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 Chapter One




 Your in-laws are scary,” Phillipa Elliot told her sister, who made a lovely and not-in-the-least-blushing bride.

 She leaned against the terrace railing next to Josephine and took another sip of very good champagne. The hot wind that blew in off the Las Vegas desert made her thirsty; she was probably on her fifth glass of champagne.

 Jo’s eyes went wide. “What do you mean by scary?”

 Phillipa looked at the people dancing at the wedding reception in the hotel ballroom. “They make me feel like I’ve crashed the supermodels’ annual ball.”

 Jo laughed. “Yeah, I know exactly what you mean.” Her gaze didn’t leave her new husband, who was currently dancing with their mother. “Isn’t he—”

 “Large,” Phillipa cut in.

 “I was going to say cute.”

 Phillipa laughed. “Of course you were.”

 The hulking groom was probably the least handsome man there, to her. Not that the muscular Marcus Cage didn’t have enough charm and charisma for three normal males. It seemed to run in the Cage family, and among all their friends. The women were amazingly beautiful, mostly in a dark and mysterious way. And the men—good lord!

 They’d been hitting on her since the rehearsal dinner the night before. It was quite a stimulating experience.

 Phillipa fanned her face. She wasn’t sure if it was the champagne or the mere thought of the men at the reception that was causing the warmth that stirred through her. There was something special about this bunch. As a cop, she was used to working around hunky, hard-bodied, macho men, and liked it. But the Cages and their friends had so much going for them in the confident, sexy male department that they were downright daunting.

 “It’s not that I don’t like the Cage clan,” Phillipa explained.

 “Family,” Josephine said. “They’re a family, not a clan.”

 “What difference does that make?”

 Jo laughed. “Never mind, and I can’t explain anyway. If I did, they’d probably have to kill you. It’s a joke,” she added quickly. “Between Marc and me.”

 Phillipa let it go. Far be it from her to try to interpret the private language of newlywed lovebirds, especially after five glasses of champagne.

 She looked at her empty glass and said, “I’m switching to water.” One of the groom’s hunky relatives was headed their way, his gaze fixed on her. “Now,” she added, and left so he’d have to ask her sister to dance instead of her.

 The band stopped playing as she skirted the dance floor, and she noticed Marc heading for Jo and Mom heading toward where Dad waited for her. Phillipa smiled, appreciating the devotion of the happy couples—though she had to fight off a twinge of sadness at being alone herself. She blamed the self-pity on the champagne; she had no one to blame for breaking up with Patrick but Patrick. You’d think with all the gorgeous men in the place, she thought, I’d be more interested than daunted by the prospect of hooking up with one of them.

 Maybe I don’t want another macho man. Maybe that was why all the groom’s male relatives set off alarm bells she couldn’t explain.

 The band started playing again as she reached the bar.

 “Not more Queen,” a man said behind her.

 The disgust in his voice amused her, and the deep British accent was intriguing. As the band played “Another One Bites the Dust,” she took the water the bartender handed her, then turned around. She hadn’t seen the man standing behind her before, though she was somehow already aware of his presence before he spoke. His hair was wavy and sandy brown, his eyes green and surrounded by laugh lines. He had a lived-in face; a dangerous face.

 “I know what you mean,” she told him. “If they play ‘Fat Bottomed Girls,’ I’m out of here.”

 “I’ll join you,” he answered.

 “And, if they play a lot of Def Leppard, Jo will probably run away screaming.”

 The newcomer followed Phillipa as she edged around the dance floor toward the terrace.

 “Who’s Jo, and what’s wrong with Def Leppard? I’m a proud son of Sheffield myself,” he added. “Same hometown as the Lep—”

 “Wait. What do you mean, who’s Jo?” Phillipa stopped and confronted him. “You are a guest at the Elliot-Cage wedding, aren’t you?”

 His smile was devastating, showing deep dimples and crinkling the lines around his eyes. “I’m the best man.”

 Irritation flared over the heat that had been roused by his smile. “You’re Matt Bridger! You very nearly ruined this wedding!” she accused.

 “It’s not my fault my plane was late.”

 “You were supposed to have arrived yesterday.”

 He gestured at the boisterous people filling the crowded room. “It doesn’t look like I was missed.”

