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For Claire,
the star around which my planet revolves.
 



 
 
 
 
Everyone is a moon, and has a dark side which he never shows to anybody.
~ Mark Twain
 



 
Chapter 1
 
There was so much blood – Jason’s blood.  It was on my hands and under my nails.  Twin spider webs of red were embedded in the little creases on the sides of both thumbs.  My hands were literally sticky with it but all I could seem to do was stare at the white walls and the cracked linoleum, at the vertical black streaks on the far wall from some misguided gurney.  I was barely able to acknowledge the voice of my mother at the periphery of my numb bubble, urging me to wash my hands.  I was too preoccupied with the circular route of my thoughts, reliving the events of this morning in an endless loop that I thought might drive me mad.  
A horn honks in the driveway.  I quickly gather my things as I head towards the foyer and the front door.  
I shook my head in an attempt to clear my thoughts.  It seemed that no matter how badly I wanted to make it stop, the replay continued on and on like the gruesome highlights from some terrible horror film with me as the unwilling star.  Fragments of time that I have no memory of were alternately punctuated by moments of heart wrenching clarity.
The sound of tires squealing reaches me in the house.  I look up and through the sidelights at my front door I see Jason lying on the ground clutching his middle. 
“Honey, you need to get cleaned up,” my mother said, interrupting the grisly rerun.  “You will feel better once you do.”  The idea that a hand washing had the power to make me feel better nearly produced a hysterical laugh.  Soap and water could never wash away the memory of this day.  The only way I would ever feel better again would be if I could scour the horror from my mind as if it had never happened.
I had to give my mother credit though, she kept trying.  Maybe her attempts at taking care of me were part of her coping mechanism.  Jason was beyond her help but here I was sitting within her sphere of influence, completely shell shocked.  We had been waiting for what seemed like days for the doctor to come out and talk to us about Jason’s condition.  I already knew.   There were very few who could survive with injuries like the ones I witnessed today.  Jason was nearly eviscerated, the blood covering me a testament to my attempts to hold him together until the ambulance arrived.  I firmly squashed the tiny flicker of hope for his survival.  If I focused on it, that little glimmer would break me when the news finally came.  Better to anticipate the worst.  And there was little doubt in my mind that the worst would be what the doctor would report.  
I continued to ignore my mother’s plea to clean myself up as my mind cycled through this morning’s events.  I just wanted it to stop and closing my eyes only made it worse.  
I’m outside attempting to hold him together as a crimson pool forms around us.  Frantically I dial 911.  ‘Yes, 47 Arbor Drive!  Hurry!  Please hurry!’ 
My mother tried again.  “Come on Abigail, you need to get that off your hands.”  I had been pressing the pad of my thumb against my index finger and repeatedly pulling the two apart, the motion making a sticky, snapping sound.  Press, snap, press, snap – the repetition moved in time with the strobing images of this morning. 
A horn honks in the driveway.  I quickly gather my things….
I reached up to scratch my face and stopped short.  She was right; I did need to wash my hands.  It might not actually make me feel better but smearing tacky blood on my face wouldn’t either.  
“Alright,” I said.  She didn’t waste any time.  
“Caleb, help me would you?” she said to the tall ebony skinned man standing quietly a few feet away.  Caleb was my mother’s bodyguard and was never far from her side when she was away from home.  His hand was immediately under my left elbow and hers under my right, coaxing me from my seat before leading me down the corridor.  Caleb ushered us to the ladies room before taking up a position just outside to wait.    
The whole hospital had an antiseptic tang and the bathroom was no exception, only here it was overlaid with the pungency of stale urine and enduring sadness.  I imagined I was not the first to wash blood off in this room and I was sure not to be the last.  
My mother pumped the wall dispenser and plopped a large dollop of foaming soap into the palm of my right hand.  
“Here, let me get the water going for you.”  She wiggled her fingers in front of the sensor on the faucet.  I flinched as the water surged into the basin.  I had been lost in thought staring at my hands again.  I needed to start participating or we were going to be in here forever.  Slowly I lowered my hands under the streaming water and watched as the brick-red runoff circled the drain.
I lathered my hands three times before they were even close to clean; the suds going from dark terra-cotta, to a ruddy clay and finally to white.  There were still stubborn traces fixed in the crevices of my nails.  I was going to need a brush for that.  Even so, it was progress and my mother seemed relieved.
“Thank you Abigail,” she said.  The relief on her face and the unshed tears in her eyes startled me.  I had been so lost in my own horror that I hadn’t even considered for one second how upsetting seeing all that blood on me must have been for her, especially when the blood belonged to my brother.  I was such an ass.  I grabbed her, pulling her into a desperate hug. 
“I’m sorry,” I said as I squeezed her.  I had to look away when I finally stepped back, needing to get a grip on my emotions.  I was teetering on a precipice and I dared not let her see the rage that was slowly overtaking my numb horror.
“How are you holding up?” I was finally able to ask as we left the restroom, Caleb silently following in our wake.  I needed to focus on her, support her and stop cycling through visions of my brother lying in my driveway with his insides falling out.  I said a little prayer of thanks that at least my mother had been spared that horror.   I knew that the visual would be with me until the day I died as would the frantic commentary of the paramedics in the ambulance on the ride to the hospital.  
“I just wish your father were here,” she sighed.
“Phuff,” I scoffed, my slow simmer ratcheting up to a low boil.  My father had never approved of Jason, resulting in his standard protocol to never show up to support anything of Jason’s.  Apparently that policy extended to his impending death as well.  The more I thought about the fact that he was not here, the angrier I got.  Anger was good as long as I did not allow it to get away from me.  I had the uncanny sense that if I held onto it like a life raft it might prevent me from drowning in a maelstrom of grief and tears.  
“Abigail, he is your father.  He loves both of you.”  I was too emotionally exhausted to point out that if he was such a concerned loving father - where the hell was he?  Now would have been a good moment to demonstrate some of that love mom was always assuring me he felt.  Instead I ignored her comment.  That was my standard protocol.
We arrived back at the waiting room to find the doctor already there.   The expression on his face solidified my sense of dread.
“Mrs. Lassiter, Ms. Lassiter” the doctor began. “I’m very sorry.  We did everything we could, but there was too much blood loss.”
I nodded numbly as my eyes slid to my mother.  Her face was frozen halfway between the polite smile she had offered the doctor by way of greeting and a horrible grimace.  
“We declared Jason dead at nine forty-three this morning.”  
I fixated a moment on the declared time of death; nine forty-three.  How precise a number ascribed to an event that surely occurred considerably earlier in the day.  I didn’t remember much of what he said after that.  Clearly I had been deluding myself about my squashed hopes.  It seemed that no amount of certainty that an outcome will be grim ever truly prepares you for the brutal confirmation of a loved one’s death.  How had I convinced myself that I had buried that little seed of hope so deep that it could not hurt me?   I was completely mistaken.  The crushing of that little hope pushed me over a line I had never crossed before; the line that separates those that know true, soul searing loss from those who don’t.  Sadly, I was now forever on the wrong side of that line.
My mother was hunched over, quietly sobbing with both arms wrapped tightly around her middle.  I reached out, pulling her to me and rocked her while she cried.  She seemed so fragile as her shoulders shook in grief.  I wanted to be able to croon to her that everything would be alright - that he was in a better place - but I just didn’t have it in me.  Selfishly, I didn’t really believe he was in a better place at all.  Where else was better than here with us, the family that loved him?  I was dry eyed, cranking down hard on my emotions in order to lock away the tears of rage and sorrow.  There would be time for that later.  
Over my mom’s quaking shoulder I spied my aunt hurrying down the hall, her brown curls bouncing behind her.  Her steps faltered when she saw us.  Her worried blue eyes sought out mine.  I shook my head.
“Oh no,” she said in a whisper, her hand covering her mouth as she made the final few steps to us.  She reached out and pulled my mother into her embrace while putting a hand on my arm.  
“Is it just the two of you and Caleb?” my aunt asked, the unspoken question about my father obvious in her eyes.
Her mouth hardened at my nod.  She turned her attention back to my mother as I signaled to Caleb from where he had been unobtrusively keeping watch.  Always alert and animated, today his normal vivacity was notably subdued.  He started towards us stiffly, obviously ill at ease in the face of my mother’s monumental grief. 
“I think you should take both of them back to the house,” I said to him.  “I can take care of whatever needs to be done here.”  I couldn’t believe my father was not here, if not for me or Jason, than at least for my mother.  He was such an ass!  I would have had to send my mother home with just Caleb if Aunt Gracie hadn’t shown up!  
“Yes ma’am,” Caleb answered.
I waited for him to escort them away before turning back to the doctor.  Frankly I was surprised to see him still lingering.  If I had just delivered such horrific news, I may have been more cowardly, slinking away before additional questions could be asked.
“I want to see him,” I announced.
“I think you should hold off until we have had a chance to move him from the trauma room.”  I knew what he really meant was that they wanted to clean him up so that his appearance was more orderly, more sterile.
“No,” I replied firmly.  “Now.” 
“Ms. Lassiter,” the doctor tried again.  “I think you should really wait.”
“Why?” I met his concerned gaze with my determined one.  “Could anything I see in there be worse than what I saw in my driveway this morning?”  The doctor chewed on that a moment before loudly blowing out a defeated breath.  
“No, I suppose not,” he finally admitted.  “I will send a nurse out in a minute to take you back.”  He very obviously did not think this was a great idea but I really couldn’t have cared less.   He left me standing in the hallway to await the nurse.  Thankfully I was not kept waiting long.
 “Ms. Lassiter?” a gentle voice asked from behind me.  I turned to see that the speaker was a scrub clad young woman in her mid-twenties.  “Doctor Baramey sent me to escort you back to see your brother’s body.”  I blanched.  
Body.  The word hung heavy in the air around us.  Gone was the man everyone called Jason.  Now there was only the body.
I swallowed heavily because despite the confident stance I had taken with the doctor, I was nervous.  Before I could chicken out, I forced myself to nod and follow her down the hall to the trauma room.  Just outside the door, she stopped me with a gentle hand on my forearm.  
“If you need anything, press the call button on the wall,” she instructed sympathetically.  “Take as long as you need.”  My eyes flashed to her hospital badge.  Her name was Sally.  I cannot remember the last time I met someone as young as her named Sally.  
“Thank you,” I said before pushing through the door into the room.
I stopped in my tracks at the grisly sight before me.  The absolute stillness of the room was suffocating, the metallic stench of blood, overwhelming.  To my right Jason’s hastily removed clothes, obviously cut from his body, were lying in tatters on a rolling stainless steel tray.  I forced myself to move further into the room, treading carefully to avoid the bloody gauze pads that littered the floor.  
“I know you’re here,” I said into the stillness.
The air shimmered briefly before revealing a nearly seven foot tall, sun kissed man with glowing blue wings.  Golden haired, he was wearing his usual white tunic and brown homespun pants.  If not for the wings, his appearance would be nearly monochromatic.  His name was Naris and he was standing near the foot of the bed looking down at Jason.
“I thought you said you were keeping an eye on him?” I accused.  Jason was always getting into some dubious investment or another but never anything that should have gotten him killed.  When he’d asked to meet me this morning, I had expected to hear about some misguided financial escapade.  Instead I was covered in his blood and he was dead.
“I was,” he assured me, still looking at Jason.  “I was prevented from interfering.” 
“Prevented?” I asked incredulously.  Who or what could prevent a Guardian from intervening?  “By whom?”  He turned to face me, his features etched in sadness.
“Those who decide,” he replied simply, like that should explain everything.  I really wish I knew what the hell that meant.
Naris and I had been together since I was six years old when he first appeared to me in the brightly hued rows of my mother’s rose garden.  I was crouched down intently watching the path of a stick bug hidden among the branches.  
“That is quite the discovery,” he had said from behind me.  I was young and like most children had not been overwhelmingly alarmed by the presence of a stranger.  I had puffed up proudly at my find before it ever occurred to me to ask why he was in my mother’s garden.
That first day among the flowers he told me he was sent to watch over me.  He was a Guardian and I was his charge.  I had never heard of a Guardian but the story sounded reasonable to my six year old self.  Later that evening, when I told my mother about Naris’ visit, she thought that he was just an imaginary friend, a figment of my imagination.  She explained that Guardians were make-believe, the stuff of legend.  Certainly not something that would show up in the garden to talk with her six year old daughter.  Looking back on it now, it seems odd to me that she did not wonder how I even knew about Guardians.  She had never told me about them and there was absolutely no chance my father had done so.    
When I was a teenager I tried to learn more about my mysterious protector but I never did discover anyone else who had one.  All the references implied that they were considered a myth.  I only knew that Naris seemed to be a permanent fixture in my life, someone who over the years I had begun to think of as a mentor and friend.  That being said, you would think by now I would better understand the tenets that governed his actions.  I didn’t.
The only thing I truly did understand was that he was permitted to intervene when things were not proceeding according to The Plan.  Naris had explained to me that The Plan was the grand design set out for all beings in the universe and that nothing he did could be contrary to it.  I’m not sure how he knew which actions were contrary and which weren’t.  That information seemed to be embedded into the very essence of who he was.   
“Who are they exactly,” I asked in frustration.
“They are.” Well that wasn’t cryptic or anything, I thought.  Not exactly helpful but completely expected when it came to Naris.  Spending the last twenty-four years in his company had accustomed me to regular doses of bewildering explanations.
“Did you at least see who did this?” I hissed, pointing at Jason’s lifeless body.
He opened his mouth to respond but no words came.  He looked confused for a moment and then a cool blue washed over his normally warm toned skin, followed quickly by scarlet.  
He looked at me sadly before replying.  “I cannot say.”  I took a moment to digest that before another question occurred to me.
“I thought you knew when it was a person’s time?” I couldn’t seem to keep the accusation out of my voice.  “Did you know it was Jason’s time and keep it from me?”
“No,” he said while shaking his head sadly.  “The hour of his death was written far into the future.  Something changed….”  He let the words trail off.  Either he did not know why or was unwilling to say.
I turned away from Naris to look over at Jason’s still form.  “You should go now.”
“I am sorry Abigail.  But you must remember, I am your Guardian, I was never Jason’s.  As such, my ability to intervene on his behalf was… limited.”  
I did not acknowledge his words even though I knew it wasn’t fair of me to lay blame at his feet.   The reasonable part of me whispered that I should feel fortunate to have a Guardian at all.  But today I did not feel lucky, nor did I feel like being fair.  I let out a relieved breath when I felt the slight disturbance in the room’s overwhelming stillness that signaled Naris’ departure.
I approached the bed and reached out to touch what was once a vital man.  My hands were shaking and the overhead light glinted off the pinky ring Jason had given me for my twenty-first birthday.  That little flash of reflected light was my undoing.  The tears started, and I never thought they would stop.  I knelt on the floor with Jason’s hand grasped in mine.  
“Who did this to you?” I moaned, knowing I would never get an answer.  I was floating in an ocean of tears, a veritable deluge of sorrow and loss and not a small amount of fear.  The fear I knew was rational and healthy.  Something Jason had been involved in had changed The Plan, and that was a truly frightening thought.
 



Chapter 2
 
“Ms. Lassiter?”  I looked up to find Sally standing near the door.   I don’t know how long I had been there kneeling on the floor crying.  I felt worn and thin, like my nerves were too close to the surface of my skin.  Not a good state for someone like me.  I rubbed my eyes with my hands, trying to wipe away some of the salty moisture.  Sally quickly walked to a counter on the far wall and came back with a box of tissues.
“Thank you,” I said as I took several from the box before wiping my face and blowing my nose.  My eyes and sinuses ached from all the crying.
“I hate to bother you but there are two agents from the Interspecies Bureau out in the waiting area that want to speak with you.”  She frowned apologetically.  “I put them off as long as possible, but they finally insisted that I come get you.”
I grimaced.  I knew this was coming but had hoped to put it off for as long as possible.  Before I dealt with them though, I desperately needed to splash some water on my face.  My eyes ached and I needed a moment to shore up my tattered defenses. 
“Is there someplace I can go wash my face before I have to see them?”  
“Absolutely,” she said sympathetically.  “Follow me.”
I turned back for one final look at the shell where my brother once resided.  “Goodbye little brother,” I whispered.
Sally led me to a different restroom than the one where I had washed my hands earlier.  Going there would have required me to walk past the agents on the way.  Sally had kindly taken me to one further down the hall away from the waiting room.   
I barely recognized the haunted woman with the swollen, red rimmed grey eyes staring back at me from the mirror.  My skin was blotchy and wispy clumps of silvery blond hair hung about my face, having long ago escaped the confines of this morning’s simple French twist.  I untangled the barrette from my sagging hair and finger combed the long, knotted strands before twisting and clipping the hair back upon my head.  Better.
I turned on the cold water, filling my palms and tried holding the icy cups up to my eyes.  I hoped the water would act like a cold compress and reduce the swelling.  It seemed to help with the soreness a bit but I still looked blotchy, red and swollen.  Not exactly Miss America but it would have to do.
I was not surprised that my brother’s death warranted a visit from the Interspecies Bureau.  Our father worked for the government, and our family owned Lassiter Shipping.  It was one of the largest shipping companies with the US as its flag state.  It also happened to be the only one not held by a human conglomerate because we Lassiters are definitely not human.  We are elves.
The global supernatural community first came out of the closet in 1987; three years after Sir Alec Jeffreys came forward with his research on human DNA profiling.  When the first commercial DNA blood testing facility opened its doors in the UK, it was clear that widespread genetic testing capability was just around the corner.  Once that happened, the supernatural community realized that it would be nearly impossible to hide their existence.  
So in 1987, on a historic morning in May, PR firms around the world sent simultaneous press releases to all major media outlets.  The announcement proclaimed the existence of Weres, shifters, vampires and all manner of supernatural creatures living peacefully within the larger human community.  It also unveiled the newly created Coalition for Assimilation and Relationship Establishment, CARE for short.  CARE proclaimed the desire to peacefully begin talks with government officials globally about integrating members of the preternatural community openly into society.
Over the ensuing months all manner of non-humans came out of the proverbial closet at every professional level and in all areas of government worldwide.  This period in world history became known as The Revelation.  The Revelation went better in some countries than in others.  Western Europe and Australia had the least difficulty embracing the news, while countries in the Middle East as well as large regions in Africa and Asia had the worst.  Hate groups popped up everywhere.
  The ensuing global dilemma of equal rights and citizenship made it apparent to local and national officials in the US that the then current governmental structure needed an overhaul.  In 1993 the five regional senates were created; Northeast, Southeast, Midwest, Midsouth and West.  The senates did not replace the existing government; they were just another layer in the process.  They were responsible for oversight of the states in their region so that peace and equality could be maintained for all the races.  At least that was the idea.  It was a rocky road to achieving that goal, but for the most part, the governmental restructure was effective.  
Jason and I were born into an influential elven family firmly entrenched in the new political machine in the US.  Our father was a member of the Northeast Regional Senate, aptly dubbed the NRS.  The region encompassed all the New England states as well as New York, New Jersey and Pennsylvania.
When our father took his senate seat it became apparent that he couldn’t be effective in both running the company and managing his responsibilities to the NRS.  Since I was already working as his assistant, he moved me into the Managing Director position.  I became responsible for daily business operations and most of the mundane decisions.  Anything big still had to go through him.
Jason worked with me; at least that is how I always looked at it.  He became the Operations Director.  Unfortunately, he saw it as working for me.  My position definitely chafed him a bit at first, but he finally seemed to settle into his role.  And really, it was a much better fit for him than reviewing spreadsheets and talking to accountants.  
He had a more hands on job that involved making sure all of the cargo was moved into and out of the shipyards without mishap.  To make sure the customs paperwork provided by our clients was filed correctly and to contact customs officials if anything unusual appeared in any transaction.  It was perfect for him.  He had the type of charm that worked well with the ship captains, port authority officials and crewman.  He had a charisma that made people like him.
The down side of his position was it also brought him into contact with less than savory characters wanting to transport things that would never make it onto manifests; primarily, controlled substances and illegal weaponry.  I was worried because I couldn’t think of any reason that someone would want to kill Jason – unless he had somehow gotten involved in the darker side of the international shipping business.
As I approached the waiting area, I immediately spotted the two agents.  Their dark suits were a dead giveaway.  The agent on the left was tall; maybe six-two with a shock of russet toned brown hair and the appearance of someone in his late thirties.  I say appeared because I was fairly certain he was a Were, and that could mean he was really anywhere from sixty to one hundred thirty years old.  Weres aged slowly, like elves, and had an average lifespan in the low two hundreds. 
The second agent was definitely not a Were.  I wasn’t really sure what he was, to be honest.  He was maybe five ten, with dirty blonde hair and a lanky, almost emaciated build.  It was still daylight so that eliminated vampire as an option.  I would have to wait until I was closer to know for sure.  
The tall agent turned towards me as I approached.  I was right, definitely a Were. “Ms. Lassiter?”
“Yes,” I replied, extending my hand towards him.  “I hope I did not keep you waiting too long, I really needed to splash some water on my face.”  Not that I really cared about keeping them waiting, but there was no reason to be rude.
“I’m Agent McCabe,” he introduced himself as he shook my hand.  
“And this is agent Smathon,” he said, indicating the other man.  I shook agent Smathon’s clammy, limp hand.  I had to fight the impulse to wipe my hand on my pants after the brief contact with his skin.  What was he, anyway?  There was a musky scent in the air that was hanging over him like a cloak.
“I would say it was nice to meet you,” I said, shrugging.  “But under the circumstances….”
“We just want to ask you a few questions about what happened this morning,” McCabe assured me.   “Would you be willing to come down to our office to make your statement?”
“Ms. Lassiter will be happy to come to your office later today after she has had some rest,” a voice from behind me announced.  I turned to see my father’s attorney, Joshua Levy standing a few feet away.  “She has had a harrowing morning.”
“Every minute wasted getting her statement makes finding the killer more difficult,” Agent McCabe replied in frustration.  “We really need to speak with her as soon as possible.”
“The Senator,” Joshua intoned, “sent me to make sure his daughter’s interests were protected, and that is what I intend to do.”  I saw Agent McCabe stiffen at the implication that a senator’s daughter should get preferential treatment in a murder investigation.  I sometimes wondered if my father realized that he needed a more tactful lawyer.  Joshua Levy was anything but subtle.  This was probably an asset in some scenarios but not so much when dealing with criminal investigators.
“Sending her off to the local Interspecies Bureau office in clothes still covered in her brother’s blood while the media swarms to take photos is not protecting her interests,” he said.  “As we speak the local police are putting up a barricade just to keep the reporters out of the hospital.”
Ugh, the media.  I had not even considered the media frenzy my brother’s brutal murder was probably causing.  I was glad the local police were keeping them at bay for the moment. 
I could see that Joshua was not winning any points for me with the agents from the determined glint in Agent McCabe’s eyes and the barely concealed sneer on Agent Smathon’s face.  But to give him credit, he did have a good point.  I was going to look like a suspect if I was taken down to the Bureau offices without even being allowed to change out of my bloody clothes.  Joshua’s demeanor was the problem, not his argument.  He was an expensive attorney, in an expensive suite with an attitude of entitlement.  None of which sat well with law enforcement. 
“Just because she is some politician’s daughter doesn’t mean she can avoid being questioned,” Agent Smathon hissed nasally.  Oh, that cinched it, he was a snake shifter.  And I could see that he was about to get more belligerent about my cooperation.  Snakes were not known for patience or tolerance.  It was time to take the reins of the situation before it got ugly.
“Hold up everyone,” I said, raising my hands palms out.  “No one wants my brother’s killer brought to justice more than me.  I’m more than happy to come down and offer a statement to the bureau.”
“Ms. Lasssiter,” Joshua started to protest, but I stopped him with a raised hand.
“Hold on Joshua,” I said with a quelling look.  I shifted my gaze back to the agents.  “Mr. Levy has a point about me being questioned without even changing my clothes.  I still have my brothers dried blood lodged under my fingernails.” 
Everyone’s scrutiny was suddenly fixated on my hands.  I splayed my fingers for them so they can see the truth of my statement.  I looked too, and what I saw there nearly brought me to tears.  Again.  I swallowed back my grief with difficulty.
“I would like to suggest,” I said, unable to keep the tremor out of my voice, “that I meet you at your office in less than two hours to give my statement.  That will allow me more than enough time to get home, shower, and change – unless of course I’m a suspect.”  I let that hang in the air a moment while looking inquiringly at the agents.
Agent Smathon and McCabe stared at each other for a moment in silent communication.  The two had obviously had been working together for a long time.  “You are not currently a suspect,” Agent Smathon conceded grudgingly. 
“Good.  Then are we agreed that I’ll meet you at your office in the next two hours?”
I got a single nod from McCabe.  
“Alright,” I told them before turning towards Joshua.  “You want to walk me out?”  I did not wait for his answer.  Instead I started towards the elevator, assuming he would follow.  He finally caught up with me as I was reaching out to press the ‘Down’ button.
“Miss Lassiter, I really wish you had let me handle the agents.”  Yeah, because you were doing such a great job.  “Your father entrusted me to protect your best interests.”  I decided to ignore his comments.  Instead I went on the offensive, despite knowing that once I got started, it would be hard to stop.
“Where is the Senator anyway?” I asked, mimicking Joshua’s earlier emphasis on my father’s title, except I was not going for respectful.
“He asked me to come here, and instructed Caleb to take your mother and aunt home.”  That was evasion if I ever heard it.
“Well that tells me where Celeb, my mother, Aunt Gracie and you are,” I replied, ticking the names off on my fingers.  “It doesn’t really tell me where he is though, does it?” I was looking at him waiting for another cagey response when the elevator doors opened.  I had to raise my arms to cover my eyes as several flashes went off simultaneously.   A few clever reporters and photographers must have slipped past the police and hospital security.
“Ms. Lassiter, do you know who would want to kill your brother?”  
“Was it you that called 911?”  
“Can we assume that is Jason’s blood on your clothes?”  The frenzied questions were shouted out while the reporters circled me in the corridor like vultures around carrion.   I was really looking forward to the end of this day; I was not sure how much more I could take.
“Why is your attorney present?  Are you a suspect Ms. Lassiter?”  It was that last question that finally galvanized Joshua into action.  It was about time he earned the exorbitant fee I was certain he was charging us.  
“Ms. Lassiter is not a suspect,” he stepped forward and informed them firmly.  “She is cooperating fully with the Interspecies Bureau in their investigation of the tragic murder of her brother.  This has been a harrowing day for the Lassiter family, and Ms. Lassiter in particular.  Please respect her grief.”  With that he pushed me past the reporters and onto the elevator.  Well, if that wasn’t an impressive impromptu press conference, I don’t know what was.
The reporters would have followed us if Agents McCabe and Smathon hadn’t picked that moment to show up.  They blocked off the elevator’s doorway, effectively preventing anyone else from entering.
“Thank you,” I sent silently to Agent McCabe, “I promise I will hurry.”  I saw him tense and look over his shoulder at me.  The expression on his face contained equal parts surprise and mild censure.  It was considered bad form to make a mental connection like that without asking first.  Not to mention that most with the ability wouldn’t have been able to do so without the recipient explicitly allowing it.  And Agent McCabe had definitely not allowed it.  Instead I had slipped right through his shields without even trying.  I needed to start doing a better job of controlling my impulsive reactions.  My gratitude at not being packed like a sardine in the elevator with all those rabid reporters had made me indiscreet.  The last glimpse I had through the closing elevator doors was his nod.
 



Chapter 3
 
We made good time getting home, despite the media in the hospital parking lot and those still camped out in front of my house.  Joshua drove.  My car was still in my garage, since I had ridden in the ambulance to the hospital earlier – an experience that would haunt me for the rest of my days.
Joshua was currently on his mobile, conferring with his office while sitting at my kitchen island.  Out front in the driveway, crime scene investigators were still going over the place with a fine toothed comb.  I could only be thankful that they were not viewing the interior of the house as part of the crime scene, or I wouldn’t have been allowed in to shower and change.  Instead, I would have had to go to the Interspecies Bureau offices un-showered and in bloody clothes, despite Joshua’s earlier efforts on my behalf.
A dour faced female officer had asked me to carefully place my clothes in the large plastic bag she handed to me.  Obviously the clothes were part of the evidence and needed to be turned over for examination.  Once upstairs in the privacy of my bathroom I dutifully stripped and began placing my clothes in the bag.  Did they want my underwear too?  Ever the rule follower, I started to include them, when the thought of some geeky lab tech dissecting my blue panties halted my hand at the opening of the bag.  I couldn’t do it.  Since they were the only thing I was wearing that had somehow miraculously remained un-bloodied, they were not going to provide any useful information since.  They went to the hamper instead.    The same could not be said for my bra, which I did put in the bag.  For some unfathomable reason, the image of the lab tech with my bra was not quite so unsettling.
I tried to be as quick as possible getting showered and changed, so we ended up arriving at the Bureau’s offices downtown within my two hour allotment.  Joshua insisted on accompanying me even though I assured him it was unnecessary.  I had nothing to hide and was secretly more than a little worried that he might be a hindrance, after his dismal performance earlier with the agents.  
There were news vans at the Bureau offices too, but since this was a government building and we were expected, we were able to park in secured visitor parking.  I was all for anything that prevented my being bombarded with horrible questions like those directed at me at the hospital.  
As Joshua and I approached the reception desk, I made a promise to myself to hire my own attorney.  It was likely that I would need further legal assistance as the investigation progressed, and I really wanted someone working for me that was unconditionally on ‘Team Abigail’.   I was not entirely confident that Joshua was clear about what was best for me versus what was best for Senator Lassiter and Lassiter Enterprise Holdings.  My friend Corbin was at the top of my list of candidates.  He was a defense attorney with a good track record and more importantly, he would work for me, not my father.  
“Joshua Levy and Abigail Lassiter, to see agents McCabe and Smathon,” Joshua told the security guard at the front desk.
“Please sign in here.  Your attorney too,” he said, handing me a register.  “You will also need to wear visitor badges.”  He produced two badges from behind the counter, one of which I silently passed to Joshua.  
“Agent Johnson will escort you up.”  The security guard informed us after we signed the register and secured our badges.
 I turned to view Agent Johnson.  I would guess he was somewhere close to seven feet tall.  At five eight, I was on the taller side for a woman, so most people did not register as excessively tall to me.  But Agent Johnson?  He appeared to me a veritable colossus of a man, especially when one took in his combined height and bulk. 
He indicated we should follow him with a wave of his massive hand.  He had to duck to clear the elevator doorway and turned out to be a blessedly silent companion on the ride.  Not a smile, grunt or word crossed his lips.
The ride up to the 7th floor was brief, and we were greeted by Agent Smathon as we stepped off the elevator.  Well, Agent Johnson was greeted – we were barely acknowledged.
“Thanks Bob,” he said to Agent Johnson, who stayed in the elevator as we got off.  He offered only a brief inclination of his head before the doors closed and he was gone.
“Follow me,” was the terse command we got from Agent Smathon who led us down the hall to the third office on the right.  Correction, make that ‘Interrogation Room 3’ if the sign on the door was accurate.  
“Wait a minute,” I sputtered, stopping cold at the doorway.  “Why are we going into an interrogation room if I’m not a suspect?  I thought I was just here to answer a few questions.”
“Standard procedure,” was Agent Smathon’s reply.  
“Is there a problem?” Agent McCabe asked from where he stood just inside the room.
“My client was just asking a very good question,” Joshua said.  “Why are we being taken to an interrogation room to make a statement if she is not a suspect?”
“You have already made us wait.  I suggest you start cooperating before you cross the line into obstruction of justice,” Smathon threatened, fairly bristling in anger that we were questioning their methods.
“What my partner means,” interjected Agent McCabe trying to tone down Smathon’s words, “is that it would be helpful to have your statement recorded so that we don’t miss anything important.  We have OsmoRecorders in Interrogation Rooms 3 and 6.  They make less paperwork for us later.”  I nearly groaned out loud.  If they wanted to question me with an OsmoRecorder present, my little faux pas in the elevator earlier must have raised a few eyebrows.
Everyone who watched television or read the newspaper had heard of the OsmoRecorder.  It had made international headlines two years ago when it was first invented through a collaborative effort between the University of California, Berkley and Dr. Evelyn Crawlford, a renowned pixie researcher in biomechanics.  It could record a witness or suspect interview in its entirety, transfer all gathered data directly to the database and fill out and file all necessary forms based on the case file code.  And do it all using negligible amounts of energy.  That sounds benign, right?  Yeah, not so much.
It was when you better understood the level of detail that the OsmoRecorder was able to record that the sticky civil rights concerns came up.  It made DNA profiling appear mundane by comparison, and it did not even necessitate the subject provide a blood or tissue sample.  All it required was proximity.  As long as you were within a certain radius of the device, it could draw information about nearly everything that made a person unique – species, Interspecies Skill Score, gender, height, weight, BMI, blood pressure, the list goes on and on.  It apparently drew in all these details, much like the movement of solvents in osmosis, hence the name.  All that was required was a negative information chamber to be loaded.
I was perfectly happy to see it used on criminals in the news and on television crime dramas.  But despite my awe that such complicated and collaborative technologies existed, I was not so excited to share my virtual fingerprint with the nice agents today.  My Interspecies Skill Level in particular was something I didn’t want the government to be privy to – it was my business and mine alone.  Every non-human was expected to submit to an Interspecies Skill Level evaluation at the age of eighteen to determine their individual skill set.  Everything from empathic to pyrotechnic abilities was measured.  It was a very difficult test to deceive, but I had done it with a little coaching from my mother.   
I was currently registered as a Level Two Communicator because I could project my voice directly into someone else’s mind, but my best skill was the one I hid.  I was an unregistered Locator.  If I had been more forthcoming at my testing, I would have been added to the official registry as a Level Three Locator.  Location skills were rare, and those possessing them were often inundated with requests to find everything from the missing family pet to treasure hunters looking to locate sunken ships.  A Level Three Locator was the rarest of the rare and most worked almost exclusively for the government – and not always voluntarily.  A Level Three Locator with a second skill set, especially a second skill Level Two or higher, was nearly unheard of.  I would definitely have been forced into a government position, willing or not.  I didn’t want to be a Locator, and tried to use the talent as infrequently as possible, because no matter how great the skill might seem, some things once witnessed just can’t be unseen.
By the time I was ten, I was already intimately familiar with the scary side of my gift, and had had several frightening encounters accidentally locating things.  The worst incident occurred when I was only eight years old.  I saw a news report for a missing girl on television.  I remember thinking that surely someone should know where to find her, and trying to imagine where the girl might be.  The next instant I had projected my consciousness to her location, and was looking in on a scene worse than any nightmare my young mind could have contrived.
“I see you little one,” said the horned, black creature holding a bloody knife over the mutilated body of a teenaged girl.  And even though it should have been impossible, its glowing evil eyes were looking right at me.  I felt an icy tingle settle around my soul.  It was at that point that I started screaming, overwhelmed with terror.  I don’t know how long I would have stood at the edge of that dingy room witnessing what no one should ever witness – let alone endure – if my mother had not heard my screams.  She tried shaking me and yelling my name in an unsuccessful attempt to pull me back from the place my mind had transported me.  It was the sharp sting of her desperate slap that finally ripped me from the terrifying images.
My mother was frantic as I recounted my tale, especially when I told her the creature could see me.  She had wanted to know if the girl still lived, and if I knew the address for the building that contained that horrible room.  I told her that the girl was alive but barely.  I was also able to give her an address.  I was completely baffled how I knew those details, I just did.  She took my sobbing eight year old self into her arms and told me everything would be okay.  She also made me promise never to tell anyone what had happened.  I did not understand until I was much older the two things that she had understood from the start.  First, if I came out publicly as having witnessed this particular crime, the perpetrator might decide I made a perfect next victim.  And if anyone knew I was a Locator, I would have very few other options in life.  Even my father was not privy to the information.  I can only assume my mother felt he would find some way to exploit my talent for his own gain.  She was probably right.
The incident haunted me for years.  Finally, when I was thirteen I got up the nerve to research the news files about what happened to the girl.  She was found as the result of an anonymous tip.  The only information about the caller was that it was woman.  I suspected my mother had called that tip into the authorities hoping to help the girl and still protect me.  
“Ah no,” I said, shaking my hands in front of me while backing up a step.  I definitely did not want the OsmoRecorder outing my Location skills to the agents.
“I suggest we move this to someplace more appropriate,” Joshua demanded.   “Unless you are charging Ms. Lassiter with something, taking her statement with an OsmoRecorder present is a huge invasion of privacy.”   
“Let’s take it to my office then,” Agent McCabe finally said after a few tense moments of internal debate.  Agent Smathon looked ready to argue but backed down after receiving a quelling look from his partner.  Frankly, I was surprised he gave up so easily, but he did, and our little group moved further down the corridor to McCabe’s office.
“Please take a seat,” Agent McCabe indicated the two chairs in front of his desk before going around and taking a seat himself.  Smathon took up a post in the corner, propping his hip against an ancient looking three drawer file cabinet and watching us intently.  It was uncomfortable to feel as if someone was staring a hole through the back of my head, particularly him.  He gave me the heebie-jeebies.  
“Now that we are all settled, I would like to ask you a few questions about this morning.” Agent McCabe looked at his notes.  “Can you tell me why your brother came to your house this morning Ms. Lassiter?”
“Jason called around seven-fifteen to say he was picking me up on the way to the office.”
“Why was he picking you up?”
I hesitated before responding; a fact that did not go unnoticed by Agent McCabe.  I sighed.  Looking like I did not want to answer his questions was not going to be helpful.  I did want to help.  Really, I did.  The problem was that I already felt conflicted about what I suspected Jason wanted to discuss.  Having to put those suspicions into words was difficult.
“He didn’t give me a reason,” I finally answered.  “He just said he wanted to enjoy the morning.  It was something we did sometimes, especially if the weather was nice.”  He had a convertible that he loved to drive with the top down.  He said that early mornings with the top down made for the best ride.  
“But?”
I was suddenly fidgeting in my seat, loyalty to my brother making me squirm.  I didn’t want to be saying negative things about him.  I loved him, dammit!   I sat up straighter in my chair, looking at Joshua speculatively for a moment.  
“Do we need to talk privately?” he asked, his pale blue eyes searching my face, trying to understand my hesitancy.
“No, no,” I said, taking a deep breath.  “It’s just that when Jason wanted to take a fraternal bonding drive with the top down, he was usually planning to bounce some crazy idea off me that he was sure I would just love but would, in reality, make me uneasy.”  He would get this excited glint in his eye that was a sure sign he was really high on an idea.   It was never something I approved of, but that rarely mattered to Jason.  He would float an idea, I would point out all the cons to the scheme, he would tell me I was an old prude and then merrily proceed ahead as if I had cheered him on, instead of made every effort to dissuade him.
“Did he mention wanting to talk to you about something this morning?”  Agent McCabe asked.
“No,” I told him, shaking my head.  “But that was not unusual.  He always waited until he had a captive audience before presenting his case.” It was strange really, it was almost as if an idea would start a fire inside of him and he had to act on it before it burned him up.  I had secretly begun to wonder if this wasn’t really one half of a bi-polar personality disorder.  If whatever he attempted didn’t pan out the way he hoped, he would sulk for weeks afterwards. 
“That begs the question, what were some of these schemes?” McCabe asked while writing in a little notebook.  
“They varied,” I told him.  “Last year he decided to invest his money in a group of mutual funds recommended to him by a fellow he met on the plane coming back from a trade show in Las Vegas.  The guy managed one of the funds, and had Jason convinced that he would double his money in six months.  Seriously, who takes anything at face value from someone they just met on an airplane?” I said, shaking my head.  “The name of the company was Jabler and Macon Investments.”
“They were on the news about six months ago for a Ponzi scheme, right?”  Agent Smathon asked.
“Yes.  Fortunately, I had a member of our finance department do some research on the firm before Jason had a chance to invest too heavily.  But he still lost enough that he felt the pinch.  I’m sure he is listed in the criminal file since he was one of the people they swindled.”
“Anything more recent that might impact the case?”
“No,” I said thoughtfully.  “His financial losses with Jabler and Macon hit him a little harder than the others.  I think he lost enough money to slow down his need to jump into the next ‘too good to be true’ idea.”
 “So,” Agent McCabe said, looking at me intently “this morning Jason called saying he wanted to come get you.  I assume you agreed to be picked up?”  
“Yes,” I confirmed.  “I didn’t have an early meeting so I said yes.” 
“Did he mention anything else?  Something out of the ordinary that made this time different?  Did he sound nervous or upset?”
“No, he sounded happy, which made me wonder what he was going to tell me today.”
“Do you think it’s possible that something he was excited about could have resulted in his death?”
I was not surprised at the question and I gave it serious consideration.  “Well, I suppose it’s possible.  Although as a rule, Jason was the only one negatively impacted by his schemes so I can’t imagine why someone would want to kill him over any of them.”    I couldn’t help thinking that even though he always lost money, his biggest loss was credibility with our father.  Not that he had a lot to lose in that area.  Our father had written Jason off years ago.
 “Okay, so after the call, what happened?”  Agent McCabe asked while still scribbling notes on his pad.
“I finished getting dressed and was gathering my things together when I heard a horn honk, which I assumed was Jason.   Before I got to the door I heard tires squealing as a car pulled away,” I swallowed hard, my face getting that hot feeling I got when tears threatened.  “It was the sound of a vehicle peeling away that had me hurrying for the door.   I could see Jason lying in the driveway through the sidelights before I even got outside.”  
“Did you see the vehicle?”
“No, not really,” I said in frustration.  “I was so fixated on Jason that I didn’t really look at the vehicle.  It was heading down the street by the time I got outside.  The most I can tell you is that it was a large SUV and it was dark.”
“Large like an Escalade or more like an Explorer?”
“Larger like an Escalade but I didn’t get the impression of a lot of shiny metal, so I don’t think it was one.  Suburban or something maybe.  Hell, I’m not even sure if it was black or dark blue.”  The room was quiet except for the sound of Agent McCabe’s pen furiously scratching across the page as he took notes.  I waited for the next question.
“Was your brother conscious when you got to him?”
“Yes, but he wasn’t able to say anything.”  He just lay there looking at me with tears running out of the corners of his eyes.  I closed my eyes and shuddered at the memory.  It was a moment I would remember forever, and it was a horrible one.  I could see the fear in his eyes, the silent plea to save him.  All I could do was call 911, and try to hold him together while his life leaked out onto my driveway in an ever expanding crimson pool. 
 I opened my eyes again to look into the clear blue lakes that were Agent McCabe’s irises.  His expression conveyed compassion, but the sympathy I saw there didn’t deter him from plowing ahead with his questions.
“Did you go back into the house to call 911?”  I knew where that question was headed.  My house would become a secondary crime scene if there was even a chance there could be any blood in there.
“No,” I told him, shaking my head.  “Since I was getting my things together when I heard the commotion outside, I had my phone in my hand when I ran to the driveway.  I’m not even sure how I managed to hold on to it.”  I remember being outside screaming for help only to be astonished to realize I had my phone in my hand.
“So you called 911.  What happened next?” 
“I just kept telling him to hold on, that help was coming,” I replied.  “It seemed like forever before the ambulance arrived.  They started working on him in the driveway before transporting him, and then I rode along to the hospital.”
“Can you think of anything else that might be helpful?”
“No.”
“Anyone you can think of who might want to hurt Jason?  A vindictive girlfriend or anything like that?”
“No”
It seemed like the questions went on and on.  Half way through the third recounting of what happened in the driveway, Joshua finally decided that he had had enough.
“I think Ms. Lassiter has already answered these same questions twice, and in some cases three times.  Are there any new questions?”  I was mildly surprised he had not held out longer.  He was getting paid by the hour after all.
“Not at the moment, but we may wish to speak with her further.”
“Fine,” he said, rising and straightening his jacket.  “I’m taking her home.  Please contact my office if there is anything else.”  He carefully placed his card on Agent McCabe’s desk.
I was moving slowly as we made our way back to the car, feeling like I had been run over by a bus.  I was completely exhausted, physically and emotionally.  I just wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for three days.  
I had muted my cell phone it during the interview with the agents and now was shocked to see it was only six-forty according to the display.  What seemed like days turned out to be a little over three hours.  In hindsight, I was thankful that Joshua had come with me to the interview.  Surely, without his presence, I would still be in there answering the same questions for a fourth or fifth time.
True to his word, Joshua took me home, stopping to get himself some decent coffee on the way.  I was mostly a tea drinker, so I decided to hold off until getting back to the house.  I had foolishly accepted a cup of sludge from Agent Smathon during the interview.  I swear they had a special pot brewing for those being questioned, the nasty coffee being a part of the interrogation process.  It was so awful as to be nearly cruel and unusual punishment.  I imagine if I had asked for water instead, they would have given me some nice unfiltered tap water with an extra shot of chlorine just to make it especially tasty.
Joshua offered to see me to my door after we pulled up in front of my two story brick colonial.  “I’ll be fine,” I assured him.  “I just want to go inside and sleep so that I can wake to find this was all a horrible nightmare.”
“Go in and get some rest,” he told me, nodding sympathetically.  “Let me know if the agents try to contact you without me, okay?”
“Alright,” I agreed.  It was probably a bit premature to be informing him that I planned to hire my own attorney.  It was possible that I might need his assistance before I got that sorted out.  Help with divided loyalties was better than no help at all, right?
 



Chapter 4
 
It was already dark and none of my exterior lights were on, so Joshua waited at the curb while I carefully picked my way around the perimeter of the crime-scene detritus that littered the driveway.  Once I unlocked the front door and stepped inside, I turned on the outside lights, giving Joshua a little wave to let him know I had arrived without incident.  After his car pulled away, I turned back into the foyer to turn on some interior lights. 
I tossed my purse on the hall table before walking into the living room and hitting the wall switch.  The instant the room was bathed in the warm glow of the lamps, I knew I had made a mistake not inviting Joshua in for more coffee.  Leaning against the fireplace watching me was a very tall Asian man with shoulder length jet hair.   Near the doorway to the kitchen was another man.  The second guy was Caucasian, his strawberry-blond hair cut very short.  He had whorls of intricate tattoos that started under his left ear, wending down his neck to disappear under the edge of his fitted dark grey t-shirt.  The unifying characteristic of the two was that they were pale, very pale.  I took a quick sniff of the air for confirmation.  Shit.  Why were there vampires in my living room?  I wondered if this day could get any worse.
Now, forget what you might have heard about vampires and their inability to enter homes without an invitation.  It’s simply not true, and explained how they were able to get into my house when I was quite sure I hadn’t invited them.  The invitation myth was invented by an exceedingly stellar PR person to keep the general populace from freaking out and staking every vampire they met.  It also kept the vampire clan homes from being burnt to the ground while they soundly slept the day away.  
Maintaining this false sense of security in the general populace was a high priority for the clan masters, who made every effort to preserve the myth.   They were concerned that there would be mass genocide if the general public found out that hungry vamps had the ability to waltz into the homes of sleeping citizens any time they wanted a late night nosh.  Wait, can you call re-killing a race of dead people genocide?  Not that they would admit to being dead.  They were just transformed, as they liked to call it.  Transformed into a walking, talking tick, by a virus that could be transmitted only at the point when a human was nearing complete exsanguination.  Sounds like fun, right?  
“Good evening Ms. Lassiter,” the man leaning against the fireplace said.  I couldn’t place his accent but his tone was cordial, as if it was perfectly normal that he was standing in my previously dark living room, waiting for me.  He smiled, showing off a lovely set of shiny white teeth and two particularly vicious looking fangs.  If I hadn’t already noted their scent, that smile would have eliminated any remaining doubts that there were vampires in my house. 
“Good evening…?” I said giving him an inquiring look and a tight, not quite smile.  
“Ah, forgive me, my friend over there is Seamus and my name is Lok.”  He dipped his head a little when he made his introductions.  
“Doesn’t Lok mean happiness in Chinese?” I blurted out doubtfully.
“Why yes, it does,” he said, mocking me.  “Has my presence brought you happiness?” he asked, tilting his head questioningly to the side.  He looked like a curious terrier when he did that.  I suspected he wouldn’t appreciate the comparison, so I kept it to myself.  I spared a quick glance over at my other visitor.  He was watching our exchange with interest but had not moved from his position by the door.  
“Actually no,” I told him honestly.  It was rude but really, why not be honest?  They would know I was lying anyway.  Nobody in their right mind would be happy to see two uninvited vampires in their living room, ever.  Let alone after the day I’d had.  
“If you’ve seen the news, you know that it’s been a particularly shitty day for me,” I replied.  “I’m not really in the mood for company.”
“It was the news that brought us, Ms. Lassiter,” answered Seamus as he pushed off the doorjamb and made his way further into the room.  His voice had an Irish lilt, not entirely surprising considering his name.  Somebody had sent out quite the cosmopolitan welcome wagon this evening.   Lucky me.
“So, I can assume that your being here has something to do with Jason’s death?”  I took several deep breaths in an effort to slow my racing pulse.  Vampires were predators and they could sense fear, in fact like most predators, the fear of prey could be intoxicating.  I did not want to make the situation any more dangerous than it already was.  
“You can,” Seamus confirmed while he walked a circuit around me.  He was scenting me.  Lovely.  Not only were there two vamps in my house, this one was hungry.  
“Do you mind?” I said, giving him a disgusted look.  I was reassured to note that even though he appeared hungry, both he and Lok were very trim.  You never wanted to meet an overweight vampire; their excessive girth was a testament to a dangerously overindulged appetite.
“Not at all,” he said, giving me a wicked, toothy smile.  He sauntered back to take up his position near the kitchen doorway.  His t-shirt was so tight that I could see the twin bumps of nipple studs on each of his pecs.  This one was clearly the muscle, and Lok was obviously not, which meant I needed to keep my eye on Lok.  
A person’s normal instinct was to watch the person who presented themselves as a blatant threat, and that could get you killed when dealing with vampires.  They were all a threat; the less threatening they appeared the more dangerous they were, because you invariably misjudged them based solely on appearances.  Even the most helpless looking, petite one-hundred pound female vampire could bench press a pick-up truck, completely defying the laws of physics.  Definitely not someone you wanted to physically underestimate.  Yes, these two dichotomous men were sent here as a pair for a reason.   I suspected that it was because their master knew I was an elf, but did not have a good handle on my skill set.  Someone was being careful.
Most elves were immune to glamour, which meant that I was not completely at a vampire’s mercy.  Additionally, everyone was wary of confrontations with elves because our anger could be unpredictable.   While renowned for our moderation and affinity for nature, we were also feared for our tendency to be overcome by our inner berserker when pushed by grief or anger to a place well beyond reason.  Once the berserker was in control, we were unrestrained, mindless really, in our thirst for retribution and justice.  
The lore of the Wild Hunt found its origins with the Elves.  That was when we could still come back from the abyss if the rage took us.  In moments of need our berserker would come to the fore, bringing with it strength and boundless courage to mete out punishment.  Once the thirst for justice was sufficiently sated the berserker would recede, allowing the elf control once more.  But a plague nearly three hundred years ago changed all of that, and it spared no one in the elven community.  The illness caused irrevocable damage to the psyche of our entire species, the virus somehow separating us from the ability to control our alternate selves.  Now, if the berserker was freed – even once – it could never be suppressed again.  
The plague’s origin is unknown, but the resulting devastation was infamous.  It was the start of a dark age in elven history where we were feared and hunted by the other races.  Only our ability to finally contain the rage within the walls of our minds stopped the deaths – on both sides.
I think it was shock alone that had kept my beast at bay earlier today.  I said a little prayer of thanks for that small favor, even though I was worried about how much longer my containment would hold.  I had been working to strengthen the walls around my rage and grief since this morning.  All elves are taught as children how to visualize a barricade around our alternate selves.  We took yoga and meditated to create the quiet minds necessary for the task.  It was effective when one had sufficient time to get a good handle on it.  Unfortunately, I had not really had much opportunity to do more than a patch job today.
I considered my options.  It might have been possible to make a run for it, if Seamus hadn’t been standing in front on the doorway to the kitchen.  A vampire couldn’t outrun me, even without the berserker’s aid.  I assumed that was why Seamus was by the entrance to the kitchen and subsequently, the back door.  His position effectively eliminated that as a viable escape route.   It was highly probable that there was one more fanged lackey around here somewhere, making sure I did not bolt out the front.  
Boxed in like this I knew I wouldn’t stand much of a chance if I tried to make my escape on foot.  I’d never get past them in the confined space.  Besides, they would just be back tomorrow – and again the next day – so it seemed better to just find out now what they wanted.  Since it did not appear they wanted me dead (or I already would be), I opted for cooperation.
“So, what is it that you want exactly?”
“Mr. McCallister would like to discuss a few things with you,” Lok informed me.  
Liam McCallister was the local clan master.  He was officially responsible for all the vampires in the City of Philadelphia and the surrounding region including Wilmington in Delaware, and Camden and Trenton in New Jersey.  His progeny and blood-claimed protected his interests in those satellite cities, reporting directly up to him.  
Despite his high profile position, McCallister was in reality a modern day crime boss who had his fingers into everything, from illegal gambling to drugs.  Paradoxically, since he was also the local clan master, he was received in social circles where no other crime boss could hope to be admitted.  He had even been allowed to adopt a young child, who was rumored to be an orphaned member of his still-human family.  I was not sure I was buying the fatherly bit he portrayed in public but I had to admit he made an intriguing character for the media. 
We had attended a few of the same social events on a handful of occasions, and had even met this past Spring at the annual charity gala for the local children’s hospital, if you could believe it.  I assumed that he attended for the same reasons most politicians did – it was good public relations.  ‘Look at the nice vampire, supporting such a wonderful cause!’  His money and position made everyone look the other way when whispers of his connection to drugs and prostitution floated through the media.
“I assume that this isn’t an optional discussion?” I said dryly.
“No,” Lok responded while shaking his head in mock sadness.  “I’m afraid it isn’t.” 
“You don’t suppose McCallister would consider doing this tomorrow evening?”  I could not bring myself to call him Mr. McCallister.  That implied I was beneath him somehow.  Or owed him respect like a child to an elder.  When we met he had told me to call him Liam, although I doubted he would remember.  I opted for just using his surname, since the situation did not seem to warrant the level of casual familiarity that calling him Liam implied. 
Lok just raised his eyebrows at the question, allowing me to draw my own conclusions.
I let out the deep breath I had been holding.  “Well, it doesn’t look like I have much of a choice, then.”
“No,” Lok replied, shaking his head.
I got my purse off the hall table and started to slip my cell phone inside.  I was happy to see it was still in one piece, since I had been gripping it so tightly.
“You need to leave the phone,” Seamus told me.
“Why?”  I hated the thought of not having it with me; it made the trip that much more unsettling.  This, when I thought about it, was surely part of the plan. 
“Orders,” Seamus shrugged. 
I reluctantly placed the phone on the hall table.  There was an imprint from the edge of the case embedded into the palm of my right hand.  I rubbed at it absently while grabbing my coat, all the while acutely aware that my two visitors were carefully watching me to ensure I did not bolt.
“I’m not going to make a break for it,” I assured them.
Seamus seemed about to make a comment when a female voice said, “There’s a car watching the front of the house.”
I turned to see a woman of about my height, with a fiery mane of red hair looking out the window next to my front door.  I knew there was another one around here somewhere.  She must have been upstairs or in one of the other first floor rooms when I came in.  She could easily have circled back into the foyer to cover that exit.
Seamus took a peek out the living room window.  “Looks like the Interspecies Bureau has decided to keep an eye on you Ms. Lassiter.  Wonder why that is?” he asked speculatively.
“Maybe they think I need protection,” I suggested with no small amount of sarcasm.  “Although, if that’s the case, they aren’t doing a very good job of it.  I might need to make a complaint tomorrow.”  That was assuming I was still alive tomorrow. 
Seamus snorted and pointed to the kitchen, indicating I should head that way.  I was all for cooperation.  Everyone was minding their manners at the moment, which I could probably attribute to my father’s position within the government.  I guess I had found something I could count on my father to provide – protection.  But I couldn’t delude myself into believing that the Lassiter name would protect me indefinitely.  I was being whisked away to meet a clan master without anyone knowing where I was going.  I could disappear, and no one would be the wiser that Liam McCallister was involved. 
 



