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    Dedication 
 
      
 
      
 
    To Julee— 
 
      
 
    There is no hard and fast rule for dedications. Usually, though,  
 
    authors use them to thank someone who’s affected their life. And  
 
    while I was writing this book over the past eighteen months, a song  
 
    that always reminded me of you, I kept hearing over and over again.  
 
    It came on various Alexa stations, whether they were country or pop, 
 
     and whenever I was driving, it always seemed to be playing on the  
 
    radio. I literally couldn’t get away from it…not that I wanted to. 
 
      
 
    Since I’m a person who believes in signs, I had to follow this one, and  
 
    I hope you don’t mind. Actually, I’m not even sure if you’ll ever find  
 
    out about this, and that’s okay, too. I just needed to put it out into the  
 
    universe and say some things I never had a chance to say. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for the laughs, smiles, and love. You, of all people, know  
 
    that when it comes to good and bad memories, my scales haven’t  
 
    always tipped in the right direction, and you’re the reason they’re  
 
    now balanced, for the good memories I have of you and us far outweigh  
 
    the bad. True, we didn’t work out, but that doesn’t mean I don’t think  
 
    about you. That doesn’t mean I don’t wish you well, and that doesn’t  
 
    mean that when I hear that song again, I won’t smile. 
 
     It’s impossible not to. 
 
      
 
    Lyn xxx  
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A familiar hand on her shoulder roused her from sleep. It was as gentle as it was weighty, the years adding a bit more strength to her husband’s grip. She knew in an instant it was not yet time to fetch water from the stream, for the embers of the logs in the stone pit still glowed red. Then his breath, fouled from sleep, washed across her face. He whispered, and she stiffened, his words fading as her attention was drawn to the commotion outside. Thundering hooves pounding against the earth as steeds entered their tiny hamlet. Voices, gruff and demanding, rang out, and as orders were shouted, women began to scream.  
 
    Her thoughts were broken when he swept away the animal skins providing them warmth, and climbing over her, he slipped his feet into boots, worn and caked with dirt. They scrambled together, fastening clothes and donning cloaks to protect them from the winter winds. And as he reached for his axe, she reached for their children.  
 
    They whimpered as she awoke them from their dreams, and while they pleaded for more sleep, she did not listen. She needed to prepare them, and there wasn’t much time. She had heard the stories, and she knew…there wasn’t much time. 
 
    She tugged third-hand shoes onto their feet and draped every article of clothing fitting their tiny frames over them. Belts of rope held most in place, and grabbing the only other skirt she owned, she ripped it into strips, wrapping the shreds of wool around their heads and hands, adding as much protection as she could. They were so young, so innocent of the sheer evil lurking oh so close, but if they were to survive, they needed to know the truth…so she told them. 
 
    The two-year-old did not understand, her mother’s words too long and too complex for someone so young, but the eyes of her other two children widened in unison. The color slowly drained from their cherub cheeks, and even though she saw their chins quiver, she was single-minded. She was their mother, and they would do as she asked. They didn’t have a choice, and neither did she.  
 
    A rush of icy air tore through their hut as her husband rushed out the door. She knelt in front of her children and gathered them in her arms. She pulled them close, clutching them against her bosom as she breathed deeply their scent. It was a scent of perfection and a scent of innocence, and while vital seconds ticked by, her eyes became glassy. Would this be the last hug she ever gave them? 
 
    She took a ragged breath, and smiling through her agony, she kissed their faces, wiped away their tears, and led them outside. Her breath steamed in the air as she herded her children to the far side of the building, the familiar smell of farm animals now secondary to that of horses and billowing smoke. Behind her, her husband called out for others to band together to fight, but how could they against beings like these? 
 
    She scooped up her youngest, ordering her to hold on tightly, and taking her other two children by the hand, she sprinted toward the forest. The moon was full, the golden glow from the heavens lighting her way as she dashed across the meadow. She was tall, her strides easily three times the length of her children’s, so they stumbled and groused, and while they begged her to slow down, she was relentless as she tugged them toward what she prayed would be their salvation. 
 
    The tree line was her goal, and when she reached it, she fell to her knees, listening as her children gasped for air. There was no time to hug or nurture, kiss or console, so she did the only thing she could. She told them to run. They weren’t to look back, and they weren’t to stop. They needed to hide, to go deep into the forest where the trees were towering, and the thicket was dense, and until the sun came up, until the dawn broke through the sky, they were not to return home.  
 
    She didn’t know what they would face in the morning or who would be left to care for them, but that wasn’t important. All that mattered was they would survive. With or without her, they would survive. 
 
    She watched as her children dissolved into the darkness. The sounds of her littlest’s sniffles fading as her offspring moved further into the forest, and then she rushed back to the village in search of her husband. 
 
    Some cruck houses were on fire now, cinders scattered in the commotion finding their way to thatched mattresses and straw-covered floors, and as animals fought to escape their fate, the air thickened with smoke. Like a fog, it surrounded her and amidst the gray and white, was red. Men, protecting their families with shovels and staffs, were strewn about like rag dolls, their eyes empty and their tunics soaked with blood.  
 
    She took a step, and then her breath caught in her throat. Six strides from their doorway, he lay dead on the ground. His axe was still gripped in his hand, and as she knew he would, he had gone down fighting. Around him were three of the invaders, their heads crudely removed by his hatchet, and she was proud. He had always protected them, provided for them the best way he knew how, and he had given his life so she could have time to save their children. Her eyes turned glassy. 
 
    Another tiny wood-framed home burst into flames, the flash of the fire lighting up the night, and in the brilliance, she saw a glint of metal, shiny and deadly, near the remains of one her husband had killed. With all her strength, she tugged the weapon out from under the headless corpse.  
 
    The broadsword was cumbersome. Its blade long and its steel thick, it was meant for those much stronger than she, or so she thought. The hilt was wrapped in strips of leather, giving her confidence it would never slip from her hands. She held it out, and as her arms trembled from the weight, she was transported back in time.  
 
    The middle child of five, she had grown up with four brothers, and after livestock was tended to and fields were plowed, planted, or cleared, she and her siblings were allowed to play in the woods. They’d scramble for broken branches and become knights with mighty swords. And in clearings, atop boulders and broken stumps, they’d playfully boast as one after another was defeated by the better, which eventually became her. Although she didn’t have her brothers’ muscles, she had inherited her father’s height. Many in the village referred to him as a giant, for he towered over all others, so unable to use that to their advantage, her brothers thrusted and parried wildly, believing frenzy would lead to victory. She, however, was patient…just as she would be now.  
 
    That childhood game had taught her the poise to persevere, and her duties as a wife had given her strength. Every morning, with a pole balanced across her shoulders, she would make four trips to the stream. The first three would fill the trough for their cow and goats, and the last would refill the clay jugs inside her home for her to use to prepare her family’s morning porridge and nightly stew. 
 
    She never thought those walks were anything but necessary, but as she stood tall and held the sword in her hands, she was prepared to call on every ounce of strength she had to at least defeat a few before they took her life. Death was inevitable, but like her husband, she would go down fighting.  
 
    The wind shifted and out of the smoke lumbered one of the beasts. Crooked teeth filled his sneer, and his cheeks were smeared with the blood of ones who had gone before her, and as he approached, a low growl rose in his throat.  
 
    She planted her feet wide as she raised the sword, and when he lunged, she swung. She believed there’d be resistance, some slowing of the blade as it sliced through his neck, but the steel was sharp and true. In an instant, his knees buckled, and she watched his head roll across the dirt in one direction as his body slumped in another. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement, and spinning toward it, she brought the sword high again, and another as rabid as the first found himself headless and dead a moment later. She turned again, only to retreat when the next was too close. She plunged the sword into his belly, and when he snickered, she pulled it out and took off his head.  
 
    Blood ran down the blade, coating her hand in a sticky warmth that was almost comforting, for it told her she had yet to die. Alerted by the sound of footsteps behind her, she whipped around and swung hard at yet another. Again, he met his maker, and she did not…but the next would be her demise. 
 
    As massive as a tree and almost as tall, even with her mightiest of swings, she knew she’d barely reach his biceps. With a grunt, she lifted her weapon above her head, preparing to split his skull like a melon if given the chance. Her body tensed as what she believed to be her last act in life, and then a voice bellowed through the fog.  
 
    In an instant, the towering giant stopped, and the cacophony of the chaos surrounding her ceased to be. The shrieks of women quieted to whimpers, and as the pleas of children for their parents turned to whispers, through the smoke came a man riding a ghostly white steed.  
 
    She held her head high as he approached, and when he slipped from his saddle and strutted toward her, she didn’t move an inch. A few inches taller than herself, she defiantly raised her eyes to meet his, oblivious that the blood of his men was dripping off her face. She gripped the sword’s hilt tighter, her knuckles growing whiter as each second passed. She had already accepted her own demise, so no fear lurked in her eyes as she glared at the man. She wanted him to see her strength before he took her life…and then he spoke. 
 