 “One of my brothers stepped in as best man.”

 “Then it all turned out all right.” He crossed his arms over his wide chest and moved close to her. “I don’t know what you have to be angry about.”

 “I’m angry on my sister’s behalf.”

 “Why’s that?”

 “She’s Jo Elliot.”

 “The singer in Def Leppard?”

 “The bride!”

 Even as she indignantly stepped closer, Phillipa realized that Matt Bridger was teasing her.

 Suddenly they were toe to toe and nose to nose. He put an arm around her waist, drawing her even closer. She was caught by the masculine heat and scent of him. “You’re provoking me on purpose.”

 The back of his hand brushed across her cheek. “Yes.”

 Her knees went weak, and she almost dropped her glass. She didn’t notice where it went when he took it out of her hand.

 “Dance with me.”

 “Yes.”

 Of course. She never wanted to dance with anyone else.

 He drew her onto the dance floor, and they started slow-dancing to the fast music. It was the most natural thing in the world to gaze into this stranger’s eyes and press her body against his, soft and hard blending. They didn’t share a word while the music played, yet the communication between them was deep and profound. She’d known him forever, been waiting for him forever. It was all too perfect to make any sense.

 When the music stopped she would’ve kept right on dancing, but Matt Bridger turned them off the dance floor. Her arms stayed draped around his wide shoulders, and her gaze stayed locked on his. His palms pressed against the small of her back, large and warm and possessive.

 Despite this intimate closeness, Phillipa tried to regain her sanity.

 “We’ve just met.”

 “And you’re really not that kind of girl.”

 “What kind of girl?”

 “The sort who snuggles up to a stranger the moment they meet. And I’m not that sort of man.” He flashed that devastating smile at her again. “Mostly.”

 “Then why are you and I—”

 “We have more than snuggling in mind.”

 “Yes, but—”

 “I have a theory.”

 She didn’t want to hear his theory. “Kiss me.”

 Fingers traced across her lips. “Soon.”

 His touch left her sizzling. This was crazy! She should be embarrassed.

 She took a deep breath, and made an effort to step away. She managed to move maybe an inch, making it a small triumph for public decency.

 “Like calls to like,” he said, pulling her back to him.

 She lost interest in decency. “I’m a cop.”

 “Fancy that.” As the music started again, he took her by the hand. The connection was electric. “Come on.”

 She held back. This was her last chance to stay virtuous. “I don’t—”

 “Listen.”

 She did, and laughed. “Oh, my God, ‘Fat Bottomed Girls.’”

 “You said you’d leave if they played it.”

 “Left alone with big fat Fanny—”

 “Matt Bridger, let’s get out of here.”

 They headed toward the door, but he stopped after a few steps. “One thing, first.”

 “What?”

 “Your name.”

 “Phillipa Elliot.”

 Now, at least, she wasn’t about to fall into reckless abandon with a total stranger.

 He tilted his head and gave her a quick, thorough once-over. What he saw was a tall blond woman in a strapless, tea-length teal satin bridesmaid’s dress.

 “I know, I don’t look like a Phillipa,” she said. “But who does?”

 “Pardon me for saying so, but that is an unfortunate name for a Yank, isn’t it?”

 “I’m used to it.”

 “Good. It suits you.”

 The band started to play louder, and they ran for the door.

  

 They kissed in the elevator, coming together in a rush of heat. His mouth was hard and demanding on hers, and she responded just as fiercely. He caressed her in a way that made her feel naked despite the satin dress and layers of underwear. His fingers tracing along her bare shoulders and the back of her neck drove her wild. She knew this was crazy, but she didn’t care.

 Until she noticed that her skirt was hiked up around one hip, and his hand was stroking the inside of her thigh. It felt wonderful.

 “We’re not exactly private here,” she reminded him. “Hotel”—she gasped as his fingers moved higher—“security.”

 “Room key,” was his answer.

 He stopped long enough for her to fumble open her tiny purse, and the doors slid open onto the fourteenth floor just as she pulled out the black plastic key card.

 “This is it.” She gave him a sideways glance. “I wonder which one of us remembered to press the button for the right floor.”

 She thought he had, but it must have been her, since she was sure she hadn’t told him where her room was.

