inherited a family curse, and that’s my fault, our fault, but your mother didn’t have it. None of her sisters had it. We thought it had died out with her mother. We thought you were safe.”


“Are you saying that if you had thought I could inherit the family magic that you and . . . Mom wouldn’t have had children?”


“We would never have given you up, but I am so sorry that the curse is inside your blood. Your mother would have been so . . . We never meant to do this to you.”


“The summer I spent with Mom’s family everyone seemed to respect Grandma Flores. No one was afraid of her or treated her like she was cursed.”


“You never heard the stories about your mom’s childhood.”


“I was eight when she died, Dad, so yeah, I was probably too young for zombie stories.”


“We didn’t mean to do this to you, Anita, please believe that.”


I stared at him, trying to figure out what to say. “Do what, Dad, make me who I am? If I hadn’t been able to raise the dead I wouldn’t be a U.S. Marshal with the Preternatural Branch. I wouldn’t have ever met Jean-Claude, or Nicky, or Micah, or Nathaniel, or anyone in my life.”


“Jean-Claude is the only vampire on that list, correct?” he asked.


“Yeah, Dad, he’s the only vampire in that list of names.” I didn’t add that Jean-Claude wasn’t the only vampire I was dating. That was what he was really trying to get at, but one hurdle at a time.


“Nicky, are you a wereleopard like Micah and Nathaniel?” Judith asked. Jesus, she really was trying.


“No, I’m not a wereleopard.”


There was that pause while they waited for him to say more, but I knew he wouldn’t. I explained but didn’t answer the question. “Shapeshifters are being encouraged not to share what their animal form is with people outside their community. There’s been a rash of cases where people make false allegations against shapeshifters, trying to get them killed by the police.”


“That’s awful,” Judith said.


“So he doesn’t want to share his animal form with us, because we might use it against him?” Dad asked.


“We, I mean the police, are encouraging shapeshifters not to share their animal half with people they don’t know, so that it can’t be used to frame them.”


“But we’re your family, Anita, we would never do that,” he said.


“Sorry, Mr. Blake, but the way you’re talking about vampires doesn’t make me feel very secure about how you might feel about the rest of us.” Nicky’s voice was neutral, and he kept his eyes on the road, not even a glance back at them.


“I’m a veterinarian. One, I know that it is a disease and that any human can catch it. Two, I find accounts of those in your . . . community who write articles explaining how their senses and thinking shift with their bodies fascinating. It’s like a chance to know how my patients see the world.”


“Your patients are animals, Dad, Nicky isn’t an animal.”


“I didn’t mean . . .”


“No, that’s okay, we are as close as you’re going to get to pulling the Dr. Doolittle thing of talking to the animals.”


“Thank you for understanding,” Dad said, then he looked at me.


“You’re a vampire executioner, Anita. How can you be about to marry one of them?”


“I’m aware of the irony, Dad, trust me.”


“You told me once that it didn’t bother you to kill them, because they weren’t human.”


I sighed and rolled my shoulders back because I was already hunched up. I hadn’t been dealing with my family for an hour yet. Sweet Jesus. “I’m aware of the attitude I had back in the days when I first started as a legal executioner for the state.”


“When did your attitude change?” he asked.


“Oh, I don’t know, Dad, maybe when a morgue had a vampire tied down with chains and holy items and I let them bully me into driving a stake through his heart while the vampire was still awake and aware.”


“The vampire had earned a warrant of execution by killing humans.”


“Maybe. I’ll be honest, Dad, I’ve killed so many that I don’t remember the crimes attached to them all, but I remember their faces. I remember the ones who begged for their lives. The ones who cried as I had to pound a sharpened piece of wood up under their ribs with a mallet. It’s not a quick death, and it’s sure as hell not painless.”


“That sounds awful,” Judith said.


“It is. I use bullets and blades with high silver content anywhere the law allows. I try to execute, not butcher.” I heard the tone in my voice that let me know that I was haunted by things beyond a screwed-up childhood.


“I’m sorry that you have to do things that are hard for you, Anita, but the Pope has declared that slaying vampires is a holy cause.”


I turned in the seat so I could see him again. “I know, a get-out-of-hell-free card if you kill enough monsters. You know, that’s part of what’s set off this last round of hate crimes that’s been sweeping the country, encouraging people to drag vampires out into the sunlight to fry during the daylight when they don’t risk themselves at all.”


“They aren’t human, Anita.”


“No vampire that has died in this last rash of murders has been guilty of any crime, Dad. They’ve all been innocent citizens.”


“They aren’t innocent, Anita.”