Chapter 5
 
McCallister’s people had an Audi SUV parked about a block and a half down the street.  We made our way out my back door and into the night without the agent in the car out front realizing anything was amiss.  Someone definitely needed to ring his bell.  Why even bother watching the front and not the rear of a house?  The incompetence was mind boggling.
Once we reached the SUV, I sat in the back with the redhead who introduced herself as Jacqueline.  The name was French, but she sounded more like a southern belle to me.  She kept calling me “ma’am” even though I was certain she was older than I, and could break my neck with a flick of her perfectly manicured hands.  The oddity of the situation would have had me laughing out loud if I weren’t about to collapse from stress and exhaustion.
They took me to the River Walk, one of McCallister’s clubs located in the Manayunk section of the city. The area was famous for its steeply hilled neighborhood that descended straight to the banks of the Schuylkill River.  On the narrow flat stretch of land just above the water was Main Street.  For several blocks the buildings backed up to the Manayunk Canal, but once you got to the 4100 block, the establishments backed straight up to the river.  The whole area had an artsy vibe, and was lined with trendy restaurants and eclectic shops.  I was thankful I had not been taken to Free Fall, a club he owned off Delaware Avenue.  That one was located on the top floor of an otherwise vacant building.  It creeped me out when I drove by at night and saw the flashing lights leaking out of the windows, especially when all the subsequent floors where pitch black.  I had absolutely no desire to ever actually go inside.  
We parked in a lot that ran alongside the building in a spot marked ‘Reserved’.  It was so hard to find a parking spot in Manayunk, and usually a sign was not enough to deter anyone.  Except in the case of vampire-owned establishments.  No one in their right mind would park at night in one of their reserved spots, especially one owned by the clan master.
Lok led the way as we approached a side door manned by a vamp.  This one was average looking in the sense that he was not tall, he was not ethnic – he was not noticeable.  He apparently thought the same about me because he barely flicked a glance in my direction as we passed through the door into the bowels of the bar.  We walked down an alley of supply boxes stacked nearly to the ceiling.  A cursory look at a few labels indicated that they contained mundane things like stirrers and cocktail napkins.  
We approached an interior door with another sentry.  This time, the vampire was anything but average.   He had an ebony complexion that looked nearly blue-black in the dim overhead lights.  When he spoke to Lok, his teeth were a snowy beacon in the midnight landscape of his face.  He glanced briefly at me before touching an earpiece fitted over his left ear and turning his head to speak softly.  With a jerk of his head he indicated that we should go up the stairs beyond the door.  Seamus remained at the bottom, while Jacqueline followed Lok and me up.
At the top of the stairs was a balcony, which provided an unobstructed view of the entire first floor bar and dance floor.  It was still early, so there were not many customers, but the music was already pounding.  I could feel it pulsing up my legs from the floor below.  I followed Lok across the balcony to another door, which I hoped led into some type of office which might drown out the sound.  There would be no way to talk over this noise. 
Jacqueline took up a post outside the door before Lok ushered me inside.  Our little group was like an onion, peeling off layers as we went.  
Once inside I took a look around.  It was an office, and the furnishings were completely at odds with the modern décor of the club lying just a few feet away.  The room was overflowing with antiques, and there was an intricate oriental rug on the hardwood floors.  The center of the space was dominated by a large Edwardian mahogany desk, and sitting behind the desk was Liam McCallister.  
I had forgotten how striking he was, with his dark hair and eyes.  Even sitting behind the desk you could see that he was fit, the line of his shirt implying a swimmers physique – wide shoulders and long lean muscles.  Damn vampires, they were nearly always physically attractive.  I guess when choosing someone to turn, you knew you potentially had to spend hundreds of years looking at them.  Might as well pick someone handsome, right?  Whoever had turned Liam McCallister had definitely chosen well in the looks department – it was his soul that was infamously lacking.
“Ah, Abigail,” he said with a smile, acting for all the world as if this were a social visit.  “So glad you could join me this evening.”  
I raised my eyebrows at him.  “Well McCallister, your associates didn’t make it sound like an optional invitation.”
“McCallister?” he tsked in disapproval.  “I thought I asked you to call me Liam when we met last spring?”  I was surprised he even remembered meeting me, and my expression must have conveyed as much.
“What?” he continued mockingly.  “You did not think I would remember meeting the lovely daughter of Senator Lassiter?”
I sighed in exasperation.  “Look Mc… ah, Liam.  I realize you must have a very good reason for dragging me here on the same day my brother was murdered.  But, I hope you’ll understand if I don’t feel like exchanging pleasantries.”  
“Yes, I was sorry to hear about your brother.  Damn, messy business that.”  I noticed that he completely ignored my dig about dragging me out into the night on the shittiest day ever.
“Yes,” I agreed, “very nasty.”  I was so not in the mood for games or banter.  I had depleted most of my self-control earlier in the day, during my time with the agents.  I knew I was walking a fine line in keeping my temper, grief, and physical exhaustion from overwhelming my mental fortifications.  I could feel my frustration leaking through the cracks that had been forming over the course of the day.  That I had kept it in check at all this morning still amazed me.  I was hoping that McCallister didn’t offer himself as a target for my anger, because my berserker was just waiting for an opportunity to vent its rage.  Anyone would do at this point.  It was feeling belligerent, screaming for vengeance.  It might think it could take Liam McCallister, but I wasn’t so certain.  
“Can we get to why I’m here?  As I told Lok and company, it’s been a long day.”  He narrowed his eyes slightly but otherwise there was little clue as to what he was thinking.  I couldn’t tell if he found my belligerence amusing, or annoying.  
“I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out yet, really,” he finally said as he rose up out of his chair, and half sat on the edge of his desk directly in front of me.  He put both hands on the arms of my chair as he leaned down to look at me intently from only inches away.  “Something of mine is missing Abigail, and I believe your brother took it.”  He let me digest that little nugget for a moment before continuing.  “I want it back.”
I suddenly had a sinking feeling about the direction this conversation was heading.  Please, oh please don’t tell me that Jason was entangled in some scheme involving Liam McCallister. 
“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” I told him honestly.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about, and frankly I don’t have the energy to guess.  So, if you could just get to the point…”  I was trying to sound unconcerned but my heart rate had increased and I was sure he noticed.  Vampires have very keen hearing, and were especially in tune with all things related to the circulatory system.  I found myself feeling like prey for the second time this evening.  The sensation was causing a few more hairline fissures to form in the wall around my temper.
“Hmm,” he said giving me an assessing look before glancing up at Lok, who was standing behind me at the back of the office.  They seemed to be having a silent conversation, and I had to fight the impulse to turn around and see what Lok was doing.  Liam glanced at me again and shook his head regretfully before seeming to come to some sort of decision.
“Well, it would appear you have a problem, but I’m willing to offer you the chance to fix things,” he said as he leaned back and crossed his arms across his chest.
“I’m still way behind here.  Can you bring me up to speed so I can be on the same page?”
“As I’m sure you know, your brother had some cash flow problems.”
I let out a defeated breath and nodded my head.  “Yes, I know.”  His trust was tied up until he turned thirty-five; mine was as well.  Since he was two years my junior, he had even longer to wait than I did to get his hands on his money. 
“About a month ago, Jason approached me with a proposition.”  He walked back to his chair on the other side of the desk and sat down.  “He suggested a mutually beneficial agreement between me and Lassiter Shipping.  The arrangement involved him overlooking inconsistencies with certain shipments.  Once in port, he would arrange times for those shipments to be privately picked up.”  
I leaned my head back and looked at the ceiling.  Was it possible that my brother had really done this?  I tilted my head to look at him.  
“You said he made that agreement on behalf of Lassiter Shipping?” I asked, grappling for any loophole I could use.  “He didn’t have the authority to do that.”
“I’m beginning to see that,” he replied.  “Nonetheless, a member of your organization, a member of your family even, made a promise on your behalf.  I expect you to fulfill the obligation.”
“You said something of yours was missing.  Care to elaborate?”  I decided to skirt a commitment by asking another question.  I could tell he knew exactly what I was doing, but he went along anyway.  For now.
“Two days ago, the Lassiter Storm docked at the Tioga Marine Terminal.” I nodded.  That sounded right.  “It was carrying a container with merchandise that belongs to me.  Its disappearance would cause a considerable loss of future revenue.  Not to mention the expenses I incurred buying the merchandise and getting it loaded into the container in the first place.”
“At which port was the container loaded?”  I had to ask the question but I knew I did not want to hear the answer. 
“Cristobal, Panama.”  My stomach seized at the answer.
“Bananas?”  Say no, say no, say no!
He just raised his dark brows and nodded.
“Dammit!” I said as I jumped from my chair and started pacing around the room.  McCallister’s eyes flicked to Lok, who I knew would jump me at sign of attack.  My rage containment was being tested to the max.  This was too much!  Was Jason fucking crazy?  There was only one thing that somebody wouldn’t want to show up on a manifest when it came to a shipment of bananas – Sapphire. 
Sapphire was the new drug of choice for affluent young Weres and shifters out looking for a good time.  It had popped onto the club scene about two years ago, and was an instant hit.  It had effects similar to Ecstasy, which was used heavily by the human club crowd; it diminished anxiety, created a sense of intimacy with others, and induced feelings of euphoria.  Shifters and Weres were two of the most closely related species in the supernatural community.  Because of their high metabolisms, regular drugs did not have much of an impact.   Sapphire was revolutionary because it lasted for hours, and as a result was in high demand and very expensive.
Since it had become such a sought-after recreational drug, our Central and South American neighbors had begun producing it in large quantities.  At first, they were merrily shipping it around the globe and making a fortune.  Then six months ago, authorities figured out how to locate it hidden in shipping containers using gamma radiation detectors.
Sapphire has a unique radiation signature, since it is processed with uranium in order to have a psychological impact on shifters and Weres.  This unique signature became one of the things that made it so hard to get through port scans.  To counteract these new security measures, Sapphire was now hidden in loads of bananas since its radiation signature was similar to that given off by the potassium in bulk banana shipments.   
I threw myself back into the chair thinking that if Jason were not already dead, I would kill him myself.  Hot on the heels of that thought was another – I could be sitting across a desk from my brother’s killer on the very same day he had been killed.  I froze, my eyes darting to McCallister.  
“You killed him,” I whispered, feeling another fracture forming in my mental walls.
“No, but I was wondering when you would draw that conclusion,” he countered with a touch of amusement.  I doubted he would be so amused if he knew how close I was to the end of my tether.  “He was murdered during daylight hours which would mean I was sleeping when he was killed.  It gives me a rather nice alibi, don’t you think?” He smiled widely, showing off two pearly fangs.  A very toothy smile that never reached his eyes.   
“I suppose,” I replied somewhat doubtfully.  Not that that would have stopped him from having a non-vamp do his dirty work for him, but I refrained from pointing that out.  
“My first priority is to get my merchandise back,” he said.  “I would have tortured your brother until he told me how to get my property back first.  Once I got the information I wanted, then I would have killed him.  My understanding of the events of this morning made no reference to torture.”
I guess that depended on what you considered torture.  Personally I thought seeing the contents of one’s own abdominal cavity just before dying constituted torture.   I struggled to swallow back the bile rising up the back of my throat at the thought.  The last thing I needed to do was to throw up all over Liam McCallister’s very expensive looking rug.  
“Thank you for being so frank,” I said with a touch of sarcasm.  I was in no way convinced that he was not responsible.  “Just so I’m sure I understand, you did not kill him, but would have if you’d had the chance?”
“Abigail, I’m a business man and the Philadelphia Area Clan Master,” he said.  “I cannot allow an infraction of this magnitude pass without retribution.  Besides, killing your brother while my merchandise is still missing does nothing to solve my problem.”  
He had a point, if indeed his merchandise was still missing.  I really had no way of determining the validity of his accusations, although McCallister wasn’t known to fabricate grievances.  He would have no credibility with his people, or anybody, if that were the case.  It was very likely that Jason had stolen the Sapphire, or at least assisted with the theft, especially when you considered his track record for embracing foolish ideas.  I had to figure out who Jason might have had help him, but it would be tricky.  I didn’t want anyone to know what had happened at this point.  I decided to try a different tact.
“Why should I be responsible for your missing Sapphire?  I would imagine that there were quite a few people involved with the logistics in Panama.”
“Yes, you would think so wouldn’t you?” He seemed so calm that I knew there was more bad news coming.  “I imagine that is what your brother thought as well.”  He watched me carefully while he explained the next part.  
“Since this was the first shipment going through a new handler, and it was worth a considerable amount of money, I went to Panama and oversaw the loading of the container myself.”  Of course he did, I groaned to myself.  He was not the clan master of one of the most densely populated vampire regions because he was an idiot.  What had Jason been thinking to try to cheat him?
“Lok placed a special mark on the customs seal with ink you can only see under phosphorescent light.  So simplistic really, and it let us know immediately that the container had been tampered with after it left Cristobal.  When the container arrived at Tioga it had a brand new customs seal without Lok’s mark.  We did check the shipment for the Sapphire anyway, but it was nowhere to be found.”
I took a moment to mull that over, aware that McCallister was watching my facial expressions and monitoring my heart rate closely.  I did my best to keep my thoughts from showing plainly in my body language.  Even though I had already conceded, at least to myself, that Jason may have had something to do with the missing drugs, I did not understand why he would think he could steal from Liam McCallister.  It was their first endeavor, and he was obviously going to appear the guilty party!  That seemed incredibly foolish, even for Jason. 
“How much was the missing Sapphire worth?”
“I have $1.2 million invested.  The street value is nearly three times that,” he told me.
 I could not stop myself from visibly cringing at the amount.  I was well paid, but that mostly amounted to cash flow.  The bulk of my money was tied up in trust until my thirty-fifth birthday, six years away.  There was no way I could come up with that kind of money without accessing my trust fund.  I had very little hope that the trustees would allow me early access to the money.  God knows Jason had tried unsuccessfully enough times.
“Ah, I see you are beginning to understand my problem,” McCallister replied at my cringe.  Unfortunately I was also beginning to better understand my problem.  I was going to wind up just as dead as Jason if I did not play my cards carefully.
 



Chapter 6
 
“You said you were willing to offer me a chance to fix things.  What might that entail exactly?”  I tried to be as noncommittal as possible with the question.
“I will give you three days to find my missing cargo,” he explained as he got up and walked over to a decanter and glasses that were laid out on a nearby table.
“And if I can’t locate it?”
“Then you will be my new contact at Lassiter Shipping.” He turned back to me after filling his glass with amber colored liquor.  “You will work off Jason’s debt by running shipments for me for the duration of one year.”
“And if I don’t agree?” I was pretty sure I didn’t want to hear his answer, but I felt compelled to ask anyway.  It was always important to understand the implications of not cooperating.
“Then bad things will start happening to some of your friends and associates.  I believe you are particularly fond of a Ms. Goldwater, yes?”  Yeah, I was right; I didn’t really want to know the answer.  I had to give it to him though; the asshole definitely knew how to motivate a person.
“I can’t agree to a year term if you are going to be shipping things in daily or even weekly,” I said, slipping into business mode.  I negotiated contracts regularly, this was no different.  Well, almost no different.  “The risk of getting caught and losing another shipment would be too high.  I need to understand how many shipments we are talking about.”  I felt a bizarre sense of detachment as I calmly negotiated with the man who very likely killed my brother.  Not to mention that these things could send me to prison for decades.  Tomorrow, this was all going to hit me like a freight train, but tonight was about surviving this meeting.  
Now would be a great time to have Naris swoop in and do some of his Guardian duties.  Since he was nowhere to be found, I could only assume that this hellacious encounter was part of The Plan.  Again, lucky me.
“I can agree to keep the shipments limited to one per month.  I too would not like to see any other shipments get lost.”  He had obviously noticed that I was unwilling to admit that Jason had stolen anything.
“Alright,” I sighed. “So, we have a deal?”  I could already feel little flecks of black settling into the crevices of my soul for agreeing to go into business with this monster.
“It would seem so,” he replied before glancing quickly over at Lok and then back at me again.  “I expect to hear from you in three days or less about the missing shipment.  We can go from there depending on the outcome.”
I nodded my head in agreement.  I had run out of energy for much else.
“Lok will show you out,” I had apparently been dismissed.  Finally.
I rose, and started to follow Lok back out the door.  I stopped short, realizing I needed an answer to an important question.  I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t thought of it sooner.  I turned around to find McCallister’s penetrating gaze settled on me.  To my annoyance, I flushed under his scrutiny.
“Was there something else you wished to discuss, Abigail?” he asked sardonically.  “You seemed rather relived to be leaving just a second ago.”
“I need the container tracking number for the lost shipment.”  I might be able to locate the missing Sapphire if I could just get inside that container.  If it had been reloaded and shipped out, my chances of tracking it down diminished considerably.  It looked like I was going to have to dust off my Location talent to get this mess sorted out.
My Location skills worked differently depending on who or what I was trying to find.  Anything associated with a strong emotion I could usually find without much difficulty, since the emotion acted like a beacon.  If I focused on the beacon, I could pinpoint the position of whatever or whoever was missing.  Anything not associated with a strong emotion did not have a beacon.  In those cases I was forced to rely on residue.  Residue could either be a small sample of the item itself, or its residual energy found in a spot that it once occupied.  I hoped to track down the Sapphire using residual energy.  But to do that, I had to get to the correct shipping container.
“I will have someone text you the number,” he replied.
“Okay, I will give Lok my mobile number.” 
“That isn’t necessary,” he smirked at me before resuming his perusal of the paperwork on his desk.  
I was puzzled for a moment, before realizing that he probably already had it.  I was not sure how he had gotten my cell number, but at this point nothing about Liam McCallister would surprise me.  I turned once again to follow Lok out of the office.  We collected Jacqueline from her post outside the door, and Seamus from his position at the bottom of the stairs.  Then, instead of taking me out back to where the SUV was parked as I expected, they escorted me into the main club, which was now in full swing.  
Lok left me standing with Seamus and Jacqueline while he walked over to the bar and flagged down the bartender, a vamp that appeared to have been turned in his mid-twenties.   He leaned forward and said something to the bartender.  I looked around, wondering why I was down here waiting, while Lok talked to a bartender.
“Abigail!” I turned at the sound of my name to see my two closest friends, Corbin and Samantha standing right behind me.  What the hell were they doing here?
“Uh, hi guys,” I said pasting a smile on my face.  “What are you doing here?”
“What do you mean, what are we doing here?” Samantha said in confusion, her long dark curls swaying as she turned to Corbin who appeared equally perplexed.   “We got your text saying you were here and needed a ride home.  It seemed weird that you would be here after what happened earlier, but we came anyway.”
“Ms. Lassiter?”  Lok appeared at my elbow before I could come up with an explanation for what surely must seem like very bizarre behavior.  “Mr. McCallister said to tell you that the first round of drinks for you and your friends is on the house,” he paused for effect, “in memory of your brother.”  
I noticed a waitress standing next to him holding a tray.  An icy chill ran down my spine at the sight.  On the tray sat three shot glasses filled with slightly cloudy liquor, a flame dancing merrily on top.  Next to the glasses were three sugared lemons on napkins.  McCallister had sent us three Fire-Lemon Drops.   It was what Corbin, Samantha and I always drank when we went out.  Now that we were getting well past our partying days, we might only have one on any given evening out, but we always had at least one when all three of us were together.
As Corbin and Samantha were commenting on how nice McCallister was to send drinks in Jason’s honor, even going so far as to solicit a promise from Lok to pass on their thanks, I looked up at the balcony.  There, holding a glass of his own was Liam McCallister.  He saluted me with his drink, raising the glass to his lips before finally walking out of view.  I shivered as he was engulfed in the darkness at the back of the balcony.  He was sending me a message.  One I received loud and clear.  He knew my friends, he knew our habits and he could get us exactly where he wanted us whenever he chose.
I could barely bring myself to reach out and take the drink and lemon from the tray, but I did.  I gave Lok a tight smile, blew out the flame, downed the liquid, and sucked hard on the lemon.  The combination of sweet sugar and tart lemon always reminded me of those pixie stick candies I had eaten as a child.  Usually something to be savored, but this evening it was all I could do not to vomit the whole mess onto the club’s floor.
After downing my drink I hustled my two bemused friends out the door as quickly as possible.  I was hoping we didn’t run into anyone who recognized me.  The last thing I needed was to been seen out having what would look to all the world like a celebratory drink with friends on the same day my brother was murdered.  Damn Liam McCallister for the walking corpse he was.  The inevitable questions started as we made our way to Samantha’s car.
“What the hell was that all about?” asked Corbin, pinning me with his golden eyes.  “And don’t try to do the brush off, my friend, because I can’t imagine what would have possessed you to go to River Walk for a drink after what happened this morning.”
 I knew I owed them both an explanation.  We’d been friends too long for them to believe nothing was wrong.  I was confident Samantha would be completely fine with whatever I told her.  We had been friends since elementary school, and I trusted her completely.  Her Black Irish coloring and freckled face belied an absolutely unflappable and highly practical personality.  If I had to bring someone in to help sort out this mess, and I had a feeling I would, it needed to be her.  
Corbin and I met when we were college freshmen.  We both lived on the same floor of a coed dorm and immediately clicked.  He was a phenomenal defense attorney as well as a fitness nut.  I think he was at the gym or on a run nearly every day.  He was also a homosexual werewolf, and you did not run across many of those.   Werewolves were known for their intense social hierarchy and over-the-top dominance displays.  Neither of those qualities boded well for anyone not conforming to the traditional social structure of the pack.  Corbin was fortunate that the local pack, led by Jonathan Wilder, was more modern in its attitude towards alternate lifestyles and non-traditional roles than most.
I was going to try very hard to keep Corbin on the fringes of this whole mess.  He was a lawyer, and while I trusted him to have my back, he didn’t need me dumping things on him that could compromise his ethics.   If I had to get Samantha involved to help save all our lives, so be it.  
 “Can we wait until we are in the car to talk about this?” I asked.
Corbin and Samantha exchanged an uneasy look but acquiesced to the request.  Not sure where the car was parked, I followed them on autopilot, trying to come up with something plausible about this evening’s events to tell my friends that would also not put them in the position of having to break any laws.  
 “Alright, now spill,” Samantha said as soon as the doors closed on her Volvo sedan.  I was in the front passenger seat, and Corbin was in the back leaning forward between the seats.
“I just want to go home,” I muttered leaning my head back against the head rest.  I knew I wasn’t going to be able to put them off but I really, really wanted to.
“That is so not happening without an explanation.”
“Alright,” I said in defeat.  “When I got home after my interview with the agents at the Interspecies Bureau, three of McCallister’s people were waiting in my house.  They invited me to a little meeting, at which attendance was not optional.”
“What did he want to talk about that couldn’t wait for a more appropriate time?” Samantha asked.  Yeah, good question.
“He thinks Jason took something that belonged to him, and now he wants it back.”  My words fell like a bomb in the car.  The shockwaves had my friends sitting with their mouths hanging open in stunned silence. 
“Jason stole something from Liam McCallister?” Corbin asked incredulously.  Apparently I was not the only one that thought you would have to be bat-shit crazy to even consider it.
“That is what he tells me,” I replied dryly. 
“And he asked you down here to talk about something Jason had taken?  Today?”  Samantha asked in confusion, and then gasped as something occurred to her.  “Did he kill Jason?” she whispered in horror.
“He denied it when I asked the same question,” I told them.  “He pointed out that daylight hours are not a great time for vamps to be out and about killing people.”  Not that McCallister would have ever used the derogatory slang, vamps.
“He could very easily have hired someone,” Corbin said.
“My thoughts exactly and,” I paused, “he had motive.”
“What did Jason take?” Samantha asked.
Here was where things got sticky. “I can’t tell you,” I said apologetically.
“Illegal?” Corbin asked.
“I don’t want to drag both of you into this if I can avoid it,” I sighed while running my hands through my hair.  It seemed like days ago that I took that quick shower before Joshua drove me to the Interspecies Bureau.  
“Okay,” Corbin said slowly.  “What did he want from you though?” he asked, wrinkling his brow in puzzlement.  “I can’t imagine that you were involved with anything illegal, and it seems odd that he would point out to you that he had a motive to kill Jason.”
“He’s holding me accountable for Jason’s debt,” I dropped the second bomb in less than two minutes. 
“That is not fair!” Samantha burst out.  Corbin and I just gave each other a commiserating look.  We both knew from personal experience that politicians and criminals, many times indistinguishable from one another, very rarely cared about fair.
“How?” Corbin asked after a few moments.  
“How what?”
“How is he holding you accountable?”  Good question.  It didn’t surprise me that Corbin cut right to the meat of the problem.  He was always the astute one in our little threesome.  Being a defense attorney gave him insight into the criminal mind that others did not have. 
“I need to either find the missing item, or help him obtain its replacement,” I answered carefully.
“Is he willing to take a monetary replacement?” Corbin asked, trying another avenue of options.
“I don’t have enough without my trust fund,” and we all knew that was five years out of reach. 
“Do we have enough?’ Samantha asked making a little circle with her hand to indicate all three of us.
“I don’t think so,” I grimaced.  “I ‘m not even sure he would take it if we did.  He seems more concerned with recovering the item or an equivalent replacement.  There is also his reputation to consider.  He can’t let anyone get away with stealing from him, without some sort of punishment.”
“Jason is dead.  That seems like enough punishment to me,” Corbin mused in frustration.
“I agree, but since he asserts he did not dole out that particular punishment, he seems to think he’s still owed some type of recompense.”   
“Can you tell him no?”  
I look down at my tightly clasped hands and shook my head, afraid to say anything.
“Hmm,” was all he said, before reaching out to grasp my shoulder.  I looked up at him, and he pinned me down with his eyes.  “You didn’t text us to come get you tonight,” he said, apparently piecing it all together.  “That’s why you seemed so confused to see us at the bar.”
“No, my phone is at home,” I admitted.
“Now I’m confused” replied Samantha.  “If you didn’t text us, then who…?” she stopped midsentence.  “Oh shit,” she was getting it now.  “One of the vampires texted us from your phone?”  
“That was my guess,” I said nodding.  There must have been a fourth waiting in the wings to send the text.
“Why would they do that?” she asked with a quaver in her voice.
“McCallister was sending her a message,” Corbin answered Samantha somberly.  “So she’ll have more incentive to cooperate.”
“I can’t believe that Jason’s antics have gotten him killed, and all of us sucked into this mess,” I said.  “I plan on getting this sorted out though.”  I wasn’t sure how I was going to get it sorted out exactly, but I knew I had to, one way or another. 
 “Oh honey, I’m so sorry.”  Corbin leaned forward between the seats and hugged me.  I tried to fight back the tears, but they started leaking out anyway.  “I know you loved your brother, and all of this is not giving you even a minute to grieve.”  
“Yeah,” added Samantha, “you should be at home snuggled in bed, or at the very least on the couch with a quart of Chocolate Monkey ice cream.”  I offered her a watery smile for her effort to comfort me.
“Come on Sammy,” Corbin said.  “Let’s get her home so she can get some sleep.  This will all still be waiting in the morning.”
Samantha patted my knee before starting the car.  “We love you, you know.  We will do whatever it takes to help you get this sorted out.”  That was what I was worried about.
“I don’t want to drag both of you into this if I can avoid it,” I told them again.
“Liam McCallister drug us into it when he threatened you, and had someone send us that text,” replied Corbin ominously.
 



Chapter 7
I awoke the next morning to the incessant ringing of the telephone.  Ugh, what time was it?  I made a bleary eyed grab for the cordless sitting on my bedside table.
“Hello?” I croaked.
“Good morning Abigail,” my father said in his usual clipped tones.  Great, the last person I wanted to speak with this morning.
“Ah, ‘morning,” I replied sitting up in bed and peering at the clock.  The little lights proclaimed it was six-fifteen.  “How’s mom?”
“That is why I’m calling.  Your mother would like you to come over to the house today.  She needs help making your brothers funeral arrangements.”  I noticed he made no mention of her emotional state, nor did he inquire about mine.  I imagined it did not even occur to him to care.
I definitely needed to get over their house to help her.  I just wasn’t sure how to balance finding the missing Sapphire, and the domino effect Jason’s death was going to cause personally.  This mess with McCallister was seriously going to put a crimp in the time I had to devote to mourning and funerals.
“I need to get over to the office this morning to make sure Jason’s work is being handled,” I replied.  “I can come over after lunch.”
“Who are you going to ask to run the shipment tracking in his place?” he asked.  His concern for business matters over all things personal was a little shocking.  I, after all, had a secret reason for going into the office – Liam McCallister.  My father really didn’t.
“I was thinking of pulling in Sal temporarily,” I told him, hoping that he had no objections.  I really did not have time to figure out something else on such short notice.  “He is not scheduled to ship out for a few weeks, and should be able to manage until we find a permanent replacement.”  
Salvador Caramino, known as Sal to his friends, had been with Lassiter Shipping since before the Revelation.  In fact, he had been with the company longer than any other captain.  He was reliable, honest and human.  Sal was also more emotionally present as a father figure than my actual father.  I imagine he was rocked by Jason’s death.  Last year he had cut back from being a full time captain to being more of a substitute, which was working out great for us and him since it gave our other captains more flexibility if they needed some time off.  But with full retirement on the horizon, taking on more hours probably did not fit well into his plans.  I just hoped that he was up to helping fill the gap Jason left until everything settled down.  
“Good,” he replied.  I could hear paperwork shuffling in the background.  The caller ID showed my parent’s home number so he must be in his office on the first floor.  “Just make sure you are at the house by one o’clock so you have time to discuss things with your mother before the funeral director arrives at one forty-five.”  
“I’ll be there,” I replied, wondering what exactly he would be doing while my mother and I sorted out an appropriate goodbye for my brother.  I did not get a chance to voice my musing as the line went dead.  My father would definitely never be accused of being longwinded when it came to matters pertaining to his family and Lassiter Enterprise Holdings.  At home and in the office he was brief and concise to the extreme.   At political events and society functions he was charming, charismatic even.  Hell, even I almost liked him on those occasions even though it was disconcerting how he could turn it on and off like a spigot.
I needed to get to the office as soon as possible but first I desperately needed some caffeine.  Tea was my caffeinated beverage of choice, so I went into the kitchen, filled the kettle with fresh cold water, and set it on the burner to heat while I took a quick shower.
The hot water sluicing over my shoulders and down my back felt wonderful.  I would have stayed there all day if I could have, leaning against the shower wall as the heat permeated my sore muscles.  Achy and stiff from stress, I daydreamed about a long soak in a very hot tub.  Unfortunately there was no room in the schedule for that today.  
By the time I got out of the shower and dried off, the kettle was whistling merrily.  I padded my towel clad self back into the kitchen.  Today I was going to need something strong so I doubled up on the tea leaves before plopping the mesh tea infuser into my cup - add a little sugar and a splash of milk and I was all set.  I wrapped the fingers of both hands around the mug and lifted it to my nose.  I had been drinking tea since I was little.  I think my mother had started making me a cup of decaf loaded with milk and sugar in the mornings before I went off to Kindergarten.  Now the warmth and smell was a comforting balm at the dawn of what was sure to be a nerve-wracking day.
I called my mother from the car on the way to Lassiter Shipping’s offices. The housekeeper had answered and was getting her as I wended my way through traffic.  When she did finally come on the line, it was obvious she had been crying.  Her voice, magnified by the hands-free system, sounded wobbly and hoarse.
“Oh Abigail, I’m so glad you called,” she sniffled.  “Your father said you were coming over to help me with arrangements for the funeral.”
“Yes, I will be there by one o’clock,” I reassure her.  “How are you doing?” I asked, even though I could tell she was not doing well.
“I’ll be fine, honey,” she said with a hiccup before breaking into full scale sobs.
“Oh mom, I’m so sorry I can’t come right now but I will be there as soon as I can, alright?”  A sick heavy feeling formed in my chest at the sound of her sorrow.  A shuffling sound over the car’s speakers preceded my aunt’s voice coming onto the line. 
“Abigail?”
“Hi Aunt Gracie,” I said.  “I’m so glad you are there.  It sounds like mom isn’t doing so great.”  
Aunt Gracie was my mom’s younger sister by two years.  Mom had gone the traditional route, marrying into the right family, buying the right house and having the appropriate number of children, two.  She even managed to have one of each, a boy and a girl.  Aunt Gracie on the other hand had decided that marriage was not for her, and after graduate school had headed out into the world doing the exact opposite of everything her older sister had done.  She did not find her soul mate, Winston, until she was nearly sixty, and even though they had been together almost twenty-five years, they were still unmarried.
Winston was a professor of Political Science at the University of Pennsylvania.  They had met on one of Aunt Gracie’s many excursions with the Peace Corps.  She and Winston were kindred spirits, both driven to help people suffering from the corruption and political apathy of unhealthy governments.  It was only in the last few years that they had been spending more time in the immediate Philadelphia area since Winston was now teaching full time.
“She is trying to be brave but she has been pretty much crying nonstop since yesterday,” she told me.  That I was not able to be there comforting her just gave me one more reason to loathe Liam McCallister.
“Did she get any sleep?” 
“Not much.”  I could hear her sigh.  “I don’t think she dozed off until close to one thirty this morning and by then she was exhausted.” Aunt Gracie sounded tired too.
“Thank you, Aunt Gracie… for being there for her,” I said.  “I have to run into the office to make sure everyone knows what to do with the things Jason was working on and then I will be over.  I’m sorry I’m not at the house already.”
“It’s okay dear,” she said.  “You’ll get here when you get here.  We aren’t going anywhere.”
Traffic was light so I decided to make a quick stop at the coffee shop that was about five minutes from the office.  Even though I had loaded up on tea earlier, today seemed like a good day for a little extra caffeinating.  The parking lot was full of likeminded people looking to charge up before work.  Thankfully a twenty something blond in a lime green VW pulled out just as I was about to give up on finding a spot.
There was a line to order but nothing unexpected given the time of day.  My mind started to wander as I gazed over the clusters of coworkers and co-eds sitting at the tables and club chairs.  My eyes settled on the back of a mouse brown head that seemed strangely familiar.  Across the table from him were two men I didn’t recognize, one of which instantly made me think of a weasel.  His dark eyes were a bit too close set and they darted around the room, vigilantly watching the other patrons.  The other man was stockier with a hooked nose and thin lips which were moving rapidly as he spoke to the man whose back was to me.  
The line was slowly moving forward and I kept glancing over to see if the man had turned his head my way.  It was starting to look like I would have to wait until after I got my drink to see the face that went with the mousey shock of hair.   
Two more people placed their drink requests and then it was my turn to order.  Minutes later my latte was ready.  I collected my drink from the barista and turned to leave, having nearly forgotten about the mystery man.
“Abigail!” 
Ah… Harvey Keltan.   I should have known that hair belonged to him.  My morning was just getting better and better.
“Hello Harvey,” I said, forcing my lips into a polite smile.    Harvey worked for the Port Authority and it turned out that he had also attended the same university as Jason.  He was always bringing up all the good times they had shared at college but I got the feeling that Jason barely remembered him as more than an acquaintance.  
The real issue I had with Harvey was that he tended to be more aggressive than I cared for when it came to offers to take me to dinner, movies, shows – the list went on and on.  You name it and he had invited me to it.  At first I had felt a little bad about turning the guy down but really, I was not interested.  At all.  Then as he got more tenacious, it became annoying.  Now I just said no on principle. 
“I saw you on the news last night,” he was saying.  “You were totally covered in blood.”  I couldn’t hide my grimace at his callousness.
“Yeah, that was me,” I said, sure that everyone in the place could hear me gritting my teeth.  What a jackass.
“I was sorry to hear about Jason.”  I glanced over his shoulder towards the table where he had been sitting but the other two men were gone.  I turned my attention back to Harvey.
“Thank you.” 
“When is the funeral?”
“I’m not sure yet, I’m helping my mother sort out the details later today.”
“Let me know when you figure it out.  I would be happy to escort you.”  I think my mouth actually dropped open.  Did he think I needed a date for my brother’s funeral?  What the hell was wrong with this guy?
“We plan on running an obituary in the paper,” I replied stiffly.  “The date and time will be listed there.”  I had no idea what the plan really was but that sounded good.  He was seriously delusional if he thought I was making a special effort to notify him of the plans.  His mouth thinned briefly in annoyance which he quickly covered with a sanctimonious smile.
“I’ll be sure to look for it.”  He looked so strange standing there with that self-satisfied smile on his face.   Why was he looking at me that way?  “Let me know if you need anything.  I would be happy to help in any way.”
“Thank you but I think we have it covered.”  I needed to get out of here now.  This guy was giving me the creeps.  “Bye,” I said making a bee line for the door.  I don’t know if he responded and frankly, I didn’t care.
Even with my stop at the coffee shop, I made it into the office by eight.  As I pushed through the double doors and passed the security guard I caught a glimpse of his surprised expression.  I received a similar but more verbal greeting from the receptionist when I got off the elevator on the tenth floor.  
“Ms. Lassiter, we did not expect to see you this morning!” Johanna said, jumping up from behind the reception desk and giving me a motherly hug.  “I’m so sorry about what happened to your brother.” 
“Thank you Johanna,” I said offering her a brave smile as she released me.  Johanna was a vivacious human in her late fifties that had been with the company for nearly as long as Sal.  
“I’m only here for a few hours.  I need to make sure we have someone filling in for Jason,” I explained.  “I’ll be leaving around noon to go to my parent’s house to help with the arrangements for the funeral.”
“I imagine it will be a big event,” she said nodding sympathetically.  Unfortunately she was probably right.  It would be a media circus between the manner of my brother’s death and all of the high profile attendees my father’s position would draw.  I was not looking forward to juggling that along with McCallister’s demands.
“You’re probably right.”  My shoulders sagged.  Did I have the stamina to make it through the next few days?  “I just need to start by getting through this morning though.  Hopefully everything will sort itself out as we go.”
“Sounds like a good plan.  What can I do to help?” she immediately asked.
“Can you get me Sal on the phone and tell Samantha that I need to see her?”
“I will get right on it.”  She immediately moved back to the other side of the reception desk to start making calls.
“Thanks,” I called out as I headed towards my office.  
I quickly checked my email which was overflowing with condolences from friends and business associates.  There appeared to be no need to notify anyone of Jason’s untimely death since it was being played out in gruesome and ofttimes inaccurate detail by every major media outlet across the country.  I probably needed to draft a standard reply for business associates and have Johanna send it out – one more item to add to an ever growing list of things that needed to be done as soon as possible.  My phone rang and I was relieved that it was Johanna with Sal on the line.
“Sal.”
“I’m sorry Abigail,” he said, sounding miserable.  “I just can’t believe he is gone.”
“Me either.  It was… horrible,” I told him, nearly breaking down.  He was quiet on the line a minute.
“It will be alright girlie,” he said tightly.   He had been calling me that since I was little.  “We will get through this somehow.”
“I know,” I said taking a shaky breath.  I needed to pull us back to why I called him in the first place.  “Getting through the immediate upheaval is why I had Johanna call you,” I told him.  “I need your help running the shipments until we can find Jason’s replacement.”  The word replacement left a foul taste on my tongue even though I knew I didn’t have a choice.  
“I figured you might.”
“I hate to ask it but I really need you to start today if you can.  I have to go help mom with the funeral arrangements after lunch.”
“I can be there by ten thirty.”
“Thanks Sal, I will see you then.  And Sal,” I said before he hung up, “you are a lifesaver.”  In this case it might be literally.
Before I could even put the phone back in its cradle, Samantha came in with a cursory knock on my open door.
“How are you making out after yesterday?” she asked.
“About as good as can be expected, I guess.  Especially after starting the day with a wakeup call from dear old dad followed by a chance meeting with creepy Harvey Keltan at the coffee shop.”
“Ooh,” she winced in sympathy, “sorry to hear that.”  She flopped into the chair across from my desk.  “How is your mom holding up?”
“She’s not, really,” I said.  “I’m thankful that Aunt Gracie is there to hold the pieces together until I go over later.”
“When are you heading over?”
“I have to leave here by twelve-fifteen or so to make it to their house by one.  We are meeting with the funeral director.  I just wish this mess with McCallister would go away so I could help her more.”
“Tell me what I can do.”
“Well,” I said, trying to decide where to start.  “I received a text earlier with the tracking number for the container that transported McCallister’s missing item.”  
“Jason stole something of McCallister’s from a shipment?”  I forgot that I had not explained much of the details involving the missing Sapphire last night.  Everything had been too crazy.
“Yes,” I replied nodding.  “At least that’s what McCallister tells me.”  I copied the tracking number onto a piece of paper and handed it to her.  “Can you try to track it down for me?  I don’t want the container to leave the port.  I need to see it as soon as possible.”
“Okay, I can do that,” she said.  “Anything else?”
“No,” I started to say as something obvious just occurred to me.  “Wait, maybe….  I just realized that McCallister said the container had been opened and a new customs seal placed on it.  Maybe it wasn’t opened,” I said slowly, thinking out loud.   “Maybe it was a different container.”
“That’s possible I guess,” Samantha replied doubtfully.  “But how would Jason fake that if McCallister already knew the tracking number?”  That was a good question since the container number painted on the outside of the container was the number used to track it.
“If the number was similar enough, he could have changed the number on the container without even messing with the customs seal,” I mused.  Container number assignment was a complex system that involved multipliers making it hard to tamper with but anything was possible.  “Pull the manifest and see if there are any other tracking numbers that are similar to the one I received from McCallister.”
 “I’m on it,” she said before bolting out my door on the way to her office.  Samantha was a stickler for details, if anyone could track down the correct container or containers, she could.
I looked at my watch and was startled to see that it was nine-thirty already.  The morning was quickly slipping away but I still had time to take a look around Jason’s office before Sal was due to show up.   Maybe there was something in there that would shed light on where the missing cargo was now.
Jason’s office door was shut but when I walked in, there, standing in front of the windows looking out over the city was Naris.  He turned towards me as I stepped into the office and closed the door.
“I am sorry Abigail,” he said dropping his shoulders.  He looked defeated.  That was a persona I had never before seen him wear.  I had witnessed the protector and the confidant, the friend and mentor but not in all the years we had been together had I ever seen defeat.  It made me uncomfortable to see him that way.  
“I am too Naris.  I should not have blamed you yesterday,” I admitted.  “The whole thing was too overwhelming to process.  It still is….” I let the sentence trail off.
“I came to tell you that I cannot interfere in your agreement with the vampire.”  Huh?
“I did not think you would interfere,” I said cautiously because I had hoped for a bit of guidance.  I knew how things worked for him.  He was my Guardian but he had limits that involved The Plan.  Although I suspected that this time there was more to it than his usual boundaries since he had come specifically to point that out.  “But just so I’m clear, what does that mean exactly?”
“It means that you will have to walk the path of understanding in order to unravel the web.”
“Ah… okay.  Is that Guardian-speak for You need to figure this one out yourself?” I asked in a voice heavily laced with sarcasm.
“That is an analogous interpretation.” He dipped his head in affirmation, his lips tipped up in a small smile.
“Good to know,” I replied.  I had learned years ago that although information from Naris could be cryptic, what he had to say was nearly written in stone.  No amount of pleading on my part would change the fact that he could not interfere. 
“Now I think you need to shove off so I can get started on the ‘path of understanding’,” I said dryly, making little finger quotes at him.  “Unless of course you have some additional enlightening information for me?”  I was already poking through the papers on Jason’s desk while I waited for his laptop to boot up.  I never understood why we even got him a laptop in the first place when he refused to take it home with him.  A less expensive desktop model would have worked just as well. 
“I have faith in you Abigail Lassiter,” Naris said and in the next instant he was gone.  I was warmed by his words but also worried that I might not live up to that confidence.
 