 The room wasn’t far from the elevators, and they were inside within a few moments.

 A few moments after that, he’d whirled her around and onto the bed.

 “You make me dizzy,” she said as he leaned over her and she looked into his green eyes.

 “Only dizzy?”

 There was a wicked glint in those eyes, and a world of sensual promise in his slight smile. There was also something dangerous about his deep, slightly rough voice. The sound of it sent a thrill through her.

 “Say something else.”

 He chuckled. “What is it about Yank women and English accents?”

 “Don’t complain if it helps you get laid,” she told him.

 He laughed again. “Would this sound seductive in Sheffield?” he asked, doing a very good job of mimicking an American accent.

 “Yes. But it’s not just your accent that’s sexy. You have gorgeous lips,” she added. When she traced them with a finger, he nipped it. “And sharp teeth.”

 “Oh, yes.” He kissed her throat.

 Her blood raced as warm lips pressed against her tender skin. His hand brushed across the satin covering her breast, sparking an overwhelming desire to have his naked flesh against hers.

 A moment later he tugged her to her feet and pulled down the dress’s long zipper. As the dress pooled around her feet, his thumb slid slowly down the length of her bare spine. She arched against him.

 “Skin on skin, just like you want,” he murmured. His lips were close to her ear. Then they were on her throat.

 There was a moment of sharp pain, followed by blinding ecstasy. When her mind cleared from the blissful overload, they were back on the bed once more, and he was as naked as she was. She ran her hands across his chest, appreciating the sight and texture of hard muscles and hot flesh.

 “You are so sweet,” he told her.

 “I’m more than sweet.” She pulled his head down and kissed him hard.

 “You’re also hot,” he agreed.

 He kissed her gently on the lips, on the cheek, but she was aware of the edge of ferocity he was holding back. Then his head moved down and his tongue swirled around one hard nipple, then the other.

 She moaned, and inside the needy sound she heard his voice. I’m trying to stay civilized.

 Don’t, she answered.

 His touch grew rougher then, and her responses were just as frantic. He kissed and bit her all over. Each pinprick of pain that followed the soft brush of lips across her skin brought her a flash of mounting pleasure.

 The contrast was maddening. Wonderful.

 With each flash, the heat pooling in her belly grew and spread until the orgasms became one long, continuous wave of ecstasy. She didn’t think it could get better, until he was inside her, filling her with hard, fast strokes that drowned her in fiery sensation. She clung to him, rose to meet him with the same manic energy, wanted nothing but more.

 And more was what he gave her. She gave herself up to him, blended with him, blood, mind, and soul, and he gave himself to her. She was complete with him, whole with him, in nirvana, until one last, shattering explosion sent her over the edge and into darkness.

  

 “That was—” Phillipa sighed, unable to describe the experience. Now she understood why sex was called “the little death.” Maybe it was just great sex that was called that.

 Little sparks of pleasure were still shooting through her; she was exhilarated and exhausted at the same time. She was completely content to lie across Matt, her breasts pressed against the hard muscles of his bare chest. She rested her cheek against the warmth of his skin and breathed in the male scent of him.

 “It certainly was,” Matt answered.

 She glanced up to see his hands propped behind his head, a smug smile curving his beautiful mouth. She caught the sparkle of green in his half-closed eyes.

 “You look like a well-fed cat,” she told him.

 “Very well-fed,” he answered. “But still hungry.”

 He pulled her up the length of his body for a kiss. His mouth was as insistent and needy as if they hadn’t just made love. He made her hungry all over again. His hands began to roam, and her body responded.

 This time she was able to keep her head long enough to say, “Maybe we shouldn’t.” His mouth circled a nipple. “Oh God! I mean—there’s supposed to be photos—and—wedding stuff.” Her mind was too into the pleasure to remember just what. “We’ll be missed.”

 He nuzzled her, and his voice came muffled from between her breasts. “Do you really care?”

 “Nooo—yes! We’ll be missed. I should be there. She’s my sis—” She suddenly became very aware of his erection, and her hand closed around it. She had to touch him, to stroke him. “I shouldn’t be doing this.”

 “You better not stop.”

 His hungry growl sent a needy shiver through her. His voice was enough to make her melt. “But—”

 This sort of thing happens at family gatherings all the time.