    His words were hushed, meant for only her ears, and she concentrated on them as they slipped from his lips. His voice was refined, and crisp and clear, it held the accent of the wealthy in its timbre. She was surprised. The ones she had beheaded were slovenly and stank of blood and sweat, yet this man, this monster, smelled of leather and cloves.  
 
    A wave of smoke washed over them, and she blinked away the sting as she considered what the man had said, but there was nothing to consider. She couldn’t best them all, and if his words were lies, what would it matter? Either way…sooner or later, she was going to die. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hope you know, if I didn’t hate to cook, you’d be doing this by yourself.” 
 
    It was a misty night, and Ruby Miller kept her head down as she climbed the nine steps leading to the brownstone entrance. “You say that every time you come over,” she said, struggling to hold all the cloth grocery bags in one hand as she unlocked the front door. “So, stop your bitching and get in here.” 
 
    Doreen Thomas followed her friend into the vestibule and waited while Ruby opened the next set of doors. “Do you need to check your mail?” Doreen said as she walked past the row of mail slots on the wall. 
 
    “No, I’ll do it later,” Ruby said, closing the second door behind them. “Come on. I’ll race you.” 
 
    Doreen flicked her gaze upward and, taking a deep breath, began following Ruby up the first of three flights of steps. “I will never in my life understand why you couldn’t find a place on the ground floor, or better yet, one that has an elevator.” 
 
    “And you also say that every time, too,” Ruby said, continuing her ascent. “You really need to get some new material.” 
 
    Ruby waited at the top of the first flight while Doreen slogged her way up the steps. “Are you going to make it?” she said with a laugh, seeing her friend’s reddened face. 
 
    “That depends,” Doreen said, sizing up the next set of seventeen steps. “You got beer in the fridge?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Then I’m going to make it,” Doreen said, motioning for Ruby to continue the climb. “Keep moving.” 
 
    As Ruby went up the steps, she heard a door open, and the old oak flooring above her head began creaking under the weight of someone moving down the hall. A few seconds later, a shadow fell over Ruby. She raised her eyes, smiling apologetically before hugging the wall so the person could pass. “Sorry,” she said, knowing full well they would not acknowledge her apology. 
 
    Old brownstone stairways were steep and narrow, and following Ruby’s lead, Doreen plastered herself against the wall. As the person passed, Doreen gave them a cursory glance, which promptly turned into an overt, wide-eyed gawk. Androgynous and stunning, the woman’s raven hair was styled in a spiky pixie cut. The ebony strands perfectly accented her warm beige skin, and lashes, dark and thick, framed her eyes. Her leather duster ended below her knees, and since she’d yet to fasten it, Doreen could see she was wearing a fitted suit and a shimmering blouse, all of which were almost as black as the woman’s hair.  
 
    “I thought you were hungry.” 
 
    Jolted out of her ogling, Doreen saw Ruby was now at the top of the second flight, and she trotted to catch up as fast as she could. “Why didn’t you tell me Trinity lived here?” 
 
    Ruby got the connection and giggled. “That’s not her name. Now, come on, or the ice cream’s going to melt.” 
 
    “Okay, but whatever her name is, please tell me you’ve had a piece of that because she definitely looks like she bats for your team,” Doreen said, keeping up with Ruby as she headed for the last flight. “Oh, wait. Is she the one you were telling me about? The one that works nights and won’t give you the time of day?” 
 
    “Yep, that’s the one,” Ruby said before she began the climb. 
 
    “Shit, when you said she worked nights, I pictured a high-priced hooker. She ain’t no hooker, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “I have no idea what she is, other than rude. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve tried to make small talk, and she basically blows me off.”  
 
    Doreen looked over the railing, covertly watching as the woman descended the steps. “Maybe she’s a mortician. She is all dressed in black.” 
 
    Ruby chuckled under her breath. “Maybe she’s Johnny Cash reincarnated.” 
 
    “Nah, she’s not that butch, and she was wearing wingtips, not cowboy boots.” Doreen was about to follow Ruby up the stairs when a smile spread its way across her face. “Hey Ruby, I got it. Maybe she’s a vampire.” 
 
    Three steps from the fourth floor, Ruby abruptly stopped and spun around. “Will you please keep your voice down,” she said in a rushed whisper. “She’s going to hear you.” 
 
    Doreen peeked over the railing again and saw the woman opening the door of the building to leave. “Relax,” she said, looking back at Ruby. “She’s all the way downstairs. She didn’t hear a thing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A knowing grin graced Bennett Archer’s face as she closed the door behind her, and descending the front stoop, she raised her eyes to the evening sky. The sun had set two hours earlier, and while the moon wasn’t full, the streetlamps provided more than enough light. Bennett had made sure of that.  
 
    She returned her focus to the street. Winter was just around the corner, and it would bring frigid air, ice, and snow. For now, though, the cool of the evening was pleasant, so the sidewalks were still somewhat crowded. People weren’t yet running to and fro, cursing the arctic temperatures while scraping windshields or shoveling out cars plowed in by equipment, bulky and yellow. Instead, they meandered about, returning to their homes after a long day at work or exiting in search of food and drink, all the while mesmerized by their cell phones as if the tiny screens held the meaning of life. 
 
    Bennett set off down the street, a walk she’d taken hundreds of times over the past several years. She was familiar with every road and every house, and even those living behind bricked walls weren’t strangers. No formal introductions had ever been made, but she knew them nonetheless, so as she continued her walk, her eyes never stopped darting from one person to the other. That one belonged, and so did the next, and the group on the street corner was familiar as well. And then she noticed someone not familiar. Khaki trousers, a navy pea coat with an insignia on the breast, and a scarf, plaid and pressed, belonged to a young man stepping out of a cab. His haircut was trendy, and his cheeks, rosy and smooth, and by the way he was nervously looking all around, Bennett wondered why he hadn’t simply worn a placard announcing his intention.  
 
    With his head bowed, the youthful up-and-comer shuffled to the crosswalk. The light changed, and he scurried to the other side of the street while Bennett remained behind. She didn’t need to follow yet. He was on a mission, as was she. Occasionally casting half-glances in his direction, Bennett drifted along, biding her time. It didn’t take long. 
 
    The prep school delinquent ducked into an alley, and pulling up the hood on her coat, Bennett jogged across the road. She paused at the entrance to the murky pathway for only a few seconds before she slipped into the blackness. Alleys were plentiful in the area. Some were broad and used by landlords to store their dumpsters and residents to park their cars, and while not well lit, the porch lights mounted near back entries cast enough light for people to see their way. This one, however, was cramped and inky. Barely wide enough for two to walk shoulder-to-shoulder, it was cluttered with empty bottles, rain-soaked boxes, and assorted discarded household items, and as Bennett stepped between the buildings, she stopped. The luminosity of the streetlights ended only a few feet into the alley, and the rest was pitch-dark save for one naked bulb twenty yards away hanging from one of the brick buildings.  
 
    Bennett’s pupils dilated instantly, and the details in the lightless space became as crisp as if the sun were shining. She crept along, easily sidestepping broken glass and used condoms as she listened to the hushed transaction taking place under that dangling lamp. She scoffed under her breath. Typical deal. The gruff and street-savvy sellers wanting more cash than the buyer had stuffed in his fine leather wallet, and they were doing their best to persuade the young lad to visit an ATM. The boy’s voice trembled as he tried to argue, and just as Bennett approached, one man grabbed the teenager by the neck and pressed him up against the building. 
 
    “Good evening,” Bennett said, stepping out of the shadows. “What seems to be the problem here?” 
 
    The man holding the boy jumped and reeled around. “Where the fuck did you come from?” 
 
    “I followed that lad. I thought perhaps he might need a hand getting home safely.” 
 
    “Is that so?” The man released the teenager, and he crumpled to the ground. “And who exactly is going to save your pretty little ass?” he said, pulling something from his pocket. A second later, the steel of his switchblade gleamed in the dimness. 
 
    Bennett hid her amusement as she looked from the dealer to his partner. The one boasting the knife didn’t appear to have taken a bath in weeks. His fingernails were grimy, his hair was greasy, and his scraggly beard, undoubtedly grown in an attempt to hide the craters in his face left behind by acne, seemed to be holding bits and pieces of the man’s lunch or perhaps breakfast. Equally unkempt, the second looked like a hawk. His long nose was hooked like a beak, and it pointed to a mouth missing its fair share of teeth. 
 
    The stench of urine, beer, and rotting food hung in the alley like a putrid, moldy blanket, and seeing no need to carry the scent with her when she left, Bennett cut to the chase and spoke to the one holding the knife. “Actually, when it comes to saving my ass, I don’t need any help in that department. Let me show you.” 
 
    In the time it took to blink, Bennett was in the bearded man’s face, and in an instant, the switchblade fell to the ground. One backhand sent him sprawling, and when the other tried to attack her from behind, Bennett shoved him with all her might. His body slammed into the brick, and a second later, he fell to the ground in a heap. Bennett’s peripheral vision alerted her to someone else moving in the alley. The boy was now on his feet, but before he could make his escape, she had him in a chokehold up against the wall. “And where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    “I…uh…I…uh…” 
 
    With her identity partially hidden by her hood, Bennett moved to within an inch of his face. “You came into my town and decided to break the law, and I don’t like that. I don’t like that one little bit.” 
 