Chapter 8
 
I spent the next half hour looking through the papers on Jason’s desk, poking through his email and checking the appointments on his calendar, which thankfully he synced with the one on his mobile.  I wouldn’t have had access to his calendar otherwise, since the Interspecies Bureau had taken his phone.
Just when was I despairing that I would find anything helpful in Jason’s office, an excited Samantha came in to tell me she found two containers that fit the criteria I had given her.  
“I checked the manifest, and found the container matching the tracking number you gave to me.  Then I looked for a similar tracking number that might be easily changed,” she said breathlessly, handing me a piece of paper with two nearly identical tracking numbers.
“The only difference between the two numbers is the second to the last digit,” I said, looking at the paper. On the original tracking number the character is a three and on the second one it is an eight.
“Not too hard to change a three to an eight and vice versa” she mused.  “There are two other possibilities but they seemed an unlikely match.  They both required two characters to be changed and were not the same type of container as the original.”
“The containers would have had to be identical for McCallister to presume it was the same one he saw loaded at the port in Panama,” I agreed while thinking the container switching seemed too well orchestrated for Jason.  He was impulsive; which might explain why he got involved in this disaster in the first place.  Switching two identical containers with nearly the same tracking number required careful planning – definitely not Jason’s MO.  There had to be someone else involved, I just needed to figure out who. 
“You know that both containers were refrigerated and carrying bananas, right?”
“I knew that the missing shipment contained bananas,” I confirmed, nodding.  “So I assumed the container was a refrigeration unit.”  Bananas had to be either shipped in the refrigerated hold of ships known reefers or in refrigerated containers.  Since the Lassiter Storm was not a reefer ship, it made sense that we were looking for a refrigerated container.
“A container of bananas that was supposed to have something on it belonging to Liam McCallister,” she said dramatically.  “Hmm…. I wonder what that could be?”  
“I’m going to say that I have no idea to what you are referring,” I declared while giving her a stern look.  “You need to have plausible deniability.”
“Alright,” she responded doubtfully.  “I know you did not want to compromise Corbin’s ethics but we both know I can handle it.”  She leaned towards me across Jason’s desk and whispered, “But just so you know, I can already guess what went missing.”
“Guessing and knowing are not the same,” I whispered back.
“I suppose, if you are really splitting hairs.”  She rolled her eyes, straightening back up to her full height.  “Seriously though, what else can I do?”
“Make sure neither container is reloaded and if it is, unload it.  I need to get into both of them.”  
“You plan on making a Location attempt?”  Samantha was one of three people who knew I was a Locator.  The list of people I trusted was short and contained my mother, Samantha and Corbin.  All people I was certain could keep a secret. 
“I have to at least try.”  I didn’t have a lot of time to find the missing Sapphire.  Using my Location skills seemed the fasted way to track it down.
“People are going to think it’s weird that you want to walk around inside two containers, you know.  You don’t usually make a habit of doing that kind of thing,” she said wryly.  
“Good point.  Can we move them somewhere less obvious?” I asked.  “Put them on two trucks and drive them somewhere that I can get into after hours?  I don’t know… I’m open to ideas.”  
“I will see what I can come up with.” 
“Thanks Sam.”
“No problem,” she shrugged before disappearing down the hall to her office.  
I took another look around Jason’s office and decided I was not going to find anything useful here.  I headed back to my office since it was nearly time for Sal to show up.
Minutes later, there was a knock on my door.  It was Sal, wearing his usual office attire; jeans, dress shirt and sports jacket.  He looked every inch the seasoned sea captain with his close cut salt and pepper beard, weathered complexion and piercing blue eyes.  But today, his normally gruff and self-assured appearance has taken on a sad pallor.  
“Thanks for coming on such short notice,” I said as I came around the desk to give him a big hug.  I was immediately enveloped in his warm embrace.  I took a deep breath, my nose tickled by the scents of peppermint and tobacco.  Someone was still smoking cigars against doctors’ orders.  I grabbed the lapel of his jacket and sniffed deeply, before eying him.
“Cigars?”
“Just last night and this morning,” he admitted.  “I needed something to make me feel better.  I can’t believe that he is actually gone.”  He moved me to arm’s length while still gripping my upper arms.   Sal had always been close to Jason.  I think he initially took Jason under his wing when he saw how ugly the relationship was between him and our father.  Over time a strong bond had developed between the two.
“I know,” I replied sadly before moving back to the other side of the desk.
“Do you have any idea why someone would do this to him?” he asked as he took a seat in the chair across from me.
“Two agents from the Interspecies Bureau asked me the same thing last night.  Repeatedly.”  Between that and the little invitation from McCallister, I was exhausted this morning.  
“I noticed that you didn’t actually answer the question I asked.”  I looked up to find him watching me carefully, a tense expression on his face. 
“When I answered yesterday, I truthfully had no idea.  There have been some developments since then,” I said evasively.   
“What type of developments?” He leaned towards me in his chair.  
“Nothing I can talk about and nothing that can be discussed with the agents,” I replied firmly.  “I expect they will be by to talk to you and the rest of the staff at some point.”
“You should be helping the agents, not withholding information!” he said.  Sal was nothing if not honorable.  That I was lying by omission to the agents of the Interspecies Bureau apparently rankled.
“Normally, I would agree with you Sal but in this case it seems that Jason got himself and Lassiter shipping involved in something worth killing over,” I responded with a pleading look.  I was hoping he would trust me on this.  “Something that could get more people killed if I don’t handle things correctly.”
He just looked at me with a stubborn set to his jaw.  I tried another line of reasoning.
“Sal, I know it’s a lot to ask but I need you to bear with me for a few days,” I said with a sigh.  “No one wants to see Jason’s murderer held accountable more than me.”   And I plan to make them pay when I find them I added silently, even if it turned out to be Liam McCallister.  I had been layering glue on the cracks of my psyche since yesterday.  It was likely that when I discovered who the killer was all those patches would be as effective at holding back my wrath as a piñata around a detonated pile of explosives.  I would be lucky if I could keep my berserker from killing anyone.
“I will give you some time,” he agreed grudgingly.  I could tell he still didn’t like it.  I was just relieved that he was going along, at least for now.
“Thank you Sal, for trusting me.”
“Don’t thank me,” he said gruffly.  “It was never a question of trust.  My hesitation has more to do with your experience.”  I must have made a puzzled face because he continued before I could ask what the hell that meant.
“You may have a good nose on you Abigail, thanks to your heritage” he explained, “but I don’t think you have much experience with the smell of an impending storm.  My nose tells me that this stinks of a disaster in the making.”
“You may be right Sal,” I agreed.  “But I have to try to sort this out on my own first.”
“I respect that,” he said.  “Just don’t leave it till too late to take the help that is being offered.”  We sat quietly for a moment.  Both of us lost to our own thoughts.  I was thinking about how Sal was right about the impending disaster but wrong that I did not see it coming.  My problem was really that I couldn’t figure out how to navigate around it.   I shook my head in a futile attempt to clear my thoughts.   There was something else important I needed to discuss with Sal while I had him.
“Sal, I wanted to ask you if you knew who Jason would go to if he needed to get something done off the books.”  
“What type of something?” 
“Something that had to be shipped without certain authorities noticing,” I explained.
“Christ,” he said, rubbing one if his paw like hands over his face.  “Like I said, disaster,” he muttered to himself.  There was nothing to say to that really.  He was right.  He glanced at me and I just raised my brows in inquiry.  
“I’m not sure but I will ask around for you,” he finally answered.
“I don’t know if you should do any actual asking,” I suggested for his safety.  “What I really need you to do is listen to the scuttlebutt and let me know if anything sounds helpful.”
“I will do my best to help,” he replied nodding.  
“Thank you,” I said.  “Between the authorities looking into Jason’s death, the funeral, the press and running things here, I need all the help I can get.”
I got up and gave him another hug before he left.  Assuring him that I would keep him up to date on anything I found out.
“Ms. Lassiter?” Johanna’s voice came over the phone’s intercom just as I was sitting back down at my desk.
“I’m here, what’s up?” 
“There are two agents here from the Interspecies Bureau that would like to see you.”  I was wondering when they would show up.  I looked at my watch; it was nearly time to go to my mother’s.  
“I’ll be right there,” I told her before quickly calling Samantha.
“Can you meet me at Johanna’s desk?  The two agents from the Interspecies Bureau are here and I need to leave soon.  Do you think you can play hostess and keep an eye on them?”
“Sure.  Is there anything that I should be wary about them searching?” 
“I don’t think so but if they request anything that makes you hesitate, call Joshua,” I suggested.  “Otherwise, I trust your judgment.  Mostly I think they are going to want to interview the staff.  If they want to do any real searching, I think they need a warrant, or we should at least clear it with Joshua.”
“Alright, see you in a sec,” she said before hanging up.
As I make my way to the reception area, I could hear Johanna offering the agents something to drink which they both politely declined.
“Agents,” I said offering my hand first to Agent McCabe.
“Good morning.”  The rich timbre of Agent McCabe’s voice flowed into the space.  “We hoped to talk to some of your employees today.”
“I expected as much,” I said as I turn to greet Agent Smathon.  I steeled myself for his clammy limp handshake and he didn’t disappoint.  Just as I was fighting the urge to wipe my hands on my clothing, Samantha showed up.
“I promised my mother I would be over to help her with the funeral arrangements and I have to leave shortly.”  Agent Smathon tensed.  I guess he thought I was going to put them off?  “I have asked Samantha to assist you while I’m away,” I continued, indicating Samantha.
“Samantha Goldwater,” she said, reaching out her hand first to Agent McCabe and then to Agent Smathon.  I couldn’t help watching her face as she took Smathon’s hand.  I struggled to swallow my smile as I noticed her discreetly running her right hand up and down the back of her pant leg.  She caught me watching her and narrowed her eyes.  “Yeah, I guess I could have warned you,” I sent.  “My bad.”
 



Chapter 9
 
The drive to my parent’s home in Gladwyne takes about twenty-five minutes with good traffic.  Today I was in luck and made the trip in near record time, taking a few minutes to enjoy the scenery the last couple of miles.  Gladwyne is an affluent suburb of Philadelphia overflowing with tree lined roads and mansions located along the historic Main Line.   It has a surprisingly bucolic feel considering it’s so amazingly close to the city.
As I approached the drive, I was surprised to see that the gate was open.  With all of the reporters camped outside the office and my home, I had expected to see a gaggle of journalists here as well.  
“Hello, Thomas,” I said, stopping to talk briefly to the guard working at the gate.  I guess you didn’t have to worry too much about the gate if it was manned with an armed security guard, especially if that guard was also a werewolf.
 “Hello Ms. Lassiter,” he said leaning down and putting his hand on the lowered window.  “I’m very sorry about Jason.  The rest of the staff is pretty broken up about it as well.”  Thomas was a good guy.  He had been working for our family since I was a little kid. 
“Thank you,” I said, patting his hand.  “We are all going to feel his absence.”  He tipped his head at me with a small smile and stepped back away from the car. 
I passed through the gate and headed up the drive, circling around the fountain to park in front of a nearly sixteen thousand square foot turreted monstrosity my father had built when I was five years old.  It never ceased to amaze me that my father had requested the home have turrets like those normally associated with fairytales.  There were three that could be seen from the drive and two more that were only visible from the back.  A medieval castle seemed more in keeping with his personality.  But, I had to admit, as children Jason and I had loved to run through the gardens pretending to be princesses and knights.  We would hunt down dragons and act out jousts.  The memory of those carefree childhood days was bittersweet.  
I pulled myself from the driver’s seat before quickly striding up the front steps.  I did not knock or ring the bell when I got to the front door; this had been my home for nearly sixteen years.  I pushed open the door and breathed in the familiar scents of lemon oil and freesia.   The whimsy and imagination of the exterior ended at the entryway.  Here there was only a nod to whimsicality in the dramatically curved staircase with its ornately scrolled handrail under which was tucked a baby grand piano shouldering the burden of an impressive candelabrum.  The rest of the house was monochromatically overstuffed in a sea of cream and gilded wood.
I strode further into the neutral interior in search of my mother who I assumed will be in the solarium.   It was her sanctuary, filled with plants and light.  I always thought you would never get the winter blues if you could just spend some time there every day.  The abundance of flowers and moist air ensured that within its confines, it was eternally summer.
The warm pungency of earth and vegetation embraced me.  My mother was perched on a settee with Aunt Gracie on the far side of the room.  She seemed calm although she was blotting at her eyes with a delicate needlework hanky.  Somehow, even after a sleepless night and what I knew had to be hours of crying, she still looked regal.  Her blond hair was sleek and her clothing unwrinkled.  She had the perpetually youthful appearance her elven blood granted her.  She looked not a day over thirty-five even though she was well into her eighties. 
“Abigail!” she exclaimed, jumping up as soon as she spotted me coming toward her.
“Mom, I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner.”  I hugged her tightly trying to convey as much love and regret as possible into a single embrace.  
“It’s alright dear,” she reassured me as I released her.  “Your Aunt Gracie has been with me.”
I nodded before turning to hug my aunt as well.    
“This is what families do.  We help each other, through the good and the bad,” she told me with a reassuring smile, reaching out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind my ear.  “I’m just glad you were able to be here to help with the funeral arrangements.  I was never good as spectacles.”
“Me neither,” I grimaced.  “It looks like we have at least forty five minutes before the funeral director gets here,” I said after checking the time on my phone.  “Do you think we could have some tea and talk about a game plan before he arrives?”
Over tea we discussed what we wanted the funeral director to take care of for us and what my mother felt she wanted to handle herself. 
“Your father already prepared Jason’s obituary,” she told me, pulling a sheet of paper I had not previously noticed from a side table.  
I stiffened at the thought of my father writing Jason’s obituary.  I tried to shake it off as I took the document from her hands.  I could feel my barely restrained control beginning to slip for the second time in less than twenty four hours and I struggled to retain some semblance of composure in front of my mother.  I met my aunt’s eyes and saw there a less intense version of the same anger I was feeling.  I was guessing she had already read it.
Lassiter, Jason R., Age 27 died on September 23rd at his sister’s home in Villanova, Pennsylvania.  Jason was the Vice President of Operations for Lassiter Shipping, a subsidiary of Lassiter Enterprise Holdings.  He is survived by his parents, Senator Quentin Lassiter and Katharine Clement-Lassiter of Gladwyne, Pennsylvania and his sister Abigail Lassiter of Villanova, Pennsylvania.  Services will be held at [time, day and date of memorial service] at [place of service].  The private interment will be at the Odd Fellows Cemetery in Gladwyne.  Relatives and friends are invited to a private reception following the internment at the home of Senator and Mrs. Lassiter.
The obituary was cold and succinct, exactly what I had learned to expect from my father.  No mention of how he was the beloved son of Senator Quentin Lassiter, or that he would be missed by his family.  It stated just the bare facts.  I needed to remember to thank my father for his thoughtfulness in providing the fill in the blank sections for us to write in the particulars of the service.  It was completely idiot proof.  How methodical of him.  I guess he was afraid to leave the obituary to us in case we outlandishly thought to mention that we actually cared for Jason.  I was determined that my father would not be doing the eulogy. 
“How… thoughtful of him,” I said in a strangled voice while offering my mother what I hoped passed for a smile.  It was the best I could muster but I feared it was nothing more than a feral bearing of my teeth.  Thankfully she did not seem to notice since she was intently rereading the sham of an obituary.  I glanced at Aunt Gracie to find a worried frown on her face as she studied me.  Her troubled expression confirmed my suspicion that I was not hiding my stress well.
“So, who gets to fill in the blanks?” I asked.  I was hopeful that I could snatch up that job.  Then I could rewrite the whole damn thing before I sent it off.
“It has already been sent to Mr. Landry, the funeral director,” she informed me, squashing any hope of making changes.  “Once we make our plans today, he will update it and send it off to the appropriate publications.”  Leave it to Quentin to think of everything.
“Wonderful,” I said, feeling my frustration mount.  Just fucking wonderful.
I had a few moments to stew on that little revelation before Mr. Landry arrived.  He was a narrow little man with a milky complexion, ebony hair and a serious but sympathetic demeanor.  Everything one could hope for in the person helping you to send your loved one on their final journey.  I disliked him immediately even knowing that I was not being rational.  I was sure that he was a very nice man on some level but he was the person making the arrangements to bury my brother, someone who my father had picked to keep everything as sterile as possible.
I somehow made it through two hours hashing out the details of my brother’s final goodbye.   I even managed to be helpful with the planning while simultaneously worrying about keeping up with McCallister’s timeline.
 



Chapter 10
 
My cell rang just as I was getting into my car to head home from my parent’s house.  It was Samantha. 
“Hey, Sam.  What’s up?” I asked after starting my car.  I slowly maneuver it back around the fountain, towards the front gates.
“I think I have come up with a plan to get you to the port for a legitimate reason.”
“Great, let’s hear it,” I said as I passed through the gates with a smile and wave for Thomas.
“The Lassiter Tempest docked this morning and will be in port for the next two days,” she explained hurriedly.  The captain of the Lassiter Tempest was Donald Suterman.  Donald had been friends with Jason for years.  He was a shifter.  Shifters, unlike Weres, could have jobs at sea because they are not influenced by the moon.  Having a werewolf stuck on a ship at sea during the full moon would be a disaster.  
“Alright…” I replied slowly, not sure where she was going with this information.
“I think we should pay a visit to her captain and then check out the containers afterwards.  Our cover story will be that we are meeting with each captain as they come into port to discuss Sal’s new role and answer any questions they might have about Jason’s death.”  
“That might work,” I said thoughtfully.  It really was a good idea.  Donald would be upset about Jason’s death and it made sense to visit with him while he was in port.  It would also give me the excuse I needed to be at the terminal, a place I practically never visited.  
“I think it will too,” she countered excitedly.  “It’s perfectly reasonable that you are going to the marine terminal to meet with Donald. No one should notice when we slip out to check the cargo containers on our way back to the car.  And, I can ask Sal to have them staged near each other so we are not tromping all over looking for them.”  
“I like it,” I said.  “It gives us a credible reason to be at the port, and it’s probably a good idea to meet with Donald anyway.”  Actually, now that I was thinking about it, I felt a little ashamed I had not thought to go see him already.  He was Jason’s friend, and he had to be upset.  He’d left a message at the office for me yesterday, and I had asked Johanna to get back with him since I already had a lot to juggle.
“We should also ask him if he knows of any new friends or associates of Jason’s.” 
“Good thinking,” I said.  “I can call Donald and arrange a time to meet with him.”
“Ah… I already did it for you,” she said sheepishly.  “I was banking on your liking the idea.”
“Obviously,” I responded with a laugh.  “Thanks Sam.”
“No worries.  By the way, he invited us for dinner.  We are supposed to be there at six.”
“Okay.  How did it go with the agents earlier?” I asked, changing the subject.
“It went fine.  They wanted to talk to me, Johanna, Sal and a few others.  They didn’t ask for anything in the way of records for now but they did warn that they might be back for more information later.”
“Good.  We can cross the warrant bridge if we have to.”  
“Did I mention that that Smathon guy is super creepy?”  
“Really?” I said sarcastically.  “I hadn’t noticed”
“Funny,” she said.  “You could have warned me about the dead fish handshake.”
“Yeah,” I said dragging out the word.  “Sorry about that.  I forgot until it was really too late to mention it.”
“Mmmhmm.”  She didn’t sound convinced.
“Look, you would have had to shake his hand anyway.”
“True,” she said archly, “but at least I could have steeled myself first.”
I laughed.  “I will be back at the office shorty.  I wasn’t going to come in but maybe I can get a few things done before we have to head out to the terminal.”
“Alright, see you in a bit.”
I stopped back at the office and had enough time to answer a few emails before Samantha and I headed out at five-fifteen to make the short drive to the terminal.  Samantha had called ahead and gotten permission from the port.  Upon arrival at the main gate, we were cleared through security and given a visitors placard for the car as well as name tags we were cautioned to wear at all times.  We parked the car in the visitor’s parking lot adjacent to the main gate complex and from there we were escorted to the Lassiter Tempest by Port Authority personnel.
Donald was waiting on deck for us when we arrived.  “Abigail, Samantha, welcome!”   His smile was bright but his eyes reflected a deep well of sadness lurking below the exuberant greeting.
“Hi Donald.”  I barely get out the words before I was folded into a hug.  He smelled of oil and brine with a hint of musky shifter.   “It’s good to see you.”
“It’s good to see you too, although I wish the circumstances were different” he said leaning back and giving me a soft smile.  He then turned his attention to Samantha.  There was a wistful yearning in his expression that I had never noticed before.  Samantha and Donald had dated a few times in the past but nothing serious.  At least that was her story.  But seeing him look at her made me consider perhaps there was more to it, at least on his side of things. 
“Samantha,” he breathed before hugging her as well.  I watched her face over his shoulder before looking away.  She looked a bit tragic standing there stiffly while being embraced.  Viewing the interplay was disconcerting because I was sure Donald could feel her resistance.   “It’s nice to see you as well,” he offered lamely as he released her.
“You too,” she said with a halfhearted smile.  It suddenly felt very awkward standing there with the specter of some mysterious discord hanging in the air.
“Well,” Donald said as he rubbed his hands together uneasily.  “I arranged to have dinner in the meeting room.  I thought it would be comfortable there and offer us some privacy.  Why don’t we head up now so we can catch-up?”
“That would be great.  Lead the way.” I swept my arm out in front of me indicating that I would follow.   As we trailed him inside, I poked Samantha and gave her a questioning look.  
“What was that?” I sent silently to her.   She just shrugged and shook her head.  I would be asking again later when we are alone.  There was definitely more between her and Donald than she had previously let on.  
When we arrived at the meeting room, Donald sent a jumpsuit clad crewman off to the galley to get the food.  The table was already set and there was coffee and soda on a long low counter anchored along one wall.  We each got drinks and settled around the table while waiting for our dinner to arrive.
“I assume you heard that Sal will be filling in for Jason?”  I asked, trying to breach the tension.
“Yes,” Donald nodded.  “He was a good choice.  I spoke with him earlier today about the logistics of our next trip.  It seems like he has slipped into the role fairly seamlessly.”  He paused for a moment before continuing.  “I asked Sal to delay our departure.  I hope that is alright.  We will have to give the crew some paid leave time as well as pay additional docking fees but I really wanted to attend the funeral.  Unfortunately we were originally scheduled to leave in two days, which is the night before the funeral.”
“I’m glad to hear you are coming.”  I put a reassuring hand on his arm.  “Jason would have wanted that.  And, don’t worry about the costs, Lassiter Shipping can afford it.  Ask Sal to handle any timing changes necessary for the shipments.”  
All three of us were silent in our thoughts when Donald asked abruptly, “So what happened, Abigail?” He looked haunted, this unanswered question obviously eating away at him.  “I don’t understand why someone would kill Jason, let alone like that.” 
“I don’t know, but I can assure you that I plan on finding out.”  I hesitated a second before continuing.  “I was actually hoping that you might know something that would help.”  
“I didn’t see a lot of Jason the last few times I was here.  I did have drinks with him back in August but he seemed happy.  Normal.”  
“Well, we all know that Jason could get pulled into some bad financial ventures but as a rule it was something to sue over, not kill over.”  I had been dishing out this half-truth to so many that it was slipping off my tongue with an ease that worried me.  “I have been trying to figure out if he might have gotten mixed up with the wrong someone here at the port.  If you think of anything odd, let me know.”
“You can count on it.”
We finished the rest of the meal sharing lighthearted stories about Jason.  It was cathartic to speak of good things about my brother – of the love and affection for him we all shared.  Even though coming here tonight was primarily an excuse to get out to the port, it ended up being a great evening.  The interlude was an upbeat bubble of time within the greater sphere of stress and unrealistic timelines.
It was getting late by the time Samantha and I finally departed with a promise from Donald to pass on any information he might pick up from the rampant rumor mill at the port.  There was another awkward embrace between Donald and Samantha before we were finally off to complete the real task of the night.
“Donald looked good.”  I innocently looked over at her.
“Yeah, he did,” she agreed as she continued to stride away from the Lassiter Tempest, refusing to look over at me.  
“You going to tell me about it?”
“About what?”  Hmm, someone sounded a tad surly.  
“Ha!”  I snorted humorlessly.  “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”  My eyes slide over to look out at row after row of stacked containers before settling pensively back on her.  She was running her hands through her hair restlessly.   
“Let it go okay.” 
“Sam,” I started.
“Don’t Sam me,” she rounded on me, hands on hips, feet planted wide.  “We’ve got a lot on our plate tonight.  We are so not adding whatever may or may not be going on between Donald and me to the pile.  Got it?”
“I just hate to see two people that I care about obviously hurting,” I fished some more.
“Uh huh,” she replied, humoring me.  She started walking again towards our destination amid the sea of containers.  “That and your elven curiosity cannot stand being out of the loop.”
“Yeah well, that too.” I grinned and bumped shoulders with her affectionately.  
 



Chapter 11
 
I’m not sure how Samantha did it but she easily navigated us to the spot on the pier were Sal had the containers staged.  The two units appeared to be brand new.  The gleaming white paint was not nearly oxidized enough to have made more than a couple of voyages.
“Looks like we purchased two new containers recently,” I mused out loud.  “I bet that was part of the planning.  Replace the two units that had the similar numbers with two new, identical refrigerated units so McCallister wouldn’t notice the switch.
“I was just thinking the same thing.”
“Did Sal ask any questions when you asked him to move the containers?”  I could only imagine what he thought of such an odd request.  I walked over to the first container, the one marked with the original tracking number provided by Liam McCallister.   
 “He started to ask and then gave me the oddest look,” she laughed at the memory.  “Then he started grumbling about damn fools and storms brewing.” 
“I bet he did,” I chuckled while running my hands along the mechanism to open the door.  The groan of metal pierced the surrounding silence.  I winced and glanced at Samantha, both of us freezing for several heartbeats.  When it was obvious no one was coming to investigate, I shrugged and went inside.
The container had the typical metallic smell, overlaid with a briny tang and the musty fragrance of green bananas.  Unripe bananas had their own distinctive pong that always made my tongue feel dry and puckered, not unlike the sensation I got when eating one.
I walked the perimeter of the steel box, before going back to the very center and stopping.  Sitting on the floor in lotus position I breathed deeply, attempting to block out any distractions. I focused on the residual energy coming from the previous contents of the container.  Weeding out those that were only a soft echo, those were too old to be the one I was looking for.  Instead, I concentrated on the strongest signature.  A tug around my middle and like a vaudeville actor on a hook, my consciousness was pulled from the humid confines of the cargo container to the cool, dim expanse of a hushed warehouse.  I was in a chilling room specifically designed to store bananas at 17° C until they could be transported out to supermarkets for sale.  The key to shipping bananas was keeping them from ripening prematurely.  They had been kept cool enough in the refrigerated container to halt ripening.  Now they were getting a slightly warmer treatment to restart the process.
Directly in front of me were boxes stacked six high on pallets.  Without my physical eyes to aid me, I saw mostly by the glow of the colorful energy given off by the items in the room.  Each pallet was glowing from the salmon hued energy of hundreds of bananas in their boxes.  
I moved to the other side of the stack closest to me.  The pallets were marked with the transporter information - Lassiter Shipping and the receiver, Wholesome Food Marts.  These were the crates I assumed that McCallister had inspected in the container.  I could even feel a trace of Lok’s energy signature still present and it had a red, angry radiance.  His glowing red handprint could be seen outlined on one of the boxes.  
I made a mental note of the building and location of the pallets before allowing my consciousness to return to my physical body still seated in the container.  I blinked up at the familiar and anxious face of Samantha.  I put my head between my knees as I attempted to shake off the sense of unbalance I always felt as I settled back into my body.  It was more than a little disconcerting to be unaware of what was happening here while I was away.
“You know that is really creepy, right?” she asked.
“Yeah, unfortunately I do know,” I muttered as I pulled out my phone to check the time.  I was surprised to see that nearly a half hour had passed.  It had seemed like only two or three minutes.
“How did it go?” Samantha asked anxiously.
“Well, I know that there were definitely bananas in this container.  They are currently still at the port in cold storage.  I also know that a very unhappy Lok was in the container with the bananas at some point.  His residual anger was palpable on the crates.  Beyond that…” I trailed off shaking my head.
“You got an actual reading on Lok?” Samantha asked in surprise.
I nodded, rising to my feet.  “Now I need to get into that other container.”  I had a feeling that was where the answers lay.
“I’ll go get the doors open.”  I watched her retreating form as I attempted to stretch out the discomfort that had settled into my muscles after sitting so long in one position.  I stiffly hobbled to the door, my kinks working out a bit more with each step.
I took a deep breath of fresh air upon exiting the first container.  The port was shrouded in the gentle sounds of the night, oblivious to the problems I faced.  I could hear the rhythmic lapping of water and the distant hum of the traffic from the interstate.  I drug my attention back to the task at hand, striding to the second container which Samantha already had opened.   I hoped that this one revealed more than bananas in cold storage; otherwise, I was going to be overseeing at least twelve illegal shipments for McCallister over the upcoming year.  Not an obligation that I was looking forward to fulfilling.
“Good luck,” Samantha said with an encouraging smile.
“Thanks.” I gave her arm a quick squeeze as I passed.
Samantha waited on the pier while I stepped into the second container.  I immediately felt the difference in the residual energy present here.  The metallic bite was the same as was the dry pungency of unripe banana but something else was layered in between.  It was musky and captivating, like the fragrance of your skin after a day at the beach; warm, familiar, laced with the tropical scents of suntan lotion and salty air. 
Again, I walked the perimeter of the cargo box before settling in lotus position in the center of the floor.  I took a moment to clear my mind of all distractions before focusing on the strongest residual energy signature.    I was again tugged away by the pull of energy to another location.  This time though, instead of finding myself in a cool warehouse, I was standing in a club looking at the strobe images of bodies gyrating in a musky miasma of pheromones.  The riot of color from each person’s glowing energy signature combined with the smoky fog coming from machines somewhere at the perimeter of the dance floor was disorienting.  But despite my momentary bewilderment, I had the overwhelming sensation of euphoria and well-being.  I wanted to touch someone.  I wanted to be touched.  
Somewhere in my mind a little voice was trying to make me understand that something was terribly wrong.  This wasn’t what was supposed to happen when I used my Location skills.  I was always a voyeur, never the participant.  Unfortunately, I seemed to only respond to the much louder voice urging me into the crush of bodies in front of me.  
I moved forward into the embrace of the swaying mass of sweating figures.  My gaze hungrily roamed the crowd before coming to a momentary halt on one figure in the distance.  I had a momentary sense of repulsive familiarity but was too distracted to ponder the person’s identity for long.  A bevy of delectable options lay within easy reach.
I stretched out to touch the nearest bare male chest, my hands unable to make contact with the body I could so clearly see.  Perplexed, I made another attempt to bring myself in contact with warm, male skin.  Again my fingers dance through the air.  I was drunk on the compulsion to touch, grasp, feel.  It has been so long since I felt such an overpowering craving for sexual contact.  In desperation, I tried again and again before finally coming up against what my lonely fingers had been looking for; a hard male chest.  The smooth feel of fabric under my fingertips was perplexing.  I know I saw skin.  Why was I touching a shirt?
I took a deep breath, inhaling the fragrance of the man in front of me.  The momentary concern floated away on the tide of raging sexual need.  His scent was intoxicating.  I inhaled again and ran my tongue along my lower lip, biting it in anticipation.  His nipples were hard pebbles under my fingers.  I could not wait to leave a dewy trail of moisture over every inch of his skin, starting with those twin nuggets.  Just as I leaned forward to engage my mouth in the explorations my hands were already enjoying, a voice rang in my ear.
“Abigail!”  I dimly recognized the voice.  Samantha?  What was she doing here?
“Abigail!” I detected a note of urgency through the haze of desire.  I lazily opened my eyes to find myself standing directly in front of a man wearing a black linen shirt with the top three buttons opened to reveal a few tantalizing wisps of chest hair .  Both of my hands were splayed upon his chest and my nose was mere inches from his throat.  My eyes traveled the line of his neck to the strong jaw and finally to the heated gaze of Liam McCallister. 
His eyes darkened as our eyes locked.  Clearly he had also been affected by the encounter.  Meanwhile, the spicy male scent of him continued to wreak havoc on my senses.  I needed to get away from him.  Now!  I stumbled backwards in an attempt to extract myself from the allure of his body, barely catching myself on the wall behind me.  I was breathing heavily, a lingering effect of our sexually charged encounter.
 “Well, well Abigail that was a most interesting moment.”  He leaned into the space I had previously occupied, smiling lasciviously.  “Do you make a habit of molesting men in cargo containers?” he asked in an amused voice.
I looked at him, momentarily seized by the memory of wanting to lick his entire body.  I could almost taste the salty tang of him in my mouth as a fissure of warmth spread low in my belly.  I swallowed back a twinge of regret before quickly turning away, blushing darkly at the realization that he could surely detect the lingering effects of my arousal.  I pressed my forehead against the cool metal wall as my disappointment was rapidly replaced by the fire of humiliation currently burning a heated trail across my face.  
McCallister grabbed me by the arm and spun me back around to face him.  He looked at me intently, the mischievous smile slipping from his face as his features settled into a scowl.  He was angry.  Tendrils of darkness erupted from over his shoulders, clinging to him like living cobwebs.
“Your pupils are dilated,” he said grimly.  “Are you taking some type of drug?”  
A drug?  What was he talking about?  
“Of course not!” Samantha interjected, affronted.  “Abigail doesn’t take drugs.”
His words caused a slack jawed reaction.  Of course!  The horror of dawning understanding ricocheted around my mind.  Drugs.  That would explain my unusual reaction when I followed the energy signature in the second container.  I had focused on the energy signature and like Alice, I had gotten sucked down the proverbial rabbit hole.  Not only had I found McCallister’s missing Sapphire but it had imbued its special brand of inhibition on me.  Additionally complicating matters was the knowledge that it was already being distributed.  This left me with no hope of recovering the entire shipment.  Shit, shit, shit!
McCallister and I had not worked out terms for a partial retrieval of the lost merchandise.  I had a feeling that even if I could find any of the Sapphire that had not already been circulated, a partial return was not an option.  On the other hand, if I could identify the other party involved in the theft, I might have some leverage for improving my terms for the next twelve months.  Either way, this was not the outcome that I had been counting on.   I looked through half lowered lids at the coldly handsome face boldly staring at me.  I closed my eyes and swallowed heavily, my face still hot with embarrassment.  
Did I really just grope Liam McCallister?  I sighed as I realized that things were now looking even bleaker for Abigail Lassiter.
 “I imagine she does not make a habit of groping men in cargo containers either,” he replied harshly to Samantha while never taking his eyes from me.  I, on the other hand, couldn’t take my eyes off the wispy black tendrils that roiled around him as his anger increased.
“But it would explain why she was all over me a moment ago when she previously couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”  He was still looking at me although I couldn’t accurately interpret his expression.  Anyone that has lived for hundreds of years was bound to have perfected their poker face.
I pushed myself away from the wall, trying to pull myself together.  I looked back at him to find his eyes still on me, obviously waiting for an explanation.
“I was investigating the possible whereabouts of your missing merchandise.” 
“I am not sure I see the connection between your behavior just now, your dilated pupils and investigating,” he replied dryly.
“I wish I didn’t either,” I muttered.  More loudly I asked, “What are you doing here anyway?”  It was a futile attempt to change the topic away from me and of course, the groping.  I definitely did not want to talk about that!
“I have come to get a progress report,” he informed me imperiously.
“And you knew where to find me, how?”  I asked, trying to keep him in the hot seat for as long as possible.
“The same way the two agents who are on their way here know how to find you.  We are both having you followed.  My people are just a bit faster and stealthier.  Now,” he said abruptly, “in the brief amount of time we have, I want an update.”
Thank God we had moved on to the progress report and away from me wanting to lick him.  I stood up straighter; this was going to be tricky.
“If you noted the container number on your way in, you may have noticed that it was nearly the same as the tracking number you gave me with the exception of one digit.”
The hurry up wave he gave me seemed to indicate that I should continue, so I did.
“I don’t believe that the Sapphire was ever in the container you opened.  Instead, I think that the container numbers were changed after you oversaw the loading in Panama.  The Sapphire was in this container waiting to be unloaded while you were searching the other container.
“Can you confirm this?” 
This was where I had to be careful.  I did not want to explain that I was an unregistered Locator.  The last thing I needed was for him to have something else to hold over my head.   
“Unfortunately, no,” I lied.  “It’s just a hunch.”
McCallister’s lips compressed in dissatisfaction.  He glanced over at Lok who was standing at the door of the container with Samantha.  He shook his head.
Before I could take another breath I found myself thrust against the wall behind me.  McCallister’s hand was at my throat, the ridged metal wall pressing painfully into my back.  His eyes were two glittering coals within the murky gloom of his rage.  He leaned down and ran his nose along the sensitive line of my neck.  He was scenting me.  I was terrified but at that same instant a spike of wild arousal shot through me.  My traitorous body was responding while my mind was screaming for me to run.  
“I suggest you do not lie to me again Abigail,” he purred softly, his lips mere millimeters from my ear.  I was unable to suppress the shiver caused by the little wisp of air his words sent across my earlobe.  Elves have notoriously sensitive ears, a fact I was sure he knew.  It was infuriating to realize that he was intentionally provoking me.
“My patience is worn thin and you smell shockingly delicious,” he continued, before releasing me with a slow slide of his hands down my arms.  When he finally stepped back, he smiled at me, displaying a pair of savage white fangs.  “It has been a long while since I have had an elf as an aperitif.  Especially one so liberally spiced with the heady tang of arousal.”  This was becoming an increasingly humiliating encounter.  Lok must be able to scent deception.  That information fell under the heading of ‘Would have been nice to know before I lied.’
“I would appreciate it if you would keep your hands to yourself in the future,” I insisted primly while straightening my clothes.  I needed to get this back on some type of professional footing.  
“You are not doing a very good job of keeping this on the topic of the merchandise and away from the groping.  That is what you were attempting to do, is it not?”  The darkness surrounding him retreated almost as quickly as it had appeared.
“Alright,” I groaned.  I had come to the conclusion that it was time to fold like any good poker player when it was obvious your opponent has a much stronger hand. “I can confirm that the Sapphire was in the second container.”
“How?”
“I’m an unregistered Locator.” McCallister’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.  I was sure I would regret that admission later but right now, I did not have any other options.
“Well, well, well, aren’t you just full of surprises this evening.  Go on,” he said with a flick of his hand.
“I made Location attempts in both containers.  The tracking number you supplied is for a shipment of bananas.  They are currently in a chilling room here at the terminal,” I explained.  I did not want to tell him the next part but I knew I was going to have to come clean with that information as well since Lok was closely monitoring my replies.
“And this container?” he prompted impatiently.
“Contained the items you were looking for.”  He cast another glance at Lok who responded with a nod to confirm my truthful answer.  I felt my stomach knotting in anticipation of the news I still had to impart.   
“And were you able to pinpoint its current location?”
 “I got sidetracked before I had it completely pinned down,” I answered, blushing at the memory of our earlier detour.  “But I can probably figure it out.”
“Is there anything else?”  I can’t explain how tempting it was to just say: No, that’s it.  Unfortunately I knew that Lok, the walking lie-detector, was sure to expose my deception before the words had finished falling from my lips.
“Yes,” I said reluctantly, knowing that this could get ugly.  Fast.  “The merchandise is currently being distributed and used.” 
Samantha gasped.   “Oh, no,” she whispered, covering her mouth with her hand.
“Oh no, indeed,” McCallister replied.  “That was not the update I was hoping for.”  He paced to the other end of the container and quickly circled back to where I was standing.   He looked at me for what seemed like an eternity while I tried not to squirm under the scrutiny.  
“What?” I asked, unable to stand it any longer.  He leaned forward to speak softly into my ear.
“I take it you were feeling the effects of the Sapphire a few moments ago?”  Okay, so not the ballistic response I had expected.
“Yes,” I replied, coloring again at the memory as he leaned back away from me.  “I believe that is what happened.”
“Odd,” he mused still looking at me.  Completely unreal was more like it.
“I may be able to recover a portion of the shipment,” I offered in an attempt to change the subject.
“We did not negotiate for a partial return,” he reminded me.  “Our agreement was that you would find the missing merchandise, or provide twelve months of future… assistance,” he said carefully, eyes flicking meaningfully to Samantha.
“Can we renegotiate if I can locate the parties involved?”
“What to do?” he mused aloud before going completely motionless.  Seconds later he reanimated and offered me an unfathomable look.  “I will be in touch Abigail, but right now I must go.  You have more callers and they will be arriving soon.”
With that he and Lok were gone.
I looked at Samantha with wild eyes before scrambling out of the container.  We immediately started shutting the doors, both of us instinctively understanding that if the agents found us loitering in a shipping container, we would have to fabricate an incredibly creative story for what we were doing.  I was not sure I had the energy for that type of spontaneous fiction right now.
We got the doors shut and hustled down the dock.  It was a good thing that shifters and elves were fast.  We just made it to the main thoroughfare when the sound of footsteps could be heard ringing in the silence.
“Naris?” I sent silently.
“Abigail.”
“Can you help me with something?”
“I believe I already have.”
“Huh”
“You wanted me to erase your scent trail leading back to the shipping containers, correct?”
“Yes”
“It is done.”
“Thank you Naris.”
“You are most welcome Abigail Lassiter.”
 Seconds later Agent Smathon and McCabe came into view.
“Ms. Lassiter, Ms. Goldwater, we were told you were out here somewhere but I just could not believe it,” intoned Agent Smathon in his nasally drawl. 
“It seems your information was correct,” I replied dryly.  “You wouldn’t be having me followed, would you?”
“Can you explain what you are doing out here so late?  Being at the port at nearly midnight seems like a bad choice, even for an elf and a wolf,” probed Agent McCabe.  I noticed he did not confirm or deny that he was having me tailed.   
“Actually Agent McCabe, I don’t think I really need to explain anything.  I’m not trespassing and I notified the Port Authority that I wanted to come out here tonight.”  Thankfully I had already thought about having to explain myself earlier today.  
“That is in fact why I’m here.  I called them earlier with some questions and they told me that you were coming to meet with the captain of the Lassiter Tempest tonight.”
“Yes, we met with Captain Suterman.  We were just walking back.”  No sense in being completely uncooperative.  To appear deceptive and uncomfortable would just make them more dogged in their investigation of our activities.  
“We just came from talking to Captain Suterman ourselves,” Agent Smathon informed me.  “He said you left a little over an hour ago.” Of course he did.  
“An hour is a long time.  What have you been doing out here?” Agent McCabes asked.
“We were talking,” Samantha said.  “We were reminiscing about Jason and just lost track of the time.  I don’t think there is a crime in that.”
“No definitely no crime in reminiscing.  If that is what you were actually doing,” Agent Smathon said doubtfully.  I saw his tongue slip out between his lips.  It was long and forked.  Gross!  Just what I needed, another predator trying to scent deception.  
I took a deep calming breath to slow my heart rate and shake off any lingering adrenaline from my encounter with McCallister.  I was hoping that Samantha was doing the same.  Being outside in the air would help but it would not completely mask our exertions.  I especially, needed to keep my distance from the agents and was thankful to note that we were upwind of the two.  The last thing I wanted was for them to scent vampire on me.
“It has been a long two days gentlemen.  I would like to take my friend home now.  That is, unless there was something you actually wanted.”
“Nothing in particular.   Just following leads.”  
We headed for the gate and I was sure they did a bloodhound routine and tried to sniff out where we had been.   Thankfully Naris had fixed that problem for me.
By the time I got home and settled into bed, I had already received two texts from McCallister.  One telling me he had enjoyed our little rendezvous earlier – cheeky bastard.  And another with information about a meeting at his house the following evening to discuss our path forward.  Onward with the next shipment I supposed.  
Apparently I was expected to report to the Clan Home at sunset which according to the message would occur at precisely six forty-seven.  I guess when you were a vampire, the precise time of true dark was more pressing then observing normal social structures.  He couldn’t have just asked me to arrive at six forty-five or seven?  Uncertain what to expect, I spent the entire following day alternately worrying about my visit to the Clan home, and how I was going to manage pulling off an illegal shipment of Sapphire.  At the moment, both things seemed equally daunting.
 



Chapter 12
 
Jason’s funeral was scheduled to be held in two days and my mother needed all the help she could get.  I was going over to my parent’s home this morning to run through the details of the funeral with the staff.  Hopefully Aunt Gracie was also planning to help. 
I arrived just before 9 am and as usual was greeted by Thomas at the gate.  After parking, I stood in the drive a few minutes looking up at the house.  Every time I came here it brought back memories of Jason.  Our favorite climbing tree was peeking over the roof to my right all decked out it reds and ochre, its leaves scattered across the driveway from the early autumn breeze.  I reached down and picked up two leaves that were still attached to each other at the base of their stems.  I gently twirled them in my hand as I looked up at the second story window of Jason’s old room.  I absently rubbed my chest, trying to banish the hollow feeling that had settled there.  I looked down at the leaves in my hands thoughtfully before placing them carefully on the passenger seat of the car.
I entered the house through the foyer, which was abuzz with activity.  The chandelier was lowered for dusting and the staff was polishing and buffing every surface.  The dinner following the funeral would be held here, so everyone was making certain that the house reflected the best that was Lassiter.
Today I found my mother and Aunt Gracie in the kitchen reviewing the menu with the cook.  From what I could overhear, it sounded like the quail my father had requested was going to be difficult to obtain on such short notice, but they were trying.  I found it irksome that he had requested something be served that Jason so heartily detested.  
“Why not serve poussin instead?” I suggested.   “It’s usually always available, and it was one of Jason’s favorites.”
“Your father wanted the quail,” my mother said in exasperation.
“I’m sure he did, but it sounds like quail is going to be a problem.  And since he is not organizing the food, I suggest we make an executive decision to change the menu.”  And the menu change had the added bonus of irritating my father.  
“You’re right dear.  Why am I making everyone crazy about the quail?”
She turned to the cook.  “Change it to poussin.”
“Yes, ma’am.  I will order them now.”  
My mother linked her arm with mine before leading me and Aunt Gracie out of the kitchen.  “This is why I needed your help,” she told me.  “You keep me from getting mired in problems that aren’t really problems at all.”
“Happy to be of service,” I said smiling at her and Aunt Gracie.  
“I did try to suggest something different, but no,” my aunt teased, dragging out the word.  “It had to come from Abigail to get you to be reasonable.”  Aunt Gracie rolled her eyes at me when my mother wasn’t looking.
“All I know is that you both need to promise not to mention the change to him ahead of time,” I told them.  “He will just try to make us change it back and there is not enough time for all that maneuvering.  We barely have time to get everything organized as it is now.
“Agreed,” mother said offering me a conspiratorial wink before her smile slipped to be replaced with tears.
“It will be okay.” I reached out and folded her into a hug.
“I just hate the feeling that I am throwing a party instead of a funeral reception.  It feels too festive somehow.”
“I understand your concern,” I sympathized, nodding.  “But it isn’t like a regular party.  We can make it as somber as you like.”  Just then I got the greatest idea.  “On the other hand, Jason loved a good party.  Aren’t you having a quartet?”
“Yes,” she said slowly, obviously uncertain where I was going with the question.  “Gracie organized it.”
“Maybe they could play some Jimmy Buffett?  An instrumental version of ‘Cheeseburger in Paradise’ sounds perfect.  Jason would love the contradiction in it all,” I said with a laugh.  “Do you think dad would notice?”
“Yes,” she huffed.  “He would definitely notice.  So don’t you even think about it.”
“It might be fitting though,” Gracie interjected laughing now too.  “Quentin would turn absolutely purple in outrage.”  Yeah, and he would get that little tick in his right eye.
By late afternoon we had the rest of the menu finalized, the remaining funeral details wrapped up and the guest list for the private reception at the house settled so that Thomas would know who to allow through the gates.  I was exhausted and it was time I headed home.  I felt a little guilty about not stopping at the office first but this evenings meeting with McCallister was preying on my mind.  A good meditation session seemed more prudent that squeezing in a couple of hours at the office.   
I listened to my messages when I got to the car.  There was a one from Donald, the sound of his smooth baritone broadcast clearly over the car’s speakers.
“Hi Abigail, it’s Donald,” he began.  “Ever since you left last night I have been thinking about Jason and going over and over in my head why someone would want to kill him.  It might not be important but I did remember something that seemed a little odd.”  I tensed in anticipation as he continued.
“I’m not sure why I did not think of it yesterday but the last time we spoke Jason mentioned that he had met up with Harvey Keltan.”  Harvey Keltan?  What was he doing with that cretin?
“I guess that’s not odd in and of itself but I got the feeling that it was not just a onetime, chance encounter.  It sounded as if he was hanging out with the guy.”  Donald seemed a little bemused and disgusted at the same time.  “Harvey is an ass.  I know I don’t have to tell you that.  Anyway, I remember being really surprised that Jason would give him the time of day.  Apart from being out of character, I didn’t think anything sinister about it at the time.  But now I’m not so sure,” he paused.  “Anyway, I hope this helps.”
Harvey Keltan.  Jason had mentioned him to me a couple of weeks ago too.  I had completely forgotten about that.  I couldn’t quite see how he figured into all this.  He did work for the port authority but not at Tioga, so it didn’t seem like much of a connection.  
On the other hand I had the vague sense that I saw him somewhere other than the coffee shop recently but I couldn’t put my finger on where exactly.  
I quickly made two calls. The first one was to Samantha.
“Hi Abigail. What’s up?”
“Can you try to track down any information on Harvey Keltan?  Sal might know something.”
“Harvey Keltan?  Why do we…?” Samantha started to ask.  I could almost feel the precise moment when comprehension dawned.  “Do you think he has something to do with the mess with Jason?
“I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I just listened to a message that Donald left me.  He said he forgot that Jason mentioned meeting up with Harvey.”
“What exactly are we trying to find out?”  Good question.
“I’m not sure exactly,” I said in frustration.  “But we all know Harvey was not someone Jason would normally hang out with so he had to be meeting with him for some reason.  He also might have the contacts that Jason needed to do the container switch.”
“I’m not a hacker, but I know one.  It might be interesting to take a peek at his financials.”  My eyebrows shot nearly to my hairline.  Since when did Samantha make the acquaintance of a hacker?
“You know a hacker?  For real?”  
“I do!”  She was laughing.  “As crazy as that sounds.”
“Why don’t you see if Sal is willing to tap into the rumor mill a bit and see what he can find?”  I suggested.  “If that does not pan out, it would be nice to know something about his finances.  Any idea what the going rate is for hacking a person’s financial records?”
“No but I can find out,” she chuckled.  “First I will call Sal though.  I think we should also talk to Corbin.  See if he has anyone that might know if Harvey has had any official trouble lately.”
“Corbin was next on my list to call anyway.  I think I may need a lawyer before all this is over and I’m not sure I want to leave my defense up to Joshua Levy.”
“Probably a good plan.”
We hung up with promises to contact each other when we have an update.  I immediately put through a call to Corbin on his cell.  I needed to ask him about being my legal counsel in case I was interviewed again by the Interspecies Bureau.  By the fourth ring, I knew I was going to be patched into voice mail.  
“Hello, you have reached Corbin Greenbranch.  I’m unavailable to take your call at the moment.  Please leave a message and I will call you back as soon as possible.”
“Hey Corbin, it’s me.”  No need to explain who me was.  “I think, no I know, that I need your help with something.  Can you call me when you get a chance?”  I really needed to get this sorted out.  I should have talked to him about this sooner but with all the other craziness going on I kept getting sidetracked.  Hopefully he would call back soon. 
 