 “What happens?”

 People disappear to make love. It’s a way to celebrate the bonding.

 “That’s nice.” It occurred to Phillipa that there was something odd about this conversation. “Did you just say something inside my head?”

 Not that you’ll recall. Relax, sweetness. Make love to me.

 “All right.” It was all she wanted to do anyway.

  

 As a carousel version of “Ode to Joy” woke Phillipa, she thought, I belong with this man. When she came a further awake, she realized that the noise was a cell phone ringing, and that she was lying naked in a dark hotel room with Matt Bridger. She couldn’t think of anywhere better to be, and snuggled closer to him while Beethoven kept playing.

 Eventually Matt rolled over and picked the phone up from the nightstand. “Mike, if you’re drunk, you’re a dead lobo.”

 Whatever the answer was, it made Matt sit up. His muscles bunched with tension. “Where and when? Right. I’m not alone.”

 Deciding to let him ride out this emergency in privacy, Phillipa slid out of bed and crossed the dark room to the bathroom. There she took her time using the facilities and drinking a glass of water.

 Even as she stepped back into the bedroom, she was aware of the emptiness. The musky tang of sex was still in the air, but even before she turned on a light and saw the rumpled, empty bed, she knew he was gone.









 Chapter Two




 Three years later

 If there was one thing Phillipa didn’t like about hotel bathrooms, it was that the shower was always directly across from the mirror. Even with the glass all steamed up, she could see herself when she stepped out. She knew that, at least on the outside, she had a perfectly good body. The scar on her arm didn’t bother her.

 But she didn’t like seeing the splotchy line of fading and fresh bruises across the flat expanse of her stomach. She made herself look, because one couldn’t be a coward about these things. She made herself think about how pretty the small black and gold sun symbol she’d recently had inked onto her stomach was. It was the one area where she never stuck the needle.

 Deciding she was being maudlin, she grabbed a towel and dried off quickly. Her sister was waiting, and it had been months since they’d seen each other. She dressed in shorts and a tank top, then went into the bedroom.

 Of course the first thing Jo did was ask, “How’s your arm? Does it hurt?”

 I should have worn sleeves. “I hardly notice it.” Phillipa touched the scar and gave a faint laugh. “Getting shot’s what saved my life, you know.” It was true, even if she did resent it, even though she knew that was stupid. She sat on the bed, since Jo had the room’s one chair. She glanced out the wide window that looked out on the Las Vegas strip. The Bellagio’s huge fountain danced in the distance. “The view’s gorgeous from up here. Even in the daylight.”

 “You know you could have stayed at our place,” Jo answered.

 “Uh-uh.” Phillipa counted off on her fingers. “You have a new baby, a mother-in-law, and a grandmother-in-law staying at your place. I’m not going near that mix.”

 “I see your point.” Jo grinned.

 “And didn’t you bring young Brandon Matthias Cage here with you?” Is Matt short for Matthias? And why am I thinking about him? Because I’m in a hotel room in Vegas? She waved an admonitory finger at her younger sister. “Where’s my nephew?”

 “He’s safe at home, surrounded by overprotective Cage women. And I am getting a little antsy about it.”

 “Says the equally overprotective new mother.”

 “I’m new at this mom thing. I like it,” Jo added.

 “Which means you want to get home soon so you can get back to it. You didn’t have to meet me here.”

 “I was told I needed a break, and there’s no way Marc was going to let me help with the party. Besides, I wanted a chance to talk to you alone.”

 “Having a husband that’s a better cook than you must be great,” Phillipa said.

 “I love it. I fly planes, he caters parties; it works for us. Not that I plan to fly much until Brandon’s older.”

 “You’re giving up piloting? Does Dad know about this?”

 Jo laughed. “He’s a granddad now, which makes him all for my staying on the ground with his infant grandson. Which leaves an opening at Elliot Charter—at least, a temporary one.”

 Phillipa got the hint. “Sorry, I’m a cop.”

 “You can fly a plane.”

 “I don’t have the rating to do it professionally, and I might not qualify. Besides, I like what I do.”

 “But—”

 “Vegas hotels are always looking for good security people. I thought I’d look into it while I’m here.” She was still officially on the force even if she wasn’t on active duty. She didn’t know if she’d ever get back on the streets. “I have to think about my future, even if all I want is to get back what I had.”