    “I’m s-s-sorry.” 
 
    “I don’t want your apology. I want you to understand that tonight could have gone dreadfully wrong. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you, and as of right now, drugs will never again be a part of it. Do you understand?” After a few seconds passed without an answer, Bennett grabbed the lapels of the boy’s coat and lifted him two feet off the ground. “I said…do you understand?” 
 
    Bennett tilted her head when she heard a noise. She lowered her eyes and saw the crotch of the boy’s trousers was now several shades darker, and urine was dripping off the tips of his shoes to the pavement below. “Yes, I believe you do,” she said, gently lowering him back to his feet. “So, I think it’s time for you to go find a taxi and get the hell out of here. You’re not to speak about what happened here tonight to anyone, and since I never forget a face, I think we can agree you won’t be back—yes?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Good boy,” Bennett said, gesturing toward the distant street. “Now, off you go.”  
 
    Bennett turned to the drug dealers, who were still shaking off their concussions. Snatching up the acne-faced one like he was a bag of air, she dropped him next to his friend and then knelt in front of them. Bennett could feel the energy of her species now flowing in her veins, and if it weren’t for their lack of personal hygiene, she might have had a snack. Pity. 
 
    “Empty your pockets.” Bennett looked back and forth between the two, and when they didn’t move, she put her hands on their outstretched legs. She tempered her grip just enough not to crush their bones, but not enough to stop them from howling in agony. “Empty your pockets, or you’ll never walk again.” 
 
    The dealers scrambled to do as Bennett had asked, and before too long, there was a pile of tiny baggies filled with powder, crystal, and capsules at her feet. “That’s quite a collection you’ve got there,” she said, picking up a bag of pills. “I do hope the rats enjoy it.” 
 
    Bennett stood up and swept her foot through the litter, clearing away enough of the soaked cardboard and trash to uncover a small puddle. Kneeling, she opened every single packet, and after dumping the contents into the water, Bennett stood up long enough to grind it all into oblivion with the toe of her shoe before squatting down again. “And now that I’ve taken care of that, where’s the money?”  
 
    The dealers traded hasty looks, and the remaining color in their faces drained almost in unison. “Look, lady,” the hawkish one said. “This stuff ain’t ours. We go back with nothing to show, and the boss ain’t gonna be happy.” 
 
    Bennett leaned closer, wincing at the gruesome body odor emanating from the man. “Well, then I suppose you have a decision to make. You can either make me happy,” she said, placing her hands on their legs again. “Or you can make him happy. So…what’s it going to be?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Doreen tore open the bag and poured the contents into a bowl. “Salad’s done,” she said, and snapping on the lid of the Tupperware container, she stuck it in the fridge.  
 
    “Gee, thanks,” Ruby said, looking up from the chicken she was sautéing. “I hope you didn’t break a sweat.” 
 
    “Not yet, but it is a little warm in here. Don’t you think?” Doreen said before taking a drink of her beer. 
 
    “Heat rises,” Ruby said, looking toward the back of her apartment. “And I forgot to crack open the window again. Sorry.” 
 
    “No problem. I got it.” 
 
    It was a task Doreen had done many times since Ruby had moved into the apartment a little over a year before. Between the downstairs neighbors liking it toasty and the lack of ceiling height, Ruby rarely had to turn up the heat more than a degree, so when Doreen opened the window, she welcomed the cool air as it rushed in. As far as Doreen was concerned, the windows were the only saving grace in Ruby’s Lilliputian apartment. 
 
    Located on the fourth floor of the brownstone, it had been part of the attic until the property management company, deciding to squeeze every last dime out of their rentable real estate, converted the space into two one-room studio apartments. Nearly identical in size, while Ruby had been the first and only tenant in this one, the other had had a revolving door of occupants. From what Ruby had told her, most had left because of the low ceilings, which were a mere four inches above Doreen’s five-foot-five frame, but being two inches shorter, Ruby couldn’t have cared less. This was her dream, and Doreen knew it. 
 
    They had met five years earlier on a sunny day in June when their orders were switched accidentally at the window of a food truck. They struck up a conversation as they swapped the cardboard trays, and taking up space on a nearby bench, they got to know one another. In between bites of her cheeseburger with extra pickles, Ruby talked about her work with the Massachusetts Archives Division, a job she had held since moving from the state of Washington four years before. Doreen worked for the City of Boston in the permitting and licensing department. And after wolfing down her hamburger with onions, while Doreen munched on her cheese fries, she, too, admitted she was a transplant to the area. Originally from Vermont, she moved south when her fiancée took a job at the Boston Logan International Airport. Unfortunately, their spring wedding turned into a spring divorce the following year, and while her ex moved away with his next conquest, Doreen remained behind, as comfortable with the city she now called home as the job that paid her bills. 
 
    Once they disposed of their trays in a nearby bin, they exchanged phone numbers, and their friendship grew from there. With Ruby’s office a few blocks away from city hall, at least once a week, she’d make the trip to the food trucks where she’d meet up with Doreen, and they’d spend their allotted hour, filling each other in about their week while gobbling down their lunch.  
 
    Ruby made no secret of her homosexuality, and Doreen made no secret of her heterosexuality. It was something that made them both laugh more than once when one would peruse the people milling about, intent on finding a perfect partner for the other. It was all in good fun, and it was one of the many threads that held their friendship together. No matter what, they could always make the other laugh. If Doreen was sick, Ruby was there with soup and Kleenex, and when one of Ruby’s migraines would cause her to miss work for a few days, Doreen was a text away, knowing Ruby needed peace and darkness but still willing to drop everything if her friend needed help. They acted as each other’s wingmen in bars and clubs, leaving without saying a word if the night was going well, yet intruding if it wasn’t. And when Ruby insisted on finding an apartment in a brownstone, Doreen listened to her rants and raves about the ridiculous rent required until Ruby found this one. 
 
    Doreen looked out into the night, not at all surprised that the scenery hadn’t changed. Ruby’s apartment was at the rear of the brownstone, so the view was limited. A public alley separated this row of homes from the next, and utility poles rose from the asphalt, carrying in their wires electricity, cable, and phone. Blue plastic wheeled trash cans and green recycle bins seemed to fill every nook and cranny, and cars were snugged into their allotted parking spaces like sardines in a can. The building across the way was dark save for some light streaming through a few windows, and with nothing more to see, Doreen went to return to the kitchen. Two steps later, she turned back around and watched as the sash she’d just opened slowly rattled its way closed.  
 
    “Hey, Ruby. There’s either something wrong with your window or this place is haunted. It closed all by itself.” 
 
    “Oh, the rope thingy broke, and I haven’t had time to get it fixed,” Ruby called from the kitchen. “There’s a popsicle stick on the sill. Use that.” 
 
    After propping the window open, Doreen returned to the kitchen just as Ruby added the sautéed chicken and peppers to a pot of bubbling tomato sauce. Watching as she stirred it around, Doreen said, “Well, I know I say this every time. I really do appreciate you always doing this.” 
 
    “I like to cook, and you don’t. It’s not a problem,” Ruby said, looking up. “Do me a favor and hold on to the bowls while I pour this in.” 
 
    Doreen did as asked, and within a few minutes, Ruby slid two casseroles of penne and chicken into the oven.  
 
    “Okay,” Ruby said, shutting the oven door. “Dinner will be ready in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “That works for me,” Doreen said, picking up her beer.  
 
    “Shall we?” Ruby said, motioning toward the living room. 
 
    Other than the bathroom and a narrow closet, the rest of Ruby’s home was an open space that was hardly spacious, but Ruby had made it work. Tucked into the front right corner was the kitchen, and with the addition of a small ready-to-assemble island and a slender baker’s rack, there was a place for two people to eat meals and a spot to hold pots and pans too large for any of the cabinets. Diagonally opposite was the bedroom, and with the platform bed having drawers underneath and a storage unit acting as a headboard, there were places for books, clothes, a tiny Bose music system, and a reading lamp. Two slender dressers offered the rest of the storage. Ruby had staged one next to the bed and the other between the closet and bathroom doors. Being so narrow, Doreen had doubted their usefulness, but she didn’t any longer. She’d been in the apartment dozens of times and had never seen clothes lying about, so there was indeed a place for everything.  
 
    Across from the kitchen was the space allotted for the living room. One wall held only a modest entertainment unit, and atop it was an unpretentious flat-screen TV, and stationed in front of that were two overstuffed, caramel-colored recliners. An old trunk acted as the coffee table, and between the seating was another storage unit with racks for magazines on one side and cubbies down the front. 
 