Chapter 13
 
I arrived at the Philadelphia Clan Home at precisely six forty-two, five minutes early for my appointment.  The werewolf working the gate was expecting me and I was ushered through without incident.  I was directed to park in a large courtyard which was flanked by a carriage house that appeared to be functioning as a multi-car garage, a restored eighteenth century barn and the main residence.  I got out of the car admiring how beautiful it was here.
The feel of the estate, located in Radnor Township on 17 grassy acres adjacent to a huge tract of conservancy land, was not what I had expected. The open space gave the property a sense of being very isolated even though it was only a stone’s throw from the city.  I had read somewhere that the main house contained eight bedrooms plus two additional bedrooms in the guest house.  I imagined there were also staff quarters located here someplace.  
The casual charm of the place was also unexpected.  I had been prepared for a more imposing residence to keep in sync with McCallister’s public image.  But the stone was a rich warm color and the entire location had a countrified feel.  
“Beautiful evening, is it not?”
“Oh,” I squeaked in surprise, turning to see Lok standing just behind me in the twilight.  I was not pleased that I had allowed a vampire to sneak up on me.  Stupid, stupid, stupid.  That kind of idiocy was going to get me killed.
“My apologies Ms. Lassiter,” he said, inclining his head.  I didn’t miss the smirk on his face though.  The apology was purely lip service since he had obviously enjoyed giving me a scare.  “The gate attendant informed us that you had arrived and the Master sent me to escort you inside.”
“Escort away.”  I went for flippant in a futile attempt to cover my embarrassment.  He gave me a knowing smile as he swept his arm towards the house in invitation.  
I followed Lok inside, which surprisingly, was as welcoming as its exterior.  The décor was unashamedly masculine, featuring an abundance of deeply hued woodwork and casually elegant furnishings.   It all blended together to create a warm, comforting atmosphere.  The wood wainscoting was a testament of true craftsmanship in a day and age of mass produced trim and painted faux wood.  The burnished glow of the mill work was simply beautiful.  Elves loved to surround themselves with natural materials.  Anything synthetic was uncomfortable, unnatural.  Here, I had yet to encounter any synthetics.  I had expected something different, something colder.  
I was led down a paneled hall to a set of double pocket doors, again of the same beautiful wood.  We passed through the doorway into a room bordered by a stunning fireplace on one side and a wall of windows looking out into the deepening night on the other.
“Please, have a seat Ms. Lassiter.”  He indicated a set of comfortable looking chairs by the fireplace.  “The Master will join you momentarily.”
“Thank you,” I murmured in response.  Full blown nervous tension had me in its grip even though the house seemed to be designed to put a person at ease.  The contradictions that were Liam McCallister kept me a little off balance.  Somehow I was sure not many outside his inner circle had been invited here to this sanctuary.  I was disconcerted to think what that might mean.  Unable to settle mind or body I started perusing the pictures lining a row of shelves along one wall in an effort to distract myself.  I turned quickly at a soft scuttling sound behind me expecting to see McCallister.   Instead I was confronted by a towheaded waif who appeared to be about seven or eight years old.  She seemed as surprised to see me as I was to see her.
“Who are you?” she asked, twisting one of her pigtails around a finger.  She was adorable standing there gripping a black stuffed bunny while wearing pajama’s that had little frogs embroidered on the cuffs and hem.
“I’m Abigail,” I said with a smile.  “Who are you?”
“I’m Penelope but everyone calls me Penny,” she informed me before pausing to think for a moment.   “Well, everyone except Uncle Liam.  He insists on calling me Penelope.  It’s really annoying.”
“I’m sure it is,” I said, stifling a laugh.  There was nothing like the refreshingly blunt honesty of children.
“What are you doing here?” she asked as she moved further into the room, intent on giving me a thorough inspection.  “You have pretty hair.  It’s the same color as mine.”
“Thank you.  You have pretty hair too,” I told her.  “And I love your bunny.  Bunnies are my favorite.”
“Yeah, Midnight is nice,” she said as she looked at the stuffed bunny, “but I really love horses.  Uncle Liam just bought me a new mare.  She is fourteen hands tall.  Much more suitable than the pony I was riding.  I’m seven after all, and everyone knows that ponies are for babies.”  
I had the uncanny sensation that I was talking to a blonde, seven year old Eloise.  It was apparent to this elf that little Penny was a handful.  I imagined she gave the clan master a run for his money.  The thought made me smile, which in turn caused a quizzical expression to cross her face. 
“You’re not a vampire,” she blurted, staring at my mouth.  Everything she was thinking seemed to be coming out of her mouth at the precise moment she thought it.
“You are very astute for someone who is seven.”  I crouched so we were eye level and reached out to tuck a stray strand of hair behind her ear.  “You are absolutely correct.  I’m not a vampire, I’m an elf.”
“I have never met an elf before,” she confided with wide eyes.  “Do you have pointy ears?”
“They are a little pointy, see?”  I pulled back my hair to show her my subtly pointed ears.
“That is so cool,” she told me.  “I wish I had pointy ears.”
“Nah, you’ve got great ears,” I assured her with a wave of my hand.  “No need to change them.”  Switching the subject I asked, “Since you are in your pajamas, I assume you are headed off to bed soon.”  
“Not for another hour and a half.  I go to bed at eight-thirty.  I just had my bath early tonight because I got a little messy at the pond.  I really like to skip stones but I got too close to the edge and fell in,” she confided this last part in a whisper then looked over her shoulder.  “Don’t tell anybody though.   I’m not supposed to play by the pond and Miss Ann Marie will get into trouble.”  
“Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me,” I assured her with a conspiratorial smile. “But, if you are not supposed to play by the pond, you probably shouldn’t.  I’m sure there is a reason for the rule.”
“Uncle Liam says that I could get hurt because of the snapping turtles.  He thinks we humans are fragile.”  She looked a little skeptical on this last point.  “I tell him all the time that I’m not as fragile as he thinks.”
“I’m sure you are not,” I said with a smile.
“She’s not what?” McCallister said from the doorway before striding into the room and scooping up Penny.  She giggled gleefully in his arms.  The distraction lasted only a few seconds before she remembered something important.  Her eyes found mine warily.  She was obviously wondering if I was going to keep my promise about the pond incident.
“Penny was just telling me how she is not up past her bedtime,” I explained, rising to my feet.  “She does not go to bed until eight-thirty.”  That was exactly what she had told me, minus a few pertinent details.  I received a hundred megawatt smile from Penny before she turned back to McCallister and gave him a big hug.
“Did you know that she is an elf, Uncle Liam?” she asked him happily.  “And,” she paused dramatically, “she has pointy ears!”
“Yes, I did,” he said with a rumbling laugh before pinning me with a look.  “She has lovely pointed ears.”  I colored at the reminder of our encounter last evening when his breath whispered across said ear.
“Now, we need to get you off to supper, so I can talk with Ms. Lassiter.
“I thought her name was Abigail?
“It is, but you should call her Ms. Lassiter.”
“She told me to call her Abigail,” she reiterated stubbornly.  I had a feeling that the overabundance of structure that McCallister deemed appropriate was more than Penny liked.
“Nonetheless…” he began.
“I would prefer she called me Abigail,” I interrupted cautiously.  “If you don’t mind that is.  It is how I introduced myself to her.”
“As you wish,” he said somewhat stiffly.  Gone in a blink was the easygoing man of a moment ago.  I assumed he did not like to be contradicted, although this seemed such a small thing to get all uptight about.  “Lok,” he called out.  “Please find Ann Marie.”
Moments later a frazzled young woman in her late twenties appeared timidly in the doorway.  McCallister signaled with a wave that she should enter.
“I’m sorry sir,” she said.  “We were straightening her room and the next thing I knew she was gone.  I have been all over the house looking for her.”
“It’s fine Ann Marie, but I believe it’s past time for Penelope to have her supper.”
“Yes sir,” she agreed.  “Come along now Penelope.”  I noticed that she called her Penelope.  I presumed that that was for McCallister’s benefit.
“Goodbye Abigail,” she said rushing over to hug me.  “It was so nice to meet you.”  
I was a little surprised by the hug and apparently so was McCallister.  He visibly rearranged his face to cover his shocked expression.   I hugged her back taking a deep breath as I did so, expecting the normal smell of child to greet me.  They always smelled the same - a combination of grass and sunshine mixed with the fruity scent of children’s soap.  Instead I was startled by a subtle whisper riding under the blossomy fragrance of her shampoo.  It was the tang of something familiar.  I could not quite place it, yet felt certain I had smelled something similar before.  
“Goodnight Penny,” I said as I pulled back from the hug.  “It was nice meeting you as well.”
She hugged McCallister also before rushing out the door, Ann Marie close on her heels.  Penny’s departure created a vacuum in the conversation.  McCallister stared pensively at the doorway through which she had just exited and it was several minutes before either one of us said anything.
“Thank you for being kind to Penelope,” he began.  “Her exposure to other children is limited and we do not have many guests.”
“It sounds like she exists on a human schedule while the rest of the house is nocturnal.”
“You are correct.  Between the differing timetables and being the only child in the house, she is having some issues with socialization.  Her sleep schedule also means that I cannot spend as much time with her as I would like.”
Frankly, I was surprised he wanted to spend any time with her at all.  Prior to this evening, I had presumed that his relationship with her was purely for public relations purposes.  But now I suspected that was a jaded assumption.  The affection between the two seemed genuine, his concern for her wellbeing almost palpable.  
“When does she get time to play with other kids?” 
“I don’t like her to be off grounds too often since I’m unavailable during the day.  And there are not many parents lining up to send their children over to play at the home of a vampire, even if we are sleeping.”
“The kid needs to go on some play-dates,” I said.
“What is a play-date, exactly?” he asked with raised eyebrows.  I had not considered that he would be completely out of the loop on this type of thing.  It made sense though, when I really thought about it.  What did a three hundred year old vampire clan master slash crime kingpin know of little kids and play-dates?  What seemed so obvious to me, who had multiple friends who were the parents of toddlers and preschoolers, was clearly foreign to him.
“It is exactly what it sounds like,” I said rolling my eyes.  “It’s a date that is set-up so two kids can get together and play.” 
“Go on,” he said with a little chuckle.  “I’m intrigued.”
“It can be at one of the kids houses or at a mutually agreed upon location.  Since you mentioned the issue with parents most likely not wanting their children to come here, I suggest you think park or one of those new make your own ceramics places popping up all over the place,” I explained, warming to the topic.  “Usually one or both moms oversee the fun.  I imagine that Ann Marie could manage something like that.”  Although I did have a few concerns on that front, since she was letting Penny play at the pond against McCallister’s express wishes.
“When can you set one up?” he asked
“What?” I said, taken aback. 
“I asked when you could set one up?’ he repeated.
“Ah…” I was confused by the rapid change in direction the conversation had suddenly taken.  Why would he want me to do that?
“I will modify our agreement to be for only 11 months if you arrange a play date that I approve of for Penelope in the next week.”  Mouth hanging open, I must surely look like a gaping trout that had been unceremoniously pulled from the water.  Could I make that work?  I was fairly certain that I was going to regret doing this later but hell if I can think of a reason to say no at this point.
“Okay,” I said slowly, nodding.  Corbin’s sister had an eight year old and a 6 year old.  That might work. 
“I will need to approve the details and I expect you to chaperone.  I’m not confident Ann Marie could manage even though you suggested otherwise.  I know you covered for her earlier about the pond incident.”
“Oh,” I said in surprise. 
“We vampires have excellent hearing,” he tapped his ear for emphasis.   I should have realized when I saw him standing there in the doorway earlier that he had overheard our conversation.
“Penelope asked me to keep her secret and I did promise.  She will think I tattled if you bring it up.  Tattling is a big deal to kids, in case you didn’t know.”  That she not think I betrayed her trust was important to me but I was not ready to examine closely the why of it.
 “I will not bring it up to Penelope this time lest you be accused of tattling,” he conceded with a wry smile.  “But I will remind Ann Marie that Penelope is not allowed near the pond.  If it happens again, I will have to take action.”
“What type of action?” I asked suspiciously.
“I’m not going to eat her for dinner, if that is what you are asking.”  Blatant amusement colored his voice.  “She will be sent packing with a less than stellar referral.  I don’t want to do that unless I have to though.  It’s hard to find reliable nannies willing to live in a house where they consider themselves not only an employee, but also a possible main course.”  I suspected that was not the only reason it was difficult to keep nannies but I kept that thought to myself.  I had not fully formed an opinion about the scent I caught coming off Penny.
“I will have to take your word on that, I suppose.”
“You will and I can assure you my word is good.  Now, on to why I asked you here this evening.”
Ugh, I had nearly forgotten why I was here.  And it was definitely not about Penny.
“A replacement shipment of merchandise will be leaving Panama in a week.  I expect everything to run smoothly this time with no missing items.”  He gave me a pointed look before continuing.  “Lok will provide you with all the pertinent details.   It will be consigned by a holding company that cannot be easily traced back to me.”  I was glad to hear it couldn’t be traced to him since that would help prevent drawing unwanted attention.  
“Make sure the cargo is packed in a structurally sound container in Panama.  I will not be responsible for this whole thing going pear shaped because you packed in a subpar container.”  While the contents of all containers coming into US ports were scanned, very few were physically inspected.  A container that appeared unable to handle its payload would be one of the first to receive a hands-on inspection.
“You have my assurances that that will not be an issue.”
“Alright,” I said nodding.  “Was there anything else?”  All of this could have been discussed over the phone.  I had enjoyed meeting Penny, but I was perplexed as to why I had to make a visit here in person to discuss the shipment.
“There is one more thing, actually.”  He got up and walked to the window before turning back to me.  “Are you available to attend a political function in Washington next month?”  
“Ah…”  Could this evening get any more bizarre?   He certainly liked to keep a girl off balance, wondering what outlandish request he might make at any moment.
“With me,” he clarified. 
“As your date?”  I squeaked, knowing that it was impossible that I was sitting here being asked on a date by the man who slammed me against a steel wall just under twenty-four hours ago.  The very same man that was on the top of the suspect list for my brother’s murder.  Talk about surreal.
“Yes, as my date,” he said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.  “Although what I’m proposing would be more of a business arrangement.  I would gain a lot of political legitimacy by showing up to such an event with the daughter of Quentin Lassiter.”  
I felt quite the mix of emotions after that statement.  My initial thought was to be flattered that he would ask me on a date.  Then I was irritated that he would even think to ask me on a date, considering the way he manhandled me in the cargo container.  The next instant I was annoyed that I was flattered even for a second because he might have killed my brother!  If that wasn’t bad enough, he wraps the whole thing up in the neat little ‘Quentin Lassiter’s daughter’ package.
“Yeah,” I said slowly, followed by a very decisive, “No.”  I took a few deep breaths in an attempt to work through the nausea.
“I thought you might feel that way,” he replied calmly.  He did seem unsurprised by my reaction.  “I can take another month off our agreement if you decide to attend with me.  We would then be at ten months.”
I gave him a sardonic smile.  “If you are not careful, I might not be running your shipment next week before I leave here tonight.”
“Oh, that could be arranged.”  A slow smile spread across his face.  “But that would require more of a contribution on your part than I imagine you are willing to make at the moment.”  All righty then.  The waning nausea spiked again along with the certainty that I did not want to know exactly what that meant.
“Considering I don’t even want to ask what that might entail, you’re probably right.” And let’s just leave it at that.  He smiled again and I saw those gleaming fangs peeking out from between his lips.
“As I thought,” he said before turning back to the window.  He started speaking again, never taking his eyes off the darkened landscape.  “I will give you some time to consider my proposal.  The event is on October 20th, I will expect an answer by the 10th.”
 



Chapter 14
 
I made my way to the office the morning after my meeting with McCallister still in an emotional uproar about the visit.  My conflicted feelings were becoming a problem.  I wanted to believe that the man who was so kind to little Penny could never kill my brother.  I also knew that I was delusional if I allowed myself to be lulled into thinking that he was anything other than what he appeared at first perusal; a stone cold killer with aspirations of political power.  He was a vampire after all.  They drank the blood the rest of us needed to stay in our veins in order to stay alive.
I was so wrapped up in the conundrum that was Liam McCallister that I nearly ran into someone as I exited the elevator.  I abruptly stopped short and looked up to find myself inches from the lithe form of Agent McCabe.  He was a truly beautiful male specimen.  I could just imagine that there was a long line of she-wolves beating down his door.  
“Ms. Lassiter,” he said with a smirk.
“Sorry about that.” 
“No worries.  You appeared quite preoccupied there for a moment,” he laughed.  “Even talking to yourself, I believe.  Your lips were moving.”  
“Yes, well.  There is a lot going on in my life at the moment.”    Oh God, how embarrassing!  Corbin had once recorded me talking to myself with the camera on his phone.  He had the most mortifying footage of my mouth and head moving in silent animation.  I looked like a crazy person.
“So I hear,” he said more soberly.  “Can you tell me why you visited the Philadelphia Clan Home last evening?”
“Ah….”  Wow, he was the master of the abrupt subject change.  I was suddenly wishing that I had run into him a minute ago.  Plowed him straight down, knocked him unconscious even, that way we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.  Why the hell was I at the clan home?  It was time for some impromptu fiction.  It just needed to skirt the truth as close as possible so it was plausible.  But first I needed to distract him a bit.
“Are you having me followed, Agent McCabe?” I asked in an amused voice.  I was not amused.  
“We received information that you were there,” he replied carefully.
“That was an evasive answer if I ever heard one.”  I turned and walked towards my office.  I did not look back to see if he followed.  I was sure he was back there dogging my footsteps like a good little wolf.
“It was a truthful answer.”  Yep, he was following.
“After a fashion, I suppose it was.”  I tossed down my bag on the side table in my office before taking a seat, indicating that he should sit in the chair opposite me.  “You received information that I was there from the agent you sent to follow me.  Correct?”
“You are an interesting woman, Ms. Lassiter,” he said, shaking his head.
“I’m not sure how to take that comment, Agent McCabe,” I laughed, shaking my head in mock sadness.  “But back to your original question; I was there to talk to Liam McCallister about his ward, Penelope.”  He looked completely surprised.  Gotcha!
“You were there to talk about his ward?” he echoed skeptically.  “What exactly did you discuss about her?”
“Agent McCabe,” my tone held a reprimand.  “As you can imagine, most discussions people have about their children are private.  In this case though, I think Liam would be alright with me telling you.”  I decided to refer to McCallister as Liam for this conversation.  It seemed that if he trusted me with his ward, it would be more plausible to Agent McCabe if McCallister and I were on a first name basis.
“Alright,” he said slowly, not hiding his disbelief well.  “Let’s hear it.”
“If you must know, we talked about how she needs to go on some play dates.”  Let him chew on that little nugget of truth.
“Play dates?” he repeated incredulously.  I had to stifle a laugh since he appeared as unfamiliar with the term as McCallister had been last evening.  It seemed like clan masters and Interspecies Bureau agents had something in common; absolutely no familiarity with the habits of children.
“Yes, play dates.  You know, a parent makes a date with the parent of another child so the kids can get together to play?  This usually takes place at one of the children’s homes or at park, etc.”  By the bewildered look on his face, I assumed that this was not only an alien concept but also the last excuse he could have ever imagined that I would present for my visit to Liam McCallister’s home.
“You don’t have any children,” he recovered himself enough to point out.
“You are correct.  I don’t have any children of my own but I have several friends who do.  And, since play dates usually take place during the day, I imagine you can see the difficulty arranging something like this would pose for a vampire.”  I shrugged because it was so simple really.  I almost believed Penny’s play date was the only reason I went there last night.  “Liam asked me to help with the arrangements.” 
“You expect me to believe you discussed play dates with the Philadelphia Area Clan Master last night?”
I leaned forward in my chair.  “Agent McCabe, why do you think I went to Liam McCallister’s home last night?”  Well that seemed to stump him because he didn’t reply for several seconds.   I just waited and watched the play of emotions on his face - frustration, indecision and bewilderment with a sprinkle of annoyance.  It was beautiful.  
“If you could see your face right now,” I chuckled, unable to stop myself.  “I assume that this is the last thing you expected me to say?”
“Yeah well, Liam McCallister is not known for his interest in play dates and little kids,” he said sheepishly.  “You have to admit, it sounds a bit farfetched.”
“Here,” I said producing my phone, scrolling to the text I had fortuitously sent to Corbin earlier this morning.  “As you can see, my friend Corbin was as surprised as you were.”  
I handed my phone to the agent so he could read the text I sent at seven-thirty this morning asking Corbin if he thought his sister Marsha and her kids would be up for having a play date with McCallister’s daughter.  The ‘WTF?’ that Corbin replied seemed to echo Agent McCabe’s sentiments exactly.
“At least I’m not the only one that was surprised by that story.  The text does confirm your description of last evening’s events.”  He said the last bit almost grudgingly.  
“Just so we are clear, agent.  I shared that story as a courtesy.  I’m under no misapprehension that I was required to tell you anything.  In fact, I think my attorney will be furious with me for talking with you at all without him being present.”  That reminded me, I had not heard back from Corbin yet regarding my message last night.  I still needed to speak with him about being my attorney in lieu of Joshua Levy.  I would need to rectify that later today.
“I would like to keep this cordial between us, because I really do want to do everything I can to help you find my brother’s killer,” I continued before he could respond.   “It seems to me that you should be focusing more of your resources in that area and less of them following me around.”  His expression darkened at the reprimand.  I may have gone too far with that last taunt but it was done now.  I would have to see where he decided to go with his response.
“You know, you are absolutely correct Ms. Lassiter,” he said standing up and heading towards the door.  “Your attorney is going to be furious.”  He paused.  “I do have just one final question though.” 
I raised my eyebrows in inquiry.
“Did you ever consider that Liam McCallister might have something to do with what happened to your brother?  He does, after all, control nearly everything disreputable that goes on in this city.”
“Oh yes,” I assured him with a nod.  “I have definitely considered that possibility.” 
“And?”
“I’m sure you know what they say about keeping your friends close.” 
“Sun Tzu was a smart man.  I will be in touch,” he said before disappearing through the door.  I counted slowly to twenty before dialing Samantha’s number.  
“Hello?” she said.
“Um, can you get down here?  Like now!”
“Be there in a sec.”  True to her word, she came barreling through my door seconds later.  
“What’s up?” she asked, peering at me closely.  “Ooh, you don’t look so hot.”
“I’m sure I don’t.  The last,” I looked at the time on my phone, “fourteen hours have been more than a little unusual.”  I was so looking forward to twenty-four hours without anything crazy happening.  Unfortunately, that did not appear to be in the cards for any time soon.
“What happened?”
“Well let’s see.  First, I had a bizarre evening with Liam McCallister where he persuaded me to set-up a play date for his ward.  Then as I’m getting off the elevator this morning I nearly run over Agent McCabe who proceeds to question me about my meeting with McCallister.  I called him out on having me followed by the way.”
“I have so many questions, that I’m not sure where to start,” she responded with a frown.  “Oh, oh, I know…” She raised her hand, swinging it wildly in the air.  “How’d you get roped into organizing a play date?  You don’t even have kids.”
“That’s exactly what Agent McCabe wanted to know,” I said with a laugh.  “You should see this kid Sam.  She was so cute standing there in her froggy pajamas asking me if I had pointy ears.  It made me sad seeing how cut off she is from other kids her age.  It seems living in a house full of vampires can really cramp a little kid’s social calendar.”  
“I can see that,” she said nodding.  “What I don’t get is how you became the cruise director for her fun time?”  I was still trying to figure out where McCallister was angling with that request myself.  
“I suggested that she might need some play dates and McCallister asked when I could organize one.”
“And you agreed to do this because…?” she asked with a perplexed look.
“Because he offered to renegotiate our arrangement in exchange for the play date,” I told her lifting one shoulder in a shrug.
“Renegotiate how?”
“He offered to cut back the shipments to eleven as opposed to the previously agreed upon twelve.”
“Ah, I see.”
“Ah, yeah.”  Like I said before, the man knows how to motivate people.  “I texted Corbin this morning to see if Marsha might be up for a little fun with her kids and Penny.”
“I can only imagine Corbin’s response to that request.”  She laughed while shaking her head in amusement.
“It was along the lines of ‘WTF?’” I explained, mimicking little bunny ear quotes with my fingers.
“I bet it was,” she laughed again.  “So what happened with Agent McCabe after you ran him down getting off the elevator?”
“Well he wanted to know why I had met with McCallister.  It was hilarious actually.  He was so shocked by my play date answer it was all I could do not to laugh out loud.  Then I told him he should be using his resources to track down my brother’s killer instead of having me followed.”
“What did he have to say about that?”
“He asked if it occurred to me that Liam McCallister might be my brother’s killer.”
“Wow, doesn’t beat around the bush does he?”  She seemed impressed.  I had to admit that I was too; everyone else was caught up in maneuvers and sub-plots while McCabe seemed to just want to cut through the bullshit and find out the real story.  I felt a little bad I wasn’t helping him but it couldn’t be helped. 
 “What did you say?” she finally asked when I didn’t respond.
“That I had considered it and then I quoted Sun Tzu.”
“Ah,” she said, immediately understanding.  “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”
“Yep.”
“Interesting.”  She said before shaking her head as if trying to rid herself of whatever she was thinking.  “Okay.  Back to McCallister.  Are you really going to set-up a play date for his kid after he threatened you?  Threatened us?”
Hmm, good question.  “Yeah, I think I am.”  I wasn’t really sure it would end up being a smart decision in the long run, but I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to cut a month off our agreement.  One less shipment was one less chance of getting caught, not to mention a little less muck on my soul for helping a drug dealer.  It was also a nice thing to do for Penny.  “The kid is sweet and she needs friends.  It doesn’t really matter who her guardian is.”
“You think you might be playing with fire there?”
“Possibly but I feel like I have to do it.  It seems a pretty easy task in exchange for shaving a month off the agreement.”  
“Okay, just don’t say that I never warned you that something feels off about the request.  It seems an abrupt departure from the guy holding you by the neck the other night.”  I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about the humiliating date offer.  I was afraid to hear what her theory might be with that added into the equation.
“Before I forget, can you ask Johanna to have this couriered over to the Clan Home?”  I handed over a manila envelope addressed to Liam McCallister.  Samantha raised her eyebrows at me.
“What is it?”
“Just a little insurance that I hope I won’t need.”  Samantha seemed to be waiting to see if I would elaborate further.  I didn’t. 
“Sure,” she finally said.
“Thanks.  So, what happened around here yesterday while I was out?” I asked changing the subject.
“Mostly,” she said.  “It was business as usual.”  
“Mostly?”
“Well,” she said, “Sal is moving Jason’s work through with a minimum of fuss.  He seems to have a real feel for it.”
“But?” I prompted her.  She was obviously dragging her feet about something.
“I didn’t want to bring this up because it’s probably nothing.”
“I doubt it’s nothing if you’re worried about it,” I said while rummaging through my desk looking for a pen.  “And I can tell you are worried about it.  You have those little ridges going between your eyebrows.”  She always got those when she was upset about something.
“There were some inconsistencies in the employee retirement fund report I received yesterday for Lassiter Shipping.”   
“What type of inconsistencies?” I said looking up from my foray into the bowels of my desk.
“Well, it might have been a typo but the balances for the line items didn’t add up to the total overall balance.”
“Is it a new statement form?  If they changed the statement, the programmer might have messed up the coding that calculates everything.”
“It’s possible.”  She sounded doubtful, not a good sign.  “But, the statement looks the same as it always did.  What worried me was that the totals seem consistent with what should be in the accounts.  But,” she hesitated, “if the line items are correct, it would indicate that there is a significant shortage.”  I was sure I was not going to like the answer to my next question.
“What type of shortage are we talking about?”
“I was working on figuring that out when you called.”
“What’s your best estimate?”
“Just a little under three million dollars.”  Yeah, I was right, didn’t like the answer.
“Why did I get out of bed today?” I muttered, after putting my head down on my desk in frustration.  “Can you dig a little deeper and let me know what you find?” I asked, my voice muffled by my desk blotter.  I straightened in my chair and gave her a wan smile.  Hopefully it was just a computer glitch.  I really needed something to just be a mistake.  You know, something a little software upgrade could sort out.  Yeah right.  
“You got it.”
 



Chapter 15
 
The morning of Jason’s funeral dawned with a cheerless misty haze blanketing the area.  Everything was muted, the sounds, the light, the vitality of the day.  It seemed appropriate somehow that everything felt damp and dreary.  It fit my mood perfectly.  I had risen early, unable to sleep, plagued with thoughts of the hectic day ahead of me.  I was trying to meditate on the back patio when the sound of movement in the bushes at the perimeter of the yard caught my attention.  On alert, I strained to see in the dim light.
A large silver wolf crept silently from the shadowy border, all gangly legs and wiry sinew.  It stopped a few feet into the yard, tongue lolling and raised its snout into the damp air, dragging the myriad of scents through his nose.  I froze as it turned its golden gaze on me.  I knew a man was also behind those citrine irises but I still didn’t want to do anything to appear threatening.  The wolf was at the fore and a creature of the wild, not always understanding the subtleties of human interactions.  It knew pack and mate, pups and prey, survival and dominance.  Approaching slowly, it sniffed and snuffled quietly before finally stopping to regard me from the grass just beyond the edge of the flagstones.  
“Good morning Corbin.  I was not expecting to see you till this afternoon.”  Corbin’s wolf looked at me another moment before sitting, tongue again lolling, tail giving a few lazy wags.  He was such a beautiful creature and his coat gleamed as the first rays of sunlight won their battle with the oppressive fog.
“If you want breakfast, I would be happy to get you something.”  I smiled as he closed the distance between us rubbing his head against my arm and knees as he stretched along the side of my chair.  He was marking his territory.  The scent would be gone after my shower but it still pleased me that Corbin’s wolf was comfortable enough to be this relaxed with me.  I reached out and gently ran my fingers through his silken fur.  “How about you shift while I go find you some clothes to wear?”  The slobbery lick my hand received was all the confirmation I needed.
“Alright, my friend,” I laughed while stroking the fur on his head.  “I’ll be right back.”  I had to have something that would fit his six foot frame.  I found an old pair of Jason’s sweat pants in the guest bedroom along with an oversized t-shirt that I sometimes wore to bed.   When I got back outside, Corbin the man was casually lounging naked in one of my patio chairs.
“Here you go,” I said, handing over the clothes.  Corbin flashed me a smile of thanks as he rose and slipped unselfconsciously into the clothes.  I was glad that going commando did not appear to be an issue because I definitely did not have any men’s underwear lying around.  I was envious of how comfortable he was with his body.  I guess being a fitness nut made it easier - no unsightly muffin top to be self-conscious about.  
“So, gorgeous man, to what do I owe this early and very revealing visit?”  I teased.
  “I didn’t get your message until late last night.  Yesterday was a hectic day.”  He smiled at me before running a hand through his hair and leaning back in his chair, face tilted towards the sky.  “I needed to take a run to slough off some of yesterday’s ugliness and decided to head your way.  I thought we should talk now since it’s probably going to be difficult later.”  He was right, later was going to be difficult.  And not just to talk.  
“I’m glad you came.”  I said as I reached out to touch his arm.  “Now, how about you come in and keep me company while I make you some food.  Eggs sound good?”
“Always.”
Ten minutes later I had a six egg goat cheese and green onion omelet sitting in front of my ravenous friend along with four pieces of whole grain toast and a large glass of orange juice.  Shifting and running expended a lot of calories.  “You want some caffeine with that?”
“No thanks,” he said after swallowing a mouthful of food.  “Umm,” he moaned around his next bite.  “This is really good.”
“I aim to please.”  Breakfast was my specialty.  Other meals were fine but there was something about eggs that I really enjoyed.  You could do so many things with them and they were all different.  Quiche, frittatas, huevos rancheros, breakfast burritos, French toast, omelets and strata.  This list went on and on and I loved making them all.
“So, what did you need my help with?”  Corbin asked between mouthfuls.
“There is the possibility that I’m going to need legal counsel before the investigation into Jason’s murder is over.  I don’t want to rely on Joshua.  I’m not confident that he will unequivocally have my best interests in mind.”
“You want me to represent you?”
“Would you?”
“Of course,” he said waving a hand in the air like it was no big deal.  “I have a feeling that Joshua is going to be a bit put out though.”
“Don’t worry about him, he’ll get over it.”
“Anything that I should know about that has you concerned?   Besides what I already know about Liam McCallister and the mysterious missing merchandise?”
“Not really,” I hedged.  I didn’t like being evasive with Corbin.  At some point I might have to come clean but not yet.  “The Interspecies Bureau doesn’t seem to have any leads.  I’m just being cautious.”
“I have a feeling that whatever is going on with McCallister is directly related to Jason’s death.  If the Interspecies Bureau finds out that you withheld information that could help them with the case, you could find yourself facing obstruction charges.”  I grimaced without commenting.    
“Hey, you asked me to represent you,” he said, taking in my concerned expression.  “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I did not point that out.” 
 “I know that,” I admit grudgingly.
“I hope you also know you can count on me to watch your back.”  Not a question, just a statement of fact.
“I do.”  I smiled, reaching out to squeeze his hand.  “I really do.”
Corbin left shortly after devouring another four slices of toast and two more glasses of juice.  He stripped out of the borrowed clothes and with a wink at me over his shoulder, shifted back to his wolf form, sliding silently into the damp undergrowth.
I showered and dressed slowly after Corbin left, not looking forward to the long day ahead.   The funeral itself was not scheduled until late afternoon with the reception at my parents’ home taking place just after dusk.   
We had my father to thank for the extended day.  He had explained that he felt it was important to allow all his constituents the opportunity to pay their respects, even those that could not come out until the sun went down.  Thankfully my mother put her foot down about being at the cemetery after dark.  As a result, there would only be a chosen few vampires attending the private reception back at the house.  I’m sure this was really what my father preferred anyway.  He was never one to relish mixing with the average man on the street.  He considered it a waste of his time talking to those without influence and power.  I was more than a little grateful that my mother had stood up to him on this point.  It would have pissed me off more than was probably healthy to be standing graveside after dark just so that Liam McCallister could be present.     
I dressed in black slacks, blue-grey blouse and a black blazer.  I picked wedge heeled patent leather shoes for the first half of the day.  It would really suck to be sinking in a quagmire at the cemetery in high heels.  As it was, I hoped I did not run into a problem with the wedges.  I had also packed a small bag with more substantial heels and a dress for later.  It was going to be a long day, over several venues and I knew I would want to change once we got back for dinner.   I packed a few other essentials in the bag, grabbed my travel mug and headed out to face the day.
Thankfully, the drive to Gladwyne was uneventful.  I passed through the front gates of my parent’s home with a cursory wave to Thomas.  This time, instead of parking out front, I pulled around the garages to park near the entrance to the kitchen.  This would ensure that my car would be out of the way later when the guests arrived.  I didn’t really want to get out of the car knowing I had several hours of polite interactions with my father ahead of me.  Not to mention all of the sympathetic platitudes that I could expect from friends, acquaintances and business associates.  It was going to be a grueling and unfortunately I hadn’t had a lot of opportunity to quiet my mind.  I really regretted not being able to squeeze in an early morning yoga class today.  I had opted for the extra hour and a half of sleep instead.  Both were important but I wasn’t sure I had made the best choice.
The kitchen was silent when I entered but I knew that later, when the catering staff arrived, it would be a hive of activity.  Leaving the kitchen I made my way to the solarium to meet my mother and Aunt Gracie for breakfast.  Even though I had cooked earlier for Corbin, I had not eaten and I was still not very hungry.
The solarium was quiet when I entered.  Oddly, I appeared to be the first one to arrive.  I was thankful that someone had thoughtfully placed a pot of tea on the table.  There was also a carafe of what I assumed was coffee.  I helped myself to a cup of the tea while I waited for my mother and aunt.
I stood at the windows looking out over the still damp grounds making a mental list of all the things I needed to deal with in the next week.  The first thing was the logistics of McCallister’s replacement shipment.  I feared I was going to have to get Sal involved in order to get the Sapphire successfully through the customs scans.  There was also the issue with the financials that Samantha had pointed out to me yesterday.  I was trying to decide if I should approach my father about it today to see if he knew anything about it.  I knew it was likely best to hold off on mentioning it until after the funeral.  It was hard though, not to point out a mistake that fell under the portion of the business that he still managed.  Regardless, Jason’s funeral was probably not the best time to be bringing it up. 
“Abigail!”  I turned to find Winston rushing toward me from the doorway, arms spread wide.  He was the quintessential college professor, tweed coat, patched elbows, worsted wool pants, and the slightly disheveled look of someone concerned more about knowledge than outward appearances.  It’s funny how two sisters could choose men as their mates that were such polar opposites.  I was wrapped into a smothering hug.
“Oh Winston, it’s always so nice to be hugged by you,” my words were muffled by the press of his jacket against my face.  
“How are you dear?” he asked, putting his hands on my upper arms and holding me at arm’s length.  He peered at me closely, owlish eyes blinking in concern.  
“I’m hanging in there,” I assured him.  “Have you seen my mother?”
“Katharine and Gracie should be here in a second. They were just behind me in the hall.”  His voice dropped to a whisper.  “Your mother is not herself this morning,” he confided just before they entered.
When I saw my mother, my mouth fell open in shock.  I wasn’t sure what to say really.  She is always, and I mean always, put together and impeccably dressed.  Today her normal sleekly styled hair was wispy and ragged and her outfit was completely inappropriate.  She was wearing a red shawl-collar jacket with a matching skirt and scarlet pumps.  What the hell happened to her?  She had appeared to be holding up rather well these last couple of days.  Something had drastically changed this morning.
“Hello mom,” I greeted her cautiously as I made my way across the room towards her.  “How are you holding up?”  She appeared listless and unfocused when I hugged her.  I was not sure she even heard me.
“So, is that what you are wearing to the funeral?”  I asked.  No reply.  She wasn’t responding to my overtures and it was starting to scare me.
“Tell Abigail what you told me dear,” Aunt Gracie suggested, giving me a loaded look.   “Wait until you hear this,” she sent to me.  When my mother didn’t immediately respond, she prompted her again.  “You know, about Jason.”
She was staring at her hands when she said, “Jason always liked me in red.  Said it was cheerful and went well with my coloring.”  Well, that didn’t seem too unreasonable but still, something was seriously wrong.  
“I agree but you must know that today is not a cheerful occasion.”
“Yes, I know,” she said in a flat dead voice.  “Red is the color of blood though and Jason lost so much of his.  You were covered in it.”  She looked directly at me, a tiny flicker of red dancing in her eyes.  “I’m sure you remember.”  Now that wasn’t disturbing or anything.
Her expression, coupled with her words sent a current of fear racing down my spine.  Through her eyes I could see her berserker lying just inside its tattered containment boundary waiting for its chance to break free.  I was sure it was furious that someone so callously killed Jason.  In a way, he was its son too.  My mother must have been grappling with this for the last few days and from the looks of things, she was losing the battle.  If my mother’s mind was not able to contain the beast, she would be committed to a lifetime of padded cells, considered untrustworthy to mingle with society in the future.
“Ah, I don’t know about you,” I addressed my aunt and Winston, “but I think that we might have a major situation on our hands if we can’t get her to snap out of it.”
“So you see it too?”
“Ah, yeah.”  You would have to be a blind man not to see it!  “Why the hell didn’t you call me to come over earlier?  She looks like she is one crack away from a total breach,” I hissed trying not to be too loud and startle my mother.  Just what we needed to not happen was my mother to go on a rampage at the funeral and kill everyone.
“Mom, why don’t we go to the library for a minute?”  It was darker there and I might be able to get her to meditate with me.  I needed to get my mother to focus on something that was calming, allowing her to pull herself together.
“Why?”  She was suddenly agitated.  I saw the beast pacing, back and forth, back and forth obviously suspicious of my request.  It didn’t want the cracks sealed.  It wanted out.
“I need something from in there to read at the funeral.  I was hoping you could help me.”
“What a fine idea.  I will help too,” chirped Aunt Gracie.
I approached my mother cautiously and slipped my arm through hers.  “I love you mom, don’t leave me,” I whispered as I guided her towards the door.
Thankfully, we made it to the library without incident.  I sat her and Aunt Gracie at the round table near the fireplace.  Closing all the drapes, I pulled a fat candle off one of the candlesticks on the mantle.  I imagine it was intended to be a purely ornamental item, the decorator never expecting it to be lit.  Well today, it was being sacrificed to a good cause.  I had just plopped it down onto an ornate plate that I snatched from one of the shelves when I realized I did not have matches or a lighter.  Shit!  I really need for something to go right today!
A metallic rasp and a flame jumped from the lighter in Aunt Gracie’s hand.  In seconds the room was bathed in the glow of a single candle.  I cast a questioning glance her way.
“Winston slipped it to me before we came in,” she softly answered my unspoken question.  “We figured you were going for meditation.”
“Meditation?” my mother groused, the sound gravely and hoarse.  Her eyes were wildly dancing around the room and I expected her to bolt at any moment.  She was slipping fast.  “I thought you needed a book?” 
“Watch the candle mother,” I intoned softly.  “Look to the spot where the wick meets the flame, the place of rest, of connection.”  I watched her carefully and saw with relief that she was watching the flame.  I glanced at my aunt, who nodded encouragingly – time to forge ahead.  
“See the light as it wavers and dances upon the wick?  It dances to your call, to your very breath.  Breathe in the flame,” I crooned.  “Now breathe it out.  Breathe and become one with the dance.”  I could see her settle into the gentle rhythm of her breath.   She was looking at the flame.  Good.   Just when I thought we might make it over this hurdle, I heard the ominous sound of footfalls coming from the hall.
“Katharine!”  The frustrated sound of my father’s voice carried to us through the closed door.  He couldn’t have chosen a worse moment to come looking for my mother.    The door burst open and in walked my father, impeccably dressed as always.  He was the dark to my mother’s light.  Where she was petite and blonde, he was tall and dark.  Today his somber suite did even more to pronounce the contrast, giving him a monochromatic look that he was somehow still able to make look elegant. 
“Katharine?”
My mother’s eyes darted from the flame and she smiled.  Not the pretty smile one hopes to see on the face of their mother.  No, this smile could curdle milk.
“Were you looking for me Quentin?” her voice was rougher than before; jagged and harsh, like shards of broken glass underfoot.  She got to her feet, taking a step towards my father.  Both my aunt and I rose with her.  Our bodies instinctively responding to the danger my mother posed to all of us.  We exchange a worried glance.
“Father, I think you should go.  Mom really needs to meditate.”
“Nonsense, we need to go in for breakfast.  The staff has had the food laid out for nearly ten minutes now.”  Was he completely blind?  I think my mother looked worse now than in the solarium, if that was possible.  I was getting a really bad feeling about where this was headed.  No matter how much I tended to disagree with my father, I did not want to see him ripped to shreds by my mother.
“Father,” I started only to be cut off by his next words.
“What in God’s name are you wearing, Katharine?” he asked incredulously.  “That is a completely ridiculous outfit.”
She just looked at him, the air around her visibly vibrating with energy.  Her berserker was looking for a way to break down the remaining threadbare wall my mother had containing it and my father was giving it the perfect opportunity.
“Would you shut up, Quentin,” Aunt Gracie whispered furiously at him.  “Can’t you see that Katharine is walking a fine line?”  While my Aunt was speaking, my mother stalked across the room towards my father, eyes glowing.
“A fine line?  What are you talking….?”  He stopped before finishing his sentence, gaping in wide eyed horror at his wife.  Finally!  Christ, it took him long enough to catch on to what was happening.  My mother stopped in front of him and tilted her head, looking like a cat who has found a mouse.  What to do, what to do?  Play or eat?
“Katharine, you need to stop this nonsense at once.  Do you hear me?  At once!”  He was nearly shouting in his panic.
I groaned.  Was he crazy?  Had he not listened to the instructions about how to deal with a potential berserker release?  Every elf on the planet was required by law to be given that lesson starting at age seven and every year after until they reached their majority at twenty one.  There was a technique to successfully heading off a breach before it was a full scale disaster.  Yelling at the person did not factor into the equation anywhere.  But no matter how finely tuned the plan, in the end it boiled down to breathe, be calm, attempt to start meditation, contact the authorities and if the situation warrants - run.  Not necessarily in that order.  
My mother’s hand was around my father’s throat before I even realized she had moved.  A squeaking noise escaped him as he tried unsuccessfully to pull air into his lungs.
“Mother,” I jumped forward attempting unsuccessfully to break her stranglehold on him.  Calm. Stay calm.  “Sit down,” I said softly.  “Look at the flame.”
She released my father with a snarl before storming over to the table to hurl the candle across the room.  Unbelievably the flame was still burning as it landed with a thump and rolled under a sofa on the far side of the room.  
Shit, shit, shit!  I dashed after it.  My parent’s fairytale castle was one decorative candle away from becoming a bonfire.  Grabbing the front edge of the sofa I flipped it over, frantically clambering to reach the candle and blow it out.  The thin gauzy material attached to the underside of the sofa was already smoldering.  Ripping off the loose fabric I tried not to burn myself before I could make it to the fireplace.  I was panting from adrenaline by the time I threw the smoking mess into the fireplace.  I closed my eyes an instant before turning back to the commotion on the other side of the room.
My father was in the corner, my mother growling in his face while Aunt Gracie looked on, obviously uncertain what to do.  
I could feel my anger rising as well.  Breathe, I reminded myself.  In and out, in and out.  My heart rate slowed slightly but I still felt strung tight as a bowstring.  I hated what I was about to do but unfortunately it needed doing.  Striding across the room I barely paused at the fireplace to grab the now naked candlestick from the mantle.   Two more steps to the corner where my father was currently being shaken like a ragdoll by my mother.  It took everything in me to force the revulsion of what I was about to do from my mind.  One more deep breath before I raised my arm to hit my mother solidly on the back of the head.  Tears sprang to my eyes as she crumpled in a heap at my father’s feet.  He was staring alternately at me and down at her in shock, his neck red, his hair and clothing rumpled.
A strangled sob escaped me as the candlestick slipped from my boneless fingers, hitting the floor with a thud.  Aunt Gracie hurried to check my mother, finally spurred into action now that the immediate threat has passed.  Shaking fingers search my mother’s delicate neck for a pulse.  
“She’s still breathing and her pulse is strong.”
“Oh thank God,” I whispered, sinking to my knees and scrambling across the floor.  I gathered her into my lap, gingerly touching the back of her head.  There was an egg sized knot already forming where the metal candlestick had made contact with her scalp.
“She needs some ice and we need to get her to bed.”
“What about the funeral?” my father asked.  “People are going to expect to see her.”  Of course.  No worry about her head, or that she might slaughter everyone present if she were to attend.
“I could really care less what people expect!” I shouted at him.  Breathe Abigail, breathe.  “Can you just get some ice?”  If I did not calm down, my berserker threatened to give us all a repeat performance of the shaking my mother just gave my father.  He looked at me with disgust, straightening his clothes before heading out the library door.  
“Are you going to get that ice?” I yelled at his retreating back.
“You’ll get your ice.”
Three minutes later, Caleb showed up with an ice pack.  I don’t know why I had expected anything different.  Why would
Quentin Lassiter return with the ice himself?  “I will carry Mrs. Lassiter up to her room.”
I nodded my thanks as he gathered her into his arms.  We followed in his wake as he strode through the house to her room where he carefully settled her on the bed with her head lying on the ice pack.  Aunt Gracie fussed with the pillow and the blankets before I sent her and Caleb out so they have enough time to get ready for the funeral.  I couldn’t leave though.  I continued to watch over her, hopeful that the Berserker will not be at the fore when she awoke. 
“Please come back to me,” I spoke softly to her, pushing the hair off her forehead and wiping her face with a damp washcloth.  
“I am here to help your mother Abigail, if you will permit it.”  Naris was standing near the foot of the bed, his wings shimmering behind him.  His face was solemn but unreadable, an impenetrable mask of wisdom and time immeasurable.   I had never actually asked Naris his age, but standing there looking at me from the foot of my mother’s bed I had the sense that his experience of life was as vast in years as the universe was in stars.
“What kind of help?”  It was always best to understand the nature of my Guardian’s help.  When I was ten, I found a feeble stray cat that was quite old, covered with fleas and teaming with parasites.  Naris had offered his assistance and I had whole heartedly embraced his offer.  His idea of help was euthanasia whereas I had been thinking more along the lines of taking 10 years off of old Fluffy’s age so we could start again.  It was a lesson I did not need to be taught twice.
He smiled kindly.  “I can restore her mental barricades, if you like.  They would be as strong as they were before Jason’s murder.”
Was there a trick in there somewhere?  “How strong were they before the murder?”  
“You are wise to ask.  You are learning,” he dipped his head at me in approval.  “To answer your question, they were very strong – more than sufficient to get her through this crisis.”
“What if something else happens?”
“I cannot indefinitely bolster her fortifications, Abigail,” he advised me.  “It is her job to provide proper maintenance.  I can assure that she makes it through today without concern that her berserker will break free.  Beyond that, I can make no guarantees.”
I thought about it a moment before giving my answer.  I trusted Naris with this, besides, there was no other option.  I was counting on the fact that he knew how important my mother was to me.  
“Do it.”  If he didn’t, the outcome for my mother was bleak.  Without a reinforced barrier, her beast was likely to surge to the forefront when she awoke.  If that happened, I would be mourning my mother’s death as well as Jason’s because with the berserker in control, my mother would be gone just as surely as if she had died.  Doomed to spend the rest of her days a slave to the ravings of her beast, she would be locked away to keep the rest of us safe.
Naris walked to my mother where she lay unconscious on the bed, laying one hand gently on her forehead, the other on her shoulder.   Closing his eyes he began to hum.  Not a true vocalization, rather a sound that seemed to permeate the room, emanating from the space around him and my mother.  It was an eerie resonance filled with love and strength, with the memories of forgotten yesterdays and unforeseen tomorrows.
I tried unsuccessfully to allow the steady thrum to calm me.  A minute passed, then two as I wrung my hands in anxiety.   I was beginning to worry that Naris would not be able to achieve the goal he had set for himself and that my mother would awaken as she had been before I had so brutally battered her.
The room was abruptly silent.  I surged to my feet as Naris stepped away from the bed.  “Fear not Abigail Lassiter.  All is as promised.  Your mother’s mental barriers are repaired.”  
“Thank you,” I choked out around a sob.  The guilt at having pummeled my mother was suffocating.
“You did what was needed Abigail,” he said touching my shoulder.  “There is no shame in making a difficult choice in an impossible situation.”
“That is easier said than lived with I think.”  Forever I will remember the sound of my mother’s body hitting the floor after I had clubbed her with that candlestick.  A bubble of hysterical laughter burst from my lips.  It was Abigail Lassiter in the library with a candlestick.
A cool hand touches my forehead.  “Be at peace Abigail.”  Instantly the rising hysteria was quelled.  
I nodded my thanks before returning to my post at my mother’s side.  Her color was better and I noticed that the ice pack was on the nightstand.  I didn’t move it and I never saw Naris touch it.  I picked it up by a corner and looked at my Guardian with furrowed brows.  
“It was no longer necessary,” he shrugged.  It was such a human gesture for someone so obviously not human.
“I thought you could do nothing more than repair her barrier?” I said after running my fingers gently over the back of my mother’s skull to find it was now lump free.
“I was referring to her psychic impairment, not her physical,” he clarified before disappearing.
She woke, moments later.  She did not question her odd clothes, or why she was in bed with me hovering over her.  She didn’t seem to remember her close call with insanity and I sure as hell wasn’t going to remind her.  I was sure her case of pseudo amnesia was also Naris’ doing.  Thank you!  
We went into her en-suite bathroom where she washed her face, reapplied her make-up and then proceeded to change her clothes.  She redressed in a knee length black sheath dress, over which she wore a matching knee length jacket.  She looked lovely with her hair re-styled and her makeup reapplied.  When we arrived at the bottom of the stairs at the appointed time to leave for the funeral my father quickly covered his shock, adopting instead a watchful stance and a tight expression.
Aunt Gracie slipped in close to me, obviously perplexed.  “Did you perform a miracle or something?  She looks completely herself again.”
“It wasn’t me.”  That was the truth.  I could feel my aunt’s tension increase as we watched my mother approach my father, neither of us entirely certain what was going to happen.  
She walked directly to him and linked her arm through his, chattering about how we needed to hurry.  He turned and looked at me over her head, a question clearly in his eyes.  I shrugged noncommittally.  There was no plausible explanation, so it seemed pointless to offer one.
 