 Damn! She’d vowed not to whine about anything!

 Jo, of course, ran with it. “How are you feeling?”

 The look of concern on her sister’s face bruised Phillipa.

 “I’m fine.”

 It was an easier answer than explaining about how there were good days and bad days, and how sometimes she was nauseated, and sometimes her vision was blurry, and she was always cold, and she wanted everything to go back to normal—but she was stuck with a life that was regulated, constricted, and she didn’t know who she was anymore.

 “You’re not,” Jo answered. “I’m an empath, remember?”

 Jo did have this gift for reading peoples’ emotions. Phillipa had a variation of it herself, though not as strong. She trusted her instincts when it came to telling the good guys from the bad guys. The ability to read people had saved her ass on the street a few times.

 “I don’t feel fine,” she admitted to her sister. “I feel—complicated. But healthier,” she added, trying to project sincerity.

 Her cell phone rang before Jo could press for more details. By the time she was finished with a short conversation, Jo was using her own cell.

 “Party crisis?” Phillipa asked when Jo was done.

 “Yep. Marc’s mom is frantic, but he says it’s under control.”

 “It?”

 “Something about meringue swans breaking and flowers that were delivered to the restaurant instead of the house. As long as the baby is fine, I don’t care.”

 “Is the baby fine?”

 “I’m still here, aren’t I? Who were you talking to?”

 “Little sisters shouldn’t be so nosy.”

 “It sounded like it had to do with your love life.”

 “You should definitely stop being nosy. But since I invited him to your party, I’ll let you get away with it this time,” Phillipa teased.

 “Him?”

 “A friend. An LVPD detective.”

 “A hunky friend?” Jo prodded.

 Phillipa nodded.

 “I look forward to meeting him.”

 “He called to tell me he can’t make it tonight. He says there’s been a rash of robberies that has everybody pulling extra shifts.”

 “Oh, yeah, I heard about it on the news. Banks and some of the smaller casinos have been hit.” Jo stood up. “Listen, I know we said we were going to do lunch, but—”

 “But the antsy new mom wants to go home to her kid.”

 Jo gave a sheepish smile. “Yeah.”

 Phillipa waved toward the door. “Then you should go.”

 “You could come with.”

 Phillipa shook her head. “I’ll coo and fuss over him tonight. You go home, and I’ll finish unpacking and making phone calls and stuff.”

 “You’re sure?”

 “I’m sure. Go.”

 “You’ll be all right by yourself?”

 “Go mother Brandon, not me. Go,” Phillipa repeated.

 Jo left after a quick hug and kiss.

 Phillipa sighed with relief. It wasn’t that she couldn’t have made it through an afternoon and evening of socializing, but now she didn’t have to. Now she could take a nap.

  

 “You’re late.”

 “You’re lucky I came at all,” Michele answered the vampire. “And I don’t appreciate being searched. I don’t carry weapons to public places.”

 “Weapons that harm humans, you mean,” the vampire said. “But my man outside did relieve you of a pair of silver bracelets. Those could be used as weapons against my kind. I think I have a right to a certain amount of paranoia when negotiating with a Purist.”

 Michele shrugged.

 When the vampire gestured toward a chair, Michele hesitated a moment before taking a seat. “It’s more contempt than paranoia on my part,” she explained.

 “But neither of us wants to appear conspicuous out here”—the vampire cast a significant look around the room packed with crowded tables—“among all these innocent civilians.”

 Michele Darabont did not want to be in the same room with a vampire, let alone sitting across a restaurant table from one, but one did what one had to for the Cause. She took a seat.

 “Was that a threat?” she asked.

 “Oh, please. Let’s cut the melodrama crap, shall we?”

 “You started it.” God, she sounded like a fool!

 “And you are thinking that this petulance is no way for an experienced hunter to behave. It was a long drive from San Diego to Las Vegas, you’re tired, and you think I’m supercilious. No, I’m not reading your mind; I can read your expression well enough. Let’s start over, shall we? Can I call you Michele?”

 “No.”

 “No introductions, then. Let’s think of each other as the Purist and the monster.”

 “I’m not a Purist. No Purist would have a face-to-face with one of your kind. I have worked with your sort before.”