    Ruby’s old apartment had been enormous compared to this one, so she had to sell everything she owned and downsize. Doreen had gone with her on the shopping trips looking for just the right piece, and at the time, Doreen couldn’t imagine how a dark walnut bedframe would work with a gray end table or a natural pine island in a kitchen with cabinets of honey oak. But again, Ruby had made it work.  
 
    The all-the-rage faux wood flooring the landlord had installed was a blend of light and dark, and it was those colors Ruby had pulled into the room by using various shades on her furniture. Given the low ceilings, other than painting the far back wall of her apartment a pale sage green, Ruby had left the rest of the walls white, adding color where she could. The drapes framing the two slender windows were forest green, and the patchwork quilt bedspread held almost every color of the rainbow. With the addition of two beige area rugs in the bedroom and living room, even though the apartment was minuscule, it was something to behold. 
 
    “So, since we have thirty minutes to waste, how about we waste them on your neighbor?” Doreen said, plopping into the chair she always used while Ruby dropped into the other. 
 
    “What neighbor?” Ruby said, placing her beer bottle on the table between them. 
 
    “The long-legged dream we passed on the stairs.” 
 
    Ruby huffed out a breath. “I told you, she won’t give me the time of day. There’s nothing to talk about.” 
 
    “Sure there is. What’s her name?” 
 
    “Archer.” 
 
    “That’s a cool first name.” 
 
    “I agree, except that’s her last name,” Ruby said, falling back in her chair. “I don’t know her first.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Ruby scrunched up her face. “Because I just told you, she won’t give me the time of day. Geez.” 
 
    “Then how’d you know her last name?” 
 
    “It’s on her mailbox.” 
 
    Doreen displayed the toothiest of grins. “So, you checked out her mailbox, did you? What else did you check out?” 
 
    “Her mailbox is right next to mine, and as for what else I checked out, come on. Give me a break. She’s good-looking, and I’m gay. Of course, I checked her out.” 
 
    “And?” Doreen said, leaning toward Ruby.  
 
    “Oh, Christ,” Ruby said, picking up her beer. “She likes black suits and long coats. I’ve never seen her with anyone, nor have I heard her talk to anyone. Mr. Hawkins in 2B said she’s lived here for about twelve years and basically keeps to herself. She leaves at night, comes back in the morning…and that’s about it.” 
 
    “When you say she leaves at night, do you mean once the sun goes down?” 
 
    “Um…well…yeah, I guess so. Her hours must change though because during the summer I hardly saw her at all, but now that it’s getting darker earlier—” 
 
    “I knew it!” 
 
    Ruby hid her mirth. She was well aware of Doreen’s obsession with all things mythical, magical, mystical, and make-believe. If a Comic-Con convention were being held within two hundred miles, Doreen would be in attendance. The staff at Newbury knew her by name, and Halloween was her favorite holiday—bar none. Her comic book collection numbered in the hundreds, and if a movie didn’t revolve around superheroes, aliens, werewolves, and Doreen’s passion, vampires, it wasn’t among the DVDs lining every available shelf in Doreen’s apartment.  
 
    “I know where you’re going with this, and I’m not playing along,” Ruby said, crossing her legs.  
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because vampires aren’t real, and just because the woman works nights doesn’t mean she’s a vampire.” 
 
    “She doesn’t just work nights. She doesn’t leave until it’s dark, and those are two entirely different things,” Doreen said, bubbling with excitement. “And you’ve had to think about it—right? I mean, she does fit the criteria.” 
 
    “Criteria?” Ruby said with a laugh. “Please don’t tell me you have a checklist.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Doreen, we both know you’re fanatical when it comes to this stuff. I mean, since meeting you, I’ve learned more about vampires than I ever thought possible, but the only criteria this woman meets is what’s brewing in your over-active imagination.” 
 
    “Fine, then if you’re so smart, tell me what you think she does.” 
 
    “Haven’t you been listening? I don’t know what she does or where she works or…or even her stupid name. All I know is that every time I’ve tried to strike up a conversation, it’s a huge swing and a miss.” 
 
    Doreen’s forehead creased. “And it bothers you, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Ruby said, erupting out of the chair. “And I need another beer.” 
 
    Entertained by her friend’s reaction, Doreen waited patiently for Ruby to return. “Are you as pissed off as I think you are because she won’t talk to you?” 
 
    Ruby sunk into her chair. “You saw her. She’s hot, and I’m not a bad person. I’m polite, well-mannered, and educated, but it’s like she doesn’t even see me or…or wants to see me. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Maybe you should try harder?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Doreen hunched her shoulders. “I don’t know. Knock on her door and ask to borrow a cup of sugar.” 
 
    Ruby squinted at Doreen. “Borrow a cup of sugar? That’s the best you can come up with?” 
 
    “It works in the movies,” Doreen said before taking a quick gulp of her beer. “Or…or maybe follow her one night. Find out where she works, and then make it a point to drop in.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure that falls under stalking, and if she is a mortician working the night shift, how exactly would I explain me dropping by—huh? Looking for a dead friend?” 
 
    Doreen slouched. “Yeah, that does sound kind of lame when you say it like that.” 
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    “But I think you should still figure out a way to meet her. None of the women you’ve met in the bars seem to hold your interest for very long.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks. Some friend you are.” 
 
    “What? It’s the truth. You see them for a couple of weeks, and that’s it. It’s not exactly a secret.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about them. I’m talking about you trying to fix me up with someone you think is a creature of the night. Not exactly what I would call a safe date, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Doreen said, rubbing her chin. “Well, there is that.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bennett reached into her pocket as she approached the door, and as she pulled out her keys, she stopped and admired the woman on the other side of the glass. 
 
    Lisa Jensen’s heritage was evident in the blonde of her hair and the sky blue of her eyes, which were currently framed by rectangular tortoiseshell glasses. Dressed for the part of a curator of the high-end art gallery, she was wearing a tan pencil skirt and a cream-colored chiffon blouse with billowing sleeves, and on her wrists were several gold bracelets. The plate glass of the door couldn’t prevent Bennett from hearing them jingle as Lisa lightly dusted a few of the sculptures sitting atop pedestals scattered about the front room of the gallery, and Bennett smiled. Lisa was indeed something to behold. 
 
    Lisa heard the key in the lock and turned as Bennett walked in the door. “Hey there,” she said, picking up the wastebasket she’d placed by her feet. 
 
    “Good evening,” Bennett said, locking the door behind her. “Sorry I’m late.” 
 
    “No problem. I was just finishing up a few things,” Lisa said, clicking across the highly polished floor in her three-inch heels. She returned the now empty chrome wastebasket to its spot near the door and was about to fill Bennett in on the day when something caught Lisa’s eye. “What in the world is on your pants?” 
 
    Bennett looked down and saw a smattering of white powder on one leg of her wool trousers. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s cocaine.” 
 
    Lisa’s grin overtook her face, and she crossed her arms. “Do I want to know?” 
 
    “You tell me?” Bennett said, taking off her coat. “And while you’re deciding on what you do and don’t want to know, I’m going to go slip into something that won’t get me ten to twenty.” 
 
    Bennett walked through the gallery to the office at the back, and opening the closet door, she slid Lisa’s coat to the side to get to the four suits covered in plastic. They were all wool and all in her favorite color, so pulling out the first, she tugged off the dry cleaner’s protection before draping the hanger over the hook on the back of the door. About to take off her jacket, Bennett stopped when Lisa came into the room. 
 
    “Okay, humor me,” Lisa said, leaning against the desk before folding her arms again. “What happened?” 
 
    “Well, on my way in, I stumbled upon a highly illegal pharmaceutical transaction in the alley between Holston and Spruce,” Bennett said, her crow’s feet surfacing. 
 
    “Imagine that,” Lisa said, her eyes twinkling. “And I suppose you thought it best to do your public duty and show the wrongdoers the error of their ways?” 
 
    “You know me so well,” Bennett said, slipping out of her jacket. “Anyway, after I gave them a good…um…shall we say, talking to, I destroyed their stash and, by the looks of it, got some of it on my trousers in the process.” 
 
    “And their money?” 
 
    “I donated the proceeds to Father Tom’s soup kitchen,” Bennett said, kicking off her boots. “Why? Did you want it?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Lisa said with a snort. “But if you keep donating the proceeds, as you call them, only to the soup kitchen, Father Tom will be serving lobster bisque before too long.” 
 
    “Good point, but if you recall, there used to be a lot more charities between the brownstone and here. His is the only one left, and Trinity Church is a little out of the way.”  
 
    Lisa hesitated for a moment. “Well, if you don’t mind giving me the cash, there’s an animal rescue close to my apartment, along with a women’s shelter a few blocks over from that, and I could easily drive by Trinity every now and then. Do you have any problem if we start splitting it up?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Bennett said, looking down to unbuckle her belt. “That’s an excellent idea.” 
 
    “And are you all right?” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, raising her eyes. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    Lisa moseyed over and looked Bennett squarely in the eye, making no attempt to hide her intent. Bennett’s pupils weren’t dilated, and the amber luminescence was clear. There was a thin rim of whiskey-brown bordering the resinous color, and the threads of champagne gold running through them sparkled in the fluorescent light of the office. 
 