“Fredrick, this last arson didn’t just kill the vampire father; his wife and two young children were trapped and died with him. It was all over the news yesterday. It was horrible.”


“I am sorry that the vampire’s family was caught in the fire, but there was no arson involved, Judith.”


I said, “Someone opened the drapes to the parents’ bedroom while the vampire was helpless after dawn. The sunlight fried him, but at least he probably didn’t know what was happening to him. His wife and kids knew what was happening to them.”


“Let us pray that smoke inhalation got to them first,” he said.


“Practical, but vampires burn almost pure, no smoke. They burned to death because the wife tried to save her husband.”


“She should have gotten her children out instead of trying to save the creature.”


“He wasn’t a creature, Dad!”


“Anything that bursts into flame with the touch of sunlight is evil, Anita.”


“Fredrick, that’s a horrible thing to say to Anita.”


“It’s the truth, Judith.”


I turned around to look at Nicky. “This is never going to work, is it?”


“If you mean is your father going to walk you down the aisle to marry Jean-Claude, no. That’s not happening.”


“You can’t answer for me, young man.”


“Your prejudice is answering loud and clear, old man.”


“How dare you . . .”


“Don’t bother, Dad, you are older than Nicky.” Then I realized that he might not be. Shapeshifters aged a lot slower than normal humans. Rafael the rat king was over fifty and he looked like thirty, at most.


Nicky smiled. “No, I’m not that old. I still match my packaging.”


“You’re not how old?” Dad asked.


“Sorry, Nicky read my mind. Skip it, Dad, just skip it.”


“I have not made up my mind, Anita. I will try and meet this . . . fiancé of yours with some hope that I will see in him what you see.”


I laughed; I couldn’t help it. Jean-Claude dressed in silk, leather, and lace. He owned more high-heeled boots than I did. He’d taught me how to walk in heels and how to do my curls so they lay just right. He owned several clubs around town, including a strip club, which he occasionally still danced at—he was quietly fabulous, and not so quietly scrumptious. My dad with his khaki pants, polo shirts, and practical shoes would never have liked someone like Jean-Claude: vampire, human, or whatever. I couldn’t have picked anyone less like my father.


“I don’t see the humor,” Dad said.


“I don’t either, Dad, except you’ve seen him on TV and online, Jean-Claude I mean?”


“I have.”


“If he were human, you still wouldn’t like him.”


“He’s not the type of man that I expected you to marry.”


“Who knew you were going to catch the most beautiful man in the world,” Judith said.


“It’s just rumors that Jean-Claude is in the running for People’s Sexiest Man.”


“I’d vote for him,” she said, and I turned in time to see her smile. I smiled back because she was really trying. I guess one of them had to.


“Honestly, I kind of hope he doesn’t get it. The publicity around the wedding is getting out of hand now. If he gets that high-profile I don’t know how bad it will get.”


“No such thing as bad publicity,” she said.


“I’m useless for undercover work now, because of all the wedding stuff online.”


“I hadn’t thought about it affecting your job, Anita. I’m sorry,” she said.


I shrugged and realized she’d never see it around the car seat. “I didn’t do much undercover, but now there’s no way.”


“The engagement video was like a fairy tale,” she said.


“Yeah, I didn’t even know there were such things as proposal consultants complete with videographers.”


“Kirk took Andria to the Bahamas and there was a video, but nothing like yours. I half expected you to refuse to get in the horse-drawn carriage. It was everything you thought was stupid and romantic when you were a teenager.”


“Yeah, I was pretty disdainful of all that romance stuff.” Truthfully, I still was, and if my family had really been my family to the point where I could trust them to keep a secret, I could have told them that the big proposal had been the public one. The real one had been weeks earlier in the shower after sex. Jean-Claude had spontaneously proposed, and I had said yes. I think we’d both been shocked with that yes. I just wasn’t really the marrying kind. Can we say commitment issues?


“Isn’t your young man here upset that you’re marrying someone else?”


“No, old man, the young man isn’t upset about her marrying someone else,” Nicky said.


“There was a time that saying ‘young man’ wasn’t an insult.”


“His name is Nicky, Dad.”


“Fine, Nick, aren’t you upset that Anita will be with just her husband if this wedding goes ahead?”


“Nicky, not Nick.”


“Nicky, I meant no offense.”


“Sure, and no, Anita isn’t planning on being monogamous after the wedding, so I’ll still be one of her lovers. It’s a win-win for me.”


“Anita, you will be taking vows, real marriage vows if this happens, correct?”


“Yep, if we avoid the religious extremes there are plenty of clergy happy to marry us, but we’re not exchanging traditional vows. No language about honoring each other above all others or being exclusive or obeying anyone.”
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