 Which was why several of her friends who were members of the Purist cult had persuaded her to represent them at this meeting, after the vampire’s message mysteriously arrived. The Purist agenda was to kill the ancient enemy before asking questions, but they were intrigued enough by this proposal to want to explore the possibilities, even if they wouldn’t do it themselves.

 “I don’t blame you for not liking to work with my sort.” A waiter approached, and the vampire waited until he’d left with Michele’s order for iced tea before going on. “I, on the other hand, am neutral about your sort. I’ve never killed a human, and my blood sources are all volunteers. This is the twenty-first century. It’s better to share the world than to make war on each other.”

 Michele did not agree with this live-and-let-live philosophy, but most vampire hunters did. All but the Purists. While she hadn’t quite stepped over the line that divided the hunter camps, she’d always been close to it. She’d recently discovered that her niece Eden had betrayed the hunter’s beliefs, which was causing Michele to edge closer to the extremists’ views.

 “Why do you want to help the Purists?” she asked.

 The vampire laughed. “I am a purist.”

 The waiter arrived with her tea, so all Michele could do was stare incredulously at the beautiful creature across the table until he was gone. Then she said, “I don’t understand.”

 “I believe in the purity of my own kind, just as you believe in the purity of yours. I want to help my own species. While I do believe in most of the covenants of the hunter and vampire truce, there is one function you humans once performed that helped keep the vampire race from becoming tainted and weak.

 “There are those among us who wish a return to that ancient practice. We are as much a minority among vampires as the Purists are among the human hunters. In this one thing we are in agreement. In this one thing, we can join forces.”

 “You’re talking about the Abominations.”

 The vampire looked disgusted. “There are those who prefer terms like niece, nephew, grandson, and so on, but I am not one who believes that the offspring of our mating with humans should be considered family. Thanks to centuries of being hunted by your kind, our pure population is low enough that our people are forced to mate with yours.”

 “It’s our fault that your damn Primes seduce girls away to—”

 The vampire held up a hand to cut her off. “Oh, please. I know all about how your niece ran off with one of our boys. You have my sympathy, and every reason to be indignant, but Eden went with Laurent of her own free will. It happens. Live with it. I have to live with similar situations in my own family.

 “What should not happen is reproduction between your kind and mine. Hunters used to be very good at culling the mules born into the Clans and Families, and the Tribes were wise enough to take care of the problem on their own. These days we are all too civilized, too domesticated to take the necessary measures. The breeding has to stop.” The vampire turned a dark, compelling stare on her. “Don’t you agree?”

 Michele could not look away. The world slowed down, and reality shifted. She’d been trained to resist vampire tricks, but all she could do was say, “What do you want me to do?”









 Chapter Three




 Showtime,” Phillipa murmured as the elevator came to a stop.

 She’d had a nap, used the hotel fitness center, and done some shopping before heading for Jo’s condo for the prechristening party. She felt refreshed, and even if she wasn’t in the mood for a party, she was looking forward to spending some time with her brand-new nephew. Assuming she could get past the Cage relatives to do it.

 They’re good people, she told herself. Loving and loyal—and loud. Very East Coast, very urban and in-your-face. Very—whatever their ethnicity is.

 Phillipa hesitated when the copper-plated doors of the elevator slid open. Maybe she’d just been focused on herself too much lately, too much inside her own head. Or maybe she hesitated because the last time she’d been at a party with the Cages, she’d made a fool of herself.

 That was different. He won’t be here.

 She stepped into the hallway and walked with firm steps toward her sister’s door.

 Jo and Marcus were not full-time residents of Las Vegas; they lived in New York a good part of the year and kept a condo in a Vegas high-rise for the rest of the year. Phillipa thought of her hulking brother-in-law as more of a Marine DI type than a celebrity chef and restaurateur, but he loved cooking.

 The door opened before she could ring the bell, and Marcus Cage filled the doorway. “You’re going to love what I made for you,” he announced in his deep, growly voice, and swept her into a hug and into the condo. “You’ve lost weight,” he said once he let her go.

 “I got shot.”

 “You’re all muscle, though,” He ran his hands up her arms and down her waist. “Skinny, but choice. Kind of like Josephine when I met her. But ticklish,” he added when she squirmed under his touch. He held her out at arm’s length. “How are you feeling?”