    Bennett tipped up her chin, adjusting to the height difference Lisa’s high heels had caused. Without them, there was only a one-inch difference between them, but now Bennett’s five-feet-nine wasn’t quite all it was cracked up to be. It only took a second for Bennett to realize what Lisa was doing, but secretly enjoying Lisa’s penchant for breath mints, Bennett allotted her a few more seconds before speaking. “I didn’t feed, if that’s what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Lisa said, stepping away. “Can I ask why not? It’s been nearly three weeks.” 
 
    “I have other ways of curbing that particular appetite, as well you know.” 
 
    Lisa frowned and returned to leaning against the desk. “That’s not the same thing, and we both know it.” 
 
    “Yes, we do, and if I were on a battlefield fighting for mankind, womankind, or my kind, tonight may well have had a different outcome, but I’m not currently at war with anyone…and they smelled like old feet.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s disgusting,” Lisa said, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “You’re telling me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lisa said, slapping her thighs. “Well, now that we’re done talking about your extra-curricular activities, I need to bring you up to speed on the day before I boogie out of here. I’ve got a lot to tell you.” 
 
    “That sounds promising.” Bennett took off her belt, and unzipping her pants, she turned her back on Lisa to step out of her trousers. “The floor’s all yours.” 
 
    Bennett straightened, and after checking to make sure she’d left nothing in her pants pockets, she tossed them onto a nearby chair. Confused why Lisa had yet to speak, Bennett looked over at the woman who now appeared entranced with Bennett’s ass.  
 
    “I’d ask if you see anything you like, but I doubt Jimmy would appreciate it if you did.” 
 
    Lisa flinched. “What? Oh, sorry,” she said, prying her eyes away from the delightful view. “Um…where were we?” 
 
    “You were going to fill me in on the day.” 
 
    “Right,” Lisa said with a nod. “Well, first, I sold the Pollock and the Sobieski sculpture today, so we’ll need a few new pieces for the southwest corner.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Bennett said, stepping into the clean pair of trousers. “Mrs. Fairweather-Jones bought the Pollock.” 
 
    “You are correct.” 
 
    “It’s about time. She’s been swooning over it for weeks. Is she still planning to put it in her cottage in Rockport?” 
 
    “No. She wants it shipped to her condo in Manhattan instead. I already talked to Finn and Gunnar. They’ll be crating everything up tomorrow and sending it out.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Bennett said, tucking in her shirt. “Who bought the Sobieski?” 
 
    “Clay…crap, I forgot his name.” Lisa turned around and began riffling through some papers on the desk. “You met him a few weeks ago. He was in right before we closed. Tall, skinny, slick-backed hair. Kind of pompous. Tiny mustache.” 
 
    “Paxton.” 
 
    “What?” Lisa said, turning around. 
 
    “His name is Clay Paxton,” Bennett said, fastening her belt. “He’s a lawyer uptown, has a bunch of rich clients, travels to Martha’s Vineyard on the weekend. Looking into buying a yacht. Blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m impressed,” Lisa said, laughing. “You talked to him for like three minutes that night.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I think he was trying to impress me.” 
 
    “Talk about barking up the wrong tree.” 
 
    Bennett gave Lisa a wink and moved closer to the desk. “So, what else is going on? I know I have two auctions to watch tonight—right?” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” Lisa moved around the desk to the array of flat-screen computer monitors mounted above it. She slid the chair out of the way and pointed to the monitor on the lower left. “I’ve set everything up for the auction in Vancouver on this one. We’re already registered, and the catalog is right under the screen, bookmarked with the lots you were interested in. Luckily, they’re low numbers, so you won’t have to wait long before they come up.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “The Sydney auction is over here,” Lisa said, tapping on the screen on the right. “The same thing goes. Catalog is under the monitor, and pages are marked, but given the time change, Sydney won’t be starting until two in the morning our time.” 
 
    “All right. That means I should have plenty of time to get to the warehouse, pick out a few new pieces to replace the ones you sold, and get back here before the first gavel drops in Sydney. I’m assuming you already told Gunnar to stop at the warehouse before he comes in tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yeah, he knows. He has to grab some packaging and crating material anyway, so when he gets that, he’ll bring back whatever you pick out tonight.” 
 
    “Seems like you all have everything under control.” 
 
    “That’s what you pay us for.” 
 
    “That’s not the only thing I pay you for,” Bennett said, pulling on her suit jacket. “So, is that it?” 
 
    “No, there’s one more thing,” Lisa said, motioning toward the center monitor. “Take a look.” 
 
    Bennett walked around the desk and grimaced. “Why, pray tell, is there a four-foot penis on that screen?” 
 
    “Because you received an email from Pierre Bouchard this morning. He wanted to tell you he has a client looking to get his hands on a couple of Toulouse-Lautrec watercolors.” 
 
    “Does he now?” Bennett said, glancing at Lisa. 
 
    “Yes, he does,” Lisa said, smiling. “And he also mentioned he’s come across an artist who had some pieces he thought would be perfect for Rapture.” 
 
    “Such as the four-foot phallus currently erect on my center monitor?”  
 
    “Exactly, so I called Pierre to get some more information. The guy’s name is Raphael Voclain. None of the reputable galleries will touch his stuff because of the subject matter, and since he’s your typical starving artist, he depends on word of mouth and a few off-the-beaten-path galleries, none of which are really doing anything for him.” 
 
    “And you think we can?” 
 
    “If he’s as good as Pierre says he is, yes. The only problem is the guy doesn’t have any portfolio to speak of, and his website leaves a lot to be desired. Pierre took that photo a few days ago, and he’s offered to talk to Voclain on our behalf if we’d like, except I’m pretty sure that’s not going to work for you.” 
 
    “You’re right. Rapture is too important to let others pick out what we display. Don’t get me wrong, Pierre has a great eye for art, but he’s not familiar with our clients,” Bennett said, sliding her hand into her pockets. “So, that means it looks like you’ll be flying to Paris.” 
 
    “Me? Why me?” 
 
    “Do you honestly think I’m going to spend seven hours in an airplane to go look at a penis? You’re the one into men, not me,” Bennett said, moving out from behind the desk. “Besides, there’s no reason you shouldn’t go. You know who’s on our guest list, you know their proclivities, and you know how much they’re willing to pay.” 
 
    “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Go home. Book a flight. Pack a bag. Spend a few days in Paris and check out the penises. Finn can cover the gallery, can’t he?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then what’s the problem? Oh, wait. You and Jimmy weren’t planning on a weekend tryst, were you? I don’t want to intrude on—” 
 
    “Our relationship is casual, Bennett. Trust me, we have no trysts scheduled.”  
 
    “Why? Doesn’t he know the meaning of the word?” 
 
    Lisa came from behind the desk and strode to the closet. “I’m sure he does,” she said, kicking off her shoes. “But our only plans were to meet for dinner tonight.” As Lisa slipped on a pair of tan leather flats, she looked up and saw Bennett scowling back at her. Lisa straightened. “Don’t even start.” 
 
    “I didn’t say a word.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to. Your face said it all.” 
 
    “I’ll just never understand how you can date a dwarf.” 
 
    “Jimmy is not a dwarf. He’s five-six. That’s hardly dwarf material.” 
 
    “Is that with or without the lifts in his shoes?” 
 
    “Will you please stop?” Lisa said with a laugh. “He’s a nice guy. He just has an issue with me towering over him when I’m wearing heels. That’s all.” 
 
    “Right,” Bennett said, calming her scowl. “Well, since no tryst is in the offing, you going to Paris won’t be a problem?” 
 
    “Like I said, the only thing we had planned this weekend was dinner tonight at O’Toole’s.” 
 
    “The sports bar?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Jimmy really knows how to treat a girl, doesn’t he?” 
 
    “He does okay,” Lisa said, giving Bennett the once-over as she strolled back to stand in front of her. “Why? You think you can do better?” 
 
    Their eyes locked, and Bennett’s grew larger when Lisa fingered a button on Bennett’s shirt. 
 
    “Must have come loose when you changed,” Lisa mumbled.  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And now I’m going to leave you to your auctions and go spend some of your money booking a flight to Paris,” Lisa said, returning the closet to get her coat. “What’s my limit?” 
 
    Bennett cleared her throat and stepped back behind the desk. “You know better than to ask that. You know our clientele. I trust you,” she said, pulling out the chair. “Just email me your itinerary when you figure it out and keep in touch.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The black sedan stopped outside a gate topped with barbed wire, just as it had done many times before. “You want I should wait?” Gus Rooney said, looking over his shoulder. “Or should I come back?” 
 
    Bennett peered toward the warehouse and then back at Gus. “I’ll need about an hour.” 
 
    “Okey dokey,” Gus said, his cheeks lifting. “Well, you know where I’ll be if you need me.” 
 