Chapter 16
 
We managed to get through the memorial service at the funeral home as well as the interment at the cemetery without my mother having any setbacks.  After the tempestuous episode this morning, the subsequent events of the day seemed anticlimactic by comparison.  It was a blur of condolences and covert monitoring of my mother’s mood and demeanor.  True to his word, Naris seemed to have restored my mother’s mental fortifications.  I sent him another silent thank you.
I did get an odd look from Samantha when she hugged me in the receiving line at the memorial service but there were too many people around to question her about it.  I guess that was one little mystery that would have to wait for a more private moment.
The funeral reception had started about an hour ago and the quartet was playing a suitably subtle selection of background music.  I had been mingling among the sea of friends and acquaintances, all of them offering an unoriginal collection of condolences.  I couldn’t really blame anyone though.  There were only so many ways to tell someone that you were sorry for their loss.  
Needing a moment to regroup, I made my way to the fringes of the room where Corbin was loitering next to the balcony doors.  I looked over the crowd letting my eyes slip out of focus.  Instantly the sea of somberly dressed people shifted to a riot of color.  One of the side effects of my Location skills was a secondary talent that allowed me to see the energy patterns of organic things.  Some people would say I saw auras.  I wasn’t a huge fan of that term.  Aura was a word for charlatans.  What I could see was a person’s life force represented as pure, glowing energy.  I was continually amazed by the range of hues that could be found by looking at a crowd like this.  There were distinct notes of sadness represented by the deep purples and greys sprinkled here and there.  These were Jason’s true friends and various close family members who were clearly mourning his passing.  The rest, while possibly more subdued than usual, were still vibrant with the strength of life.  
There were a few standouts in the crowd.  In particular I was surprised to see Naris standing at attention on the far side of the room near the doorway to the main kitchen area.  The clear blue light of his life force would have been blinding if I had been standing closer.  He was looking to his right.  I followed the line of his gaze to see he was watching my mother.  Even though he had not willingly shown himself to me, he was still here helping, watching.
I looked away to scan the crowd again when I noticed an unusually bright green glow from the far side of the room.  The sheer intensity of the color implied power, lots of it.  And although I craned my neck and stood on tiptoe I couldn’t see the person clearly.  All I got was the impression of a tall male with warm brown hair.   I turned my head back towards Naris to find him watching me.  Our eyes met and he raised his eyebrows in surprise.  Sliding back to regular sight, he winked out of view.   
I turned away from the crowd to look out onto the grounds.  My mother had an infatuation with up-lit trees and low voltage lighting.  About five years ago she had a landscape designer place lights discretely throughout the property creating intimate spaces and picturesque scenes that could only be appreciated at night.  
“You haven’t introduced me to your daughter, Quentin,” someone said behind me in the same instant that a wash of power surrounded me.  I glanced at Corbin and was surprised to see he looked positively rigid with tension.  The reason became obvious when I turned around to find the voice belonged to Jonathan Wilder, Corbin’s pack-master.  I had the sneaky suspicion that if I unfocused my sight again, I would find myself standing face to face with the man who had the bright green life force.
I tried not to look over at Corbin since I was certain that he was wishing a hole would form in the floor and swallow him up.  He tried to stay on the periphery of pack politics as much as possible and coming directly into the pack-master’s path was probably uncomfortable.  Jonathan Wilder’s eyes slide over Corbin at my side before his gaze settled on me.  
Corbin was a dominant male werewolf, an Alpha.  He wouldn’t be able to hold his own in a courtroom otherwise.  A submissive wolf wouldn’t have enough strength of character to stand up to an opposing attorney who happened to be an Alpha.  There were levels of dominance within the pack and from what I had been able to tell from previous meetings with some of Corbin’s pack mates, he fell somewhere mid-level in the Alpha hierarchy.  There was no question as to where Jonathan Wilder stood - dominance was flowing off of him in waves.   It rolled over my skin like the pounding surf of high tide.  I imagined it was all Corbin could do to remain standing in his presence.   
Dominance is innate.  You were either born with it or you weren’t.  It couldn’t be faked or learned but it could be pushed, stretched with effort for a short duration, much like a runner pulling on reserves to make a sprint at the end of a race.  Jonathan Wilder’s off the chart level should require quite a bit of effort to sustain but it was almost like the energy coming off him was secondary, an afterthought, something out of his control.  
“You haven’t met?  I hadn’t realized that,” my father said pleasantly, turning his flawlessly alluring smile towards us.  I had learned long ago not to be taken in by his false charm, having seen it too many times bestowed upon someone he would happily skewer later with a verbal diatribe of their faults and unworthiness.  Right now he was doing his doting father act all the while pretending not to notice the thrum of energy pouring off the man standing beside him.
“Jonathan, may I present my daughter Abigail,” he said, smiling widely while making introductions.  “Abigail, this is Jonathan Wilder, pack-master of the Lenape Pack.”
“It is a pleasure to meet you Mr. Wilder,” I reached out to shake his hand while smiling politely.  I tried not to cringe in anticipation of touching him, certain his power would scald my very skin.
“The pleasure is all mine,” he replied taking my hand and giving it a firm but surprisingly gentle squeeze.  “But please, call me Jonathan.”  His nostrils flared and a flash of puzzlement rolled across his face.  It was so quickly covered that I almost thought I had imagined it.  Almost.  What was that all about?
“Alright, Jonathan,” I acquiesced with a nod.  I was relieved that he had reined in his power a bit and that my hand was still intact.  I knew Corbin was going to hate this next part but I really didn’t see any way around it.  “I believe you already know my friend Corbin Greenbranch.”  I put my hand on the back of Corbin’s upper arm, giving a little squeeze.  
“Good to see you Corbin,” Jonathan said, focusing his attention momentarily on Corbin.
 “You too sir,” Corbin replied.  “If you will excuse me for a moment, I was just going to get Abigail a drink.” He turned and winked at me before disappearing into the crowd.  
“Thanks a lot!”
I sent to him silently.
“I’m very sorry about your brother,” Jonathan was saying.  I must have heard that a couple of hundred times over the course of this day.
“Thank you; it has been a rough few days.”  I glanced across the sea of people milling around us, trying to figure out what else to say when the song flowing across the room suddenly registered.  The quartet my aunt had hired was playing an instrumental version of Cheeseburger in Paradise.  My eyes dart to my father and that’s when I saw it, the not so subtle eye tick.  Go Aunt Gracie! 
“If you will excuse me a moment,” my father murmured to Jonathan, his focus already fixed on the location of the musicians across the room.   I watched him walk away only to realize that as I was watching my father, Jonathan Wilder was watching me. 
“Interesting musical selection for a funeral,” he ventured with obvious curiosity.
“Jason was a big Jimmy Buffett fan,” I said.  I could feel a smile threatening.
“I take it your father is not.”  I would swear I saw his mouth twitch in a suppressed grin.  I was not as successful at controlling mine because I could not stop thinking about my father’s twitchy eye as he took off for the other side of the room.  A fully-fledged happy smile was spreading across my face.
“I don’t really care what he likes,” I admitted, still smiling.  “Today is about honoring Jason.  About remembering who he was.”
“You’re right, it is about Jason.”  My happy smile slipped as he continued.  “I understand that the Interspecies Bureau is investigating.”  I was betting that he knew more about the progress of the investigation than I did since Agent McCabe was a wolf.  Even though Interspecies Bureau agents couldn’t be a part of the pack that was located inside their jurisdiction, it was widely known that they tended to socialize and mingle with local members of their species.  Wolves were especially social, needing a sense of connection with others of their kind.
“Yes.” I nodded, making direct eye contact.  Not always a good idea with a dominant wolf since they had a nasty habit of seeing it as a challenge.  But did I care about any of that at the moment?  No.  
“And I’m sure you know more about what is going on with that investigation than I do.”  My mouth did get away from me sometimes.
He leaned down like he was sharing a secret, completely unfazed by my challenge.  “Possibly,” he replied noncommittally, his lips twitching.  
Obviously I posed so little threat that it was not worth his time to even be annoyed, which by the way, irked me a little.  Well maybe more than a little.  It did not really help that he was so damn attractive either.  Well over six feet, he had the usual athletic build typical of a Were.  He also had a full head of richly burnished chestnut hair that immensely complimented his piercing green eyes.  It was hard to believe but I was betting he was well into his sixties or seventies and he did not look a day over thirty-five.  I gave myself a mental slap when I noticed my berserker was paying attention.  This was my brother’s funeral reception.  I needed to rein it in already.
“There is no possibly about it,” I scoffed.  “I assume that Agent McCabe is a regular visitor at The Den?”  The Den was where the Lenape Pack-Master resided along with quite a large contingent of his wolves.  You had to either be a wolf or a family member of the pack to be invited.  No one else was admitted inside its walls.  Ever.
“You are an interesting woman Abigail Lassiter,” he said.  What was that supposed to mean?  
“That’s what Agent McCabe said too,” I replied, frowning at the second man to say that in less than two days.  I was pretty sure neither had meant it as a compliment.
A hand came to rest on my arm.  Liam McCallister was standing next to me, staring directly at Jonathan Wilder with a proprietary glint in his eye.  I glanced back over at Jonathan just in time to see his eyes narrow before he settled a bland expression on his face.
“Liam,” Jonathan said.  It was polite but just barely.
“Jonathan.”  Liam’s tone matched Jonathan’s exactly.
I did a mental eye roll when I felt the dominance rolling off Jonathan kick up a notch.  Okay, more than a notch.  Let the posturing begin.  These two definitely did not like each other.  It made me wonder about the Were working the gate at the Clan Home.  I was surprised Wilder let any of his people work for someone he so obviously detested.
“Abigail, how are you this evening?” McCallister asked before his nostrils flared and a look of distaste settled on his face.  He was acting as if he smelled something rotten.  I was starting to worry I had forgotten my deodorant.  
 “You looked rather happy a moment ago,” he continued.  I nearly bristled at the faint note of disapproval I detected in his tone.  
“Jonathan and I were having a bit of fun at my father’s expense I’m afraid.”  I did not try to offer further explanations.  He did not need to know everything.  “You can let go of my arm now,” I grumbled at him silently.  I did not have to wonder if he got my mental reprimand when I saw him purse his lips in irritation.  I shifted so that he was forced to release his hold on my arm.  
“Penelope has been asking about you ever since your visit the other night.”  He pretended to ignore my arm extraction and lack of explanation.  “You made quite an impression.”
“She made quite an impression on me as well.”  I couldn’t help being honest, she was a nice kid.  I cast a surreptitious glance at Jonathan Wilder out of the corner of my eye.  I was sure he was trying to figure out why I was spending time at Liam McCallister’s home.  I was also certain that Liam wanted him wondering.  Damn vampire.
“So, you’ve met Liam’s ward?”  The question was asked casually, too casually in fact.  I had the fleeting thought that the pack master might be doing a little of Agent McCabe’s work for him.  
“Yes.”
“Abigail is going to set up a play date for Penelope,” McCalliser offered.  I was hoping that Jonathan was making mental notes to take back to Agent McCabe since it bolstered my explanation for being at the Clan Home.  “She has convinced me that my ward needs to spend more time with children her own age.”
Yeah, hanging with a bunch of dead people had to be a real drag I thought with a mental eye roll.  Wait!  Did I just say that out loud?  Judging from the bland facial expressions of the two men, I was guessing I had mercifully not spoken aloud.  Instead, I went with the more polite, “I hope to have that set up in the next day or two.  I will contact Lok with the details.”
Before McCallister could reply, Jacqueline materialized out of the crowd to stand at his side.   She looked lovely in an aubergine shift dress and silk wrap in deep purples and creams.
“Pack-master” she dipped her head in greeting before turning her attention to me.  “Abigail, it’s good to see you, even under such sad circumstances.” 
“It’s nice to see you too,” I replied sincerely.  She had been the one nice person on the whole hellish ride to Riverwalk the other night.  
“I hope that you remember your brother with love.”  She dipped her head again, only this time it was an attempt to convey respect for my loss.  Well, that was the first original sympathetic comment of the day.  
“Thank you Jacqueline, I will.”  
“I’m glad.  That is the best honor we can bestow on those that leave us behind.”  I guess being a vampire, she would know all about being left behind.   
She smiled at me sympathetically before turning to McCallister.  “Master,” she murmured and then… nothing.  They were speaking, I was sure of it, but the pack-master and I were excluded.  
“If you will excuse us Abigail, Jonathan,” Liam said stiffly, his attention focused back on us.  “Jacqueline informs me that my presence is required elsewhere.  Please pass along my apologies for my early departure to your mother and father.”  
“Certainly.”  Now weren’t all of us being so very polite.
“You and I will talk,” he said giving me a pointed look.  “Soon.”  Oops, maybe not so polite after all.  Well, that didn’t sound ominous or anything.  I nodded, trying to figure out where the personable man from the other evening had gone.
He directed a curt nod at Jonathan before he and Jacqueline disappeared into the crowd, heading towards the front door.  I stared after them a moment, perplexed.
“Interactions with the dead are always interesting.  Especially with the primo vamp himself,” Jonathan commented wryly.
“You can say that again,” I said.  “And I believe that Liam would take offense at the inference that he is dead, though.  Don’t you know that he’s transformed?”  I mimed finger quotes with my hands.  “Not that it takes much to irritate him.  He seems perpetually aggravated.”
“Oh, and I’m sure he just loved your comment about hanging out with dead people being a real drag,” he said, shaking his head in amazement.
“Oh no!” I gasped.  “I was sure I didn’t say that out loud.”  Just what I needed, a pissed off clan master.
 “Well, you did,” his eyes twinkled with amusement.  “But I believe, in this case, his annoyance was for an entirely different reason.  I have to admit that I was a bit taken aback myself.”
Huh?  My brows furrowed in confusion.  What was he talking about?
“You have been marked and he seems to have taken that as an infringement upon territory he considers his.”  
“Wait a minute.  There was so much wrong with that statement that I don’t know where to start.”  I took a deep breath.  “First of all, I’m so not his territory and what do you mean by marked?”
“I can smell Corbin’s mark on you.  Recent if I’m not mistaken.”  He raised a single, perfectly shaped eyebrow in question.
“Ah…” I murmured, understanding dawning as I remembered Samantha’s strange look earlier.  I had forgotten about Corbin’s wolf rubbing himself on me this morning.  I was sure the shower I took shortly afterwards would have eliminated most of the smell.  “This morning before breakfast his wolf rubbed himself all over me.”
“His wolf?” he said with a little confused head shake.
“Of course his wolf!”  Did he think Corbin the man had rubbed himself all over me?  That would have been hilarious had he tried.  I would have to tell Corbin that later.  
“I was sure that Corbin was a homosexual,” he said, seemingly mystified.  “It caused quite a stir when he was formally admitted into the pack as an Alpha.”
“He is and it did.”  What did Corbin’s sexual preferences have to do with anything? 
He leaned towards me and I took an involuntary half step back.  He gave me a chastising look, his wolf looking out at me through the jade of his eyes.  “I promise I won’t bite, but I would like a better scenting.  If you will permit me?”
I couldn’t decide what to make of the pack-master.  Earlier he was throwing off dominance like a nuclear reactor but outwardly appeared a genuine, albeit attractive, and personable individual.  Of course, no one got to be pack-master of one of the largest packs in the US by being just a nice guy.  There were dominance challenges in all werewolf packs, most usually bloody affairs ending in the loser’s demise.  That reality seemed at odds with the congenial man in front of me.  Another man met who was a conundrum.
I nodded my agreement, and one of the most handsome men I have ever met leaned in to smell me.  Just fabulous.
 There was something so sadly humorous about having this gorgeous man sniffing around for all the wrong reasons.  He inhaled deeply with his face inches from my skin.  His rich brown hair grazed my shoulder and I was unable to suppress a shiver.  
“Ah,” he said to himself.  I was so hoping that that was about the smell and not my tremor.
“So, I take it that was helpful?”
“Very,” he said smiling.  The smile did not appear to be an entirely happy one.  “He has marked you as pack, not as mate.  That explains my wolf’s reaction.”  It did?  
“It’s a distinction usually reserved for other wolves,” he explained.  “A vampire, even one as old and seasoned as Liam, wouldn’t be able to distinguish between the two.  I suspect that you showered shortly after?”
“Yes.”
“That is why I couldn’t smell it as distinctly,” he said.  “The mark is there, but some of the subtleties have been dampened.  Had you not showered so soon after, it would have been stronger.”
“Who knew there was a difference in the scents a wolf could lay down?”  I said in wonder.  
“A wild wolf could not achieve the subtle distinction but a werewolf is much more complex.”  
“So why can’t I smell it?”  I involuntarily sniffed my arm.  I had really thought after my shower the smell was gone, or nearly so at least.  Not to mention that elves have a better sense of smell than humans and many of the other races.
“The wearer is not meant to smell it.  It would drive those with a sensitive sense of smell crazy to have a constant odor tickling their noses.”  He looked out over the crowd his eyes skimming the others in the room.  “Corbin is obviously concerned about you.  The only way his wolf would mark you as pack is if it thinks you need protecting.”  He turned back to me, his eyes narrowing as he pinned me with his gaze.  “Do you?’
“Do I what?”
“Need protecting?”
“I can take care of myself,” I assured him.
“Hmm,” he murmured, looking unconvinced.  “I know you are an elf and as such have innate weapons at your disposal.  But Corbin has insured that should you have a problem, any Lenape wolf in the vicinity will feel compelled to help.”
“Oh shit.”  I didn’t really need more attention drawn to the things currently going on in my life.
“Exactly.  And if your issues are with Liam McCallister and my wolves get involved, that could pose a serious problem for me,” he said while running a hand through his hair.   “I think I need to have a talk with our friend Corbin.”  Even though I was seriously irritated with Corbin, I was feeling a bit sorry for him too.  I did not envy anyone who incurred Jonathan Wilder’s displeasure.
 



Chapter 17
 
“I got quite the dressing down from my pack-master last night,” Corbin reported to me the next morning.  He had showed up again for an early morning visit complete with breakfast.  I was going to have to run to the market soon if he kept popping up after a shift.  I was nearly out of eggs and the orange juice container was feeling a little light.   I was going to have to get creative if he showed up again before I did some shopping.
“I hope you did not come here looking for sympathy,” I told him while flipping over the six pancakes that were currently cooking on the griddle, “because you are about to get another earful from me.”  I was ticked that I was now going to be looking over my shoulder to make sure there weren’t any Lenape wolves around every time I was having a tense moment with Liam McCallister.  Since we were nearly always having a tense moment, it was guaranteed to cause a problem sooner rather than later.
“My wolf just wants to protect you,” he tried explaining.  “We both love you like a sister.”
“Honey, I love you too.”  Softening a little I ruffled his hair before setting a steaming stack of food in front of him.  “But…” I stretched out the word.  “This scent marking business is going to make my life a little tricky.”  If my life got any trickier, I was going to be in serious trouble.
“Why won’t you let me help more with whatever is going on with McCallister?”
“What McCallister expects from me is not something you should knowingly keep secret.  I will not compromise your ethics unless I absolutely have to.”
“I still want to help.”  He crossed his arms as he presented me with a stubborn stare. 
“I know you do and you are helping.  You’re my lawyer.”  We sat in silence while Corbin went back to inhaling his food, each of us stewing on our own thoughts.
Corbin’s head popped up as if a light bulb went off.  “What if I could arrange someone to help that I guarantee will not report details back to me?”  I could tell by the eagerly hopeful look on his face that he believed he had a good candidate.
“I can handle it,” I mulishly refused.
“Don’t you mean that you and Samantha can handle it?  She knows what is going on I assume?”  Uh oh.  I think I had hurt his feeling by confiding more in Samantha than him.
“She only thinks she does,” I said carefully.  “I have not confirmed any details.”  I suddenly remembered something.  “Hey, you also helped by getting Marsha to bring Francine and Jax on the play date.”  I had spoken with her at the funeral yesterday.  We planned to get the kids together tomorrow at the park as long as I got approval from McCallister.  I texted Lok with the details last night but had yet to hear back.
“Yeah, she told me you guys are meeting at the park tomorrow.  And it isn’t like I had to twist her arm.  She is looking forward to seeing you and the kids are excited to meet the kid that lives in the house with all the vampires.”
“Wow, I had not realized Penny was such a celebrity,” I chuckled.
“You do realize that getting involved in the personal life of Liam McCallister is hands down the most asinine thing you have ever done, right?”  His eyes held obvious concern.  I knew he was right but what was I supposed to do?
“Yeah well, not feeling like I have a ton of options at the moment.”  I started putting all of the dirty dishes in the dishwasher as Corbin rose to put the pancake ingredients away. “I can get that,” I said.
“You made breakfast; I can at least help clean up.”  We worked in companionable silence for a few minutes, each of us lost to our own thoughts.
“Since we never did really talk about any of this, can you at least explain why in the hell you
are taking the kid out anyway?” Corbin finally asked. 
“McCallister offered to reduce the term of my indentured servitude by one month for taking Penny on a play date.  Sounded too easy to pass up,” I shrugged.
“Still sounds like insanity to me.  Just sayin….”
“I’m thinking that the more I make McCallister happy, the better off I’m going to be.”
“Playing.  With.  Fire,” he said while jabbing the stick of butter he was holding at me to emphasize each word.
“That lost a little something with the butter.”  
He looked at the stick in his hand and smiled sheepishly at me.  “Doesn’t make it any less true.”  
No.  No it didn’t. 
The rest of my morning was spent in the office catching up on email and paperwork.  I was also waiting to hear from Samantha regarding her research into the wonky retirement fund report.  Just after lunch Johanna buzzed my office from the reception desk in the lobby.
“Ms. Lassiter?”
“Yes?”
“Jonathan Wilder is here to see you.” 
I groaned while flopping my head back on my desk chair.  What did he want?  McCallister’s shipment and little Penny’s play date both loomed on the horizon.  I had a lot to do and very little time to do it.
“Ms. Lassiter?” Johanna prompted.
I sighed in resignation before pressing the button to reply.  “You can send him back.”  I closed my eyes in silent preparation before standing to greet my visitor.  All too soon Johanna was ushering the pack-master through my office door.
“Good morning Jonathan,” I said, reaching out to shake his hand.
“Abigail,” he smiled, taking my hand in his and giving it a firm shake.
“Can I offer you something to drink?” I asked.  Johanna hesitated at the door, waiting to hear his reply.  “Coffee, juice, water?”
“I’m fine.”
“Alright,” I said before dismissing Johanna.  “Thank you Johanna.  Hold my calls, will you?”  
“Certainly Ms. Lassiter.”  She left, closing the door behind her.
“So, what brings you in to see me this morning?” I asked now that we were alone.  
“I have someone that I think may be able to help you with a problem you have.”
“What problem would that be?” I asked carefully.  A slow burn began to build in the region of my sternum.  Heartburn?  No, that would be dread.  I rubbed the middle of my chest absently, hoping to rid myself of the sensation.  I couldn’t help remembering Corbin’s words of this morning. “What if I get you some help that I guarantee will not report details back to me?”
“It has come to my attention that you might need help from a stevedore at the Tioga Marine Terminal.”   How the hell did he know I needed help at Tioga?  Corbin’s mind was an amazing thing.  He must have figured out what was going on and asked the pack-master for help.  Shit, shit, shit!
“I have no idea what you are talking about,” I said after pasting a puzzled expression on my face.  I don’t know who the hell I was kidding.  I so needed the help.  I was also apparently lousy at hiding things from my closest friends.   
“Are you sure?”
“Absolutely.”  I am absolutely certain I need the help.  I am just not willing to admit it to you.
“Our mutual friend must have misunderstood the situation then?”
“Must have…,” I replied noncommittally, nodding my head.
“Well, in case you change your mind, here is the stevedore’s information.”  He placed a slip of bright green repositionable note paper on my desk.  It was folded and sealed closed along the sticky edge.  He used the index finger of his right hand to push it towards me.
When I reached out to take the slip of neon from him, he wrapped his left hand around my wrist.  He leaned across the desk and began speaking mere inches from my face.  The scent of peppermint and man wafted towards me.  
“This is one of mine,” he informed me, tapping the paper with his free hand.  I forced myself to listen to what he was saying instead of staring at him stupidly.  “He will help because I have asked him to.  Do not betray our trust.”
“As I said, I don’t need any help.”  I guess he didn’t hear me the first time?
“Mmmhmm….” I detected some skepticism in his tone.  “Is that why you were going to take the information anyway?”
I started to shake my head, about to make another denial when a thought suddenly occurred to me.  “What were you expecting from me in return?”
“Nothing,” he said with a shrug, leaning back out of my personal space.  He released my hand and the paper before sitting back down and casually crossing his ankle over his knee.   Nothing was for free.  I narrowed my eyes at him in suspicion as I pulled the paper towards me.  I wasn’t quite ready to give up on the information despite my protests to the contrary.  “Corbin already took care of it.”
“Corbin?”  Now I was on high alert.  “What did he offer to do?”
“He offered to step-up.”  Well that explained everything, didn’t it?
“Step-up?”  I repeated, puzzled.  “What does that mean exactly?”
“It means that he has been hiding in the middle of the pack too long.”  His reply came out in an annoyed rumble.  He looked irritated just thinking about it. 
“Oh no,” I groaned as I realized what that meant.
“Oh yes,” Jonathan confirmed.  “Corbin is more dominant than many wolves currently above him in the hierarchy.   I know it and he knows I know it.”  His voice was still a rumble and my skin began to itch as his power simmered.  “He is also aware that nothing aggravates me more than a man holding his wolf back.  Starting today, he is no longer hiding in the middle.”  
“You cannot make him do that!” I said, aghast.  I felt the color drain from my face.  “Take the paper back!” I thrust the still folded sheet towards him as if it were on fire.
“Actually, I can make him do it,” he said with a growl.  Power swamped every corner of my office.  Someone was a little touchy.  “I have given him a lot of slack since it’s difficult to live an alternative lifestyle and still be pack.  That is over.”
“Please,” I said.  “I haven’t even looked at the name.  I will find someone else.”
“I thought you didn’t need any help?” he responded dryly.  Crap, betrayed by my own blabbering mouth!
“Regardless, I do not need your help,” I said, pointing at him.  “Give Corbin his freedom back.”  
“You misunderstand, Abigail.  I’m not taking his freedom, I’m giving it to him.  Besides, it’s too late for that.  He’s already agreed to my terms,” he said with finality.  The power overflow was starting to recede but it still made my head hurt.  “He only requested that I present you with the name.  You were neither required to accept the information, nor avail yourself of the assistance.  In fact, I got the impression he thought that you would turn down the help.”
“Anyone ever tell you that you’re a bastard?”
“Yes but my mother wouldn’t like to hear you say it,” he said, unfazed by the insult.  “She and my father have been happily married nearly one hundred twenty years and since I’m only seventy-two...” he trailed off.  I knew he was older than thirty five I thought wryly.
“I guess now is when I’m supposed to politely thank you for the name,” I said. 
“It was my pleasure.”  He seemed determined to ignore my sarcasm.  He rose to his feet.  “Think about using it.  Seems a shame to have Corbin making sacrifices for nothing,” he mused.
As he approached the door he turned and looked back at me thoughtfully.  “You know, I would have come even if Corbin had not offered anything in exchange.”
I looked at him skeptically.
“My wolf would have insisted.”  I was so not going to ask what that might mean.  I seemed to be doing a lot of that lately.  Instead I focused on keeping my facial expression blank.
“You’re not even going to ask what that means are you?” he laughed.  So glad my discomfort amused.  
“No,” I said shaking my head.  “No, I’m not.”
“Stubborn,” he chuckled to himself before leaving.
 Once he was gone I peeled open the sticky edge of the florescent paper.  It contained two pieces of information; the name Joey Jansk and a phone number.  Despite my earlier protests, I knew I would be calling the number on the paper.
 



Chapter 18
 
Twenty seconds later there was a tap on my door followed by Samantha’s head peeking around the frame.  “Hey, I saw the pack-master leave.  You didn’t mention he was coming in this morning.”  She sniffed the room, looking a bit apprehensive.
“Much like you did not mention that Corbin had scent marked me,” I volleyed.
“Well, it hardly seemed like something I could explain with all those people waiting in line,” she said, flipping both of her hands in the air in exasperation.  She came in, sniffing again before finally taking a seat in the chair Wilder recently vacated.
“I guess not but to answer your question, I didn’t mention it because I didn’t know he was coming.”  Samantha leaned down to sniff the arm of the chair with a slightly bemused expression.  
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Huh?”  She looked up, her brows knitted in confusion.
“All the sniffing?”  I said, mimicking her actions by sniffing the air around me.  “And you look a little strange.”
“Oh,” she said, looking a bit sheepish.  “I can’t help it.  It’s the pack-master’s scent.  It makes the wolves in his pack feel like we have come home.”  At my bewildered expression she continued.  “Think of being cuddled on the couch during a snow storm in front of a roaring fire with a slice of apple pie and warm cider laced with rum.”
“I don’t like apple pie.  Or rum.”
“Then you would have a cup of tea and a gingersnap!” she said giving me an exasperated look.  “I think you know what I mean!”  I did think I knew what she meant and it was a little freaky.
“Really?  Does this happen to everyone or just the females?” I asked suspiciously.  It seemed odd that the males would get the same reaction.
“Yes, Abigail,” she said.  “The male wolves get the same feeling but the alphas feel it less intensely than the submissives.”
“And you said my Locating skills were creepy.”  I rolled my eyes.  I didn’t want anyone to have that much sway over my emotions.  It was a little frightening.
“They are creepy,” she said definitively.  “Useful, but definitely creepy.  Anyway, was he pissed about Corbin marking you?”
“I don’t know that that is quite how I would put it.”  McCallister was the one that seemed pissed.  “He seemed more confused at first and then concerned later.”
“Confused?”
Sighing I explained, “I took a shower right after Corbin left, so the scent was apparently subtle.  Jonathan originally thought that Corbin had marked me as his mate.”
“No way,” Samantha breathed, eyes wide.  “Well, that must have been a shock,” she laughed.  “I guess I was not thrown off since I smelled it when I hugged you.  I got a nose full.”
“Yeah well, I’m a little annoyed because apparently McCallister could scent it too.”  
“And?”
“Jonathan got the impression that McCallister took offense.”
“I told you getting involved in McCallister’s personal life was going to cause problems.”  Didn’t anyone ever tell her that it was not nice to say I told you so?
“Like I have a choice here?”
“You’re right, you’re right,” she said.  “So, is that what he wanted to talk about?”
“No, we sorted all that out last night.”  I waved my hand dismissively.  “This morning he came with a name for me.  Someone he thought might be able to help with the shipment.”
Her mouth dropped open.  “You told him?’
“No, of course not!”  Good grief did she think I was crazy?  “Corbin arranged it.” 
“Corbin?”  
“Yeah, I guess he figured it out.”  It always amazed me how smart he was.  “Anyway, in exchange for the help, Corbin offered to step-up as your illustrious leader put it.”
“It’s about time.” 
“What do you mean ‘it’s about time’?” I huffed.  “Corbin does not want to be involved with pack politics.  He has avoided it for years.”
“Abigail,” she said in exasperation.  “You have to understand.  A wolf can sense another wolf’s dominance.  All this pretending to be a mid-level Alpha is bad for the pack. It confuses everyone and it hurts Corbin’s wolf.”
“Hurts his wolf?”
“Yes.  It.  Hurts.  Him.  He is holding back, not letting it reach its full potential.”
“If you say so,” I said skeptically.  I didn’t get it.  If Corbin didn’t want to do something, he shouldn’t have to do it.
“Ask yourself something.  What if Corbin has convinced himself that he shouldn’t be a high level alpha because he’s gay?  Or even worse, convinced himself that he will not be respected enough, or that he does not deserve it?” 
Hmm.  Yeah, that wasn’t good either.  When I didn’t immediately respond she continued.
“I think that is really what has been going on.  And, I know that you feel responsible because your problem precipitated his decision to step up.  Really though, I think Corbin was ready and you gave him an opening to act.”
“Maybe you’re right…”  I let the acknowledgement trail off.  I was still not one hundred percent convinced.
“I think I am but there is nothing we can do about it.  Once Jonathan Wilder decides something, it is as good as done.”
“Ah, yeah,” I said dryly.  “I got that about him.”  
“Before I forget, I have some information about Harvey Keltan.  Sal found out that he was transferred to Tioga about three weeks ago.  Apparently he requested the transfer.”
“Well isn’t that convenient.” Too convenient.
“The other tidbit that Sal turned up was that he likes to hang out at The Howler.”  The Howler was located on 7th Street in South Philly.  It was predominantly frequented by Weres and shifters.  That niggling sense popped up again about Harvey.  I just couldn’t quite put my finger on it.  I covered my mouth as that nagging sense quickly turned into a solid memory
“You okay?”  Samantha asked.
“I just remembered something.”
“What?”
“When I got all muddled during my attempt to locate the missing shipment, I tracked it to a club where everyone was using Sapphire.  I think Harvey was there.”
“Are you sure?”
“I remember seeing someone familiar, but I was so out of it I couldn’t focus long enough to figure out who it was.  I just remember being momentarily repulsed by someone across the room.”
“And we all know you find Harvey repulsive.”  Samantha nodded in agreement.    
“At the time I just shrugged it off.”  I did not mention how I then tried to get my hands on the next hard-body in my radius.  She saw enough of my response to Liam McCallister in the shipping container.    The more I thought about Harvey Keltan the more certain I became…. He was there.
“Was it the Howler?”
“I don’t know.  I have never been inside.”  But you could bet your next paycheck I would be going soon.  “But think about it.  That would link Harvey to the distribution too.  That is a solid lead.”
“I don’t know,” she cautioned.  “It could also just mean that he likes to use Sapphire.”
“He’s human.  Sapphire would kill him.”
“Oh right… good point,” she conceded.  “What if he just likes to hook-up with high Weres or something?” 
“Come on Sam, he had opportunity – he works at Tioga, Jason had been interacting with him more lately and he was spotted where the Sapphire ended up being distributed.”
 “It’s a little thin but you might be on to something,” she conceded.  
“So, can you call in your hacker friend now?  
“I already took the liberty of calling her.  She’s expensive but reliable.” 
“How expensive?”
“Lassiter Shipping can afford it.  On the upside, she only takes payment upon successful information gathering.  We can pay her as a contractor and say it’s for computer services.  The bill will be for checking our network security.”  
“Sounds reasonable as long as she promises not to hack us.  How do you know her anyway?”  Before I found out it was a she, I pictured some unkempt, overweight nerd in a dark room surrounded by computer screens. 
“She is someone that the pack uses occasionally, although you didn’t hear that from me.”  She gave me an exaggerated wink.  “Rumor is that she lives in the Wilmington area but no one really knows for sure.  All transactions take place electronically.”
“What is this mystery woman’s name?”
“Nemesis.”
“Nemesis?” I laughed.  “Really?”  She had either started out with a serious bone to pick with someone, or she had an inflated sense of her own importance.  Greek mythology depicted Nemesis as the goddess of inescapable justice.  Hopefully she lived up to the inescapable implication of her name because I really wanted to know what was going on with Keltan.  
“How do you tell people that your name is Nemesis and keep a straight face?”
“Who knows?”  The little shrug she offered said she really did not care either.  “I guess that’s the beauty of online interactions.  You don’t have to keep a straight face since no one can see you.  Regardless of the super-villain name, I’m sure she can find out what we want to know about Harvey.”
“Good.”  Then maybe I could figure out who killed my brother.  I was feeling more and more confident that Keltan was mixed up in it somehow.  My berserker lifted its head at the simmering anger that thought suddenly spiked.  I took a deep breath.  I needed to settle down, or I was going to find myself in a bad spot soon.
“Abigail,” Samantha’s concerned voice broke through my musings.  “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said with a little head shake to clear out the anger.
“If you are fine then why did your eyes just flash red?”
“I need to meditate.”  Talk about an understatement.
“That’s what I was afraid of.  Are you together enough to talk about one more thing?” she asked hesitantly.
“Sure,” I said forcing a smile and promising myself that I would do some work on my containment shielding later.
“Well,” she said slowly, obviously still freaked by my little display of temper.  “The final thing we need to talk about is that strange financial statement we received from the retirement fund.” 
“Great.  I was wondering if you had had time to look into that.”
“I did.  I called and spoke with our account manager at Ferris Investment Services.”  They were the company that managed Lassiter Shipping’s employee retirement fund.  
“She told me that they only continue to manage the pension fund for Lassiter Enterprise Holdings corporate employees.  All of the Lassiter Shipping employee pension money was moved to Jamison Financial.”  Lassiter Enterprise Holdings was the parent company that owned Lassiter Shipping.  The only people who had their pensions under that would be me, Jason, my father and a handful of office personnel.  All of the crew, captain and support staff pensions were held under Lassiter Shipping.  
“He never mentioned that he was looking into a new management company let alone that he had actually hired one.”  What the hell was he doing?
“I was unaware as well.  I’m hopeful that the statement was screwy because of the transfer.  I can’t confirm that yet though.”
“Alright, keep looking into it and let me know what you find out.”
 



Chapter 19
 
The next several hours were spent catching up on paperwork, answering emails and fielding a few lingering sympathy calls.  The initial sensationalism surrounding Jason’ murder was settling down but Johanna was still receiving inquiries for statements and interviews, all of which were being declined.  Thankfully there were no media emails in my inbox.  Johanna had requested IT filter those and forward them directly to her.  
The family had issued a formal statement just after the funeral and that was all we planned on saying unless there were further developments in finding Jason’s killer.  If I had my way, there would be no official developments.  I planned on taking care of Jason’s killer personally.  My angry friend started pacing along the perimeter of its cage at the thought of revenge and bloodshed.  I reminded myself for what felt like the hundredth time that I needed to reign myself in.  Nothing good would come of letting myself get angry again.  But it was becoming more and more difficult to manage with my blood periodically pulsing with barely suppressed rage.  I definitely needed to set aside some time to cool myself down.  Two hours of yoga and meditation were on the agenda for after dinner.  That should get me back in order.
My phone beeped. “Yes?”
“Miss Lassiter, Agent McCabe is on the phone for you.”  Great, just when I thought I was going to sneak out the door.
“Thanks Johanna.  Put him through.”
“Agent McCabe,” I said trying not to sound annoyed.
“Hello Miss Lassiter, just calling to give you an update on the case.
“I hope you are making progress.”  
“Some,” he replied.  “I will say that it’s rare that I have to call the family with an update.  They are usually breathing down my neck to get information.” 
“Well, I don’t want to get in your way.  I trust that you will keep us informed of any developments.”  What else could I say?  I couldn’t tell him that I didn’t actually want him to find the killer because what I really wanted to do was let my berserker tear him or her to little bits.  That seemed like a less than prudent observation to make out loud.
“It’s still unusual.  No one has called.  Not you, not your mother, not your father.  Makes a guy wonder.”
“Well, my father hasn’t called because he’s a self-centered ass and he and Jason were never close.  And I’m afraid my mother is a bit shell shocked.  She is barely functioning.”
“Okay,” he said.  “Why haven’t you called Miss Lassiter?”
Good question.  What could I say to that?  I must have been quiet too long because Agent McCabe started speaking again.
“You know what I think?”
“I cannot imagine,” I said dryly.
“I think that you don’t really want me to find Jason’s killer.”
“I can assure you that that is not the case,” I replied while trying my best to sound affronted.  He was hitting a little too close to the mark.  Well, maybe more like right on the mark.  That was more than a little concerning.
“Oh, I think you want to find him yourself.”  I swallowed heavily hoping that his sensitive ears couldn’t pick up the sound over the phone.   “Don’t do anything stupid Miss Lassiter,” he cautioned.  “I strongly suggest that you let the authorities handle the situation.”
“I appreciate the advice, Agent McCabe.  Did you have an actual update on the case that you wanted to pass along?” I asked in as calm and flat a tone as possible.
“We were not able to turn up anything in Jason’s personal life that indicated someone would want to kill him.  We are focusing the investigation on his dealings at the port.  There is always someone looking to ship illegal items under the radar.  It’s possible Jason got himself mixed up with the wrong person.”
“That doesn’t really sound like Jason but I guess anything is possible.”  I was skimming right along the edge of the truth.  “Did you uncover any leads though?”
“Nothing yet.  We have eliminated a lot of likely options.  Don’t worry Miss Lassiter.  We will find your brothers killer eventually.”
“That is more reassuring than you can possibly imagine,” I assured him.
“I bet it is.”  He didn’t even try to hide the skepticism in his voice.
*****
I left work a few minutes early with a plan to do some serious mental house cleaning right after a quick stop at the grocery store.  
Once at the store I got my cart and headed straight for the breakfast foods; eggs, butter, orange juice, bread and cheese were all quickly packed into the cart.  I would be prepared if Corbin showed up again anytime soon.  And for a little self-indulgence I also made a quick stop for some chocolate dipped black raspberry popsicles and a container of vanilla ice cream.  It was when I was swinging back towards the front to hit the produce isle that I noticed two Weres watching me with the oddest expressions on their faces.
The older of the two was a man that looked to be about fifty in human years.  I was guessing he was likely well over a hundred.  He had a full head of salt and pepper hair, a tidy cropped beard and ice blue eyes that followed me as I passed.  The other one was barely more than a kid, eighteen as most, with blond hair that tickled his collar and a heavy handed sprinkle of freckles.  He still had that rangy look young men have before manhood finally filled them out.  He was studying me like you might an animal at the zoo.  I had to wonder if they were getting pack or mate off me.  I felt ridiculous just thinking about it.  I flashed them an embarrassed smile before ducking past them to collect the remainder of my items.    
I paid the cashier, gathered up my bags and headed for the door.  Glancing out the front store window I saw two men lurking across the street.  They were staring at me through the glass.  Where did I know them from?  My stride faltered when I realized it was Harvey’s goon friends from the coffee shop.  Coincidence?  Not likely.  
I started walking in the direction of my car, continually checking to see if they had moved.  The fact that they were openly stalking me was aggravating.  They moved down the sidewalk on their side of the street, keeping pace with me.  I turned to face them full-on as the light changed, traffic flooding the street, my anger rising.  As soon as the light changed again, I marched across the street, groceries and all.  
“You wouldn’t be following me would you boys?”  The question was belligerent and cocky.  Not my usual mode of operation.  My berserker was pushing me to places I would normally never venture.
“Heard you were asking about a friend of ours.  You should mind your own business,” the one with the hooked nose informed me.  “Wouldn’t want you to get hurt now would we?”  Was this jerk serious?  
“Is that a threat?”  I asked incredulously.  “You know you are talking to an elf, right?”
“We know,” the weasel faced fellow sneered.  “You cannot let that crazy beast out though, can you?  They’d lock you up in a padded room for the rest of your life.”
“I might be locked up but first a CSI team would have to spend a few hours scraping up little pieces of you off this sidewalk.”  I pointed down at the concrete while sending a feral grin their way – all teeth and deadly intent.  I was spoiling for a fight and my beast was repeatedly throwing itself against the barrier.  Thump, thump, thump.  My eyes burned as they flashed red, more and more cracks forming.  I had the uncanny thought that this was how the mountain containing a volcano felt just before an eruption.  Surely there was steam venting from my ears and soon my berserker would burst free like hot magma and indiscriminately kill everyone in its path. 
Hook Nose cocked his head, assessing me.  He seemed unimpressed by my glowing red eye trick.  “I think we’ll risk it,” he said with amusement just before Weasel Face lunged for me.
He seemed intent on grabbing me, so he could force me into the alley just behind him.  I had no intention of letting that happen.  In one motion I dropped my bags to the ground and darted to the right.  I leapt over him, stepping on his left shoulder to get some additional leverage.  As I pushed off, I twisted around and kicked Hook Nose in the back of the head.  I couldn’t help laughing at the bemused expressions on their faces.  My anger was still roiling but not escalating.  This might be just what I needed, to let off a little steam by kicking some ass.
“Come on, I know you can do better than that,” I mocked them, doing a come and get me motion with my hands
Hook Nose looked angry as he rubbed the back of his head.  He wasn’t as amused by my little stunt as I was.
“You only thought I had my berserker to back me up, did you?”  I laughed again.
They both rushed me this time.  I darted left, ran five light steps up the wall of the nearest building and flipped over their heads to land several yards behind them.  Did I mention that elves are like gazelles?  
They looked at each other.  You could see the frustration and uncertainty reflected in their eyes.   Hook Nose pulled a wicked looking knife, the kind that you might use to skin a deer.  Great… I just had to get cocky with a guy who liked to skin things.
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that we were drawing the attention of the people across the street.  A little crowd had formed and people were pointing.  Additionally there appeared to be two men approaching us from my right.  I was afraid to take my eyes off the two in front of me to get a better look at the men.  I said a little prayer that they were not friends of the two goons in front of me.  These two and a knife I might be able to handle.  If it became four goons and a knife, this elf was going to be seriously out of luck.
“I don’t think the lady wants to play Andrei,” a voice growled behind me.  I turned my head slightly to see the two Weres from the store standing a few yards behind me.  
“Keep the fuck out of this wolf,” Hook Nose, also known as Andrei, spat.
“I’m afraid we can’t do that,” the older wolf with the blue eyes replied, shaking his head in mock regret.
“Why?  What is the elf to you?” the weasely looking one asked.
“Pack.”  And here I was worried that the scent mark would cause problems with McCallister.  It ended up working out, at least this time.
“Pack?” he nearly spat.  “She’s a fucking elf!”  Weasel Face had quite the trash mouth on him.
 “You kiss your mother with that mouth?” I asked.  I couldn’t help myself.  I was amped up and he riled so easily.
“What did you say about my mother?” he snarled, taking a step towards me.
“I just asked…” I started to explain when the older wolf interrupted me.
“Easy there killer,” he said as he put a restraining hand on my shoulder.  “Everyone needs to simmer down.  We’re drawing a crowd.”  He flicked his head indicating a spot over his shoulder.  I looked.  He was right, there were more people than a few minutes ago.  Some were pointing in our direction and a few had out their phones to take pictures.  Outstanding.
“She’s not pack,” the weasel face interjected stubbornly.
“Yeah, well my wolf and my pack-master say she is, so you need to move on, or we are going to have a problem.”
“We just wanted to talk.  She is the one that got aggressive,” the weasel piped up again.
“Do you always talk to people while waving a big knife at them?” he asked, his voice laced with derision.  “Regardless,” he continued, obviously not expecting an answer, “she was kicking both your asses all by herself.”  I saw Andrei bristle at the implication that little ‘ole me had been handing him his ass.   
“What do you think you’re going to do against the three of us?”  
Andrei was thinking about it.  I could tell he didn’t like walking away after he had gained an edge over me with the knife.  I saw the moment he decided to cut his losses along with the conviction in his eyes that he was by no means done with me.
“We will discuss this another time,” he said pointing the knife at me.  The guy was like a pit bull, he couldn’t let it go.  My earlier cockiness clearly had him twisted.  I just raised my eyebrows at him.  I was starting to come down off my adrenaline high enough to realize that it was in my best interests not to get him more riled up.  He gave me one more hard look before turning down the alley, the weasel on his heels.  
“He is one mean son of a bitch,” the older wolf told me.  There was a not so subtle reprimand in his voice.  “You should try to steer clear of him instead of instigating a fight.”
“Yeah, I will remember that next time.”  The fight had left me feeling a little surly.   “I’m Abigail by the way.”
“That’s what the pack-master told me.  I called him after we caught your scent in the store.”  The older man offered his hand, “I’m Sampson and this pup is my nephew Trevor.”  He had a nice firm handshake. 
Trevor shook hands with me as well.  He looked bemused.  “We thought we were crazy but the pack-master assured us we weren’t.  He said that Corbin’s wolf had marked you.”
“I think you are the only non-wolf that I have ever heard of being marked as Pack without being a mate,” Sampson said as he scratched his head.  He was looking at me expectantly, obviously hoping I had an explanation for such a strange occurrence.
“To tell you the truth, I didn’t know it was even happening at the time,” I admitted sheepishly.
“We were on the phone with the pack-master when we saw you storm across the street to confront Andrei and Luca.”  So that was the weasel’s name.  “He would like to talk to you.”
“Sure,” I said agreeably pretending like I had time for this today.  Thanks to my out of control temper, my groceries were in a heap at the curb.  I could see melted ice cream and spoiled milk in my future.  I was going to have to replace some of the perishable items.  Then I needed get myself in my car and hurry home to meditate.  I was currently compartmentalizing my aggressive outburst.  I knew when I had time to examine it more closely; I was going to be truly frightened.  “Give me his number and I will call him.”
“I don’t think a phone call is quite what he had in mind,” Sampson said with a smirk.   He looked over my shoulder and then back at me meaningfully.  Shoulders sagging, I nearly groaned aloud.  I turned to see Jonathan Wilder striding towards me, his expression grim.  
“Ah, Jonathan,” I said after squaring my shoulders and pasting an artificially happy smile on my face.  I was hoping that it said I was not a complete emotional wreck and that I was happy to see him.  I feared it was just a frazzled smile with too much teeth.
“Ah, Abigail,” he mimicked me.   The energy pulse that I felt when he approached kicked up a notch as he quickly took in my somewhat disheveled appearance and abandoned groceries.  “Is been what,” he consulted his watch “four hours and ten minutes since I left your office and already you seem to have instigated trouble.”
“What can I say,” I mused, “I seem to be a trouble magnet these days.”
“From what I understand, you were the one to provoke this particular violence.”  When did he decide he was my dad?  I gave Sampson and Trevor a disgusted look worthy of the two tattle tales they were.  
“She said they were following her,” Trevor offered helpfully.
“Why would Andrei and Luca be interested in following you?”  Who the hell did he think he was?  I did not need to explain myself to him.  
“Ah, I appreciate your, umm,” I struggled not to call them his subjects, “pack-members helping me out.  But right now I need to get home and take care of some things.  I’ll just be going.”  I smiled at Sampson and Trevor before attempting to walk around Jonathan to retrieve my bags.
  “I’ll drive you,” he said with deceptive calmness while stepping into my path.
“I have a car in the parking lot and some groceries to replace.”  The ice cream was now leaking onto the sidewalk and I was sure I could see some broken eggs oozing out of the bag as well.  “I will just pop back into the market, replace a few things then be on my way.” I was smiling too brightly and my hands were starting to shake.  I needed to get home.
Without taking his eyes off me, Jonathan began handing out orders.  “Sampson, can you collect Ms. Lassiter’s bags and replace anything that appears damaged or spoiled.”  Not a question but a directive.
I tried to interrupt but he just held up a finger and continued to stare me down.  “Then take the groceries and her car back to her home.  Put anything perishable away and arrange for someone to watch the house.  I’m sure she has not heard the last of Andrei and Luca.”  He was taking this a little too far.  “I will return her there later.”
“Sure thing, boss”
“What the hell do you think you are doing?”  I was feeling wired, indignant, tired and hungry all at the same time.
“I’m making sure that you do not start a war and drag the Lenape pack along for kicks just because your temper has run away with you.”  He had stepped into my personal space and was speaking with that deceptive calmness again.  The dominance pulsing off him was the only indicator that he was getting pissed off.
“I don’t know when you decided you were my dad,” I sputtered.  “But for the record, I already have one of those and he is about all the asshole I can take in my life at the moment.”
I heard Trevor snort beside me.  Jonathan’s dominance was suddenly leaking in huge waves.  As his eyes slid to Trevor, the younger man visibly tensed and lowered his eyes.  Once the kid was suitably cowed Jonthan’s eyes slowly swiveled back to me.  
“I assure you Abigail,” he said leaning further into my personal space.  His green eyes flashed and I could see his wolf looking out at me as he whispered, “I have no interest in being your dad.”
“Okay,” Sampson said briskly, rubbing his hands together.  “Trevor, it’s time we were off.”  He suddenly couldn’t get out of here fast enough.  I wish he would take me with him.  
“Your keys, Ms. Lassiter?”  He was looking at me expectantly.  Jonathan was back to his hard stare and the kid was looking at each of us in turn, waiting to see what was going to happen next.
I closed my eyes and sighed.  I started to count slowly backwards from ten while visualizing each number in my mind.  Ten, ten, ten, nine, nine, nine, eight….  When I finally got to one, I opened my eyes.  Two of the men were looking at me quizzically but Jonathan appeared concerned, as if something had just occurred to him.  Yeah buddy, you guessed it.  I am precariously close to the edge.
“Ms. Lassiter, the keys….” Sampson’s hand was out, palm up and he was motioning with his fingers for me to hand them over.
“Oh, the hell with it,” I said in disgust before dropping the keys in his hand.  “Black BMW in the lot across the street.  Don’t scratch it, or I’m going to be seriously pissed.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it Miss,” he said with a chuckle.  “I saw firsthand what happens when you get your knickers in a bunch.” He shook his head.  “What I wouldn’t give to have a picture of Andrei’s face when you kicked him in the back of the head after jumping off Luca’s shoulder.”  He laughed quietly as he started to walk away with Trevor.  “Priceless.” 
I looked over at Jonathan.  He was studying me in a way that made me uncomfortable.  It was as if he was just seeing me for the first time and was not entirely certain he liked what he saw.  
“What?” I barked.  “He had it coming.”
 