 “I get asked that a lot. Where’s my nephew?”

 “Come with me.”

 He led her into a huge living room where a wide expanse of windows overlooked the brightly lit city below. The view of Las Vegas at night was dizzying, so Phillipa concentrated on the dozen people gathered on couches and chairs in the center of the room. The men all stood when she entered, a very old-world and polite thing to do. The women always looked like they were waiting to have their hands kissed. Phillipa hadn’t been around the in-laws enough to get used to it, but Jo seemed comfortable with their ways.

 Better her than me. Phillipa told herself it was her imagination that she received a couple of sharp looks for her thought.

 Jo was seated on the central couch, holding Brandon on her lap. Phillipa smiled with pleasure at the sight of the baby, and with pride when she noticed that her nephew was wrapped in the white baby blanket that she’d knitted for him.

 “Mom called,” Jo said as Phillipa approached. “Guess whose flight was delayed? She’ll be staying in Newark tonight, so she and Dad will be in tomorrow. Dad’s been making the usual disparaging comments about her flying commercial, and she has pointed out that she’s aware of the irony of the situation.”

 “This leaves you with a heavy burden of responsibility,” Marc said, putting his arm around Phillipa’s shoulders. “Since your brothers’ reserve units were called up.”

 Her brothers were military police pilots, as she was—had been—military police. And her National Guard unit was on active duty, as well. She hated the reminder of one more part of her life she was missing.

 “And what would that responsibility be?” she asked.

 “Representing the entire Elliot family at this party, of course. That means you’ll have to eat for all of them.”

 “I’m on a very strict diet,” she reminded her brother-in-law. “You’ll have to live with leftovers.”

 She sat down next to her sister and held her arms out. “Give me the kid.”

 The doorbell rang, and Marc went to answer it. Phillipa had the impression of the Cage women tensing when Jo handed the baby to her. All those dark-eyed women watched her like hawks as she settled the small, warm bundle in her lap.

 “He is, of course, gorgeous and perfect, in the way of his kind,” she said.

 “What do you mean, his kind?” his paternal grandmother asked.

 Phillipa laughed, hoping to dispel the odd tension. “He’s gorgeous and perfect in the way all newborns seem to their mothers and other relatives.”

 Grandma Cage relaxed and smiled. “Ah. Yes.”

 Peering closer at the tiny perfection of Brandon Cage’s features, Phillipa said, “Jo, do you know that he already has a tooth? Babies don’t come with teeth, do they?”

 “He came that way,” Jo answered.

 “It’s natural—for our kind,” a great-aunt spoke up.

 “Octavia,” Grandma Cage said warningly.

 “Marc tells me that early dental development runs in the Cage family,” Jo said. “It’s a genetic thing.”

 Phillipa frequently got the impression that whenever she found out anything about the Cages, the information was a little skewed. Her intuition told her that the family used the truth to obscure even deeper truths.

 “What’s a genetic thing?” Marc asked, coming back into the room with four more guests.

 “Nothing,” Jo answered. She stood up for greetings and hugs. Once she’d seen Brandon safely into the arms of another cooing woman, Jo said to her husband, “You want me to help you in the kitchen.”

 Marc took this hint that his wife wanted a private conversation.

 “When do we eat?” Phillipa asked as they headed, arm in arm, out of the room.

 Marc glanced back. “Ten minutes.”

 Phillipa excused herself and headed for the guest bathroom, which was across the hall from the kitchen. Once she’d shot up and tucked her equipment back into her large purse, she stepped back into the hall.

 As she returned to the living room, she paused when she heard Jo say, “I still don’t like the idea of my sister not remembering the whole event.”

 “She’ll remember,” Marc said reassuringly. “Just not necessarily the way it actually happens.”

 “Why are you comfortable with that?”

 “Honey, you know that’s the way we have to live.”

 “She thinks she’s going to be Brandon’s godmother.”

 “She will be—in a way.”

 Philippa was so surprised by this odd conversation that she was tempted to barge into the kitchen and demand to know what the hell was going on, but she doubted that was the easiest way to get at the truth.

 “I understand the need for discretion, but—”

 “In the old days, our bondmates had to sever all ties with their own kind.”