    Bennett smiled as she stepped out of the car. Not far down the street was a diner that, in Gus’s opinion, served the best homemade pies in all of Boston, and the only question in her mind was whether Gus would have apple, banana cream, or her favorite, lemon meringue. Patting the car's roof to signal he could leave, Bennett walked to the gate as Gus drove away. She punched in the eight-digit code, and the opener clattered to life. As the panels parted, Bennett stepped inside the fenced-in area. The security lights came on instantly, and wincing at the brightness, Bennett waited until the gate closed before making her way to the only warehouse in the compound without a sign on its façade.  
 
    When Bennett purchased the land overlooking Dorchester Bay, it was perfect for what she wanted, even though time had taken its toll on the area. No longer as safe as it once was, there’d been times she’d discovered intruders in the compound or graffiti artists filling walls with their imaginative ingenuity. Tonight, though, the only sound she could hear was that of her footsteps on the pavement. 
 
    Like most, the door on her building appeared relatively unencumbered with security. There was only a solitary knob and deadlock on the flat metal slab, but looks can be deceiving. If some miscreant had been able to make it this far, their triumph would have ended here. 
 
    Unlocking the door, Bennett stepped into the antechamber, the light above her head awakening as she locked the door behind her and moved toward the next. This one had a steel frame filled with concrete and rebar, and its thickness equaled almost a foot. Bennett placed her hand on the screen on the wall, the biometric scanner reading every line on her palm to confirm she belonged. A second later, the metal rods around the edges of the door retracted from their keepers, and Bennett walked inside the warehouse she had owned for nearly a century. 
 
    Over time, changes were made, but it still appeared like all the others from the outside. It looked like a standard metal building with a standing seam roof and windows covered in wire. It was dented in places and rusted in others, for those were the details needed to make it blend. Inside the metal shell, however, another building had been constructed. Its walls were masonry, and each block had been filled with concrete. Its roof consisted of panels of steel welded at all the seams, and while the windows were placed to match the others, the glass was opaque and four inches thick. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The bell over the door announced Gus’s arrival in the diner. He sidled over to the glass-fronted display case to peruse the selection, and once he’d made his choice, he perched himself on a vinyl-covered stool at the counter.  
 
    “How ya doing tonight, Gus?” Rosie O’Connor said, placing a cup of coffee in front of the man. 
 
    “Can’t complain,” he said, spinning the cup to grab the handle. “How ‘bout you slice me up a piece of cherry and another of apple. That should do me tonight.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Rosie said, setting the coffee pot off to the side. “Feel free to pour yourself another. You want some ice cream with the apple?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll work. Thanks, Rosie.” 
 
    Gus looked around as she walked away, and other than two truckers in the corner booth scarfing down their burgers and fries, the restaurant was empty and quiet. He’d been coming to Rosie’s Diner for almost ten years now, and little had changed. The booths were still covered in cracked green vinyl, and the blades of the ceiling fans drooped with age. Condiments remained captive in rectangular baskets on the tables and counter, and laminated menus protruded from all of them. And behind the small opening across from the counter, Gus could see Willie, the cook, pacing in his stained apron while he waited for closing time to arrive.  
 
    Gus’s eyes found their way to Rosie, and he smiled to himself. She hadn’t changed either. She still wore her standard pink uniform, protected by a white, ruffled apron, and protruding from the fake pocket above her breast was an equally fake hankie with a pink ribbon interwoven in its tatted edges. Stuck in the bun on the back of her head was a yellow-shafted Ticonderoga pencil, and he knew if she stepped out from behind the counter, she’d have on scuffed orthopedic shoes. 
 
    Gus’s smile broadened when Rosie returned with his pies. “Here you go, Gus,” she said, putting the two plates in front of him. “Enjoy.” 
 
    “I always do,” Gus said, picking up his fork. “Thanks.” 
 
    Gus dove into the apple first, and his enjoyment of the light, flakey crust and Granny Smiths melting in his mouth showed on his face. Over the years, he’d sampled every variety of pie Rosie offered, a selection that differed slightly depending on the season. Soon pecan and pumpkin would make an appearance, and as always, he’d order a few to take home for the holiday. It had become a tradition ever since his wife and children had tasted one of Rosie’s pies. 
 
    Gus’s expression darkened slightly, his mind drifting back to when he had first met Bennett. Yes, if it hadn’t been for Bennett Archer, Gus would never have known about Rosie’s Diner. Then again, if it hadn’t been for Bennett Archer, Gus and his family wouldn’t be alive. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett flipped on the lights and glanced at the thermostat on the wall. Its digital readout confirmed that, as always, the seventy-degree temperature was being maintained. Taking off her coat, Bennett draped it over her arm and made her way down the main aisle, flanked by storage racks three levels high. Each section was enclosed in tinted glass, ensuring the contents wouldn’t be harmed by time, light, or dust.  
 
    Reaching the desk at the far end of the building, Bennett dropped her coat on a chair, and opening a drawer, she pulled out four wide strips of red ribbon. She backtracked down the aisle, tugging along a rolling ladder until stopping in front of a section halfway down. She locked the wheels, ascended the steps, and opening the sliding glass panels, Bennett admired the two Jacob Epstein bronze sculptures in her possession. One was the bust of a woman and another the face of a child, and after deliberating for a moment, Bennett decided she wasn’t in the mood for an Epstein. She closed the glass and descended the ladder, dragging it behind her for a few steps before trotting up the stairs again. Bennett slid open the glass to view the three bronze sculptures by Constantin Brancusi in her inventory. The faceless, smooth bust of a woman was perfect for the southwest corner of the gallery. Tying one red ribbon loosely around the sculpture, Bennett closed the glass and draped the other ribbon through the handle.  
 
    Bennett climbed down and walked across the aisle because her other choice was easy. Behind the glass were dozens of paintings by a still unknown and underappreciated artist named Sylvester Honeycutt. The man’s name always brought a grin to Bennett’s face. Hardly one that could easily be forgotten, yet names didn’t make the artist…talent did.  
 
    His work reminded her of Jackson Pollock’s. His creations were abstract and intense, holding in their slashes and splotches of color both the vitality of life and the anguish of an artist struggling with his own inner demons. Bennett knew the feeling.  
 
    Draping a ribbon over a frame, Bennett placed the other on the door handle before retrieving her coat. On the way, she remembered something Lisa had said, and Bennett moved to another rack. She slid the glass open to reveal her extensive assortment of watercolors, drawings, and original posters by Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec. Yes, there was something to be said for having lived as long as she had.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Right on time, as always,” Gus said as Bennett climbed into the car.  
 
    “Did you enjoy your dessert?” 
 
    “Yeah, and here,” Gus said, reaching back to hand Bennett a paper cup. “They just brewed it. Thought you might like some.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Bennett said, taking the coffee. “That was very considerate of you.” 
 
    “Yeah? Well, then you’re gonna love this,” Gus said, pointing at the seat next to him.  
 
    Bennett looked over the seat to see a white box tied shut with thin white string. “Why did you—” 
 
    “It’s lemon meringue. I know it’s your favorite, and I figured you could take it home and have yourself a snack later on. Just call it a thank you.” 
 
    “We’ve exchanged that sentiment quite enough over the past eleven years, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Ain’t ever gonna be enough as far as I’m concerned.” Gus turned in his seat, and glancing in the rearview mirror, he saw Bennett giving him the evil eye. Gus shrugged. “Not ever.” 
 
    Bennett knew it was pointless to argue, and she gazed out the window as she took a sip of coffee. 
 
    “So, am I taking you back to the gallery, or you want I should take you home?” 
 
    “The gallery, please. I still have some things to do.” 
 
    “You got it, boss.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shortly after six the next morning, Bennett let herself into the brownstone. The building was old, and she doubted it would ever truly lose its musty smell, but like an old friend, it gave her comfort. She climbed the stairs, and unlocking her door, she flicked on a light as she entered. Setting the pie and a stack of newspapers on a nearby table, she hung up her coat and then carried her breakfast to the galley kitchen. Bennett perused her K-cup collection, and choosing the darkest of roasts, she dropped one into the machine before opening the fridge. “Anybody hungry?” she called out. 
 
    An all-too-familiar meow came from down the hall, and a few seconds later, Bennett’s pitch-black cat was weaving himself in and out of her legs.  
 
    “Good morning, Xi.”  
 
    Xi answered with another meow, vocalizing his hunger until Bennett put the small food bowl on the floor. “Here you go, my friend.” 
 
    While Xi slurped up his tuna pâté, Bennett made her way to the powder room down the hall from the kitchen. She cleaned the litter box and swept up a few errant pieces of the clay particles scattered on the tile floor, and after washing her hands, Bennett went into her bedroom. She kicked off her shoes, stripped out of her clothes, and within a few minutes, Bennett was welcoming the feel of the hot water washing over her. It was yet another convenience she appreciated. The baths from buckets, streams, and rivers had always been chilly, and whenever soap was available, the lye and animal fat had been harsh against her skin. Squeezing out a large dollop of body wash smelling of cedar and musk, Bennett took a long, leisurely shower, only exiting once her skin had pruned.  
 