Chapter 20
 
Jonathan put his hand on my elbow and wordlessly guided me to his car.  The dark grey Range Rover was parked about half way down the next block.  I don’t know what I was expecting, a sports car maybe?  After all he was a single, attractive male that obviously had power and money at his disposal.  Not that the Rover didn’t scream money, it was just more practical than sexy.  Not what I thought he would drive.
“You have a very expressive face Abigail,” he said mockingly.  “You don’t like my car?”
“Uh,” well didn’t I sound like a genius.  “It wasn’t what I was expecting.  I thought black, low slung and two seats”
“This is more practical than a sports car for my lifestyle.  There are invariably several wolves with me most days,” he shrugged.  “With the added third row, I can haul seven.”  He opened my door and offered his hand to help me up.  I could have jumped over the SUV without any help but I took his gentlemanly gesture in stride.  No need to be rude.
“If you make a right out of the lot, I only live about two miles,” I said, hoping to get home as soon as possible.
“We aren’t going to your house.”
“Alright,” I said slowly.  “Then where are we going exactly?” I asked as he started the car.
“The Den.”  My eyes must have bugged out of my head because he started to laugh.  No one but wolves and the odd non-wolf mate had ever seen the inside of the Den.  “You need to work off some of that aggression and the Den has a great sparring space.”
“I’m not sure sparring would be good for me right now,” I admitted.   Even though I had held it together while fighting with Andrei and Luca, I still felt out of control, my psyche fractured.  “What I really need is to go home and meditate.”
“You can meditate later; first you need to get some of that anger out.  You are one crisis away from an explosion.”  I could not help but remember my earlier thoughts about being a volcano.  It was disconcerting to think that he had read the situation so accurately.  Maybe he was right, a pressure release might help.
I looked down at my slacks and dress shirt.  “I’m not exactly dressed for sparring.”
“No worries.  I’m sure we can find something for you to wear,” he said as he turned on the car’s sound system.  Classical cello music wrapped around us like a warm embrace.  I closed my eyes and leaned back against the headrest.  We did not talk during the fifteen minute ride, both of us just letting the music blanket us.
I opened my eyes when the car finally came to a stop and the volume of the music was lowered.  I blinked a few times and looked around.  We were in a large garage that contained at least ten other cars.  I spotted a creamy pearl colored Bentley Continental GT two slots over.  I rolled my eyes as I looked over at him.  “I guess practicality only gets you so far,” I mused drily. 
“Come on, time to work out some of that anger,”   he said, completely ignoring my comment.  I wasn’t sure that I was ready but I got out anyway, following him between the rows of vehicles to a door set into the far wall.  
“Welcome to the Den,” he said with a flourish as he opened the door.  We entered an unassuming hallway that led to a staircase.  Not exactly flourish worthy.  I craned my head into the stairwell.  One way went up to a well-lit atrium and the other disappeared down into the dark.   I looked questioning at him, eyebrows raised.  “Up or down?”
“Down.”  He flicked a switch on the wall, flooding the stairwell in warm light.  He started down at a light jog.  With no other options, I followed him.  I can’t explain why I was agreeably going along with this.  Maybe on some visceral level I hoped that I could work out some of this aggression.  I did not want to end up cracking like my mother did just before the funeral.  My primary goal was to find Jason’s killer – losing my mind before that was accomplished was not an option.  
At the bottom of the staircase was another hallway.  Jonathan headed left past a row of darkened windows finally stopping in front of a door.  He flicked a switch on the wall and I gaped at the illuminated room on the other side of the glass.  It was enormous… bigger than most high school gymnasiums.   There was cardio equipment, free weights and an assortment of boxing apparatus.  The wall to the right was lined with every conceivable hand-to-hand fighting implement; knives, daggers, swords of all shapes and sizes, bō staffs, axes, nunchaku and a few other items that were completely unfamiliar.  I turned at the sound of his chuckle and rolled my eyes at him.  
“After you.”
I walked into the gym, feeling a slight give underfoot.  Amazingly, the entire room had a sprung floor.  It was softer than a traditional surface, being designed to reduce shock and injuries while enhancing performance.
“I’ve got to hand it to you.  This is an awesome space,” I admitted looking over at him as he moved away to the opposite side of the room where a row of lockers was positioned.  He stopped at a locker at the far right end of the row and began rummaging through the clothes stacked inside; grunting in approval when he found what he was looking for.  He brought me a black tank top and loose fitting white pants that made me think I was receiving the bottom half of someone else’s Gi. 
“Whose clothes are you pilfering?”
“No ones.  We keep extra items in that locker.  Invariably something gets ripped or torn, especially if someone gets riled up enough to shift.”  He pointed to a door just beyond the lockers.  “You can change in there.” He then started to unbutton his shirt.  I caught a glimpse of his rock hard chest as he started to peel the shirt off.  When I looked up he was watching me as I watched him.  That seemed to be a recurring theme with us.  
I quickly looked away, uncomfortable at being caught checking him out like a hormonal teenager.  Deciding it was time to get changed I headed for the door he had indicated.  I found myself in a changing room that had several benches, a bathroom and two shower stalls.  Stripping down, I put on the tank and pants.  The tank was snug but the fit of the pants was not bad.  I did a couple of lunges and jumped the benches.  The pants moved with me without being restricting.  
I returned to the gym to find Jonathan waiting for me holding two bō staffs.  “You ever use these?” he asked handing me one.
“No,” I replied honestly, hefting the staff from one hand to the other, getting a feel for the balance and weight.  I was raised in a prosperous household and sent to boarding school.  I had my natural skills but not much in the way of formal technique.  “Never really had a need to learn.”
“Well, if you are going to go around confronting two hundred plus pound shifters, you are going to need to be able to do more than hop around like a bunny.” 
“Hey,” I said somewhat indignantly, “I do not hop!” 
“Whatever you want to call it,” he said.  “It will only fool someone once or twice.  After that you need to be able to back up whatever foolish situation your anger gets you into.”  I was feeling like an errant child getting a reprimand from a parent.
“There you go sounding like you want to be my dad again.”  Come to think of it, he sounded more like a real dad than my dad ever did.  I cannot remember him ever really caring enough to offer advice beyond things that affected his position.  Jonathan let out a breath.
“I can see that explanations do not work for you.  It seems you need a demonstration.” And without any warning he lunged at me, staff thrust in front of him on a collision course with my sternum.  
I quickly dodged to the left, narrowly avoiding his strike.  He came at me again, this time attempting to sweep my feet out from under me.  I took a step back and then vaulted over his head, landing several feet behind him.
He turned to follow my movements but otherwise did not miss a beat.  He shifted the staff rapidly to swing it in a downward motion that would have resulted in a serious headache later if I had not moved fast, this time ducking to the right.  He must have anticipated the move because mid-swing he shifted and jerked the staff down and under his left arm while lunging to the left.  I let out a strangled oomph as the blunt end made contact with my side, just under the ribs.
He stood up, placed one end of the staff on the mat and watched while I rubbed the spot that was sure to have a bruise later. 
“I wasn’t ready,” I grumbled, knowing it sounded childish.
“Are you ever ready when someone jumps you on the street?” he asked, raising one eyebrow in question.  Good point. 
“Alright, you proved your point, I suck and you are a god with a staff.”   I made a mock bow with my elbows bent, hands level with my ears. 
“That’s not what I was trying to prove and you know it,” he snarled at me.  The dominance was back in spades.  I stood up and made pointed eye contact, there was no way he was going to cow me like he did Trevor.  “You need to either be able to defend yourself if you plan to stand and fight, or you need to employ your elven speed and get the fuck out of harm’s way.”
“I obviously need to get the fuck out of there as you so kindly demonstrated.”
“God you are stubborn,” he said to himself as he turned away.
“For the record, this isn’t actually helping me work out my anger.  If anything, I might be more irritated now than earlier.”
“Me too,” he muttered under his breath as he walked away from me.  He stopped in front of a row of cardio equipment and turned on the tread mill.  “Get on.”
“You want me to walk off my aggression?” I asked doubtfully as I approached the machine.  I climbed on as he reached over the front console and started to increase the incline and the speed.  
“No, you are going to run.”  He maxed out the incline and kept pressing on the up arrow for the speed until I was running so fast my arms and legs were blurs to my own eyes.  I was not sure how long I could sustain this pace, especially in my bare feet.
“How far?” I asked.
“Until I tell you to stop.”  Nice.  He brought me a towel and water before going off to work out himself.  
Forty-five minutes later I was about to drop but I was somehow still putting one foot in front of the other.  I had reduced the speed a little when he wasn’t looking but I was still moving at a good clip, sweat running into my eyes, my borrowed shirt and pants soaked.  I was waiting for Jonathan to tell me to stop.  I was unwilling to give in.
“I think you’ve had enough,” he appeared in front of me, pressing the controls, so I would have a five minute cool down.  “Once you’re done, grab a shower and then I will feed you.  We can discuss your education over dinner.”
Education?  So he did want to be my dad.
The shower felt wonderful on my overheated skin and exhausted muscles.  I leaned my head against the tiles, letting the water run across my shoulders and down my back.  I never wanted to move from this spot.  After another few minutes though, I started to worry that someone might come looking for me.  The thought of being found nearly catatonic, while naked in the shower, motivated me to shut off the water and get dressed.  I availed myself of the hairdryer in the changing area, and redressed in my clothes from work, opting to carry my shoes.  I was hoping that dinner was not formal here because I didn’t think I could force my feet back into those heels after that run.  There was also nothing to be done about the makeup.  That was long gone – reduced to ugly black streaks on the towel that Jonathan had supplied for that hellish run.
Trevor was waiting for me just outside the changing area.  “I was sent down to bring you to dinner.”  
Trevor led me back up the stairs, continuing up past the landing that led to the garages and into the atrium.  The space was grand and I imagined that early in the day it would be filled with light from the wall of windows that ran along what I guessed was the back of the house.  Right now there was not much to see but inky darkness beyond the glass.
There were already several others seated at a long table when we arrived and there was a buffet dinner set-up on a large server located on the wall to the right.  Conversation halted as all eyes swiveled towards us, or should I say me.  Jonathan rose and indicated a seat to his left.  As I made my way over to my chair, I noticed Sampson was already at the table and that Trevor moved to take a seat beside him.  I smiled at him and he smiled back with a wink.  At lease there was a friendly face.
On the other side of the table sat an older blond woman that was obviously another relative of Trevor’s.  His mother maybe?  There was also a petite dark haired woman with a slightly Mediterranean look about her.  She was watching me curiously and did not return my polite smile.  There was always one in every crowd.  
To Jonathan’s right there was an empty seat that had an undisturbed place setting in front of it.  I wondered if someone else was joining us. 
Jonathan made introductions.  I was right, the blond was Trevor’s mother and her name was Jeannette.  The petite woman I found out was named Serena.  She barely acknowledged the introduction before returning to her food.
Part of the way through dinner my phone started vibrating inside my purse.  I reached down to grab it and saw from the display that it was McCallister.  A surreptitious glance confirmed that Jonathan was watching me while taking a sip of his wine.  I smiled and put the phone in my lap without answering.  A minute later the phone started to vibrate again and I ignored it.  A minute later it started again.
“Aren’t you going to answer that?” Serena asked in irritation from across the table.
“Seemed rude,” I said with a shrug as the phone started to vibrate a fourth time.  “If you’ll excuse me,” I said in resignation, rising from my chair.  
“Hello?” I said as I walked around the table, heading towards the privacy of the hall.  All the while aware that everyone’s eyes were following my movements.
“Ms. Lassiter, so kind of you to take my call,” McCallister’s voice drawled sarcastically.  I was just passing Sampson’s chair and saw his head swivel around in surprise.  He clearly could make out McCallister’s voice and recognized it.  Fabulous.  
“I was trying to eat my dinner,” I said.
“Not at home because I’m here and you are not,” he accused.  “Oddly there are two Lenape wolves lurking about.”  I finally made it into the hallway, walking away from the doorway several yards to allow for privacy.  I knew they could still hear my end of the conversation but hopefully not his side as well.
“You’re at my house?” I asked a little startled.  Why would he be at my house?
“I came to discuss the arrangements for Penelope’s outing tomorrow.”  In person?
“We can discuss that now, over the phone if you like.”
“I wouldn’t want to interrupt your dinner,” he said sarcastically.  Which explains why he called repeatedly until I picked up, right?  
“Not a problem,” I replied, pretending not to hear his sarcasm.  “Are we a go for tomorrow?”
“I’m prepared to approve the arrangements you have made for the play-date.  Penelope is about to burst with excitement,” he said the latter like it was a foreign thing to him.  I guess his childhood was so far in the past that it might just be an alien concept.  “There will be two wolves accompanying you to provide security,” he said the word ‘wolves’ with distaste.  I wondered again that they were able to work together at all.  
It was common practice for the local Were pack to supply daytime security to the vampires living in the same region.  It was good business for the Weres and it benefitted the vampires who were more vulnerable during the day.  In this case though, Jonathan and McCallister seemed to have a personal issue.  I wondered what it was all about, or if McCallister was just a bigot.
“That’s fine.”  The added security did not seem unreasonable to me.  He was the local clan master after all.  “I thought I could come get her around eleven, take her to the park and have a picnic there with Marsha and her kids.  I should have her back by two-thirty or so.  Does that work?”
“I prefer that my security drive you.  They can pick you up and take you to the park.”  I thought about that a moment.  I wanted Penny to feel like I had come to get her to take her on an outing, not the other way around.
“I’m fine with them driving but I would like to come to her.  I think it will seem more like I’m taking her on the adventure that way,” and less like you are controlling everything, as usual.  I’m happy to report that I did not say that last part out loud.  There was silence on the line for a moment.  Liam McCallister was not used to anyone pushing back at his edicts.
“Agreed,” he finally said, surprising me.  I was sure he had been about to balk.  Not because the request was unreasonable, but because he could.  
“Alright, I will be there at eleven.”  The line was quiet again.
“I will contact you later this evening about the other arrangements we need to discuss.”  I assumed he meant the Sapphire shipment.  “And Abigail,” he said my name like he was tasting it.  I shivered.  “Don’t enjoy your dinner with the wolf too much,” he said before the line went dead.  
How in the hell did he know I was having dinner with Jonathan?  I shivered again, instinctively looking at the windows at the far end of the hall.  I kept thinking about that blackness beyond the glass.  Shit, shit, shit!  I needed to listen to Samantha and Corbin more.  Being mixed up in McCallister’s personal life was adding a stressful dimension to my life that was definitely not needed. 
I looked at my phone, dreading the walk back to my seat.  It felt like the walk of shame.  I straightened my blouse and ran my palms down my slacks before re-entering the dining room.  Five sets of curious eyes followed me as I made my way to my seat.  I stubbornly refused to look at Jonathan but I knew he was watching me.  I finally looked up after taking my seat to find his eyes narrowed as he observed me.  
“Is it possible that the vampires are watching your home?” I asked nonchalantly.  Jonathan tensed but otherwise did not react.  Not everyone was so calm about my inquiry.  A fork clattered to a plate and I heard a growl come from the end of the table.  I looked, it was Sampson.
“Yes, I would think that was possible,” Jonathan responded as he went back to eating.  “Why?  Did McCallister imply that he was watching just now?”  So he did know that was who was on the phone.  Either his hearing was extraordinary, even for a wolf, or Sampson had told him.
“I didn’t get the impression that he specifically was watching but I got the feeling someone is or was,” I explained.  “Either that or he made several assumptions because of the wolves you have watching my house.”  I looked at what remained of my food on my plate.  It looked cold and unappealing.  Putting my head in my hands, I leaned on the table.  I was so tired and I needed to get home.  McCallister was calling later and I had to squeeze meditation and sleep in somewhere.  A hand appeared and slipped my cold plate of food off the table and put a fresh one in its place.  I looked up.  It was Sampson.
“Eat,” he said.  “Then we will get you home.”
Everyone else was finished and the room started to clear.  Jonathan, Sampson and I were the only ones still in the room when I finally finished my meal.  Jonathan had been brooding at the end of the table, watching me eat.  I couldn’t hope to guess what he was thinking.
“Alright miss, I will take you home now,” Sampson said.
“I will take her,” Jonathan said as he stood.
“I don’t think that is such a good idea,” a deep, masculine voice said from the other end of the room.  I looked up to see a tall muscular man with the brawny look of a fighter and the scow to match standing in the doorway.  The large scar running from under his left eye down to and across his chin was impressive.  There were only two things that I knew of that could do damage like that to a Were.  Silver was one thing and a vindictive vampire was another.  Vampires had the ability to produce an enzyme on their nails and teeth that inhibited healing.  Such malicious behavior came at a cost to the vampire, so it was usually reserved for mortal combat.  
Jonathan appeared surprised at his words.  “Now why would you think that?” he asked.
“Because you are flirting with danger, bro.”  That’s when I noticed it; they had the same piercing green eyes.  This must be Jonathan’s brother Alexander.  Samantha had mentioned him before, he was Jonathan’s second in command.  I was guessing he was also likely to be the person for whom the extra place was set at the table.  “That vamp is probably sitting outside her house right now spoiling for a fight.  You go there alone and it’s just you and him.”
“You don’t think I can handle Liam McCallister?” Jonathan bristled, I felt his power building again but it was subtle.  
“I think you can handle him,” he said.  “The question is – do you want to?”  He looked over at me and then back at his brother.  “Is this one worth starting a war over?”  Well, obviously someone had a low opinion of me.  I glanced to Jonathan, his face was a blank mask but the increasing pressure of his dominant energy in the room implied swelling anger.  I imagined there were few that had the nerve to question him so openly.
“I don’t think we are quite at that point.”
“You don’t?” Alexander asked slyly.  “You brought her back to the Den.  She’s an elf for christsake!”
“Come closer little brother,” Jonathan said quietly.  “See what your wolf tells you.”
I stiffened as Alexander approached, his nostrils flaring when he got within two yards of me.  “Corbin Greenbranch marked her as his mate?” he said incredulously.  “What the fuck?”
“Not as mate,” Jonathan corrected.  “As Pack.”
“He cannot do that,” he said stubbornly.  “She’s not a wolf.”
“It’s done.”
“You can undo it,” he asserted.  Well that was news to me I thought looking between the two.
“I am not prepared to do that at the moment.  But I will think on it.   Right now, I’m taking her home.”
Alexander opened his mouth to protest again but apparently Jonathan had heard enough.  His dominant energy lashed out like a physical blow that nearly staggered me.  I had to put my hand on the nearest chair back for support.  His brother rocked back under the assault and shut his mouth, no further opposition offered.  Sampson was holding onto the table, looking a bit green.
“Abigail,” Jonathan said.  “Are you ready to go?”
“Definitely,” I said dryly.   
The ride home was quiet.   Both of us lost in our own thoughts.  At some point I must have drifted off because Jonathan’s hand on my shoulder gently woke me when we finally arrived at my house.  
A dark shape separated from the shadows to the left of the drive as we got out of the car.  The shape turned out to be a sleek sable wolf that trotted up and rubbed his muzzle on Jonathan’s hand before disappearing around the side of the house.  Another pack member in human form waved the all clear from his position to the right of my front door.   I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.  It looked like Alexander’s predictions were wrong – McCallister was not waiting in the bushes to jump anyone. 
“I will leave two wolves here in shifts.  It will irk McCallister but he will get over it.”
“I’m sure I’m fine.”
“You are obviously not familiar with Andrei and Luca.  They will be back,” he said grimly as his power began throbbing around him.
“You might want to consider some meditation yourself,” I said with a laugh.  “You dominance can pack a punch when your temper gets away from you.
“I will take it under advisement,” he said with a sheepish smile, his power ratcheting down a notch.  “I would like you to start working with Sampson three days a week.  He will have you using the staff like a pro in no time.”  I opened my mouth to protest but he cut me off.  “Sampson will contact you tomorrow about setting up a practice schedule.”
 



Chapter 21
 
I was relieved when I finally shut the door on Jonathan and the two wolves he had left behind to watch the house.  I walked back to the kitchen before getting down to the business of serious meditation.  All of my non-perishable groceries were in bags on the counter and the rest were safely tucked away in the fridge and freezer.  I would have to thank Sampson and Trevor the next time I saw them for replacing everything.  I also needed to figure out how much money I owed them, something I had not even considered earlier.
Once all of the remaining items in the bags were put away, I filled and began heating the kettle, letting my mind drift back over the events of the last week.  How had my once quiet life suddenly gotten so turned upside down?  Jason was dead without me having any time to properly mourn his passing.  I was hopelessly tangled in a mess with the local clan master and don’t even ask me what was going on with the pack-master.  Jonathan seemed to have made me some type of pet project.  Hell, he expected that I would show up at the Den three days a week for two hour lessons from Sampson in self-defense!
The whistle of the kettle interrupted my musing.  Pouring hot water over the infuser, I inhaled the warm scent before taking my tea into the living room.  Drawing the curtains, I settled on the floor and lit one of the fat candles I always kept on the coffee table.  Eyes closed, I breathed deeply several times to help calm and center myself.  Opening my eyes again, I fixed my gaze upon the spot where the flame balanced upon the wick.  Breathe in, breathe out.  Breathe in, breathe out….  The trance came slowly as I followed the rhythm of my breath and the movements of the flame.  Then, between one inhalation and the next, I was standing in a forest.
We went to The Hoh Rain Forest in Olympic National Park on a family vacation when I was twelve and while there we had hiked the Hall of Mosses Trail.  The trees there were covered in moss that ran the gamut from lime to deep emerald and all the shades between.  The ground, thick with ferns, was rife with the pulse of life, an interconnected ecosystem that felt more like home than anywhere I had ever been before.   The sheer lushness of the place had been awe inspiring – so much so that I had transformed my psychic realm into a replica of the wonders I had witnessed.  Today though, the usual verdant scene looked dry and untended, the moss browning, ferns wilting.  Gone was the cool Pacific Northwest moisture, in its place was the beginnings of an arid heat that I could taste in the air.  
Dread filled me as I hurried to the walled fortress that lay at the center of my forest.  Four enormous trees stood sentinel at the corners with side walls running from tree to tree.  I inspected the structure from all angles.  Three walls were riddled with cracks and fissures while a series of huge bulges – where my beast had obviously tried to tear its way through by force – were visible along the fourth.  I had never seen damage like this before.  My containment was always flawless, my beast calm behind the barrier.  Not today.  Today my berserker looked as ragged as its prison, staring at me with wild red eyes, it paced beyond the fractured walls, its chest heaving in frustration.
“It will be okay,” I crooned softly.  “Be at peace.”  
The ruby eyes that met mine reflected uncertainty and mistrust.  It had no reason to find comfort from the one who had kept it caged for its entire existence.  I desperately tried to think of something that I could offer but could think of nothing it could want other than freedom.  
“I’m sorry,” I said with regret.  “If I let you free, we will both be caged for the rest of our lives.”  It looked at me a moment longer and a flicker of rudimentary understanding flared in those crimson eyes.  It backed away from the barrier and sat on its haunches, watching.   Hesitantly I approached, making certain that it intended to keep back.  My worry was unnecessary as it seemed content in its vigil.  
Slowly I began making my repairs, first smoothing over the cracks and then solidifying the barrier, hoping to achieve something close to its previous thickness.  Time passed quickly and soon exhaustion began to weave its own thread through my efforts, making each new addition to the structure less effective than the one that preceded it.  I needed to stop before I collapsed.  Stepping back I inspect my handiwork.  The fortress was not completely restored but it would have to do for now.  
Blinking away the vision of my inner landscape, I took a disorienting look around my living room.  The candle, much like myself, was spent.  Usually meditation was a time of rejuvenation and mental respite.  Rebuilding the walls in my psyche had not allowed time for rest.  For that I needed sleep.  I took what was left of my now cold tea into the kitchen to reheat it when my phone chimed.  McCallister had called while I was meditating and there was a message.  
“Abigail, I know that the wolf has returned you home.  We have arrangements to discuss.”  He sounded irritated, as if I was intentionally ignoring him.  If only that were an option I thought before reluctantly returning his call.
“Ah Abigail, so nice of you to call.”  His tone was cool.
I had to resist the impulse to explain myself, remembering Corbin and Samantha’s warnings about getting involved with Liam McCallister on a personal level.  He was owed no explanations.  
“Do you have the information on the shipment?”  I decided to get straight to business.  
“Why are there two wolves guarding your house?”  The change of subject caught me off guard.  
“I had a little run in with a couple of shifters this afternoon.”  And that quickly, I found myself offering an explanation.  My resolutions were short lived it seemed.
“Who?”
“Two goons named Andrei and Luca,” I shrugged even though he couldn’t see the action.  “Know them?”
“Unfortunately, I do.”
“There were two Lenape wolves at the store when the altercation occurred.  They contacted the pack-master and he insisted on posting two guards.”  It was quiet on McCallister’s end of the line for a moment.
“I see,” was what he finally said.
“The shipment?” I prompted, attempting to get the call back on track.
“The container will arrive at Tioga on October 4th via the Lassiter Tempest.”  I was a little surprised that it was coming in on Donald’s boat.  Hopefully I wouldn’t have to involve him, but if I did, I at least felt he could be trusted.  That would give me five days to get in contact with Joey Jansk and get his help.  Hopefully that would be enough.  “I expect there will be no missing merchandise this time.”
“That’s the plan,” I said.
“Good,” he said briskly.  “I will have Lok forward you the shipment details.”  The line went dead.  I guess he was still grumpy about the wolves.   I would never understand vampires.
I received a text from Lok a few minutes later with the container number as well as some additional details regarding the cargo and consignee.  Thankfully the bananas were organic.  Organic bananas were more likely to be shipped in containers since they were shipped in smaller quantities and had to be kept separate from the regular bananas which were fumigated to eliminate pests.  Hopefully they would draw less scrutiny than if they had been regular bananas shipped in a container.  
Either way, I couldn’t think about it anymore tonight.  I had a full day tomorrow and needed to get some rest.  I barely got my clothes off before falling into an exhausted, dreamless sleep.
 



Chapter 22
 
After breakfast the next morning I put in a call to the number Jonathan had provided for Joey Jansk.  He didn’t answer and I had to leave a message for him to call me.  I was a little uncomfortable leaving the voice mail but what choice did I have?  I asked if he was available to meet sometime later this afternoon without leaving any incriminating details.  Hopefully Jonathan had already filled him in on the nature of my request.  Successfully moving the Sapphire through the port hinged on having someone in place that could overlook any oddities in the radiation signature coming off the container when it was scanned.
I was scheduled to pick up Penny later and the morning was slipping away.  I needed to get my half of the picnic lunch packed before I headed out.  I cut up some fruit, made a couple of sun-butter and jelly sandwiches, threw a handful of carrot sticks into a bag and added a small container of ranch dressing.   As soon as this was all packed into an insulated bag with a few ice packs it was time to head over to the Clan Home to pick up the kid.  
I called Samantha on the way to see if she had any updates regarding Harvey from our new consultant, Nemesis.  I still couldn’t keep a straight face when I thought about that name.  Shouldn’t it have been Virus or something equally cyber-like?
“Hello Abigail,” Samantha’s voice chirped over my car’s speakers, interrupting my mental wanderings.
“Hey,” I said, giving myself a mental shake.  “I’m checking in about a few things on my way to get Penny.  Have you heard anything from our new contractor?”
“No, but I expect to hear back later today.”
“Alright,” I replied a little disappointed.  After my run in with Hook Nose and Weasel yesterday, I had hoped to find something else out about Harvey’s finances.  He obviously did not like having Sal asking around about him.  It was either that, or my brush off at the coffee shop had pissed him off more than I thought.  
“What about the report regarding the retirement fund?”
“Yeah, about that….” she said.  Uh oh, that didn’t sound good.  “I have been having a bit of trouble getting that sorted out.  I’m starting to worry that it’s not a clerical error.”
“What!”
“I cannot get any information out of Jamison Financial.  The person I spoke with there was borderline rude.  Apparently I don’t have the correct passwords or account numbers and I’m not listed as the contact for Lassiter.  After getting the run around, I called back our rep at Ferris Investments.   She had never heard of Jamison before your father requested the transfer.  I hate to say it but something just seems off about the whole thing.”
“I’ll talk to my father about it after I get through this play date with Penny.  If I cannot get anything out of him and our new contractor Nemesis turns up some good stuff on Harvey, I may hire her to look into this mess as well.” 
“Sounds like a plan,” she said.  “I will call you later when I hear from her.  Hopefully it will be something useful.” 
“Talk to you then.”  I disconnected the call just as I was pulling up to the gates of the Clan Home.  
The guard at the gate told me to pull into the courtyard and that someone there would show me where to park.  I saw the Audi SUV in the courtyard and standing next to it was Sampson.  What the hell?   I rolled down my window as I pulled alongside him.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Guard duty,” he explained with a shrug.  “Didn’t McCallister tell you that you would have an escort?”
“He did.  I guess I just didn’t expect it to be someone I knew.”
“McCallister’s a bit squirrely about the kid.  He offered to pay extra in order to get the boss to provide him with better than usual security today.  So voila, here I am,” he said with a flourish.  “Pull your car up over there.”  He pointed to a spot on the far side of the courtyard that would get my car out of the main thoroughfare.   I quickly parked and made my way back to Sampson.  That’s when I noticed Alexander was behind the wheel of the Audi.  He was studying me as I approached.  He looked like he had swallowed something nasty.  Not sure that boded well for a harmonious day.
“Abigail!  Abigail!” shouted Penny as she burst from the house, her nanny hot on her heels.
“Penny!” Ann Marie scolded.  Penny completely ignored her as she zeroed in on my location.  She seemed about to throw herself at me when she abruptly halted, seeming unsure of my reaction to her enthusiasm.  I offered her an encouraging smile as I squatted down and opened my arms for a hug.
“Hello Penny,” I said as she slowly closed the distance and accepted my offered embrace.  I inhaled deeply when she gripped me, searching for that odd note I had encountered last time.   It was not there…. strange, I had been nearly certain.  
“Can I see your ears again?” she asked, leaning back out of my arms.  
“Penny!” Ann Marie admonished her.  “Please be polite.”
“It’s fine,” I said smiling up at the frazzled woman as I pulled my hair back to reveal my ears.  
“Oh,” Penny squealed.  “See Miss Ann Marie!  I told you they were pointed!”  She gave the nanny a somewhat smug look before confiding in me.  “She didn’t believe me.”
“That’s alright. There aren’t many of us elves around the city these days.  In fact, there are not really many of us left at all.”  Many of my ancestors had died from the resulting chaos of the plague.   “Those of us that are left prefer to be surrounded by trees and nature.  Elves don’t generally like the city.”  
“Then why are you here?”
“My family is different, we’ve lived in this part of the world for many generations and chose not to leave as the city grew around us.  Since I grew up here, I guess I just got used to it.  But I still enjoy spending as much time as possible outside, at the park and in my yard.”  It grounded me almost as much as meditation but in a different way.   It was less about containing the beast than it was about comforting the woman.  It was my mental health break.  The time I used to be quiet and think.  My mind could work through so many more problems while my hands were in the dirt.
“Is that why we are going to the park today?  Because you like being outside?”
“We are going to the park today because they have a great playground, lots of fun kids and a wonderful spot in the shade to have a picnic.”
“I’ve never been on a real picnic!” She was dancing around like I was taking her to Disney World.  Her isolation was worse than I had previously thought.  What the hell was wrong with McCallister?  
My eyes shot to Ann Marie who was watching Penny.  I was glad she missed the disgusted look I knew was on my face.  She was here all day.  What was she doing with the kid in all those hours that the vampires slept?  Christ, the size of the Clan Home property was so vast it was like they nearly lived at a park.  She couldn’t take the kid on a picnic out back once in a while?  Some of my greatest childhood memories were of picnics with my mom.  Often we would just lay out a blanket under a tree and have a snack.  Then we would stare up at the clouds and watch the birds calling to each other while they danced from branch to branch.
“Well I’m very happy that I get to take you.  Hopefully this will be the first of many picnics in your future.”  I said the last part while giving Ann Marie a pointed look that I hope conveyed get off your ass and do something fun with this kid - in the nicest possible way of course.  She blanched and looked away. 
   During our ride to the park Alexander was notably quiet, keeping his eyes firmly on the road.  Sampson, on the other hand was watching everything but the road.  He checked out every car that we passed and constantly monitored the side view mirrors.  They were definitely taking this assignment seriously.
In contrast, Penny peppered me with questions about Francine and Jax.  She was excited to meet the kids and wanted to know all about them.  I explained that Francine was eight and her little brother Jax was six.  She found the fact that they were werewolves particularly interesting since all the wolves she knew were adults.
Penny’s mood abruptly shifted to one of somber quietness when we finally reached the park.  What happened to the chattering excited child of just a few minutes ago?
“Are you alright?” I asked, reaching out to touch her arm.
She nodded her head without looking at me.  Instead she focused on trying to unbuckle her seatbelt.  She was all thumbs, fumbling in her attempts to release the buckle.  Her excitement seemed to have turned to anxiety.  I put my hand over hers.  
“Hey, we are going to have a great time,” I told her.  “I promise.” 
“What if they don’t like me?” she whispered and my heart nearly broke for her.  I made a promise to myself to kick someone’s ass for letting this kid go without friends for so long.  
“They are definitely going to like you,” I assured her with a smile.  “Just between you and me, Jax can be a little wild,” I confided, propelling my hands in the air and rolling my eyes around to demonstrate.  “So maybe it’s him that should be worried.” I gave her a little poke in the ribs.  Her relieved giggle was reassuring.
I saw Alexander watching me in the mirror.  I raised my eyebrows in question but his features remained impassive.  I could not shake the feeling that he was judging me on some criteria known only to him and I was failing miserably.  Still, I refused to look away regardless of the challenge I knew I was blatantly throwing his direction.  Finally he broke the staring contest as he moved to climb out of the driver’s seat to come around to open my door.  Sampson took point and watched the area as Penny and I got out of the car.
“Let’s go find Francine and Jax,” I suggested.  Penny put her hand in mine and we made our way over the rise towards the playground where Marsha and I had decided to meet.  I was relieved to see that Marsha was already there.  She was watching the kids play; Jax on the slide and Francine on the swing.  When she saw us she waved.  I waved back at the same moment the kids spotted us.
“Abigail!” they yelled in unison before running towards us.  Penny tightened her grip on my hand.  I gave her a reassuring squeeze as the kids and their mother approached.
“Thanks for meeting us,” I said as I embraced first Marsha, then Francine and Jax in turn.  
“Anytime,” Marsha said with a smile.  Now it was time for introductions.
“Penny, I’d like you to meet Francine, Jax and their mother, Ms. Marsha.”  I had never liked a lot of formality with kids.  I thought it was okay that they used her first name.
“Hi,” Penny said with a wary smile in the direction of the kids.
“Do you really live with the clan master?” Jax blurted, his eyes round.
Penny nodded shyly.  “He’s my Uncle Liam.”
“Wow!” Jax replied at the same moment Francine said, “That is totally cool!”  Marsha smirked at me over the kid’s heads.  
“Why don’t you three head over to the swings?”
“Let’s go,” Francine said as she reached out and started tugging Penny in that direction.  She looked at me for reassurance.  
“Go ahead,” I said nodding.  “Have fun.”
“So do they drink blood in front of you?” I heard Jax ask as the threesome walked away.
“Sometimes.  Usually they heat it in the microwave first though.”
“Ew.  Gross!” Jax said, dragging out the words so that it sounded more like he really meant, ‘wow, that’s sooo cool!’  Little boys amazed me sometimes.  
I looked at Marsha again to see if she was listening too.  Our eyes met, and she laughed softly, shrugging.  “He’s fascinated with all things vampire.”
“I noticed.” We both watched the kids while they each picked out a swing.  I saw Alexander at the top of the rise keeping watch, and Sampson standing just off the edge of the play area in the grass.
“So, how are you holding up?” she asked, pulling my attention away from the kids and our escorts.
“Alright I guess,” I shrugged.  “Everything has been so crazy lately.”
“You mean crazier than this play date for Liam McCallister’s ward?” she asked, eyebrows raised. 
“Yeah, sadly this is the least crazy thing all week.”
“How did you get signed up for this anyway?” she asked in amazement.  “I didn’t think you even knew Liam McCallister and suddenly you’re organizing activities for his ward.  Corbin was pretty tight lipped about the whole thing and I didn’t want to ask you at the funeral.”
“It’s a long story.  Regardless of why, McCallister asked me, I’m glad I agreed.  She’s a great kid who needs to get out and socialize with some kids her own age.  She has been cooped up in that house with a frazzled nanny and countless vampires all of whom seem to have forgotten the simple pleasures of childhood.  This is her first picnic!”  I was getting mad all over again.  Alexander was watching.  What was up with him anyway?
“It’s her first picnic?”
“Yeah, can you believe it?  They practically live in a park and the kid has never been on a picnic.  It’s crazy!”  
“It’s been hundreds of years since some of those vampires were kids, so you really shouldn’t be surprised.  What’s the story with the nanny?”
“I’m not sure.  I can’t tell if she is legitimately afraid of doing anything McCallister might disapprove of, or she’s just lazy.”  The kids had moved from the swings to the play-set.  They were involved in a rousing game of tag, using the slides and rock wall to make a quick get-away.  Marsha and I spent the time catching up.  
By the time we stopped for lunch the kids were getting along like they had known each other for years instead of just an hour and a half.  They chatted and laughed through the entire meal, sharing stories about which movies they had recently watched and their theories on the existence of garden fairies.  It was fascinating to watch as a non-parent. 
“I can’t believe how far they’ve come in such a short visit,” I murmured to Marsha.  She looked up from her sandwich with a quizzical look before glancing at the kids.  
“You mean the kids being BFF’s?”  At my nod, she smiled.  “Most kids this age,” she swept her hand out towards the three little heads bent over their food, whispering conspiratorially, “seem to make friends easily.
“I hope you three aren’t planning anything down there,” she said loud enough to get the children’s attention.  Three exaggeratedly innocent faces turned towards her.
“Can we go to the pond?” Jax asked.
“I’m not sure we’ll have enough time to walk over there today.  If you finish up your lunch you should have enough time to play some more on the slides and swings though.” 
  She looked back to me after the kids turned back to each other and the remainder of their lunches.  “Little kids have this knack for making connections and running with them without the uncertainties and preconceptions us adults have.”
The kids played for a bit more after lunch and then it was time to go.  There was a lot of hugging accompanied by whining attempts to linger at the end but we finally made it back to the car with promises to set up another outing in the near future. 
“Thank you,” Penny said when we were finally back in the car.  She leaned over and gave me a big hug.  “This was the best day ever!”  
I swallowed back the lump in my throat that such a small thing had made her so happy.  I put my arm around her and she nestled in for the ride home.
 



Chapter 23
 
“Miss Lassiter, we weren’t expecting you today.” 
“Hi Thomas,” I said through my open window.  “I was in the area and thought I would drop by for a quick visit.”  The truth was I had decided it was time to make a stop at my parents to ask my father about the strange business with the retirement fund.  I had driven straight to their house after dropping off Penny.
“Well, it’s always good to see you.”
“You too Thomas.  Is the old man around?”
“If you are referring to the senator,” he said with a chuckle, “than the answer is ‘yes’.”
“Good.” He and I were overdue for a chat.  I gave Thomas a final wave as I headed up the drive.
I attempted to rally myself for this unannounced meeting with my father as I walked to the door.  I had intentionally come without calling first in the hopes that it wouldn’t give him the opportunity to concoct a story.  Above and beyond his words, I wanted to read the expressions on his face.
        I entered through the kitchen and made my way to his office.  Passing the solarium on the way, I briefly considered stopping to see if my mother was there before discarding the impulse.  There was no reason to get sidetracked now.  I had already waited too long to question him about the retirement fund.  Pausing just outside his office, I felt for his presence beyond the door.  He was in there. 
“Abigail,” his exasperated voice reached me through the thick mahogany.  “Don’t stand in the hall like an eavesdropper.  If you are planning to come in, come in.  Otherwise, get the hell away from my door.  Your lurking is distracting.”  I rolled my eyes.  Let the good times begin.
“Hello father,” I said politely, swinging open the door.  His eyebrows rose suspiciously.
“Did you want something?” he said indicating the pile of papers before him on the desk.   No, ‘Abigail it’s so nice to see you’.  No hug.  Nothing.
“We need to talk.”  He wasn’t being polite, why should I?  At least I had tried.
“About?”  Again his eyebrows rose, this time in question.
“About Jamison Financial.”  I saw his right eye twitch but otherwise his expression remained oddly blank.  Nobody pulls a complete blank face without a reason.
“What about them?” he asked in an offhand manner.  
“Why has all of the retirement money for Lassiter Shipping been moved from Ferris Investments to Jamison Financial without us discussing it first?”
“You don’t handle the retirement funds, so I did not see any reason to mention it to you,” he explained like it was all very reasonable.  Lassiter Enterprise Holdings traditionally managed the retirement funds for the entire corporation.  It was one of the things that he had kept under his jurisdiction when I had taken over as managing director of Lassiter Shipping.  
“Well, it would have been nice to know.  I had to find out when Samantha pointed out a discrepancy on one of the reports.”  
“A discrepancy?”  His shock appeared genuine.  I couldn’t tell if it was because there was a mistake on the reports or the possibility of missing money. 
“Yes,” I replied testily.  “A discrepancy that amounts to close to three million dollars.”  
“That’s impossible,” he blustered.  “Samantha is mistaken.”
“I sure as hell hope so, or we have a serious problem.  The kind of problem that could find us doing a lot of explaining to the Attorney General’s office.”
“I’m sure it is just a reporting error.”
“That is what I thought but Samantha can’t get any information out of Jamison about the account.  Seems she is not authorized.”
“I will have someone look into it.”
“You better and while you are at it have Samantha and me set up with access to the account,” I told him.  “I want someone to explain this away to my satisfaction as a clerical error.”
“Don’t worry, Abigail.  I said I’ll take care of it,” he said dismissively.  “Is that all?
“Is that all?”  I repeated incredulously.  “I think that should be enough.”
“I will get back with you about what I discover.”  He started looking at the papers in front of him again.  I guess we were done talking. 
“I take it that I’ve been dismissed?” 
“Unless there was something else you wished to discuss,” he said sitting back in his chair and steepling his fingers.
“No, nothing else,” I said, trying to reign in my temper.  “I expect to hear back from you about this in the next day or two.”
He looked at me over his fingers a moment more and then gave me a single nod along with a tight smile that did not quite reach his eyes.
I don’t know why I even tried talking with him.  I turned and strode out of his office.  By that time I got back to my car, I was already dialing Samantha’s number.  I leaned against the door while waiting for her to answer.
“Hi Abigail,” Samantha said as she answered the phone.  “Good timing.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah, just heard back from our new contractor about Harvey.”
“Something useful I hope.”
“Interesting at least.  Seems he has had a bit more money at his disposal lately.  Bought himself a new SUV with funds that mysteriously showed up in his account two weeks ago.  The money was deposited as cash, so Nemesis can’t pinpoint exactly where it came from.”
“How much money?”
“Fifty thousand.”
I whistled.  Fifty thousand in cash was a lot of money to magically show up in the bank account of a Port Authority employee.  I guess it was possible that he had a great aunt die recently or something, but usually money like that came in the form of a check, not cash.
“Anything else?”
“Lots of phone calls to Andrei and Luca, starting about a week before the deposit.  There were also a few calls to Lassiter, which I found interesting.”
Hmm… He received a chunk of cash around the right time, he definitely started or at least amped up his friendship with the goons during the right timeframe, and he was talking to someone at Lassiter – which could have been Jason. 
“Is there any way to track which extension he was calling at Lassiter?”
“No,” she said apologetically.  “I asked.  Once the call comes into the main number, our phone system doesn’t keep track of the transfer to the extensions.  Apparently that feature requires an upgrade.”
“Alright, since we are racking up a bill with our new contractor anyway, I think I will put her to work on my other problem,” I said.  “Can you ask her to look into what the hell is going on with the Lassiter Shipping retirement fund?  I just had a fun and uninformative chat with dear old dad.  The old man is hiding something for certain, I just can’t figure out what.”
“This is going to start getting expensive.”  I could almost see her cringing through the phone at the amount of money we were getting ready to spend.
“Can’t be more expensive than the missing 2.8 million.”
“True,” she snorted.
“I’ve been thinking,” I start hesitantly, changing the subject.
“God forbid!”
“No really.  I’m serious here.  I think we should make a trip to The Howler.”  There was silence on the other end of the line.  It lasted so long that I thought I had lost the connection.  
“Sam, you still there?”
“Yes, I’m still here,” she said, sighing.  “Do you really think that is a good idea?”  Probably not but I still wanted to go.
“I want to figure out what Harvey is up to.  I want to find out more about his recreational activities since all I currently have to go on is opportunity and a large cash deposit.”
“What do you expect to discover at a club?”
“I don’t know exactly,” I admitted.  I just knew I had to do something.  “Tomorrow night?”
“Alright,” she conceded reluctantly.  Actually I think she would have sounded more excited about a root canal.  “For the record, I think that this is a stupid idea.”  
I was just glad she capitulated.  It was the best I could hope for I guess.  We made plans to meet at my house at nine-thirty tomorrow night.  Just as I hung up with Samantha, the phone started to ring.  I looked at the number.  I couldn’t place it but it looked vaguely familiar.
“Hello?”
“Yeah, this is Joey.  You left a message.”  The voice on the phone was pure South Philly.  
“Joey Jansk?”
“That’s me.
“Do you know why I called earlier?” I asked carefully.  It didn’t seem like the best idea to be talking about smuggling illegal drugs through the port over the phone.
“I think I have a feel for the situation.”
“Alright,” I said.  “Can we meet somewhere?”
“Sure, how about the Greenwich Diner?”  I thought about that a minute.  I had never actually eaten there before but had driven by the place.  
“That’s a little close to the Packer Avenue Terminal isn’t it?”  The Packer Avenue Terminal was up river from Tioga and just a couple of blocks from that particular diner.  I couldn’t imagine explaining what I was doing having lunch with Joey if he or I were recognized by anyone.  
“Nah, don’t worry.  The food and the coffee are lousy.  No one from the terminal goes there.”  
“Something to look forward to,” I replied dryly.  “When?”
“Tomorrow, around noon?”
“That works for me. How will I recognize you?”
“I will be the only guy there without grey hair and a walker,” he said and I laughed.
“Gotcha.”
 



Chapter 24
 
The next day I made my way to the Greenwich Diner with a sense of nervous dread setting like a lead weight in my belly.  Now that I was actually in the process of making the arrangements to smuggle in the Sapphire, I was struggling with the reality of what I was doing.  Morally this whole scheme rubbed me the wrong way.  I kept telling myself that I was doing it to protect my friends but it still irked me.  How many nameless somebodies was I sacrificing in order to keep my friends safe?
I had never used illegal drugs myself.  I mean, come on, they were illegal for a reason, right?   In the case of Sapphire, the high caused the user to act in ways that could threaten their personal safety.  Thinking back to that night on the docks I knew I would have done anything to satisfy the craving for sex and the room had been filled with at least a hundred others on the same euphoric journey.
I parked in the lot in front of the diner and looked around.  It had an enormous light-up sign, the type that was fashionable in the nineteen-sixties.  It advertised a cocktail lounge and an on-site bakery.  I looked over at the building itself.  My idea of a good place to have a cocktail and theirs were obviously drastically different.  I was never going to be interested in having a cruller or a bear-claw served up alongside my Fire-Lemon Drop.
A bell over the door jingled when I entered, causing a waitress to hurry from behind the counter to greet me.  “Would you like to sit at the counter?” she asked.
“No actually, I’m meeting someone.  Can I take a look around?”
“Sure, go ahead,” she shrugged, waving her hand out towards the booths.
“Thanks,” I smiled and made my way past the tables against the front window.  Joey hadn’t been joking.  All the booths contained an assorted collection of blue-haired patrons.  There was a table with three ladies gossiping right near the door and half way down the row an older married couple were eating without making eye contact, the husband so intent on devouring his soup that I wasn’t sure he even knew his wife was there.  Similar scenes could be viewed across the aisle.  
I got to the end of the row and turned left.  There was a man sitting in the corner booth watching me intently over the rim of the coffee mug he was holding.  I studied him as I approached.  He appeared to be in his late forties but I was guessing he was much older since he was a Were.   He was thin and wiry and even though he was sitting I got the impression that he was of average height.  He was a ginger with matching eyebrows, close cropped beard and a smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks.  The most arresting thing about him was the color of his eyes.  They were an unusual light amber color that was nearly identical to the color of his hair.
I raised my eyebrows in question.  He nodded and indicated that I should take the seat across the table from him.
“Joey?” I asked before officially seating myself.  Seemed like it would be awkward to sit down and find out I had the wrong booth.
“That’s me.   I know who you are already,” he said with a smile.  “Everyone at the docks know the Lassiter’s.”
“Really?” I said with a wry laugh as I scooted across the vinyl seat.  I wasn’t sure what I thought about everyone at the port knowing who I was.
“Yeah.  Really.”  He shrugged before taking a sip of his coffee.  He grimaced at the taste and set the cup down carefully.  I guess he forgot to take his own advice about the bad food and coffee.  “You own a huge shipping company with Philly as its home port.  That’s pretty unusual.”
“I hadn’t really ever thought about it I guess,” I admitted truthfully, shrugging.  We employed hundreds of people on our ships and quite a few in the office as well but it never really occurred to me that the dock workers and port authority personnel would pay much attention.
“Huh,” was his reply.  I guess that surprised him.  The waitress showed up before either of us could say more.
“What can I get you?” she asked, looking at me.  I remembered Joey’s warning that the food was bad and from his grimace, so was the coffee.
“I’ll just have a cup of tea, if you have it.” I said with a smile.
“No breakfast?”
“No, just the tea,” I said smiling up at her.  “With a little side of milk.”  I couldn’t stand creamer in my tea.
“Sure,” she said looking disappointed, already anticipating a slim tip with only coffee and tea on the order.
“So,” I drug out the word after the waitress departed to fetch my tea.  Here was the part I had been dreading.  “Jonathan seems to think you can help me with a problem I have.”
“Yeah, he mentioned that.”
“What is your job at the port exactly?”  I couldn’t figure out how to say, ‘Hey, any interest in helping me smuggle some Sapphire?’  
“I monitor the gamma scanners mounted on the cranes.”  He shook his head as if thinking about something amazing.  “The things that can be found in those containers never ceases to surprise me.  Especially the things no one wants reported to the Port Authority.”   He eyed me meaningfully.
“Actually,” I said beginning to feel heat creep into my face as I contemplated what I needed to say next.  “That is what I wanted to talk with you about.”
“That’s what the pack-master said.   He told me you might have something that needed to stay under the radar.” He tilted his head inquiringly. “That sound about right?”
“Unfortunately,” I said pulling a face, “that does sound right.”
“What type of shipment we talking about?”
I couldn’t seem to stop another grimace from forming on my face before I replied.  “A reefer container of bananas coming out of Panama.”  
His face hardened a little.  I knew that he knew exactly what that meant.  I decided I might as well spill all the gory details.
“I need to get eleven shipments through over the next year, the first of which is coming in next week on the Lassiter Tempest.”  It came out in an apologetic rush.  I kept watching Joey, hopeful that he would help me.  If he didn’t, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.  
The waitress chose that moment to return with my tea.  “Anything else I can get you?” She looked at me and then Joey.  We both shook our heads.   “Alright,” she said before making her way to another table.
“You don’t strike me as a smuggler, if you don’t mind my saying,” Joey said, leaning forward with his elbows on the table.
“Thank you,” I smiled weakly at him.  “I don’t mind at all because really, I’m not.”  I looked down at my fingers twisted in my lap and sighed.  “I have to pay off an inherited debt.  If I don’t, people I care about are going to get hurt.”
“Inherited huh?  Well I always wanted to find myself the recipient of a nice inheritance.  I guess it pays to be careful what you wish for.”
I laughed bitterly.   “You definitely don’t want to wish this inheritance on anyone.”  
“The only dead person I have heard of lately that concerns you would be your brother Jason.  Sounds like a good thing not to have been his heir.”
“Yeah,” I said running my hands through my hair.  That was the understatement of the week.  
“No need to worry,” he said after studying me a few moments.  “I’ll help you to get your debt settled.”
“Oh thank God,” I said in a rush.  “Thank you.” 
“Don’t thank me yet.  There are still things that can go wrong, even with my help.”  He scratched his beard as he thought.  “The biggest potential problem is that I might not get stationed on the crane offloading the Lassiter Tempest.  If someone else is running the scanner, I can almost guarantee that they will find whatever it is you don’t want found.”
I thought about that a minute.  “Do they run those assignments through a computer system?” I asked.
“They do,” he said nodding.
“How far in advance are the assignments made?”
“The night before I think, why?”
I smiled. “I think I can arrange it so you are working the right crane.”  It was going to cost me but I was betting Nemesis could do it.
“Don’t tell me how,” he waved his hands back and forth in front of him.  “I’m sure I don’t want to know.”
“One more thing, this might seem a little odd but can you take this with you next week when the shipment comes in?  For luck,” I added, handing across a small black pouch.  He looked at the bag and then to me questioningly.  
“Open it,” I reassured him, nodding my head.
He slipped the contents from the bag and looked at the heavyweight gold chain with my pinky-ring dangling from it, his eyebrows knit in puzzlement.  I could tell he was baffled by the request but to his credit, the man didn’t ask any questions.  
“Sure, I can’t see any harm in a little extra good luck.”  I didn’t tell him the token was less about luck and more about the emotion absorbed within it.  “But before anything happens I will need the shipment and container details and there is also the issue of my fee.”  He slipped a piece of folded paper across the table on which was written the sum of money he expected to be paid.
I blinked at him.  Not because the figure was unreasonable, it wasn’t.  I had just assumed Jonathan told him to do it so he would do it out of some allegiance to the pack.  For some idiotic reason it never occurred to me that I would be paying him.  Naïve much, Abigail?  I must have had all my thoughts written across my face because he looked at me and whistled softly. 
“What?  You thought I was going to risk going to prison without getting paid?”  He laughed softly before a serious expression settled onto his face.  “I don’t like smugglers Miss Lassiter, and drug dealers are the worst scum of the earth.  I’m going to help you because the pack-master has asked me too.  Asked,” he clarified.  “Not told.”
I blinked in surprise again.
“I surprised you again.  You need to develop a better poker face,” his expression serious.  “Jonathan Wilder is a fair leader.  He very rarely requires any of us to do something that goes against our individual moral code.  When he does, it’s important.  Very important.”
“Why are you helping me then?” I had to ask.  He just said he hated smugglers and drug dealers.  This whole thing seemed to go against his principles.
“Two reasons.  I have decided I like you Miss Lassiter.  I didn’t expect to but I do.  Never did have much time for the rich and famous.”
“I’m hardly famous,” I scoffed.
“Don’t think I didn’t notice you didn’t try to say you weren’t rich.”  There was a little twinkle in his eye.  “You been in the paper more than once?”
“Sure, I suppose,” I said with a shrug.
“That’s famous.”
“If you say so,” I laughed.  I liked Joey.  He was a good guy.  And he was going to help me!  I wanted to reach across the table and hug him.
“I do.”
“And?”  I prompted.  He looked up from his coffee with a puzzled expression.
“You said there were two reasons.”
“So I did,” he answered with a smile.  “You smell like pack and nothing aggravates me more than seeing one of my pack-mates between a vampire and hard place.”  I was becoming less annoyed and increasingly more grateful to Corbin for his little ‘mark Abigail’ extravaganza with each passing day.
 