 This was as confusing as it was disturbing. She didn’t handle confusion well at the moment. What she craved was simple, solid routine. Phillipa rubbed a hand across her eyes. She was a little dizzy. And since her head was not on too straight at the moment, maybe all this ominous-sounding stuff wasn’t ominous at all.

 “These days we’re more accommodating,” he went on, “but there are rules. They’re for everyone’s protection. You agreed to the rules.”

 “I know, but—”

 “Josephine.”

 “All right, all right. You don’t have to take that lord and master tone with me, Marcus Cage.”

 He answered with a deep, rumbling laugh. The solid, normal sound blew away some of Phillipa’s confusion. Jo laughed as well, a throaty, sexy sound Phillipa wasn’t used to coming from her little sister. After that there was a lengthy silence, which Phillipa interpreted as a happily married couple making out in their kitchen. That was sweet and all, but what had they been talking about?

 And, even more important, would their snogging delay dinner? She had to eat within half an hour of shooting up. A confrontation might be necessary, to get closer to the food.

 But before she could enter the kitchen Jo and Marc came out, their arms around each other’s waists. Jo looked surprised to see her.

 Phillipa refused to be embarrassed at being in the hall. She looked at her watch, then significantly at Marc. “You said ten minutes.”

 “You’re a slave to your stomach,” Marc said. “I like that in a woman.” He held Jo tighter. “When Josephine was pregnant, she appreciated my skills.”

 “I ate like a horse.”

 “Now she’s back to skin and bones and no appetite.”

 “He means that now I eat like a small horse.”

 “Come along, you two.”

 Marc turned Jo around, and they headed back into the kitchen. Phillipa followed, and was put to work helping to carry plates and platters and bowls into the dining room. Everything looked and smelled delicious.

 “Even if I wasn’t a slave to carbohydrate exchanges, this feast would make me hungry,” she told Marc when they stood back to look upon the laden table. She popped a pepperoncini into her mouth and sighed at the crisp heat of the pickled pepper.

 “You have a fondness for hot things.” There was a wicked gleam in Marc’s dark eyes as he put his arm around her shoulders. “And I just had a great idea.”

 “What’s that?” Phillipa asked, and speared a mushroom with a toothpick. “Spicy,” she added when she bit into it.

 “Spicy is what you need.” He gave a deep, dirty chortle. “What you need, Elliot, is a vampire.”

 She gave Marc a puzzled look. “I do not get this joke.”

 “I’m serious. What’s wrong with you boils down to a serious blood disorder, right?”

 “Not exact—”

 “If you share blood with a vampire, that’ll cure it.”

 “That’s an interesting theory,” she answered. “But it has a slight flaw in it.”

 “Vampires are very sexy,” he told her. “You’d enjoy the cure.”

 “I’m sure I would. Except for the fact that there’s no such thing as vampires.”

 He cocked an eyebrow. “You sure?”

 “Not in the reality I live in.”

 “I’ll introduce you to one from mine.”

 Phillipa edged away from her brother-in-law. “Okay, Marc. You find me a vampire, and I’ll let him bite me.”

 “Deal,” he said with a grin.

 “What are you up to, Marc?” Jo asked, coming into the dining room.

 “Oh, nothing.”

 Jo narrowed her eyes at the false innocence of his answer. “Did I hear a bad word just now?”

 “You know I never swear.”

 “You know what I mean.”

 “I don’t,” Phillipa spoke up.

 The doorbell rang before she got an answer, and Marc hastily left the room.

 “It’s kind of cute, seeing a big man look that sheepish,” Jo said, gazing fondly after her husband. She followed after him.

 Phillipa gazed fondly at the feast spread out on the table, then followed her sister toward the front door. Feeling curiouser and curiouser, she intended to find out what these two were talking about.

 But she stopped dead in her tracks when she heard a familiar British voice say, “I said I’d be your eldest child’s guardian, but I thought I’d have a few more decades before I’d have to make good on the promise.”

 Her insides curled, and her heart raced.

 Good God, what’s he doing here?

 Her first impulse was to hide, but it was already too late. All she could do was try not to look stunned as Jo and Marc came back down the hallway, Matt Bridger walking between them.
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