    Bennett returned to her bedroom wearing nothing but a smile. After donning a pair of pewter gray silk pajamas, she left the room, only to pull up short two steps later when she was assaulted by a not-so-pleasant odor wafting up the hallway. “Must you always do that after I clean the box?” 
 
    As if on cue, Xi pranced out of the powder room and gave Bennett a cursory you-are-my-servant glimpse before he scampered away.  
 
    “Right. I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    Bennett pushed up her sleeves, and after ridding the box of Xi’s deposits, she washed her hands and headed for the kitchen. Placing an enormous slice of pie on a plate, Bennett tucked the newspapers under her arm, grabbed her coffee and breakfast, and settled near the windows at the front of her flat.  
 
    Like most brownstones, the three windows jutted out over the street, allowing ample room for the antique, honey-colored walnut pedestal desk Bennett had purchased at an auction in the early nineteen hundreds. The chair was just as old, the leather upholstery having been replaced a few times over the past century, and as she leaned back, the old springs squeaked as they always did. Bennett took a bite of pie as she opened the first paper, and scanning the headlines, she sipped her coffee until she felt Xi rub himself on her leg.  
 
    Bennett rolled the chair away from the desk and looked down. “And what do you want, as if I have to ask?” 
 
    Xi’s response was a long, extended meow, and Bennett sniggered as she stood up and turned to the windows. Covered from floor to ceiling in thick coffee-brown drapes, the opaque fabric prevented one ray of light from intruding. Bennett glanced over at Xi. “As you wish, m’lord.” 
 
    In one quick motion, Bennett swept the drapes aside, and the morning sun instantly flooded the room. Breathing deeply at the sight of yet another beautiful sunrise, Bennett returned to her newspapers and breakfast, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her back. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following Saturday, a low-pressure system brought a deluge of rain to New England. The skies were ash gray, and with the clouds blocking out most of the light, it looked more like evening outside her window than morning when Ruby woke up. Having no desire or need to traipse out into the storm, she leisurely made some breakfast while she watched the news. After the skillet and dishes were dried and put away, Ruby tidied up her apartment. There was something to be said for living in such a small space because when Ruby stepped out of her cramped corner shower shortly before noon, her apartment was spotless and smelled of pine and lemon. 
 
    She walked to the window and frowned at the streams of rain sliding down the panes. Like most, weekends were her mini-vacations, two days of freedom from her job. Ruby would usually try to cram as much as she could on both days, but today would consist of either binging on Netflix or reading. Ruby huffed out a breath, and grabbing her keys, she walked out of her apartment, locked the door, and trotted down the steps. Reaching the cluster of brass-toned mailboxes in the foyer, she unlocked the one labeled 4A and pulled out a small stack of envelopes. Ruby closed the tiny door, turned the tiny key, and then leafed through what was in her hand. One utility bill, one credit card bill, and four pieces of junk mail, three of which bore her name…and one of which did not. 
 
    It wasn’t unusual for someone else’s mail to end up in the wrong box, and usually, Ruby would have wedged it into the gap around the frame of the mailbox unit so the other tenant would see it. However, this wasn’t just another tenant. Eyeing the name on the oversized postcard, Ruby slowly climbed the stairs. It was finally time to meet Bennett Archer. 
 
    By the time Ruby reached apartment 3A, she had almost convinced herself to wait for a few more hours before knocking on Bennett Archer’s door. It was early afternoon, and since the woman’s schedule seemed to be set in stone, she most likely arrived home only a few hours before. Debating on whether she dare possibly awaken her downstairs neighbor, Ruby’s answer came when she heard music through the door. If the piece had been melodic and quiet, Ruby would have walked away and returned later, but she was not like most in this day and age. She knew classical music, and Vivaldi’s Concerto in G Major was hardly music to nap by. 
 
    Pleased to have yet another conversation starter in her repertoire, Ruby put on her best neighborly smile and rapped on the door. She waited for nearly a minute, mentally arguing the pros and cons of knocking again, when she heard the click of a latch, and the door opened. 
 
    Each time Ruby had seen Bennett Archer in the brownstone, she’d been wearing two or three-piece suits, and when the weather turned foul, an overcoat, typically long and coal-black like the rest of her clothes. Now, though, Bennett was wearing a pair of dark gray, loose-fitting jersey pants and a short-sleeved V-neck tee, and for a few seconds, Ruby forgot how to speak. Bennett Archer, however, did not. 
 
    “Yes?” Bennett said, sizing Ruby up in a nanosecond. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Oh…um…” Ruby said, holding out the mail. “This was in my box by mistake. It belongs to you.” 
 
    Bennett glowered as she took the piece of plastic-coated mass mailing. “This is an offer for a hearing aid.” 
 
    Ruby’s face lit up. “I didn’t know you were English. I’ve always loved English accents. They’re so proper, you know?” Ruby’s smile melted off her face seeing Bennett’s steely-eyed glare. “Oh…um…anyway,” she said, forcing her smile to return. “I know it’s…it’s junk mail, but…but I read somewhere that it’s illegal to toss out someone else’s mail, and since I pass your apartment on the way to mine, I thought I’d drop it off.” 
 
    Bennett looked at the sales ad and then back at Ruby. “I see.” 
 
    “And speaking of that,” Ruby said, holding out her hand. “I’m Ruby Miller. I live in 4A.” 
 
    “Bully for you,” Bennett said, closing the door in Ruby’s face. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wow, that was rude,” Doreen said before chomping into her chili dog.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Ruby said, snagging one of Doreen’s French fries. “For a few seconds, I stood there like a moron with the door an inch away from my face. I mean, she didn’t even say thanks. Just bully for you and then slam.” 
 
    “Then I say you cross that bitch off your list.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Don’t you? I mean, come on, Ruby. She’s obviously not interested.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you didn’t see her.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I saw her on the stairs.” 
 
    “No, I mean up close. She’s gorgeous.” 
 
    “How gorgeous?” 
 
    “Gorgeous enough for me not to take no for an answer,” Ruby said, thinking back on that night. “I mean, she was giving me a look that could have buried me, but it just added to her beauty. It defined her face and cheekbones, and her eyes…her eyes are dark orangey-brown with this thin band of black around them. It was like…like she had flames in her eyes.” 
 
    “Sounds like they matched her attitude, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose,” Ruby said, taking a taste of her soda. “Did I tell you she has an accent?” 
 
    “Everyone in Boston has an accent.” 
 
    “No, she’s English.” 
 
    “Really?” Doreen squeaked. “And here I thought Brits were supposed to be all polite and proper. Guess she didn’t get the memo.” 
 
    “Maybe she was having a bad day. Did you ever think of that?” 
 
    “Why are you making excuses for her? You don’t even know her.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m just not willing to give up yet.” 
 
    “Well, then you better come up with a better excuse than delivering a piece of junk mail.”  
 
    “There’s always a cup of sugar.” 
 
    “Didn’t you just say she was giving you a look that could kill?” 
 
    “Yeah. So?” 
 
    “So, I don’t want to have to go shopping for your headstone because you’ve got the hots for your downstairs neighbor. Either come up with something way better than that or move on. I get that you’re attracted to this woman, but there’s a shitload of chicks in this town who’d easily give you the time of day without having to jump through hoops. She ain’t worth it.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Ruby said, gathering up the remnants of her lunch. She got up and tossed it in a nearby trash can. “I think we better get back to work, or we’re both going to be late.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” Doreen said, getting up. “I’ll talk to you later. All right?” 
 
    “Okay. See you.” 
 
    Ruby watched as Doreen made her way across the courtyard. Ruby appreciated Doreen’s concern, but the woman hadn’t made a dent in Ruby’s resolve. For over a year, Ruby had waited for a plausible reason to interact with Bennett Archer. Every attempt for small talk on the stairs or in the hallway had fallen on deaf ears, but one errant piece of junk mail had finally cracked the ice. Now…how to open the fissure? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby woke up Wednesday morning with the same resolve she’d had the day before during her lunch with Doreen, and after making a slight change to her routine, by Friday, Ruby began arriving at the brownstone as Bennett Archer was leaving. Sometimes they would pass in the hallway, and Ruby would flash a smile and say hello, and when they passed on the stairs, Ruby offered a quiet apology for the cramped situation, and each and every time, her words were ignored. So, after a week of trying to get a response from Bennett Archer, Ruby stepped up her efforts just a smidge. 
 
    Ruby was locking her mailbox when she heard a door, three floors up, opening and closing. She took a slow, steady breath, and tucking her mail under her arm, Ruby climbed the stairs. After doing this for a week, she knew exactly where she’d pass Bennett Archer, and as the woman started descending the second flight of steps, Ruby found her voice. “Hi. Remember me? I’m your neighbor from the fourth floor. I was wondering if you’d like to go out and grab a drink. It’s Friday, and that’s what Fridays are for—right?” 
 
    Bennett Archer’s eyebrows became one. “And why, pray tell, would I want to do that?” 
 