Chapter 25
 
“You are so not wearing that!”  Samantha said later that evening when I opened the door to let her into the house.
I looked down at my outfit and frowned as she breezed past me into the foyer.  I had on heels and black slacks with a green V-neck sweater.  I knew it was perhaps a bit conservative but I still thought I looked nice.  "What's wrong with my outfit?"
"Nothing, if you are going out for afternoon tea!" Samantha said flinging her hands up in exasperation.  "This is a club, Abigail!  A club where people will be high on Sapphire and grinding their bodies against each other."
"I'm not planning on being high or doing any grinding."  Samantha gave my outfit the hairy eyeball, completely unmoved by my argument.
"I realize that, but you need to look like that's what you want to do, or else you’re going to stand out, and not in a good way."
“I still think I look fine,” I said stubbornly, shutting the door on the muffled laughter of the two wolves standing guard outside.
 "Mmmhmm," she said before grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the stairs.  "Come on.  I know you have to have something in that huge closet that will work."
She started pulling things out of my closet as soon as we got to my bedroom.  She threw a pair of indigo skinny jeans on my bed, followed by a pair of four inch strappy silver sandals that I wore to a wedding once.... as the bridesmaid!  Then I heard a muffled, “Oh this is perfect!” before she emerged from the closet holding up a slinky beaded top that had been an impulse purchase that I had never gotten up the nerve to actually wear.
“I will only wear that under a jacket.”
 “Not tonight,” she said giving me a wink.  I must have had a stubborn look on my face because she sighed deeply.
“Abigail,” she said.  “Why do you want to go to The Howler tonight?”
“To see if Harvey shows up and to see if I can find out what he is up to.”
“So, tonight is sort of like a secret spy mission, right?”
“I guess,” I said uncomfortably, guessing where her logic was headed.
“Spies wear disguises," she said smugly.  "Think of this as your disguise."  She picked up the heels and shook them to emphasize her point.
“I just wish there was more of it,” I grumbled fingering the thin straps of the glittery silver top.   
“That’s the point,” she said happily.
An hour later I found myself standing outside The Howler waiting in a ridiculously long line in four inch heels, way too much eyeliner and the skimpiest top I had ever worn out in public.  Since it was one of those odd early fall evenings when the weather was balmy despite the chance of frost predicted in the ten day forecast, I could not even use the weather as an excuse to bring along a jacket.  Samantha was having a wonderful time watching me adjust the silver material – trying unsuccessfully to gain more coverage out of the thin fabric.
“Stop fidgeting,” Samantha said to me out of the corner of her mouth.  “You look great.”
 “I’m not trying to look great.”
“Yeah, well you should be.”  She looked around the line sweeping her hand out as she spoke.  “You see anyone in line dressed like a nanny?”
“I didn’t look like a nanny!” I scoffed, insulted.  I did take a look around though.  Everyone was dressed to maximize their sex appeal.  Thanks to Samantha we blended in perfectly with the other club goers in line.  Well almost.  I don’t think I saw anyone else with my hair color.  Even dressed the same as everyone else, I was destined to stand out with my silver-blond hair.  I looked over at Samantha in her tight black pants and tank top.  It would have been a casual look in flats but the exaggerated make-up, heels and jewelry took it to a different stratosphere.  I envied the way she seemed completely at ease with her body.  
A wave of energy behind me interrupted my thoughts.  I turned to find myself face to chest with a mountain.  I looked up, way up, into the face of the huge man standing before me.
“You two – come with me,” he said in a rumbling voice that made me think of the distant sound of thunder before a summer storm.  I glanced at Samantha, uncertain why we were being pulled out of line.
She just shrugged.  “Sometimes they cherry-pick who gets to go in when the club starts to fill up.”
“You want in or not?” he asked again, obviously unused to people hesitating when they were being moved to the front of the incredibly long line.
I couldn’t help wondering if everyone in line in front of us was going to be pissed off.  It didn’t matter though, I realized as I looked again at the bouncer waiting for my answer with raised eyebrows.  It was ridiculous to think that anyone was going to say anything.  It was obvious that at least one of his parents was a giant and everyone knew that giants were notoriously mean and strong.  They also had a really, really long memory.  They were the elephant of the supernatural races.  If you ever wanted to get inside, it was probably in your best interests not to piss him off.  He would likely just keep passing you over until you gave up and went home.
“We want in,” Samantha said, nodding her head and smiling up at him.
“Follow me,” he grunted and we did.
We walked past at least fifty people waiting to get in, and not one made so much as a peep about it.  They just watched us with envious eyes.  I noticed quite a few attractive women in line and wondered uneasily what had brought the giant past them to us.   
At the door, the throb of the music spilled out onto the pavement.  The giant waved us inside.  The intensity of the music increased dramatically once we cleared the threshold.  I could feel its pulse down to the marrow of my bones.
There was another bouncer inside to greet us– this guy was only slightly smaller than the mountain outside.  I decided this one was more of a butte than a true mountain with his stocky frame, thick neck, and old fashioned military style flat top.  I spotted two more mixed race giants looming about the bar area.  I was guessing that giants were immune to Sapphire since most of the security staff appeared to have at least some in their ancestry.
“Twenty,” the butte rumbled, holding out his hand.  “Each.”  
“I’ve got this,” I said to Samantha as I fished around in my little bag for two twenties.  I didn’t want to make her pay since she was only here because of me.  Once the butte was paid we made our way towards the first floor bar area.  
The music was throbbing and the crowd was already feeling the love… or maybe I should say lust.  It was just after eleven and the place was packed with Weres and shifters making lots of physical contact.  We had to skirt the edge of the dance floor to get to the bar.   I could smell the pheromones in the air and they were off the charts.  Why would anyone need pharmaceutical stimulus when the air was so thick with musk?
“What do you want to drink?” Samantha shouted over the music.
“Just a club soda and cranberry,” I yelled back.  At her puzzled look I decided on another avenue of communication.  “Just a club soda and cranberry.  The pheromones in here are bad enough,” I sent.  
She gave me a thumbs-up to let me know she heard before pushing into the ring of bodies edging the bar.  When she finally made it through, she leaned onto the bar in an attempt to catch the bartender’s attention.  
I turned to scan the crowd, hoping to catch a glimpse of Harvey.  I knew he had to be here somewhere.  I was swaying to the music when I felt a tap on my shoulder.  It was Samantha with a frothy looking concoction in a martini glass.  I raised my eyebrows.
“This doesn’t look like what I ordered,” I chided her.
“Italian pear martini.  You’ll love it,” she said right into my ear so I could hear her.  I didn’t doubt it would taste good.  But was it good for me?  That was the real question.
“You are so not helping,” I sent back as I started looking around the room again.  “Let’s walk around a little.”
She leaned in and spoke into my hair.  “Sure, as long as you promise to at least try your drink.”
I raised the glass in toast to her before taking a sip in response to her taunt.  The creamy froth on top was yummy and went nice with the pale green liquor below.  
“Yummy!  Now come on,”
I sent to her before making my way to the other end of the bar where stairs led up to the balcony.  I looked over at Samantha and gestured to the stairs to signal my intention to go up.  She nodded.  Balancing my drink in my hand, I made my way up the stairs, looking back to make sure Samantha was following.  Heels, drinks and stairs were not the best combination.
We prowled around a bit once we reached the balcony but didn’t have any luck spotting Harvey.  Our search went largely unnoticed by the guests taking advantage of the strategically placed couches and clusters of overstuffed chairs.  They were too busy getting better acquainted with their fellow partiers.  
At the far end of the balcony there was a roped off section with another half giant guard standing next to a sign that read ‘VIP’ in a blocky black font.  This guy looked a bit surlier than the fellows downstairs.  I don’t think I had ever seen so many giant offspring in one place in my entire life.  I knew I needed to get past the bouncer to check out the VIP area but I didn’t feel very hopeful that he would let me pass.  Still, I had to try.  
I pushed out my meager chest, squared my shoulders and did a slow lazy walk towards the cordoned off area.  Just when I thought he was going to let me pass, he reached out and grabbed my arm.  
“This is the VIP lounge,” he informed me with a stony expression.
“Yes and I’d like to go in.”
“You’re not a VIP,” he stated intractably.
“Are you sure about that?”
“Absolutely.”
“Okay, so how do I become a VIP?”
“Invitation.”
“You couldn’t make an exception?” I asked with a coy smile.  Maybe a little sex appeal would work.  “I just want to look around.”  
“That’s why it’s the VIP area.  So no one can take a look around,” he smiled meanly, showing lots of blocky teeth and one large golden canine.  “Now beat it.”  Well so much for my sexual magnetism when it came to giants.  I should have brought Samantha with me.
“Alright, alright, I’m going,” I assured him, hands raised in surrender.
I walked back to Samantha who shot me a questioning look.  “VIP area apparently,” I explained.  “Not getting in there anytime soon.”
Sam touched my arm and pointed to the edge of the balcony before heading over there with me in her wake.  You could easily see all of the dancers on the floor below, as well as quite a chunk of the patrons milling around the end of the bar.
We stood there for a moment trying to spot Harvey’s mousey brown head.  “I don’t think he’s here,” Samantha said.  The music was a little less intense up here and I could hear her better.  “We should go dance and try to have some fun.  He might show up later.”  
It had only been a week since Jason’s death, I wasn’t sure I was really up for dancing.  Some of what I was thinking must have shown on my face because Samantha said gently, “It isn’t betraying Jason to have a little fun, you know.”
“Logically I know that,” I sighed, “but it still feels wrong.”  
“I understand,” she nodded sympathetically before hooking her arm in mind and tugging me towards the stairs.  “But I think it could be cathartic.  Just let the pheromones wash over you and you will relax.  Between that and the dancing, I think you will feel better.”
I looked at her doubtfully.  “Really!  Scouts honor,” she said holding up two fingers like some tall, scantily clad Girl Scout.
I rolled my eyes, “I think Girl Scouts usually hold up three fingers when they make a pledge, not two.”  
She looked at her fingers and shrugged, “I never said I was a Girl Scout,” she yelled over the din with a silly smile.  “Now come on, let’s get down there!”
 



Chapter 26
 
It took a while to find a place on the dance floor but we finally managed to squeeze our way into a spot.  I felt stiff and awkward but Samantha was not having any problems.  She moved effortlessly to the music, energized by a combination of the strident dance beat and pheromones.  I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, trying to let go of all the unpleasant things in my life.  Sam was right, the pheromones helped.  Little by little I could feel them starting to work their magic.  I wasn’t able to completely relax but it was a start.  I opened my eyes to see Samantha smiling at me as she danced.  
I tensed as two masculine hands settled on my hips.  “Don’t worry little elf, I just want to move with you,” a voice rumbled from over my left shoulder.  I turned to find the hands belonged to a black haired Were with twinkling hazel eyes and a warm smile.  He leaned down to speak in order to be heard over the music.  
“You look a little lost.  I think I can help.”  He glanced over my shoulder at Samantha and smiled before blasting me with a concentrated stream of pheromones.  I felt as if I rocked back into the heels of my shoes even though I logically knew I hadn’t physically moved.  I had only a moment to marvel at Weres and their crazy pheromones before a languid comfort settled into my bones.  The sensation was so powerful that even my berserker sighed contentedly within the confines of her cell.  
“What…?” I started to ask.
“Shh” he interrupted in my mind as he placed a quieting finger over my lips.  “Just move with me.  I’ve got you.”
He pulled me in close, wrapping his arms around me as he nudged us into the music.  I cannot describe it any better.  It was like we became a part of the very essence of the sound waves themselves as they pulsed in the air around us.  The experience was even more intense than my Sapphire encounter out on the docks just without the overt sexual intent.  This was about comfort and caring, not crazed longing and over-heated bodies.  Was I acting outside my normal comfort zone?  Absolutely.  Did I want to end the encounter?  Hell no!  I liked to think what was happening was taking place with my full consent because on some primal level I sensed that his intentions were pure.  I could wonder later if this wasn’t some sort of bizarre werewolf compulsion but for right now I was very, very happy to do as he suggested and just move with him.  Hell, I didn’t even know what his name was, but I trusted him, at least with this.
“Brant,” his voice was like a sigh in my mind.  As the whisper of his name faded, I marveled at his many gifts – an empath and telepath with what I suspected was some sort of healing ability.  
My ruminations were quickly forgotten as the sounds in the room became quickly shifting colors throbbing in the air.   I could feel Sam at my back, dancing in sync with us, her breath and heartbeat another shimmering mote poised within the vibrant colors of the music.  I glance up at Brant to find him watching me, a knowing smile on his face.  
“Can you see the colors?” I asked in awe.
“Of course,” he replied simply, as if seeing vibrantly hued music were the norm.  “Now, just relax,”
he encouraged, giving me a reassuring squeeze.  “Close your eyes and let the beat heal you as much as it is able.”
I closed my eyes, feeling the music begin to settle into the cracks in my psyche like a salve, healing, repairing.   I really needed to get Brant’s number before the night was over.  This.  Felt.  Awesome.  I sighed and let go a bit further, feeling more buoyant and awash with hope than I had since before Jason’s death.  I don’t know how long we danced but it was cathartic in a way I had not realized possible.  When I was fully engaged in the beat of the music and the movements of my body, I felt rather than heard him chuckle.
“My work here appears to be done,” he declared with a smile.  He gave my hand a final squeeze before turning to Samantha and mouthing, “See you at the gym?”
“Definitely,” she pantomimed back with a thumbs-up that was quickly followed by a guilty glance at me as he melted into the crowd.
“You arranged that?”
 I asked, mouth agape.
“Me?” she mouthed, her face set in an expression of false innocence. 
“What am I, a charity case?”
I asked, putting my fists on my hips, elbows out.  I wasn’t really mad but I still didn’t like being circumvented.  She shook her head, looking exasperated as she pulled me off the dance floor to a more quiet area near the hallway that led to the restrooms.
“You’re my friend and your soul needed a little TLC.  Brant has healing skills.  I told him we would be here tonight and asked if he might be able to patch you up a bit.  He wouldn’t make any promises, only saying that he would try if he thought he could help.  He obviously took a look and decided that he could do you some good.  He would never have even approached you otherwise.”
“Thank you.”  
She looked surprised.  “You’re not mad?” 
“No, not really.  I mean, how could I be?” I placed my hand on her forearm.  “I feel great.  It just felt a little weird that you had asked him to help me and I didn’t know.”
“Would you have said yes?”
I had the grace to look chagrined and be honest.  “No, probably not.  ”
“Well, at least you can admit it,” she said with a laugh.  “Now, I really need another drink.  How about you?”
“I’m thirsty too but I need to use the restroom first, can you get me something?”
“Sure.  Meet you over near the bar where we were earlier.”
“Got it,” I said, giving her a thumbs-up before I headed down the hall behind me.   When I emerged from the restroom a few minutes later, a familiar figure was waiting for me at the end of the hall.  Harvey.
I had a momentary pang of regret that he was here even though finding him was what I had set out to do tonight.  Any conversation we had was sure to ruin some of the peace Brant had settled within me.  I braced myself before I reached him at the end of the hall.  
“So, what brings you to my little corner of the world?” he asked.  His normal obsequious demeanor seemed a tad more aggressive than usual.  He was standing confidently, his face portraying an unusual arrogance. 
“I didn’t know it was your corner of the world,” I shrugged with a smile.  “But since you’re here, there is something I wanted to talk with you about.”
His eyes narrowed for the briefest of seconds before a beatific smile spread across his pug-like features.
“Alright, let’s go up to the VIP area,” he stressed the VIP part, obviously proud he was one.  “We can talk better there.”  I knew we needed to look in that damn VIP area earlier, although I had to admit this worked better.  It seemed less like I was seeking him out.
“Alright...,” I hesitated.  I had told Samantha I would meet her near the bar.  When I looked over there I didn't see her.  “Just let me text Sam.”  I was afraid to rely on telepathy.  She couldn’t reply and I wouldn’t know if she was too far away to hear.  Harvey waited while I slipped out my phone and sent the text – ‘Going to VIP area with Harvey to talk’.  I didn’t wait for a reply since it would probably be few minutes after I didn’t show up at the bar before she thought to look at her phone.  And she would definitely not hear the text coming in with the level of noise.
I gave Harvey the best smile I could muster and said, “Lead the way.”  He took my hand, which I didn’t love, and led me through the bar and up the stairs.  The same stony faced giant was still on duty.
“Mr. Keltan,” he said, surprising me with his deference.  I apparently didn’t warrant the same treatment since he just gave me the hairy-eyeball.
“Hi big guy,” I said brightly, causing him to stiffen as I passed.  I guess he didn’t like my little, err… I mean big nickname. 
The VIP area was screened from the rest of the balcony by a partition that looked like a wall on the balcony side and a long billowy curtain from the other.  Here, like on the balcony, there were artfully placed chair and sofa groupings with the odd settee thrown in.  The real difference on this side was the number of servers present and the level of noise.  Here you could speak and be heard without yelling and there was an overabundance of staff.
“So, what is it you wanted to talk about?”  Harvey asked as we found a place to sit.  He still had a somewhat proprietary hand on my arm which I looked at pointedly.
“You appeared to be enjoying the attentions of that big oaf you were dancing with a few minutes ago,” he said stiffly as he removed his hand.
“He’s just a friend,” I replied with a wave, even though it was a stretch to say a guy I just met tonight was a friend.  I realized too late the implication of my words.  Harvey’s face darkened.
“And I’m not, is that it?” he hissed.  I wasn’t sure if it was his stance or his expression, but I sensed that there was a barely contained, gleeful violence lurking just out of sight.  I understood in that instant that my previous estimation of him had been way off base.  Before me wasn’t the Harvey that I knew.  This was the real man, the one he kept hidden behind the oily mask of an obsequious toady – someone who was always trying to be noticed and get ahead, no matter who he had to step on along the way. 
“Well,” I said slowly as I tried to decide how direct to be with him.  I had a feeling it was going to get ugly no matter what so, in for a penny, in for a pound and all that.  I leaned forward in my seat.
“Maybe I don’t think you are a very good friend.  You were supposed to be Jason’s friend, right?” I asked without giving him a chance to answer.  “But I think you know something about who killed him or at least why he was killed.  So what is it Harvey, friend or foe?”  I sat back in my seat, crossing my arms loosely in my lap.  He gave me a calculating look for a few pregnant moments before bursting out laughing.
“You’ve got some nerve for a stuck-up bitch,” he said.  Wow, we had come a long way from the guy who essentially asked to be my date for Jason’s funeral.  “All those years spent trying to get a toe hold into the circles you and your idiotic brother moved in and for what?  To be ridiculed behind my back.  And don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m talking about,” he said, pointing at me angrily before a sly look came over him and he leaned towards me.  “But I finally found my opportunity and from the most unlikely source.  I bet you’ll never guess from whom.”
“I could probably make a decent guess.”
“Oh, I doubt it,” he said meanly.  “And I suggest you stop nosing around, or you might just find out the kind of people you're messing with,” he threatened as he grabbed my arm and wrenched me against his chest.  “And don’t for a moment delude yourself into thinking those wolves watching your door will be enough to protect you.”
“Let go of me,” I said through clenched teeth as he squeezed my arm painfully.  I wasn’t sure what to think about his knowledge of my extra security arrangement with the pack.  Not that I should have been surprised since he was obviously up to his eyeballs in whatever was going on.
“On second thought,” he mused, his liquor laced breath billowing right into my face.  “Keep nosing around.  I’d like to have a little taste of elf before I turn you over to be gutted.”  He suggestively licked his lips, leaving little doubt in my mind as to what type of taste he planned on getting.
“You wormy piece of shit,” I spat at him as I pushed him away roughly.  I’d obviously underestimated him up until now.  You could be damned sure I wouldn’t make that mistake in the future.  
“It will be a cold day in hell before that ever happens!” I shouted as my temper flared.  My berserker, who had over the last few minutes been slowly rousing from the stupor Brant had lulled her into, growled loudly and threw herself against the barrier.  A grating sound slipped from my lips and everything in our immediate vicinity was bathed in the red light coming from my eyes.  
Harvey stood and scrambled backwards so quickly that his chair tipped over.  He visibly made an effort to conquer his fear in the face of the predator staring at him from behind my eyes.  I growled as I stood, leaning towards him to better take in his scent.
“You smell goooood,” I rasped, nostrils flaring at the scent of his fear.  In fact, the smell of his alarm was so heady it was nearly intoxicating.   I watched, somewhat detached, as Harvey looked around to see if there was any help coming.  Most of the adjacent groups had stopped talking to watch our exchange.  I imagined that Andrei and Luca were here somewhere, or maybe one of the giants would step in to help him, but everyone else appeared afraid or unwilling to get involved. 
I laughed, and out of my mouth came a low guttural sound that was so foreign, so harsh, that surely it was never meant to cross my lips.  I had the fleeting thought that I might be about to cross a line I could never recover from if I couldn’t pull back from this madness.  The idea of further confinement instantly subdued my berserker.  She stopped banging on the walls and stomped off to a corner of her cell to sit on the floor, her chest heaving in anger and frustration.  “You fix!” she screamed at me.  “You fix this!”
I staggered as she spoke, dumbstruck.  She had never spoken to me before.  Hell, she had never spoken at all before!  
“And here I thought all that talk of elves and berserkers was just fairy tales,” Harvey said, eyeing me warily from beside his fallen chair.  “But you can’t let your crazy beast out can you?” he mocked now that he had regained some of his composure.  “Then you’d have to spend the rest of your life locked up with the rest of the slavering lunatics.  I guess that’s how come Jason didn’t let his out when he was being gutted like a pig.”
I jumped to my feet as another rush of adrenalin hit me but my berserker was having none of it.
“You fix, you fix,” she whispered over and over while pitifully rocking herself, arms wrapped tightly around her knees.  I wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted me to fix but she didn’t seem interested in ripping Harvey to shreds, at least not at the moment.
“Is there a problem, Mr. Keltan?”  The stony faced bouncer from the VIP entrance was back.  He looked from the overturned chair, to Harvey, to me.  
“No, no problem Frank but Abigail here was just leaving.” he said.
I nodded my head, not trusting myself to speak.  That my berserker had talked to me had rocked me.  Hard.  I needed some time to digest before I would be able to push Harvey further.  I hadn’t discovered anything that would lead me to whoever ordered Jason’s murder but I still felt I had learned a lot.  Now it was time to cut my losses before my berserker decided to stop playing meek.   As I made my way out of the VIP lounge, I looked back to see that Andrei and Luca were with Harvey and all three were watching me.  Harvey was animatedly talking, his arm making large frustrated gestures.  I couldn’t tell if he was explaining himself or complaining.  Either way, it didn’t bode well for me.
I moved in a daze as I headed for the stairs, trying to process the impossible.  My berserker had spoken!   It said actual words instead of the usual roar and screech.  What the hell was that all about?  
A hand touched my arm and I recoiled.  
“Are you okay?” Samantha asked, concern written all over her face.  I sagged in relief.  
“I need to get out of here.”
Samantha took me home, plying me with questions about what had happened.  I filled her in on my eye-opening encounter with Harvey.  I wasn’t ready to talk about my suddenly verbal berserker yet.  
“I’m sorry Abigail,” she said softly.  “I can’t believe that he threatened you like that.”
“Don’t be sorry,” I said.  “I was never in any physical danger.  If anything, he was the one taking risks.  If my beast had broken free, he would now be nothing more than quivering little bits of flesh strewn all over the lounge.”
“And you would be on your way to a new permanent home in a padded cell.”
“Good point.”  
By the time she pulled into my drive, I was feeling together enough to at least reassure her that I was okay.  
“You seemed really upset at the club, are you sure you’re okay?” she said as I reached for the door handle.  “I can come in for a little bit and we can talk.”
“I’ll be fine, really,” I assured her, unfolding myself from the passenger seat.  “There are two wolves lurking around here somewhere, so if I need anything, someone is close by.”
“Like you said earlier, you are not in any physical danger, it’s the mental danger I’m worried about.  I don’t think you should be alone.”
“I just need to sleep and then meditate in the morning.  I promise, I’ll be fine.”  I knew she meant well but I needed to talk to Naris and I couldn’t do that until she left.
She finally consented to leave and I made my way inside the house.  As soon as I saw the lights of her car exit the driveway I called out into the stillness.
“Naris.”
“I am here,” he said from behind me.
“It spoke to me,” I whispered, my hands shaking.  “No, no, that’s not right, she spoke to me!”  I couldn’t very well keep calling her an it when she could talk.  An it didn’t talk.
“Who?”
“My berserker!”  Wasn’t he listening? Who else would freak me out like this?  
“Ah.”  He didn’t seem surprised.  Why wasn’t he surprised?
“That’s it?” I yelled.  “That’s all you have to say?”
“What would you have me say?”
“I’d like for you to tell me why you are not surprised!”
“Why would I be?”
I gave him a mutinous look.  He wasn’t getting away with that this time.
“Abigail Lassiter, your berserker is sentient,” he said chidingly.  “That should not be new information.”
“I knew she understood a certain amount of things but why is she suddenly speaking?”  I was pacing, unable to figure out why she would choose now to talk to me.  After all, she had been around as long as I had and she had never spoken before.  Berserkers who spoke were the stuff of legend.
“The elves prior to the plague were able to communicate with the vessel of their inner rage.”  I blinked at him in surprise.  I had been so caught up in my shock that I hadn’t thought of that. 
“Yes, but I’m not an elf from prior to the plague.”
“No, you are not and yet your beast spoke to you.”  He looked like he was waiting for me to figure something out.  And it took a moment for the implications to sink in.  I thought back to the flicker of understanding that had flashed through my berserker’s eyes when I did my last large scale containment repairs.  Was it possible?  Was I the first elf to have spoken with their beast since the plague had hopelessly cut us off?  I collapsed onto the couch and leaned my head back against the cushions.  Naris settled next to me and took my hand in his.
“Abigail, I was sent to you for a reason,” he said as I looked at him.  “Nothing extraordinary that happens in your life will ever shock me.”  He placed a cool hand on my cheek.  “It would be more surprising if nothing amazing happened.”
 



Chapter 27
 
My eyes felt heavy and gritty.  I blinked several times, taking a bleary eyed look at the ceiling while trying to figure out why I was awake.  A two-tone bong resounded through the house.  Was that the doorbell?  I rolled over and groaned, looking at the clock beside my bed.  It rang again, this time a staccato, bong, bong, bong-bong.  It was only six-thirty – who the hell was ringing my doorbell at this hour?  Seconds later the phone on my bedside table vibrated.  I snatched it up and looked at the Caller ID.   My eyebrows furrowed as I read the name – Jamison.  It was one of Jonathan’s wolves that could be regularly found guarding my door. 
“What that hell is going on out there?” I grumbled into the phone.
I heard what sounded suspiciously like a stifled chuckle before a deep baritone replied, “Ms. Lassiter, Agents Smathon and McCabe are outside.  They seem anxious to speak with you.”  I noticed the inflection change when he said ‘anxious’.  Something must have developed in Jason’s case.
“Thanks for the heads-up,” I said, suddenly alert.  “Can you tell them I’ll be right down?”
“Will do,” was his only response before the line went dead.
I leapt out of bed and hustled to the bathroom – three minutes later I bounded down the stairs with freshly brushed teeth and my hair thrown in a twist.  I opened the door in a pair of yoga pants and a long-sleeved cotton t-shirt with what I hoped was a genuine appearing smile pasted on my face.  My confidence stumbled and my smile quickly withered around the edges when I looked at the agents – McCabe appeared grim and Smathon smug.  Not a great combination.  Whatever they were here to discuss, I wasn’t going to like.  I took a deep breath and tried to regroup as I fought the impulse to shut the door and pretend they weren’t there.  I was enough of a realist to understand that shutting the door was completely pointless.  It would just start the doorbell and phone ringing again.
“Good morning agents, won’t you come in?”  I stepped back from the door and swept my arm into the foyer.  As they moved past me into the house I noticed that out on the porch Jamison was texting on his phone; updating the pack-master about my early morning visitors, no doubt.
I turned back to my uninvited guests.  “I’m guessing by your expressions that I’m not going to enjoy what you have to say.”
“Several witnesses place you at The Holwer last night.”  I blinked.  Ah, alright.  Talk about absolutely no lead-in and was that even a question?  I decided to answer as if it were anyway.  
I nodded slowly, “I was there with Samantha last night.”  I saw McCabe’s eyes sweep to Smathon before he continued.  I was guessing that they already knew the answer to the question before they even asked it.  They just wanted to see how I would respond.
“Several people reported seeing a woman with silvery-blonde hair having a heated disagreement with a man at the Howler around eleven forty-five or so.  The man fits the description of Harvey Kelton.”  I didn’t need him to tell me who fit the description of the blonde woman.  They wouldn’t be here unless they suspected it was me.  
“Was the woman you?”  I was getting a bad feeling about where this was going.
“Yes,” I admitted, unable to keep the hesitation out of my voice.  “What is going on?  Why do you care if I had a disagreement with Harvey?”
“Because at a little after three this morning a patrol car found him sitting on a bench, holding his head in his hands about four blocks from here.”  McCabe was looking at me intently as he relayed this little tidbit but I wasn’t getting the problem.  Why did they care if he was sitting on bench in the middle of the night?  It was odd but surely not against the law.
I must have looked perplexed because Agent Smathon stepped in to clarify with an ugly smile on his face.  He seemed to be truly enjoying himself and that made me even more apprehensive.  
“He had been positioned on the bench with his hands palm up on his lap holding his decapitated head.”
“Oh my God!” I gasped.  I could feel the color drain from my face at the visual that evoked.  Unfortunately, now I understood.  I had envisioned Harvey sitting on a bench bent over, elbows on his knees maybe, holding his very attached head in his hands.  You know, like someone with a headache.  Not for one second had I considered what Smathon had just described.  
I put my arm across my roiling stomach.  Harvey’s death in and of itself was not overwhelmingly upsetting because admittedly, I detested the man.  But decapitated?  Who would do that?  The same person who had casually gutted my brother in my driveway, that’s who.  The thought made my skin crawl but what really freaked me out was that I suddenly realized why the agents were really here.  
They were here because I had opportunity.  It happened right down the street.  Not to mention I also had an apparent motive since we had had a public disagreement the night before.  Shit, shit, shit-shit, shit!
“I think I need to sit down,” I said as I turned to go into the living room.  They followed without comment.
Smathon started in with the questions as soon as we were seated.  “What were you arguing with Mr. Keltan about, Ms. Lassiter?”
“I thought he knew something about Jason’s murder.  When I asked him about it, he denied knowing anything.  Then instead of his usual attempts to ingratiate himself, he took a completely different track and threatened me.”
“Threatened you how? What did he say exactly?”
Exactly? I had to think for a minute.  “He suggested that if I wasn’t careful, something bad might happen to me.”
“What did you think of that?”
“Harvey is…,” I stumbled over the word, “was a slime bag.”  And no, I did not feel the slightest bit bad speaking ill of the dead.  “But, I always considered him more talk than action.  I accused him of being involved, or at least knowing something about what happened.  I wasn’t afraid of him initially because he had always seemed more interested in getting into my pants than anything else.  But last night, he was different.  He was more aggressive and confident than I had ever seen him in the past.”   
“After you left the Howler, where did you go?”
“Home… here.”
“Can anyone vouch for that?”
“Just the guards at the door.”
“We already checked on that,” Smathon said.  “They admitted that while they do perimeter checks they don’t keep someone continuously posted at the back of the house.  You could have slipped out and been back without them knowing.”
“Could have done is different than actually doing,” I felt it was necessary to point out.  “I never left the house.”
Smathon opened his mouth to comment further but was interrupted by the ringing of the doorbell.  I left the agents to wait in the living room while I went to get the door.  My eyebrows rose in question as I ushered Corbin into the house.  
“Jamison texted the pack-master,” he said.  
“Ah,” I nodded in understanding.  I had suspected that was what Jamison was doing but not that Corbin would show up.  
“Remind me to thank him later.”  I kissed Corbin on the cheek in greeting.  “Come on, my guests,” I muttered, “are waiting in the living room.” 
“Agents, this is my lawyer Corbin Greenbranch.  Corbin,” I said, waving in the general direction of the sofa, “this is Agent McCabe and Agent Smathon.”  
“So, you decided you needed a lawyer,” Smathon all but sneered when everyone was again seated.  “If you didn’t have anything to do with Mr. Keltan’s murder, why the lawyer?”
“As you must have noticed, I haven’t had an opportunity to call anyone.”  He knew that.  What was wrong with him?  “Since he’s here now, let’s continue, shall we?”  Smathon opened his mouth to speak again but Agent McCabe put his hand on his arm interrupting.
“What time did you get home?” McCabe asked.
“Around one-thirty or so.  We left the club and Samantha dropped me off.”
The questions went around and around, finally ending with a warning from Agent Smathon not to leave town.
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I assured him as they were leaving.
I shut the door on the two men and leaned my forehead against the door.  This was not good.  
“Anything I need to know,” Corbin asked softly from behind me.
“You don’t think I had anything to do with this do you?” I breathed, turning around to face him.  
“No,” he said, sounding like he thought I was an idiot.  “But, you have to admit that there are a number of out of control things going on in your life at the moment.  I was more thinking along the lines that you might have additional information about why Harvey was killed.”
I thought about what I wanted to say.  I must have been quiet too long.  “I can’t effectively help you if I don’t know what is going on,” he said softly, looking a bit hurt.
“I’m not trying to keep things from you,” I said, putting what I hoped was a reassuring hand on his arm.  “Truthfully, I’m really not sure if I know why he was killed other than I was questioning his involvement in Jason’s murder.”
“You think he was involved?”
“Yes,” I nodded.  I knew he was.  “He essentially admitted to knowing what was going on but only after I prodded him a little.  He was more aggressive, more confident than usual and got angry that I was questioning him.  He grabbed me and I have the bruises to prove it.”  I grimaced as I remembered the sour scent of his breath on my face as he shouted.  
“He told me I was asking for trouble with my questions and that I had better watch out, or I might find myself just as dead as Jason.  He went on to assure me that he would make it a point to enjoy the pleasure of my company first.”  Corbin’s nostrils flared in anger at that little tidbit.
“How did it go reigning in your berserker?”
“It was touch and go for a minute or two,” I admitted.  Well, at least until my berserker decided she didn’t want both of us to be locked up in a padded cell.  “But as tempting as it was, he isn’t the one pulling the strings.  He’s a puppet or at least he was.  An expendable one apparently, if what happened to him this morning is any indicator.”
“I have to agree about him not being a big enough player to be in charge.  I was also struck by the bizarre positioning of the body.  Is it supposed to mean something?”
“I wish I knew.”
 



Chapter 28
 
Today was the day that the Lassiter Tempest was scheduled to dock and I was a bundle of jumbled nerves and dread.  The last few days had gone by in a haze of planning, nervousness and mandated training sessions with Sampson.  I would never admit it to Jonathan, but the time in the gym was helping with my stress levels, and I usually left there so physically drained that I was able to at least sleep.
  “How are you holding up?” Samantha asked as she sipped her coffee.  We were having breakfast around the corner from the office at one of our favorite spots.  Afterwards I was going home to settle in and wait for the unloading to begin.  
“Truthfully?  I’m really nervous,” I admitted.  I was worried something was going to go wrong.  Yesterday I had forwarded Joey all of the pertinent details regarding the shipment and reminded him to wear the chain with the ring I had given him.  I planned on Locating to him using the ring as a beacon.  That way I could monitor what was going on in the crane control room.  
“I can’t help wondering if we should get Donald involved.”
“No,” I said.  “That would just implicate one more person if we get caught.  Besides,” I said taking a drink of my tea, “he can’t really do anything to help anyway.”
“You’re probably right.”
“I am right.  It’s bad enough we had to get Sal involved.”  He was overseeing the loading of the container on the correct truck.  I was not taking any chances that this container would slip through my fingers.  Once Liam’s truck left the port with the container, it was his problem.  His crew was responsible for getting the Sapphire off loaded before the container of bananas was rerouted to its final destination.
“Playing with fire girl.” Sal had grumbled when I had made my request for him to personally oversee the movement of the container.  He didn’t know what was in the shipment, and I got the feeling he didn’t want to know.   God, I loved that man.  The only prickly thing that had come up was when he questioned whether I had uncovered anything about Jason’s killers.
“I’m working on it Sal, I promise,” I assured him.  “I can’t prove anything yet but I’m on the right track.”
“I still say you should be letting the ISB do their job.”
“I wish I could.”  
All I got in reply was a loud “Humph.”
“You okay over there?” Samantha asked interrupting my thoughts.  “I feel like I’m talking to myself.”
“Sorry.  I was just thinking about Sal.”
“Yeah well, just be glad he agreed to oversee the loading of the container for you,” she said.  “At least we know he is someone we can trust.”
“Have you gotten confirmation on the berth they will be pulling into?”  The Lassiter Storm needed to pull into the correct berth, or Joey wouldn’t be running the scanner.  Nemesis had done some of her magic to help everything run smoothly, but I was still nervous.  I didn’t want to think about how much all of this was costing me, but it seemed prudent to pin down as many variables as possible.  Even with all our work, the assignment of berths was something that still scared me.  If the berth was changed, Joey would not be running the scanner, and our chances of getting the Sapphire through the port undetected dropped to about three percent.  Not my kind of odds.
“Sal confirmed that the boat is scheduled for the correct berth when he contacted Donald for the docking update.”
“Good, that is one less thing to worry about.”  I was seriously going to need a drink at the end of this day.  My nerves were shot.  The thought of doing this ten more times over the next year was more than a little daunting.  
By the time the boat docked, I was at home ready to monitor the offloading.  It was strange how after all that dread and anxiety, things were running smoothly.  The ship was in the correct berth, and Joey was up in the control room running the scanner.  
I Located to the crane control room and was hovering behind Joey when our container was finally offloaded.  It looked as benign on the scanner as all the previous containers.  Shouldn’t it have looked different?  I guess I had expected to see flashing lights or something.  I glanced over and noticed that Joey looked perplexed too.  He approved the scan, and then moved on to the next container.
I slid back into my body where it sat on my couch and immediately texted Joey.  “Is everything alright?”
“Confused.  Didn’t see anything…,” was his cryptic response.  If I hadn’t been there watching, I wouldn’t have known what he meant.  
Shit, shit, shit!  And I thought everything was running smoothly.  Did that mean the Sapphire never made it onto the boat?  McCallister was going to freak out and kill someone!  He specifically said nothing should get lost this time.  I needed to get a grip.  All the vampires were still sleeping.  I had time to figure this out.
I put in a quick call to Sal.  “We have a problem.”
“What type of problem?” 
“I have a feeling that the people coming to pick up the container later may not be happy once they open it up.”
“A feeling, huh?  Do I want to know why they aren’t going to be happy?” he asked dryly.
“Let’s just say, I’m fairly certain their merchandise isn’t in there.”  There was silence on the other end of the line for several moments.
“Sal, you still there?”
“Yeah, I’m here,” he grumbled.  “Thankfully they will figure that out once they are elsewhere.”
Another text comes in from Joey.  “Looks like we have something.  Gonna pass it.”
“Sal, I gotta go.  Just act like everything is going according to plan when they show-up, alright?  I have a little time to figure this out still.”  I hung up before he could respond.
I Located back to Joey again.  Without any transition time, the transference was way more disorienting.  Everything in my field of vision wavered wildly before snapping into focus.  I concentrated on Joey’s terminal.  There were two unusually bright spots on the screen amongst the subtler glow of the bananas.  That had to be it.  I checked the container number on the screen - LSIR3054388.  Another one of ours and it was a refrigerated unit loaded with bananas.  What the hell?
I slid back to my body at home.  I felt nauseous and light headed.  I had to lie back on the cushions so I didn’t pass out.  Time passed as I struggled to get my mind and body to work together again.  When I finally snapped out of it I sat bolt upright and looked at the clock.  I had lost nearly an hour.  Damn.  I frantically called Samantha.  
“Sam, the merchandise was not in the container.”
She groaned into the phone.  “Can’t anything go right?”  
“I think we may still be alright though.  Joey saw something in a different container and passed it through.”  
“How in the hell did that happen?”
“I don’t know,” I said.  “Something must have gone wrong when it was loaded.  Maybe Lok can explain later.  Until then, we still have a couple hours to track it down before the vampires rise for the night.”
“Do you need someone to physically go out there and check the second container?” she asked.  “I can call Sal.”
“No, I’ve got him handling the original shipment.  He’s going to hand it over to whoever McCallister sent to pick it up.  I told him to act like nothing is wrong.”  Hopefully he could pull that off.  “I’ll take care of finding the other container myself.”
“How are you going to do that?” she asked.  Good question.
“My insurance policy,” I said.
“What?”
“I’ll explain later, right now I’ve gotta go.”  I could hear her starting to protest as I hung up but I didn’t have time to explain.  I just needed to get a look at the other container and figure out where it was headed. 
Lok had better have done as I asked and put the envelope I provided into the shipment.  I got off the couch and nearly tumbled into the coffee table.  My left leg had fallen asleep.  Every other step was a jolt of pins and needles as I ran to my desk.  Opening the top drawer, I pulled out an envelope identical to the one I had couriered to McCallister.  With shaking hands, I slit it open and carefully shook out a pressed tawny leaf.  Exhaustion was bearing down on me from all the Locating back and forth but this had to be done.
I moved to the sofa and sat in lotus position with the leaf carefully held in my hand.  I took several deep breaths in an effort to calm my racing heart.   I felt frantic.  I was not going to be able to Locate anywhere at this rate.  I took another breath and started counting down backwards from ten.  Ten, ten, ten, nine, nine, nine… until I got to one.  When I opened my eyes again I felt calmer.  More focused.
I looked at the leaf, concentrating on its energy while searching for its twin.   When I closed my eyes I could see the outline of the leaf burning in my vision as pure golden energy.  My lips part in wonder.  The image before me was fleetingly beautiful.  In the next instant I was thrust into a dark narrow room filled with boxes of bananas.  Everything was cast in a soft pink glow except the two pallets directly in front of me.  They had a blue pulse at the center that throbbed sluggishly like some macabre heart.  I don’t know why I ever worried that I would have trouble finding the Sapphire amongst the bananas.  Anyone who could see energy signatures was sure to spot it.  
The sound of traffic outside was an eerie backdrop, as the pallets lurched and swayed around me.  The container was already in transit?  How the hell had it gotten on a truck so fast?  I couldn’t worry about that now.  I just needed to figure out where it was headed.  
The easiest option would be to go outside the container to look.  Hypothetically I should be able to do that, no problem.  My physical body wasn’t here, right?  I was present as energy and energy could pass through walls when matter couldn’t.  But damn if I could get up the nerve to try it.  I was paralyzed by the idea that I would somehow find myself stuck within the atoms of the steel container walls while my body withered back on my sofa.  I shivered at the thought.  Nope, not doing it.  I would just have to wait until we stopped and the doors were opened.
Minutes passed before the truck finally stopped and began maneuvering to what I assumed would be a loading bay.  When the doors opened, I could see that my guess was correct.  The truck had backed up to a loading dock and there was a forklift already heading this way to offload the pallets.  I moved into the warehouse and slipped out the next bay door that was open.  I had never moved around this much when Locating and I felt a constant tug from the leaf hidden in the pallets with the Sapphire.  So far it was just uncomfortable.  I wasn’t sure how far I could move from the beacon before the discomfort caused my consciousness to be thrust back to my physical body.   
A quick peek at the building’s sign showed that we were at a distribution center for Wholesome Foods.  I was unsuccessful at discovering a street or corporate center name.  Once I got to the far side of the parking lot the pull from the leaf got downright painful.  I wasn’t going any further.
When I went back into the warehouse I spotted a desk I hadn’t noticed before along an interior wall.  It was piled with packing slips and bills of lading and the one thing they all had in common was the address.  Now that I had what I needed, it was time to go.  But before leaving, I watched as all the pallets were unloaded, including the two containing the Sapphire.  Thankfully they were all moved to a refrigerated room inside of the warehouse.  I checked the temperature gauge just outside the bay door leading into the room.  It read 12.5°C.  This was a high temperature cold storage room where the ripening process would start before the bananas were shipped to the individual grocery stores.  Hopefully that meant the shipment would stay put for today.  I was getting tired and didn’t know if I had it in me to Locate anywhere else tonight.  
Now that I knew where the shipment had ended up I sought out the comfort of my physical body back on my couch.  I sat for a moment or two with my eyes closed.  I was physically and mentally spent.  When I did finally open my eyes, I blinked in confusion.  My hands were at an awkward angle behind my back and when I attempted to move I realized I was tied to a chair in my kitchen, the metallic taste of blood thick in my mouth.  Andrei was casually sitting at my island drinking a beer, watching my confusion with delight.  
“I thought you were dead for a bit there little elf,” Andrei laughed.  “We tried to wake you.  Got a bit rough.  Sorry about the split lip.”  His spiteful smile belied his words.  The jerk wasn’t sorry.
“What do you want?” I asked as I tried not to think about Hook Nose manhandling my body off the couch and into this chair while I was completely incapacitated.  Minimally, I would guess that he took the opportunity to cop a feel.  I couldn’t think much beyond minimally at the moment.  I promised myself I would set aside a couple of hours to freak out about that later.  Right now, I needed to get out of this chair.  
“Now there is a loaded question,” he replied before taking another pull on his beer.  He slowly licked the amber droplet that clung to his upper lip while watching me intently.   No matter how stoic I wanted to appear, I couldn’t stop the fractional widening of my eyes at the implied threat.  Another moment when I had to wonder the purpose of a girl having a Guardian when shit like this was happening.  Where the hell was Naris?
“I am here Abigail.  I cannot directly interfere.”  Not exactly what I wanted to hear at the moment.  I tried to find something in there that sounded hopeful.  He had said directly interfere.  Did that mean he was indirectly interfering?
“I moved the bodies around the side of the house,” Luca said as he entered the kitchen from the back door.  Luca eyed me speculatively as he grabbed the other beer on the island.  “I see the elf is awake.”
His words took a moment to register.  Bodies.  I felt a pang of real sorrow as I realized he must be talking about the wolves watching the door.  I didn’t know who had been assigned guard duty tonight but I did know that the Lenape pack would soon be mourning two members.  
“Yeah,” Andrei agreed.  “She was just asking what we wanted.  I was about to tell her.”  He turned back to me.  “You do still want to know, don’t you elf?”
When I didn’t respond, his mouth thinned in irritation.   He took another long pull on his beer before coming around to my side of the island.   He put his hands on the arms of my chair, leaning right into my personal space.  
“I don’t like being kicked in the head, little girl.  And I don’t like being interrupted once I’ve gotten my knife out.  Sampson will pay for wrecking my fun the other day.  But that’ll have to wait.  I plan on making up for lost time tonight.”  He smiled before whispering in my ear, “And this time there won’t be any interruptions.”
“Ah Andrei, the boss said…” Luca started before he was cut off.
“I don’t give a fuck what the boss said,” Andrei snarled without taking his eyes off me.
“But,” Luca said, his face worried.  “He specifically told us…”  He was silenced as Andrei grabbed the front of his shirt and slammed him against my refrigerator. 
“I know what he told us!” he shouted into Luca’s face.  “Do I look like I fucking care! I had my knife out and didn’t get to use it!”  He roughly shoved Luca away from him before turning back to me.
“I’m owed this,” Andrei said more softly.  The hunger on his face chilled me to the bone.  He couldn’t get that knife of his out without gutting someone?  What was up with that?  Here I had just pegged him as a hired thug.  But no, he was a psychopath.  Dangerous.  Unpredictable.  I started to pull at the bindings holding my arms as my beast began to pace, back and forth, back and forth.  
“That won’t do you any good,” he informed me with an ugly laugh.  “Those zip ties are reinforced with titanium mesh.”  
I stilled at his words.  Of course they were.  This kept getting better and better.
He smiled again.  “Ah, I see you are familiar with them.  I guess you would be since they’re berserker proof.”  They were used to subdue a berserker for transportation, after they were shot full of tranquilizers of course.  No one would dare get close enough to put them on while the berserker was conscious.
Andrei reached to his belt and pulled his knife from its sheath.  He turned it side to side watching the light glint off the finely honed edge, his eyes alive with anticipation.  I could just imagine him sharpening that thing while he envisioned using it on me.  The beast was pounding, pounding, pounding.  I struggled with her fury over Andrei’s threats.  And for the first time in my life I was seriously considering just letting her out.  I mean, what was worse?  Gutted on the floor of my kitchen after Andrei did God knows what to me, or allowing my berserker to shred him to bits and spending the rest of my life in a padded cell.  Not much of a choice there.  Hell, I was already in berserker restraints, at least with her free I might be able to do some damage.  As if sensing my weakness, she ratcheted up her efforts to get out.
“I help!” she hissed.  “I help!”  My head lolled as her words echoed inside my head.  She needed to stop doing that.  It really messed with my equilibrium.  I opened my eyes to find Andrei once more inches from my face.
“Don’t pass out on me, little elf,” he said, obviously misinterpreting my reaction.  “We have a lot of fun ahead of us tonight, and you have to be awake to fully appreciate it.”   To prove his point, he ran his knife under the buttons of my blouse, each one landing with a plink on the floor.  I flinched as the point of the blade shallowly grazed the skin at my collar bone in a careless arc.  He smiled in satisfaction as a fine bead of blood formed along the cut.  He then used the knife tip to slowly push the two sides of my blouse away, exposing my bra.
“Pretty,” he murmured as he gazed at the blood that had begun to trickle down my chest.  I started pulling at my bindings again, even knowing the effort was futile.  My mind and body were screaming at me to try to get away.  I was frantic, yanking and tugging at the restraints but I only succeeded in tearing the skin bloody on my wrists.
 “Naris!” I screamed in my mind as my beast continued thrashing in her cell.  Pounding, pounding, pounding – she was relentless.  I could already feel the burning in my eyes, and knew I was only moments away from giving in to her demands.
“If I interfere directly Abigail, something important will be forever lost.  Something you would not wish.”
There was that word again, directly.  He had better be doing something indirectly, or I was going to be seriously pissed.  And what could possibly be more important than not being raped and sliced up with that knife?  Maybe something would come to me later, but at the moment, nothing seemed more important than getting free from this chair, killing Andrei, and if I was lucky, maybe I would get to kill Luca too.  My bloodthirsty thoughts were a good indicator of how close my beast was to the surface.  I stilled as another idea formed, my feet pressing down on the floor for confirmation.  Was I really that dense? 
I could feel my eyes come alive with roiling flame as I looked at Andrei.  His confidence visibly slipped when I bared my teeth at him.
“Berserker restraints may hold me,” I wheezed, my words deep and rough, “but this chair won’t.”  I leaned forward onto the balls of my feet, flexing into my ankles before leaping high into the air.  Andrei lurched backwards in surprise.
I leaned back, forcing the chair under me as I crashed to the floor.  Thankfully the wood splintered, allowing me to move my legs.  I swiped one of the broken rungs as I got to my feet and shook free of most of the chair.  The bad news?  My arms were still behind my back, even the one with my meager weapon, and my left leg was partially encumbered with the remains of the chair. 
“Very impressive,” Andrei said, clapping.  “You are making this too much fun.”  He flicked his head at Luca, indicating he should circle around behind me.  Luca grimly did as he was told.  Having him behind me was bad, even if he was the weaker of the two.  
I had only taken two wary steps back towards the hall, when Andrei rushed me.  I jumped over him, landing on the floor awkwardly, still encumbered by chair pieces.  Swinging around, I kicked the back of his knee, making him stumble to the floor.  
I needed to get my hands out in front of me and fast.  There wasn’t much time to turn myself into a human pretzel but I did it anyway, thankful for long arms and many years of yoga.  I sat on the floor and slipped my hands under my butt then behind my legs and feet.  I groaned in pain as I forced my wrists and shoulders to do something they were never meant to do.  Finally, my arms were where I wanted them – still connected to each other by the restraints but at least out front.
When I looked up, Andrei was bearing down on me with a murderous expression.  Tightening my grip on the rail of wood more firmly, I leapt to my feet.  I could still feel the rage of the beast but it had subsided somewhat as she waited to see what would happen next.  I guess I had made some progress.
A loud bang from the front of the house distracted me and in the next second Andrei was on me.  I toppled backwards onto the floor, his legs straddling me.  My tightly gripped piece of wood was the only thing between my neck and his blade.  My muscles strained with the effort of holding him off.  In desperation, I kneed him in the groin.  He rolled off me to clutch his balls, the knife clattering to the floor.  Really?  I could hardly believe it.  I had just downed a psychopath with the ole’ knee to the groin?   
I rolled into a crouch, warily watching Luca while still clutching my wooden chair rail.  He hesitated, undecided about whether to run out the back or engage whoever was barreling down the hall.  He wavered too long.  In the next instant, his head was ripped from his body by a furry chestnut blur.
“Bitch!” Andrei bellowed behind me.  I had forgotten about him as I watched Luca’s beheading in awe.  Stupid.  I pushed my arms out, and leapt to the right, swinging the short wooden bar at the same time that he lifted his knife.  I landed hard on the floor, unable to brace myself with my bound arms.
Andrei was still standing, a bewildered expression on his face as he looked down at the piece of wood protruding from his chest, his knife clattering to the floor for the second time tonight.  I heard a rumbling growl from behind me and the scrabble of more claws in the hall.  The chestnut wolf with a silvery grey streak on his face was stalking forward, blood and saliva dripping from his fangs, while others crowded into the room behind him.  A grey wolf burst from the throng, knocking Andrei to the floor before tearing out his throat.  
   There was a mournful howl from outside that caused all the wolves to look up.  Several left to investigate.  The grey wolf approached carefully, running its snout along my face and arms, sniffing.  He nudged my still bound hands.
“I’m okay, Corbin,” I said as I awkwardly scratched his ears, blood from my wrists smearing on his fur.  “Well, mostly.  I think I may have cracked a rib when I hit the floor.”
I looked over at the chestnut wolf with the bright green eyes.  He was watching me as I rubbed Corbin’s fur.  I met his steady gaze. 
 “Thanks,” I said softly before lying back on the kitchen floor and closing my eyes.
 



Chapter 29
 
I blinked several times at Agent McCabe as he peered down at me.  The last thing I remembered was the green eyed wolf in the kitchen.  Now I was on the couch with no memory of how I had gotten there.  Being carried around while unconscious seemed to be a theme tonight.  I was trying to be thankful that someone had had enough sense to cover the couch with a sheet first since I seem to have blood all over me, but I was stuck on how disconcerting it was to have been moved again while not aware.  
“Welcome back to the land of the living,” Agent McCabe said.  Andrei had said something similar the last time I opened my eyes.  Prey.  You are acting like prey, Abigail.  
“Um, thanks,” I said, wincing at the pain from my split lip.  “I think.”  My mouth tasted like I had been up all night licking old envelopes and my head was pounding.
“You up for giving a statement?” he asked as I sat up with a groan, holding the front of my shirt together.  I wasn’t sure what hurt more, my head or my chest.  I was going to have to get my ribs looked at.  Someone had obviously already taken care of the cuts on my chest and wrists because they were covered with gauze and tape.
“Only if I can have a glass of water and some ibuprofen first,” I replied.  I was trying to get my bearings as we spoke.  There were a lot of people milling around my house, mostly members of Jonathan’s pack and a handful of people wearing black jackets with the Interspecies Bureau logo.   
“I think that can be arranged,” he said, smiling sympathetically.
“There is a bottle in the same cabinet as the glasses,” I told him.  “To the right of the sink.”
He came back a minute later with the water and ibuprofen.  I popped four of the little brown pills into my mouth then gulped the whole glass of water, trying to get rid of the nasty taste in my mouth.
I recounted what had happened with a few small changes.  Agent McCabe didn’t need to know about the Locating.  Instead, I told him I had been meditating when Andrei and Luca had arrived.
“How do you know Andrei and Luca?” he asked.
“I don’t really know them,” I said.  “I saw them talking to Harvey Keltan one day about two weeks ago at the coffee shop near the office.  Then they showed up last week when I was grocery shopping.  When I asked them if they were following me, Andrei went and pulled out that ugly looking knife of his.”
“Then what happened.”  
“Sampson and Trevor were at the store.  They came along and defused the situation.”  His pen made scratching noises as he added more notes in his little notebook.
“Alright, back to tonight,” he said.  “What did Andrei and Luca want?”
“It was mostly Andrei… Luca didn’t seem like he wanted to be here,” I said, running my hands through my hair, the movement causing my to wince in pain.  “Andrei was apparently more than a little irritated that he had gotten his knife out last week and hadn’t gotten to play.  He seemed to think he was owed some time with me and the knife.”  I shivered at the thought.  McCabe’s hand stilled on the page. 
“Owed?”
 “His words,” I shrugged.  “The guy was a wacko.”
“Alright,” he said as he resumed writing.  “Then what happened?”
“I broke the chair, got ahold of one of the chair rungs and was able to fight him off somewhat.  If the wolves hadn’t shown up, I’m sure I would be dead right now.  Or, at least wishing I was,” I added.
“Well, Ms. Lassiter.  Life around you is never dull, is it?” he said after asking a few more questions.
“Not this month,” I said, as he got up to leave. 
I went into the kitchen after Agent McCabe was gone.  There was a photographer taking photos of Andrei’s body where it lay in a congealed pool of blood.  I could only see Luca’s feet.  Thankfully, the rest of him was on the other side of the island.  Severed heads were not really my thing.
“Abigail, how are you?” asked Jonathan from behind me.  I turned back into the hall where he stood looking fresh in a white button-down shirt and jeans.  
“Okay,” I said.  “How did you know I was in trouble?”
“Samantha called Corbin in a panic when she couldn’t reach you,” he explained.  “He was training at the Den.  When the two wolves guarding the house didn’t pick up their cells either, he rounded up a few pack members and headed over.”  
“Who was outside tonight?”  I asked, even though I dreaded the answer.  
“Jamison and Fortuna,” he responded grimly.  I could see the sadness in his eyes.
I reached out a hand and placed it on his forearm.  “I’m sorry.”
 “You should be,” said Alexander.  He was standing at the end of the hall glaring at us in a pair of faded jeans and a long sleeve grey thermal shirt that was covered in smears of blood.  I reflexively pulled my hand back from Jonathan at the censure in Alexander’s glaze.  “We lost two pack members tonight because they were watching your ass.”
“I know,” I said, feeling like a complete shit.  And even though I felt horrible, I got sidetracked by the blood on Alexander.  How had Alexander gotten blood on his clothes?  I turned back to Jonathan who was crisp and clean.  Not a drop of blood. 
“Alexander, that’s enough,” Jonathan said, his dominance blazing into the confined space.  I tensed as I felt another presence flare behind me.
 “Please tell me you aren’t blaming Ms. Lassiter for the shoddy security your wolves provided?” said McCallister coldly.  Just what I needed, Liam McCallister stirring up Jonathan and an already pissed off Alexander.
“Where were your people vamp, while our wolves were defending your little elf?” Alexander asked.
McCallister wrinkled his nose.  “She smells so strongly of dog that it would seem she is more your little elf than mine.”
“Look,” I said in irritation.  “Speaking of smells, the stench of testosterone in here is getting overwhelming.  If you boys could crank it back a notch, I would really appreciate it.”
 “Fucking vampire,” Alexander growled before turning on his heel and stalking out the front door.  Jonathan watched him go before turning his scowl on McCallister.   I really needed to thank Jonathan for his help but it felt awkward with the two men glaring at each other.  
“Thanks for you know… taking care of Luca,” I said.  He looked puzzled and then the wrinkles in his brow smoothed out as if something suddenly made sense.
“That wasn’t me,” he said, shaking his head.  “I was across town when Samantha called, so I got here later than everyone else.  As I understand it, Alexander was the first one through the door.”
“Alexander?”  My mouth dropped open.  He didn’t even like me.  Did he?  Beside me, McCallister cleared his throat.
“Abigail, we need to talk.  In private.”  He looked pointedly at Jonathan who just glared back.
“It’s alright,” I assured Jonathan.  “I do need to speak with him.”  He didn’t look happy about leaving but he gave me a single nod before turning down the hall.
McCallister and I followed him into the foyer.  Having a vampire at my back had the hair on my neck standing at attention.  The only consolation was that there were too many people in the house for him to do anything to me at the moment.  I knew he had most likely opened that first container and was ready to murder someone, no matter how calm he appeared at the moment.
As soon as Jonathan was through the door, McCallister turned his angry gaze on me.  “It seems that yet again, something that belongs to me is missing.  You have exactly one minute to explain.”
“The container that Lok indicated did not contain anything other than what was listed on the manifest,” I explained in a rush.  “Someone on your end messed up, which I’m not too happy about by the way.  He opened his mouth to protest but I cut him off with a raised hand.
“And before you freak out, my contact noticed something odd in another container and informed me.  He passed the container through customs and it was successfully offloaded.  I had just tracked your items to their current location when I was detained by the psychopath and his sidekick.”  I jerked my thumb over my shoulder towards the kitchen where Andrei and Luca’s bodies were still cooling on the floor.
“The pallets are in a high temperature cold storage room at this warehouse,” I said, walking to my desk and writing the information down on a slip of paper.  “I assume Lok has some way of telling which pallet is the correct one?”
“He does,” he said, nodding.
“Good, I confirmed the items you wanted are there.  I read the energy signature on two pallets.  Someone on your end fucked up with the loading, so you are going to have to go get it yourself,” I flopped down on the couch, holding my shirt together.  “I’m done today.”  I closed my eyes and waited.  When I didn’t hear anything for several minutes, I opened my eyes.  
McCallister was still standing where he had been a moment ago.  He had obviously been waiting for me to open my eyes again. 
“I will have my people retrieve the items.  If the merchandise is not there, I will be back before daybreak,” he warned before heading towards the front door.  As he got to the hall, he turned back.  “And for the record, I never freak out.”  He curled his lip at me, showing a large amount of fang before heading out the door.  I breathed a sigh of relief when he was gone.
It was late, or should I say early by the time all of the Interspecies Bureau people had cleared out and the bodies had been removed.  Thankfully my night did not include another visit from the tall and moody fanged one.  I could only assume that he was able to retrieve the Sapphire.  As soon as I was alone I showered, slumped into bed and proceeded to sleep straight through until mid-afternoon.  
I didn’t awake until Samantha called to let me know that she had hired a company that specialized in disaster clean-up to help with the mess in the kitchen.  They arrived at just after three to scrub the blood in the kitchen that I couldn’t bring myself to touch. 
When the house was finally clean and the debris from the Interspecies Bureau had been cleared out, I checked my email.  There was a note from Nemesis that contained an attachment.  The attached file outlined two sets of pension fund balances, and a series of transactions that would have the Attorney General’s office at our office door with a search and seizure warrant.  The transactions outlined in the document followed the money as it moved from the pension fund then into another bank account administered by Jamison Financial where it was withdrawn as cash over the last few months.  Then, last week, there were two large deposits that nearly had the balances back in order.  
What the hell was going on?  If we were ever audited, it was likely someone was going to jail.  I didn’t understand the need to move around all that money just to replace it.  And what had my father needed all that cash for in the first place?
I picked up the phone and called my parent’s house.  My mother answered.  
“Mom, is the old man home?” I asked.
“I really wish you wouldn’t call him that, you know he hates it.”
“I know,” that’s why I do it, I thought to myself.  “Is he there?”
“No, he’s still at the office.  He called and said he was going to be late this evening,” she said.  “Is everything alright?”
“Everything’s fine,” I lied.  “I just needed to talk to him about a few things.  Maybe I will swing by and see him.”
 



Chapter 30
 
I pulled up in front of the office at just after seven-thirty.  My father’s car was in its usual spot.  I passed through the lobby, nodding to the guard as I headed for the elevators.  When I reached the fifth floor, the reception area was quiet, most everyone having left hours ago.  
When I reached my father’s office, I stood in the open doorway watching him shuffle through papers, making notes here and there.  I studied him, wondering what my mother had ever seen in this man to make her want to marry him.  Had there ever been a time when he was warm and vibrant?  A time when he hadn’t been motivated by politics and greed?  
  “Abigail, I told you before that it’s annoying when you lurk,” he said without looking up from the papers on his desk.  “Did you want something?”  
“Yes, actually, there is something I wanted,” I said, walking into the room.  “Did you ever get a chance to look into the pension fund statement I showed you?”  
“I did.”  He put down his pen and leaned back in his chair as I made my way towards his desk.  “It was just a mistake on the form.  Samantha should be receiving a corrected statement tomorrow.”
“Well, I really want to thank you for clearing that up for me.  Maybe you can help me sort these out as well,” I said as I carefully placed a print out of the attachment from Nemesis on his desk, making sure that the page showing all of the cash withdrawals was on top.  He looked at the top sheet, even leafed through the other pages.
“You’ve been busy,” he said when he finally looked up.
“That’s it?  All you have to say is ‘You’ve been busy’?”  
“What do you want me to say?  That I have no idea what is going on?  That I don’t know what you are showing me?” he asked as he got more comfortable in his chair, leaning back and crossing his ankle over his knee.  “We both know that would be a lie.”
“What I want is an explanation.”
“I had a cash flow problem after the last election and I borrowed from the pension fund,” he said, shrugging.  “All of the money is back now, so there is no real problem.”  He made it all sound so reasonable, like he hadn’t committed a crime at all.  
“Just a little borrowing, huh?” I said sarcastically.  “If we ever get audited, the Attorney General’s office is going to crucify us!  The company will be done and you will end up in jail.”
“I can assure you, that is not going to happen.  The money is back in the account and the statements will all be corrected,” he said, splaying his hands in front of him on the desk.  “If an auditor comes, everything will appear correct.”
“How are you going to explain the move to Jamison Financial?” my eyes narrowed suspiciously.  “Are they even a real company?”
“We simply tried a different firm and it didn’t work out.  That’s the truth in a roundabout way.  All the money is already scheduled to be moved back to Ferris Investments next week.”  He ignored my question about Jamison Financial being a real company.  That seemed to be an answer in itself.
“And, let me guess, you expect me to just go along and help you cover all this up, right?”
“I had hoped you would never know,” he said.
“I’ll bet you didn’t,” I muttered.
“But now that you do,” he continued as if I hadn’t interrupted.  “Yes, I do expect you to stand behind the family business and keep your mouth shut.  I mean really Abigail, all of the money is back now and all of the employees have their pensions intact.  No one was hurt by this.”  I looked at him askance, sure I was missing something important.
“Where did you get the money to replace what you borrowed?”
“Well isn’t that a good question Quentin,” Liam McCallister asked from where he stood framed in the doorway.  I hadn’t even heard him approach.  “One I would really like to hear you answer.”
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“The same as you Abigail, I came to ask some questions and clear a few things up,” he said to me before turning back to my father.  “So Quentin, I believe your daughter asked a very good question.  Where did the money come from to replace what you stole from the pension fund?”
“Stole?” my father sputtered.  “I didn’t steal anything?  How can I steal from my own company?”  My father’s composure seemed to have completely slipped now that McCallister had arrived.   
Liam laughed softly and shook his finger at my father like he was an errant child.
“Oh Quentin, I think you stole many things from many people,” he said.  “But, if the semantics bother you, I’ll ask it as Abigail did.  Where did the money come from to replace what you borrowed?”
“I don’t have to explain anything to you,” my father said, rising to his feet behind the massive desk.
“When people steal from me, they do need to explain,” McCallister growled.  The office lights dimmed in response to his anger.  Darkness coalesced around him, creating a menacing nimbus that moved with him as he glided into the room.  He stood between my father and the door, his eyes two glowing embers looking out from the gloom.
“Steal from you?” I said in confusion before my world tilted.  “Oh my God,” I whispered, turning to my father in disbelief.  “You stole the Sapphire out from under Jason to pay back the money you embezzled from the retirement fund?”
“Oh, it’s a bit worse than that,” McCallister said.
“I don’t know what you are talking about,” my father said at the same time.
“Oh really, then where did the money come from?” I said, my anger building.  “It had to come from somewhere.”  The street value of the Sapphire had to have been at least two or three times the 1.2 million McCallister originally paid for it.  Conservatively, that would be 2.4 million, aggressively 3.6.  Plenty of buffer there for everyone to get their cut and dear ole’ dad still have enough to settle up with the pension fund.
“And you!” I said rounding on McCallister.  “You killed Jason for something he didn’t even do!”  I yelled, before pointing at my father.  “You should have gutted him!”
 “I keep telling you that I did not kill Jason,” the darkness shrouding McCallister shifted with him as he walked towards me.  He stopped when he was a scant two feet away.  “To be honest; before we met in my office at River Walk I thought you had killed him.”  
What? Me?
“That’s crazy.”  Why would anyone consider for a minute that I had killed Jason?
“You have to admit that you seemed the most likely candidate, especially to someone who knew about the Sapphire shipment as I did.”  Some of the murky darkness clinging to him thinned as he spoke.  “You and your brother worked very closely together, so it seemed likely you knew what he was up to.  I made the logical jump and assumed that you tried to reap the profits from his new business venture.  Then, when I questioned you, Lok confirmed that you had no idea about Jason’s agreement with me.”
“I would have never hurt him,” I said vehemently.  He was trying to distract me.  It had to have been him.  “You on the other hand thought you had at least three million reasons to kill him.”  
“Since that night at River Walk,” he said, ignoring my comment, “I have had my people digging up everything they could find out about Jason’s friends and associates, including their financials.  In the process I found some interesting things out about you Quentin,” he said turning his glowing eyes on my father.  
“You cannot believe anything this creature says,” my father interjected.  “He is dead for Christ sake!”  He looked half crazed, the tick in his right eye going wild. 
“I’m not sure what my Transformation has to do with anything, but it is a nice attempt at misdirection and prejudice.  I think Abigail can see beyond all that to the truth.  You and I both know I did not have Jason killed.” 
“How could he possibly know for sure that you didn’t kill Jason?” I asked, looking back a forth between my twitching father and the menacing presence of McCallister.
“Why?”  McCallister never turned from me as he pointed a long, elegant finger at my father.  “Because he killed him, of course.”
“What are you are talking about McCallister?” my father sputtered.  “You are crazy if you think I killed my own son!” 
“I don’t understand…”  I was mentally trying to steer around what he was saying.  I reached out to steady myself on a chair.  The possibility that suddenly presented itself was staggering.  Really… it was too horrible to even contemplate.  He had to be lying.  
“Open your eyes Abigail and look at the truth staring you in the face,” McCallister said.  “Jason trusted the wrong man when he went to Harvey looking for assistance getting the shipment through the port scan.  And we all know that Jason had a knack for trusting the wrong person.”  Now there was an understatement.  
“It was common knowledge that Harvey was always sniffing around looking for a way into Jason’s circle.  I can only assume that is why Jason approached him in the first place.”  That part made sense.  Jason probably thought Harvey would jump at the chance to be in on the deal.  “But you made Harvey a better deal, didn’t you Quentin?”
“You are out of your mind!” my father yelled as he pulled open one of his desk drawers.  “You are trying to poison my daughter with your lies.”
“No,” Liam said, shaking his head.  “Jason made the mistake of bragging to you that he had a little money making scheme going, didn’t he?  That is the only way I could imagine you knew to approach Harvey.”  Another of Jason’s flaws – flouting his plans, especially to our father, always confident in the knowledge that he had a sure thing in the works.   
My mind started working in overdrive.  Was it possible?  If my father knew what Jason was up to he could have easily been involved.  That didn’t make it a reality though.  I looked at my father shouting denials from behind his desk, sweat beading his forehead, as Liam continued to lay out his theory.  My eyes narrowed as I took it all in.
“You paid Harvey to give you the specifics of the shipment, so you could steal the Sapphire out from under Jason.  He was the perfect scapegoat since he was known for embarking on foolish ventures.  But Jason figured it out didn’t he?  You had to have Andrei and Luca silence him, which had the added bonus of implicating me in Jason’s death.  Once Abigail started asking questions, you decided Harvey needed to go too.  Have I got that about right Quentin?”
My God, was it conceivable Liam was telling the truth?  My berserker seemed to think so.  My eyes began to burn and the edges of my vision bled to red.  Clawing, pounding, she was going crazy.  I lost focus for a second as her scream of rage reverberated inside my skull.
“Stay with me Abigail,” came McCallister’s voice through the din as I clutched my head in my hands. 
I was trying to process the information from this new angle McCallister had presented.  It all made perfect sense – scary, ugly, incomprehensible sense.  If my father hadn’t gotten the pension money back his political career would have been over, Lassiter Enterprise Holdings would be dead in the water, literally, and he would be facing significant jail time.  But the real conceptual hurdle for me centered wholly on the question I didn’t want to ask myself.  I had to stop shying away from it.  I squared my mental shoulders.  Did I think my father was capable of killing Jason to save his own skin?  I didn’t have to think long as I watched him twitching and obviously struggling with his own berserker.  Yes, sadly I thought he was and the pieces all fit.
 “You are going to pay for this,” I snarled.
“No.  I’m not,” he said, pulling a gun from his desk drawer.  Well, if there had been any lingering doubts about his guilt, they disintegrated as I looked down the barrel of his gun.    
“I’m not sure how you think you are going to get away with shooting us both,” I ground out.  “It’s going to be hard to explain the two of us dead on your floor.”
“Oh I think it will be easy,” he said with a smirk.  “You and I were here working when Liam came to finish us both off.  It was terrifying.  I shot him in self-defense and you got caught in the crossfire.”
I’m not sure if it was the smirk or the stress of the last two weeks, but I couldn’t hold her back any longer.  My father should have suspected that I was on the brink.  I felt crazy, so it stands to reason that I should have looked crazy too, right?  But he continued to shout and wave the gun while all the sounds around me faded to silence, and my vision tunneled in on him.  All I could see was him, with his gun, superimposed over the image of Jason lying in the pool of his own blood.  The intimacy of the betrayal was too much for the berserker to overlook.  What kind of father hires thugs to kill his own child?
The beast inside made one final slam against my already weakened containment wall and it shattered into a thousand useless fragments.  I could feel the four massive trees bend in the explosion.  I steadied myself on the chair next to me and had a brief moment of wonder that I could still understand my own thoughts.  Too brief.  In the next instant everything within my field of vision was bathed in crimson and I felt as if I had grown taller by yards.  True or not, it seemed to me that I towered over my father, him a mere ant on the sidewalk waiting to be trampled.  By.  Me. 
He faltered in his tirade as the papers on his desk fluttered from the gust created by my berserker’s release.  Much like the day of the funeral, he was too late to see the beast on the rise.  Now it was before him and he was wide-eyed in his panic.  He fired that ridiculously insignificant gun at me.  I moved.  It was effortless, like the very molecules of air helped to relocate me from one spot to another.  I, we, could see the bullet coming in slow motion and we simply stepped out of the way.
“Nice try,” we said and laughed, the sound causing the glasses on my father’s side table to wobble and break.  McCallister put his hands over his ears as if in physical pain. We didn’t care about the drinker of blood’s discomfort.  
We cared about vengeance.  We were united in this thought.  Us, me, she, we - it was impossible to precisely distinguish where she and Abigail ended and we began.  I laughed out loud at the thought of all those wasted years of yoga and meditation for the sole purpose of preventing this glorious joining.  Why?  We were never going back behind those walls.  Together we were more, plural we were invincible.  We were strength and power, rage and vengeance and we had found a focus for our wrath in the wide-eyed man in front of us.  We reached out and grabbed him.  His head wobbled like a bobble-head on a dash board.  Glorious!
“Abigail!” Liam was yelling her name.  The sound seemed to be coming from far off.  It was insignificant, unimportant.  All that mattered was the extermination of the foul bug in our hands.  We shook him again.  Bobble, bobble, bobble.  The scent of fear, thick in the air, was intoxicating.   The vampire tried to stop us and we swatted him out of the way like the mosquito he was.  The sound of him hitting the wall and sliding to the floor reverberated around the room.
“Abigail!  Don’t do this!”  The wolf was here now too.  The part of us that was Abigail let us know that he was called Jonathan.  His lean fingers wrapped around our wrists where they were choking the life out of the insect.  This Jonathan’s attempts to stop us were nothing more than a minor annoyance in this magnificent moment.  
We focused on the spark of terror in Quentin Lassiter’s eyes.  It warmed us like a roaring fire on a cold night.  There was an indescribable thrill in capturing an enemy and escorting him directly to Hell’s door.  His eyes began to dull, defeat written in his features.  Sadness and rage swamped us, it was ending too quickly.  We wanted to prolong the moment, savor it.  Jason did not die quickly.  The bug should suffer as Jason suffered.  
“Abigail, think of your mother,” the wolf was yelling.
Mother?  We paused a moment before discarding the argument as invalid.  Yes, she would be sad but really, this was for the best.  Who knows when the insect might try to kill her too?  We would not allow it!
“Abigail, you must stop.”  Jonathan was still attempting to pry our fingers off the neck of our prey.  “If you kill him like this, you will be locked away for the rest of your life because you could not control your berserker.”  
Locked away?  We were strong, they could never defeat us!  
A whisper from Abigail, “They could.  Remember the zip ties….”  
We hesitated.  Could they?  The wolf must have noticed our uncertainty because he tried again to deter us.  
“I know you can fight it,” Jonathan soothed.  “I have faith in you, Abigail.  This is not who you are, who you want to be.”
His argument held the echo of Naris’ words from that day in Jason’s office.  ‘I have faith in you Abigail Lassiter,’ he had said.  He had faith in Abigail to do what? End the existence of the blight upon the world that was Quentin Lassiter?  To control the rage?  To do what must be done?  Even with our fury running loose, the part of us that was Abigail struggled to the surface.  She knew the real answer.  He had faith in the me that was Abigail, to be true to myself, to be the person I choose to be.  Jonathan was right – I would regret killing my father, if for no other reason than I would be locked away for the rest of my life because I was a threat to everyone around me.  Just another elf who couldn’t control her berserker.
“How do you know who I want to be?” I said, turning my frustrated red gaze upon him.  I tossed my father to the floor in disgust.  There was blood running out of his ears but he was still breathing.  He would have whiplash and epic bruising but he would live.
“Because through all that rage you still heard me,” Jonathan said as he bent down to inspect my handiwork.  “That and the fact that he is still alive.”
I collapsed into one of the chairs in front of my father’s desk and eyed Liam struggling to rise from where I had thrown him against the wall.  “Don’t think I didn’t notice that you waited to make your big revelation until after I got your shipment through the port, you snake.”
“What can I say,” he shrugged as he stood, straightening his clothes.  “I’m a practical man Abigail - merchandise first, family drama second.  Besides, I had to wait for you to figure some of this out for yourself, or you would never have believed me.”  
 



Chapter 31
 
I sat at home watching the evening news the night after my berserker had shaken my father senseless. The Interspecies Bureau had taken my father into custody so that he could be questioned about my brother’s death.  Liam hadn’t wanted him blabbing about the Sapphire shipment, so he and Lok had spent a considerable amount of time and energy glamouring him before the agents showed up.  His resistance was low because we, I mean I, had shaken him until he was too broken to effectively resist.  
My father currently thought he had hired Andrei and Luca to kill Jason because Jason had discovered the missing pension fund money.  They left out any explanation for where the replacement money, currently sitting in the pension fund, had come from.  The glamour would eventually wear off but by then it would be too late.  We figured that the agents could try to solve the mystery of the replacement money.  
To my disgust, my father was released shortly after he was hauled away.  Joshua Levy might not have a way with regular agents and policemen but he had a real knack for rallying police commissioners, mayors and judges to my father’s cause.  I should have expected that Senator Quentin Lassiter wouldn't see the inside of a court room, let alone a jail cell.  It was sickening really.  My brother was dead because of my father, and no one cared.  My father had embezzled money from the company retirement fund, and no one would lift a finger to punish him.  
I started paying attention to the news again as the newscaster animatedly described the huge warehouse fire raging out of control at an industrial park near the river.  So far there were no casualties, and firefighters were merely making sure that the blaze stayed contained to one building.  The sheer size of the fire was enough to make it a featured story for the evening.  Once information was uncovered that the building was owned by Liam McCallister, the story sidled out nearly every other newsworthy item of the day.  I fully expected it to make the national news before the evening was over.  
“There is no word yet on Clan Master McCallister’s reaction to the fire, or how it started,” the sandy haired, male reporter said into the camera.  “Early evaluation by firemen on the scene suggests a possible gas leak.”
My phone rang.  I didn’t even need to check the display to know who was calling.  I smiled as I snuggled further into the down throw blanket on my couch, watching the news as if it were the latest blockbuster newly released on DVD.  Hell, I even made popcorn with extra butter.  Yum!
Thirty minutes later there was someone pounding on the front door.  When I heard the hinges groan under the onslaught I decided it was time to face the music.  I reluctantly pulled myself away from the very entertaining news coverage to answer the door.  
“Have you seen the news?” an irate, Liam McCallister asked from where he stood framed in the doorway, angry fingers of darkness roiling around him.  A quick peek over his shoulder showed Seamus and Lok a few paces behind.
“Yeah.  Wow!” I said.  “Shouldn’t you be holding a press conference or something?  The guy on channel ten just said they have been unsuccessfully trying to reach you for a comment.”
“Don’t be funny,” he growled, storming past me into the foyer, Lok hot on his heels.  Uh, oh, lie detector in the house.  Seamus stayed outside, smirking at me as I closed the door.
“Won’t you come in,” I said dryly, rolling my eyes.
 “How did you know the Sapphire was there?” he demanded, rounding on me.
“Where?” I asked innocently.  His face darkened and that creepy black fog thickened.  
“Oh no,” I said in dismay, pointing to the television, where helicopters were now presenting a birds-eye-view of the flames and smoke. “Don’t tell me the Sapphire was in that warehouse?”  
“It was,” he ground out, looking as if he were seconds away from completely losing it.  “And I think you know something about the out of control fire raging there as we speak.”
“I had no idea that the Sapphire was in that warehouse,” I answered.
“Truth,” Lok said from where he stood near the door.  McCallister didn’t look convinced.  Too bad.  He walked a circuit around me, the murky black tendrils moving with him.  One reached out, skimming along my arm and sending a biting chill across my skin.
“Let me ask a different question.  Did you have someone burn down my warehouse, even though you didn’t know exactly which warehouse they would target?”  Better question but still not the right one.
“No.”
“Truth.”
“I think she is lying somehow and you cannot tell,” McCallister bit out, never taking his eyes off me.
“I assure you, I’m not lying.”  I hadn’t known the Sapphire was in that warehouse and I didn’t have someone start the fire.  But… I did know who was privy to that information.  Was it my fault that he still wasn’t asking the right questions?  Not.  
“Warehouse fires do happen occasionally.  It could just be a coincidence.”
“I don’t deal in coincidences Abigail.  Someone set that fire deliberately.  Someone who knew what was in there.”  His expression turned calculating.  “Who else besides you knew all of the details of our arrangement?”  Uh oh, I wasn’t loving his train of thought.
“No one other than me had all of the information.  Obviously my man on the crane knew what was in the shipment but he didn’t know you were involved.  Samantha knew you were involved but I never told her what we were smuggling.”  I didn’t think it necessary to point out she suspected she knew what we were smuggling.  “Everyone else knew even less.  Regardless, none of us knew where you were taking the Sapphire after we handed it over.”
“You had something to do with this.  You may be fooling Lok but I can almost smell your deceit.”
“Almost?”  
“I suggest you drop the sarcasm,” he said as he reached out and yanked me against his chest.  I couldn’t stifle a little squeak when I found myself partially wrapped in the bitter darkness swirling around him.  “You’re treading on thin ice with me.  I warned you there would be consequences if anything got lost this time.”   This last bit he said directly into my ear.  I suppressed a shiver.  
“Nothing got lost,” I said as I wrenched myself away from him.  “And I was no longer responsible for your merchandise once you collected it from the Wholesome Foods warehouse.”
He got right up in my face.  “If anything happens to any of the other shipments, you will be punished.”  The look he gave me suggested that he just might enjoy such an outcome.  I was pretty sure I wouldn’t.  
“Yeah, about that,” I said as I again put some distance between us.  After last night, I decided working for my father was not really going to work out for me any longer.  “I turned in my resignation to Lassiter Shipping earlier this morning.”
“That is unacceptable.”  I staggered as his anger blasted towards me.  I was choking in inky blackness, ice crystals like shards of glass burnt my lungs, stung my eyes.   “You still owe me a debt.  One I expect to see paid.  In.  Full.”
“Not happening,” I said.  His hand reached out and I found myself plastered against his hard chest again.  He sniffed my neck, anger fueling his desire for blood.  
“I believe I mentioned a way could be arranged for you to repay your debt without running any shipments.  You were not willing to consider the idea before, but things change, do they not?”  I did not like the way he was smiling at me, all fang and lust.  I wasn’t sure if it was lust, lust or blood lust.  I was unwilling to consider either.  I pulled away again, stumbling as I regained my balance.
“Like I said, not happening.”
“You do realize that there is nothing preventing me from killing you right now?”
Naris was suddenly standing in the space between McCallister and me, his wings glowing an electric blue behind him.  He was standing so close that I caught a whiff of his familiar citrusy scent.  It tugged at a memory I couldn’t quite place and didn’t have time to contemplate.
McCallister stumbled back in surprise while Lok, ever the practical one, crept forward to get into a better position to protect his master from this new and unexpected threat.  I had to admit, McCallister’s surprise was nothing compared to the astonishment I felt.  Naris was more of a fix it behind the scenes kind of guy and had never before shown himself to anyone, at least not in my presence.  And since no one had ever mentioned meeting him I was pretty sure that meant he hadn’t revealed himself to anyone I knew.  Ever.  
“And you are?”  McCallister asked after schooling his features into a neutral expression.  I had to admit that I was kind of impressed at how quickly he had pulled himself together.  It took me a bit longer to wipe the shock off my face.
“Her Guardian,” was all Naris said, as if that should explain it.  By the look on McCallister’s face I would say that it did.  Although, he did flick his eyes to Lok who nodded his head in confirmation.  Truth.
“Guardian,” McCallister said, bowing his head respectfully to Naris in acknowledgement.  Wow, did McCallister just bow to Naris?
“Understand this,” Naris intoned, “your arrangement with Abigail is officially at an end.”
“I’m not sure I agree.”
“You are entitled to an opinion but you will obey.”
“And if I don’t?”
Naris smiled.  “I will end you.”  
Well that was pretty clear and kinda dark for Naris.  A new facet of his personality revealed.  Hmm.  I think I liked it.
“Guardian,” he bowed again.  This time I thought it was in acceptance but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure.  “Abigail,” he said as he turned to me.  “You never fail to surprise and amuse.  This is an unexpected first.”  He seemed almost pleased when I had expected fury.  I was completely baffled.  He turned back to Lok, jerking his head towards the door.  Lok took the hint and immediately moved to open it.  McCallister stopped just before crossing the threshold and turned back to me.
“I will consider your attendance at the function in Washington on October 20th sufficient to satisfy your debt.  We will drive down the evening before.”  Oh no he didn’t, the cheeky bastard!  He shifted his gaze to Naris, obviously wondering if the Guardian would accept the offer after insisting our arrangement was over.  I couldn’t wait until Naris told him to shove it, in the nicest possible way of course.  I nearly snorted at the thought.
“It is settled then,” Naris replied inclining his head in agreement.
“What?” I screeched.  “Are you crazy?  I’m not going to that function with him!  Not five minutes ago he threatened to kill me!”
“It is a suitable compromise,” Naris said as McCallister smirked at me and made a hasty exit out the already open door.
“No it’s not,” I said to Naris once I heard the snick of the door closing.  “Who are you to decide that for me?”
“Who indeed?” he said chidingly.  I glared at him and while I writhed with anger, my berserker was oddly quiet.  She understood the truth that I was reluctant to admit.
“Alright, you have a point,” I conceded, my anger deflating like a popped balloon.  He was the one who had burned McCallister’s warehouse to get rid of the Sapphire, and he was the one who had stopped the leech from killing me tonight.  That didn’t even begin to cover all of the countless other times he had come to my rescue over the years.  If he thought this was an acceptable arrangement, I was going to have to live with it.  
 



Chapter 32
 
That night I slept fitfully, thrashing around in my bed as I was bombarded by dreams.  Jason, lying in a pool of blood, his eyes pleading with me to save him.  Threads of darkness plucking at my clothes as Liam McCallister’s glowing red eyes pinned me like a butterfly behind glass.  The emerald green eyes of a russet wolf, its face marred by a silver tipped streak of fur.  My berserker, in her tattered shift, begging me to fix what was broken.  
“Abigail, you must awaken!” a voice cut through my jumbled nightmares.
I jolted upright and opened my eyes, completely disoriented.  I blinked several times but couldn’t shake the image of myself standing in the night sky, a thousand myriad stars twinkling all around.  Next to me stood Naris and across from us both, suspended just above a luminous nebula, stood another Guardian with brilliant wings of blue struck with gold.  Those glowing wings were where the similarity between the two men ended.  Where Naris was inordinately tall and golden, this new Guardian was only a few inches taller than me, five-ten or eleven at best.  He wore supple brown leather pants and a fine linen tunic that hung just past his hips.  His bare arms were an unblemished mahogany that appeared burnished, even in the muted starlight.  His black hair hung in a single long braid to his waist, and somewhere on his person were bells that chimed as he moved.  
“What’s going on?” I asked, certain I was still dreaming.
“You have done well Abigail,” the other Guardian said.
“Ah… okay.  I’m not sure what I have done exactly but thank you.”  I turned to Naris, a question in my eyes before returning my gaze to the other man.  
“I am Aadi,” the dark haired Guardian said with a single nod of his head.
“It’s nice to meet you Aadi,” I offered lamely.  What was the protocol when meeting a new Guardian while suspended between two constellations?  
He nodded.  “I know you will have many questions but time is short.  You must know a few important facts before we can move forward.”
“Okay.”  I said ‘Okay’, but really, what the hell was he talking about?
“I believe you already know that The Plan was altered.  While we speak, the plan is being changed yet again, the weft and weave made new.  Know this Abigail; a single thread cut from The Plan’s Grand Tapestry can change all that comes after.  So too can a single thread rewoven restore The Plan to its previous design.”  I was still blinking away sleep, hell maybe I was still asleep, while trying to understand what in the world he was talking about. 
“You may not fully grasp the implications of what I am telling you, but that will come in time.”  He smiled at me before indicating Naris with a sweep of his hand.  “Naris’ faith in you was well placed and we are granting you a boon.”  Wait.  What?  
“Alright,” I said hesitantly, afraid to ask questions.  This was obviously Naris’s superior and someone who had the ability to alter the Plan.  Not a being I was comfortable questioning.  
“Thank you?”  I think.  I was counting on whatever he was talking about being something good since he was referring to it as a boon.  He dipped his head in acknowledgement of my thanks, even though it obviously had a big question mark after it.  
“There is one more thing you must have before we go.”  He turned to Naris, who stepped forward.
“Abigail, I have a gift for you,” he said solemnly, his gaze steady.  “Will you accept it?”  His question made me uncomfortable, like my clothes were itchy and too tight.  There seemed to be something more to this than a simple gift.  He was asking my permission, as if my consent was required.  That implied, at least to me, that it was a gift with strings attached.
“Your insight does you justice,” Aadi’s voice echoed in my mind.  He had obviously pulled my thoughts straight from my head.  “Another indication that we have chosen well.”  I frowned, looking between the both of them.
“I think you need to tell me more about the gift first.”
Naris shook his head.  “I am sorry Abigail, but this gift you must accept without prior knowledge of its nature.”
I frowned again.  That was weird, and just a little bit scary.  It was also quintessentially Naris – ambiguous, obscure and confounding.
He looked to the older Guardian before turning back to me.  “I can offer you this – I believe it to be something worthy of you.”  I noticed he didn’t say that he thought I would just
love it.
“Time is short Abigail.  The alteration of the Plan is nearly finished.  You must either refuse or accept the gift in the time before that task is completed.”  
Nothing like giving a girl some time to think about it and I had a feeling that this was something very important, something that I would like some time to mull over.  I exhale noisily knowing I was going to take a leap of faith, something I was not always so good at doing.
“I trust you Naris.  So far you have not let me down.”  I grinned at him, “well other than that time with the cat.”  He reached for my hands and as I placed them into his I fell into the void between the stars.
*********
There was a dog barking incessantly in my dream.  Bark, bark, bark!  Pause.  Bark, bark, bark!  Pause.  
What the…?
My brain finally turned back on.  I reached out my hand, feeling around on the bedside table for my cell in its dock.  My fingers closed around the phone and I pulled it back to me, shutting off the alarm without having to open my eyes more than the barest sliver.  Rolling onto my back, I squinted at the swirls of reflected sunlight dancing on the ceiling.  
Last night had been filled with crazy dreams.  I was thankful for the bright sunlight streaming through the windows this morning.  It was warm, comforting – real.  I stretched, halting mid-motion when something caught my eye.  There was a small blue tattoo on the inside of my right wrist – an intricately outlined set of wings.  They reminded me of Naris.   I licked the thumb of my other hand and rubbed at the outline.  Yep, it was definitely permanent or at least spit resistant.  My pulse sped up as I examined it, remembering a bit of the dream but nothing about a tattoo.  I didn’t have much time to ponder my new ink before I was distracted by something else - the smell of coffee.
I didn’t own a coffee maker and I never drank coffee in the morning.  When I heard a toilet flush seconds later, I sat bolt upright in bed.  If the sight of the new tattoo hadn’t fully woken me, the sound of a toilet flushing sure as hell did.  Swinging my feet over the side of the bed, I grabbed the baseball bat from behind the edge of the headboard, where I kept it for just such an emergency, and crept to the door.  I peeked around the doorframe, listening.  Someone was moving around in the hall bathroom.  Who the hell was in my house?
Hefting the bat over my right shoulder I crept down the hall, stopping just outside the bathroom door.  Heart pounding, I was sure whoever it was could hear my blood pulsing thunderously through my veins.  
Okay Abigail, you can do this,
I thought.  I grabbed the door handle and flung open the door, the bat poised to bash in the head of whomever I found in there.
I froze in the doorway, the bat still held aloft as the door banged against the wall.    This was not possible, I blinked rapidly.  Not.  Possible.
“Hey, that was some grand entrance,” Jason said with a laugh from the sink where he had been washing his hands.  A series of fading bruises were visible on his face and creeping from under the neckline of his shirt.  “Can’t a guy pee in private around here?”  
I continued to stand there, bat in hand, mouth open, heart pounding.
“What’s wrong with you?  You look like you saw a ghost,” Jason joked with a smile.  I snapped.
“What’s wrong with me?” I yelled.  “What’s wrong with me?”  Hysteria was rising.  
“Hey, are you okay?”  Jason’s good natured smile faded, his brows furrowing into a look of concern.  
“No,” I said, drawing out the word.  “I’m definitely not okay.” I dropped the bat on the floor where it landed with a loud thump and clatter.  I pointed at him.  “Wait here!”
I stormed down the hall to the kitchen.  On the counter sat an automatic coffee maker that did not belong to me.  It looked like the one from Jason’s townhouse.  The townhouse I had not gone over to clean out yet.  The one he no longer lived in because he was dead!  I was about to start hyperventilating.  
“Naris,” I whispered, putting my hand out to support myself against the counter.
“Abigail.”  I looked up at the sound of his voice.  His wings were a blue corona that framed his body and I immediately thought of my new tattoo.  Had Naris marked me too?
“Why is my dead brother in my guest bathroom?”  A dead brother I kept expecting to show up in the kitchen at any moment. 
“We have stepped outside of time for a moment,” he explained.  “Jason cannot be allowed any knowledge of the other timeline.”   It was then that I noticed that everything around us was eerily quiet – no birds chirping or dogs barking, no droning of planes or traffic in the distance.
“The other timeline?” I asked in confusion. 
“Jason’s thread has been rewoven into The Plan’s tapestry as originally intended.”  His statement brought back bits and pieces of last night’s dream.
“So last night when I met Aadi – that wasn’t a dream?”
He shook his head, watching me warily.  
“The rewoven thread that he spoke of was Jason?”
“Yes.”
“And that was my boon.”  I did not say it like a question.  I was trying to work through all of the pieces of a very confusing puzzle.  “So what was the gift you gave me?” I asked.
“That is something you will discover in time.”
“Does it have anything to do with the new ink I have on my wrist?”
“The two are related,” he replied, nodding.
I was thinking about the dream, trying to remember more.  “Aadi said that the second alteration of the Plan was my boon.  What was the first alteration?”
Naris looked uncomfortable, like he didn’t want to answer my question.  My mind raced as he continued to look at me without answering.  
“If Jason being rewoven was my boon,” I said, trailing off as I tried to work it out.  I took off in another direction.  “That day in the hospital you said that The Plan previously had his death written well into the future.  So it makes sense that the first alteration was his death.”  I looked up at him for confirmation, certain I was on the right track.   
“You are correct,” he conceded with a single nod.  
“So, why was The Plan changed in the first place?”  I wanted to know what was so important that it required Jason’s death?  Naris looked away from me a moment, as if he knew I wouldn’t like his reply.  When he looked back at me, I couldn’t identify the emotion I saw there.  Dread maybe?
“It was a test.”
“What type of…?”  I froze.  “No,” I whispered as I back away from him in horror.  A flash of revulsion shot through me.  I felt sick.  I clutched my stomach, gasping.  It couldn’t be true.
Aadi had said Naris’ faith in me was well placed and that my insight was another indicator that they had chosen well.  The Plan was changed to test me.  Jason was murdered to test me!   I think I died inside a little at the realization.   Right on the heels of that was a scorching anger that swelled and crashed into me like a tsunami.  
“Jason was slaughtered in my driveway as a fucking test?” I screamed at Naris while slamming him in the chest with both hands.  He was lucky I had left that bat back in the bathroom with Jason.  My berserker writhed inside me.  I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and started to slowly count backwards.  When I felt more in control, I opened my eyes to look at Naris.
“I am sorry Abigail,” he said with his hands out, eyes pleading for my understanding.  “When I told them I had faith in you, it was not my intention to cause you so much suffering.”
“Yeah well, you know what they say about the road to Hell and good intentions,” I spat.  He did not reply, continuing instead to watch me warily.  I paced to the window, looking out across the lawn, my back to him.  I felt so many things simultaneously; angry, confused, hurt, shame that Jason had gone through that agony because of me – even if he didn’t remember it now.  Thank God he didn’t remember it now!  And overriding it all, the beginnings of a blazing happiness that Jason was alive.  
“I want to know what all this was about.  Why was I tested?” I asked him without turning from the view beyond window.  
He came to stand beside me before answering.  I knew he was watching me but I couldn’t make myself look at him yet.  I was too angry.  “You were tested to see if my faith in you was well placed.  It was.”
“Yeah, I already got that part,” I said, swirling my hand in a ‘get on with it’ gesture.  “What’s the rest?” 
“You have been chosen to be a Guardian.”
“What?” My mouth fell open as I turned towards him, astonishment momentarily overshadowing my anger.
“One has not been chosen in nearly four thousand years,” he said it like I should be impressed.  Maybe later I would care enough to be flattered but right now I was too offended by their methods.  I felt like a mouse that had been running through a maze in some hideous science experiment.  There was still one thing I did want to know though.
“What made ‘those that decide’,” I said making exaggerated finger quotes, “determine that I should be a Guardian?”
“All potential Guardians are assigned a protector and mentor when they are children.”  I looked up at him in surprise and opened my mouth to ask the obvious question.  He forestalled me by putting up his hand, warding off my query.  “Yes, you were always seen as having the potential and I was sent to foster that latent possibility.”  Well that explained a lot.  I had wondered my whole life why I was the only one I had ever heard of with a Guardian.  
“What do Guardians do besides foster new Guardians?”  Surely there had to be more to their existence than the continuation of their little club.
“That is something we will get to later.”  Frustration was fanning my anger.  I could never get a straight answer.
“Do they teach that?”  
His eyebrows knitted in puzzlement.
“Evasion.”
“I’m simply trying to answer the original question without getting lost in the minutia.”  I snorted but he ignored me.  This was my life he was talking about and he was calling it minutia.  
“The question at hand is why you were ultimately chosen, correct?”
Grudgingly I nodded.
“There were many small things but in the end, your ability to overcome your inner rage and make peace with your berserker was the final obstacle to your acceptance.  You are the first elf since the plague to successfully contain their berserker after it had broken free.  You were able to pull back from the rage and see the true path.  It is a truly remarkable feat.”
I looked over at him, unimpressed with his reasoning.  I did not want any part of what they were offering.  I was too hurt, too angry and his continued evasiveness was not helping. 
“Remarkable feat or not, you can tell your buddy Aadi that I’m not interested,” I replied, looking over at him to make sure he knew I was serious.  Naris’s eyes slanted to the left as he looked out the window again, silent.  My shoulders slumped and I sighed as he continued to take in the view without responding.  
“I already consented didn’t I?  When I accepted your gift?”  I wasn’t sure who I was more disgusted with, myself or Naris. 
“There is more to the gift than that, but yes,” he nodded, “you have already accepted.”  I knew there were strings attached to the offer when it was made.  I should have never trusted Naris.  This was turning out exactly like that damn cat… not at all as I had expected. 
 



Epilogue
 
I coiled my hair upon my head and turned this way and that trying to decide if a bare neck was the right thing for the evening.  I released the coil, letting the thick spiral of hair fall down my back and shook it loose.  Down, definitely down.  
The last two weeks had been an emotional roller coaster, and I was still getting my bearings.  Eventually I got over my initial spitting anger enough to talk to Naris about the changes that resulted from the second alteration of The Plan.  After all, I was able to remember the timeline where Jason died but nothing about the new timeline.  Naris explained that this was because I was with him and Aadi during the reweaving of Jason’s thread.
Many of the things followed closely to the events as I remembered.  The major changes were that Jason did not die that morning in my driveway.  I had run out as the goons were roughing him up, and they left before they did any permanent damage.  Jason was still injured - badly.  He was staying with me while he recuperated.  Apparently I had insisted.  
Liam McCallister had held me accountable for Jason’s failure to deliver the Sapphire.  And Corbin had still marked me as Pack in his worry over my involvement in McCallister’s replacement shipments.  As a result, Jonathan Wilder had Sampson training me to defend myself.  Pack members needed to be strong, they were never prey.  This was Sampson’s mantra and he took every opportunity to remind me of it.  I had bruises on my bruises, but I was learning.
My father was still the same bastard he had always been.  He saw an opportunity to cover his embezzlement of the retirement fund money and took it.  In both timelines my father hired Andrei and Luca to handle the Jason problem.  In the repaired timeline he had only requested that Jason be roughed up as a warning.
I’m happy to report that Harvey, Andrei and Luca’s threads were still lying on The Plan’s cutting room floor, never to bother me or mine again.  I will be eternally grateful and confused by Alexander’s actions in my kitchen that night.  You can imagine my initial surprise that he was the one to kill Luca was compounded when I learned from Corbin that Alexander was the one to carry me to the couch and bandage the cuts on my wrists and chest.  Completely bizarre, right? 
My berserker and I were speaking regularly and her vocabulary was increasing.  I haven’t told anyone yet that she and I were communicating, other than Naris, of course.  It was too raw, too personal, to share with anyone else.
Naris informed me that anything that happened in the first timeline was the result of choices the individuals involved were capable of making.  Knowing that my father was capable of making the choice to end Jason’s life, and mine for that matter, was enough for me – I’m still officially done with my father and Lassiter Shipping.  
I’m still not sure what the rest of Naris’ gift entails.  For now I’m taking things day by day.  Hopefully whatever it is will help me with my new career as a Locator.  I plan on hanging out my own shingle and seeing where that road takes me.  I’m sure the Interspecies Bureau will have something to say about that.  I’m currently working on a good story to explain my previously undisclosed Location skills.  I’m also counting on Corbin to have some ideas to help with that.  Oh, and Samantha is coming with me.  I love my friends.
The doorbell rang.  I dropped my chin to my chest and took several deep breaths before opening it.  I fully anticipated continuously grinding my teeth for the next day and a half.
“Why Abigail, you look lovely,” Liam said from just beyond the door.  His dark eyes examined me from head to toe appreciatively.  I rolled my eyes as I slipped into my coat before grabbing my bag and purse where they waited beside the door. 
“Thanks,” I said as I joined him outside.  I ignored the hand that reached for my overnight bag as I strode past him towards the waiting car where Seamus stood holding open the rear passenger door.  “But don’t get any ideas.  This is me fulfilling an obligation.”  Under duress, I mentally added.
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” he chuckled as I breezed past him to slip into the backseat.  
 
The End
 



 
Acknowledgements
 
I have to say a very special thank you to everyone who helped me along the way to completing this book.  Stacey and Linda for reading it when it was really, really rough and for reading it again when it was only a bit smoother!  The insight that you both provided regarding your initial feel for the characters was immensely helpful.  Gail and Gabby for doing a first pass at proofreading and offering your much appreciated encouragement.  My friends Jennifer and Amy for being proofreading machines!  How I could have read through this manuscript a zillion times and still not have found the typos you both did still amazes me.  Finally to Joe, for putting up with me spending hours at my desk and for not grumbling too loudly when the occasional late night plot concept forced me to dash straight from bed to my computer!
Thank you so much for taking the time to read The Severed Thread.  I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it!
All the best,
Dione
 



Table of Contents
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Epilogue
Acknowledgements


cover.jpeg