    It was an excellent question and one Ruby wasn’t prepared for. “Oh…uh…well,” she said as blood rushed to her cheeks. “Look, it’s like this. Unless my gaydar is broken, you and I have something in common, so I thought, why not get together for a drink and see where it goes? What do you think?” 
 
    Bennett measured up Ruby with a deliberately overt slide of her eyes. “I think I have someplace more important to be than standing on these stairs having this ridiculous conversation. Good evening.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    No one could ever accuse Ruby of not being patient. As a professional archivist, patience was one of her job's many requirements, so undaunted by Bennett Archer’s rejection, Ruby bided her time. The following week, they continued to pass each other in the halls, but it wasn’t until Friday when Ruby tried again.  
 
    Entering the apartment building a few minutes before Bennett’s written-in-stone departure time, Ruby closed her umbrella and then raced up the steps, stopping when she reached the third floor. She glanced at her watch, and a minute later, the door to 3A opened.  
 
    “Hi there,” Ruby chirped. “You may want to grab an umbrella. It’s raining cats and dogs out there.” 
 
    Bennett regarded Ruby with a get-out-of-my-face stare. “Thank you for the weather report,” she said, closing the door. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.” 
 
    “Speaking of things to do, what do you do for a living?” 
 
    “And that would be your business, why exactly?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not,” Ruby said, daring a small smile. “I was just curious.” 
 
    Bennett approached the stairs, and stopping within inches of Ruby, she looked down her nose at the woman. “You may want to remember curiosity killed the cat…and leave it at that. Now, if you’ll kindly step out of the way.” 
 
    Ruby swallowed hard at the intensity she saw in Bennett’s eyes and quickly did as Bennett asked. Like a statue, Ruby watched as Bennett casually descended the steps, and she didn’t take her next breath until she heard the front door to the building close. “Jesus,” Ruby murmured. “This is going to be harder than I thought.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett climbed into the back of the sedan and closed the door behind her. “I can’t thank you enough for doing this.” 
 
    “What’s to thank me for?” Gus said, rolling up his window. “It’s my job.” 
 
    “And it’s also last minute, so please apologize to Cathleen and the children if I interrupted your weekend plans.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Gus said as he pulled out into traffic. “I had my supper, and when I left, Aiden was glued to the Disney Channel, Liam was on the Xbox with some of his pals, and Cathleen and Kenna were drooling over fashion websites, looking for the perfect dress for Kenna to wear to a dance that’s coming up at school.” 
 
    “What about Fallon? Isn’t she going to the dance?” 
 
    “No,” Gus said, seeking out the rearview mirror. “And that’s actually something Cathleen and I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I guess some folks would think so, but Cath and I want Fallon to be happy. That’s all.” 
 
    “And you don’t think she is?” 
 
    “I think she’s…I mean…hell, Bennett, Cath and I think she might be gay.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bennett said, resting her ankle casually across her knee. “Not to pry, but can I ask why you think that?” 
 
    Gus let out a gruff laugh. “Now you’re just jerking my chain.” 
 
    Bennett snorted because she was being disingenuous. She had watched all of Gus’s children grow up, and while Kenna and Fallon were identical twins, their looks were one of the only things they shared. Kenna was outgoing, flirty, and feminine, and Fallon was not. Introverted, modest, and tomboyish, once Fallon was old enough to choose her own clothes, she never wore anything pink or girly again. And after puberty came and went, while Fallon’s focus remained on sports and her studies, Kenna fell in love with a new boy every week.  
 
    “What? You ain’t gonna say anything?” 
 
    Bennett broke out of her thoughts and looked at the back of Gus’s head. “What would you like me to say?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Gus said, shrugging. “Tell me if you think Cath and I are right. I’m asking for some advice here, and since we got about half an hour before we get to Weston, I’d like to hear your thoughts.” 
 
    “Well,” Bennett said, glancing out the window for a second. “First, I need to hear your thoughts.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    “Yes. If Fallon is gay and she eventually finds the courage to tell you, what are you and Cathleen going to do?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “How are you going to react?” 
 
    “Bennett, she’s my daughter. I don’t give a flying crap if she’s gay, straight, or somewhere in between. I just want her to be happy. Cathleen and I both want her to be happy, and right now, we don’t think she is. She’s always been on the quiet side, but the older she gets, the quieter she’s becoming, and I think it’s because she’s afraid to tell us, and we don’t understand why. We’ve always allowed our kids to be themselves. You know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do, but this isn’t only about you and Cathleen. What about Kenna or the girls they go to school with? That’s quite a proper academy you send them to if memory serves.” 
 
    “We send them there because you made it possible for us to afford the tuition, and why shouldn’t we give them the best education we can?” 
 
    “I’m not holding it against you, Gus. I know you love your children and want to give them the best start possible, and we both know you’d give your life for them. I’m just saying that even in this day and age, peer pressure can be quite intimidating at times.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess we didn’t think about that, but Kenna won’t give a rat’s ass. I can tell you that for sure. She loves her sister.” 
 
    Bennett smiled. “I know she does.” 
 
    “So what do we do? I keep telling Cathleen we should talk to her about it, but Cath’s afraid if Fallon isn’t gay, we could offend her by asking.” 
 
    “And you think being gay is offensive?” 
 
    “What?” Gus said, looking over his shoulder. “No, of course, we don’t.” The car rumbled a second later, and Gus whipped his head back around, quickly steering the sedan off the edge of the highway and back into his lane. “Guess I should keep my eyes on the road—huh?” 
 
    “Only if you want to live to see another day. We both know I will.” 
 
    A few minutes of silence passed between them until Gus’s eyes found the rearview mirror again. “So…about Fallon. Cathleen wanted me to ask you if…if you wouldn’t mind talking to her for us. Just feel her out. See what’s on her mind. Break the ice, so to speak. You two have always gotten along.” 
 
    Bennett arched an eyebrow. “So, what you’re saying is in case she isn’t a lesbian, I’m the one who looks foolish. Is that it?” 
 
    “No. Well…oh, hell, I don’t know,” Gus muttered. “Just forget I said anything. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to her, Gus,” Bennett said, grinning. 
 
    “You will?” Gus said, beaming into the rearview mirror. “Oh, Bennett. That would be great. That would be more than great. Cathleen will be thrilled.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. You two figure out a time, and I’ll come by and have a chat with Fallon.” 
 
    “Well, as luck would have it, Cathleen is making lamb stew for dinner tomorrow, and she wanted me to invite you over. She knows it’s one of your favorites, and you know Cath, she always makes enough to feed an army.” 
 
    Laugh lines took over Bennett’s face. “How fortuitous.” 
 
    Gus looked up at the mirror. His eyes met Bennett’s for a long moment, and in that moment, there was friendship, compassion, and love. “Yeah, funny how things sometimes work out—ain’t it?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The car rolled to a stop in front of the entrance to an estate on Westcliff Road. A short walk away was a pair of stone pillars, between which was a set of formidable iron gates. Beyond the ornamental protection was a long, winding road, and this was as far as Gus ever got. 
 
    “Same as usual?” he said, swiveling to look at Bennett. “Drive down the road and wait for your call?” 
 
    “No, I think you should go home,” Bennett said, opening the door. “This was unexpected, and I have no idea why I’m here tonight or how long this is going to take. Max has enough automobiles at his disposal, so getting back to Boston shouldn’t be a problem, and I wouldn’t want you waiting for me until all hours of the morning.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Gus said as Bennett climbed out of the car. “I don’t mind.” 
 
    Bennett bent down and looked at Gus. “I know you don’t, but I do. Go home, Gus. Give your wife and kids a hug from me, and tell Cath I’ll be over tomorrow for dinner.” 
 
    Before Gus could respond, Bennett shut the door, tapped on the roof, and Gus drove off, leaving his employer standing in the dark. The area was heavily wooded, and towering trees of birch, pine, and sycamore lined the road like ancient sentries, but there were telltale signs of life, too. A few flowerbeds were near the road, and mailboxes, mounted on sturdy wooden posts, announced homes were lurking just off the asphalt. 
 
    Bennett ambled up to the gates, and a moment later, they silently opened. She took a deep, leisurely breath, and stuffing her hands into the pockets of her coat, she began the half-mile walk to the mansion belonging to Maximillian Lumley.  
 
    Like all the other originals, Max lived opulently. His homes across the world were spacious, elegant, and protected. She could hear off in the brush the occasional footstep of one of her kind, prowling for a snack, and every so often, she spotted a pole nestled alongside a tree, atop which a camera was aimed in her direction. Bennett paid them no mind as she sauntered up the asphalt. When she reached the wraparound driveway that encircled a fountain and gardens, she stopped for a moment to take in the grand English Tudor home constructed a hundred years earlier. As always, Bennett’s opinion of this home was the same as all the others Max owned. The man had good taste. 
 
    Built of stone and stucco, the sprawling mansion could have easily held royalty if it weren’t for the fact it was in Massachusetts. Containing over forty-five rooms, over two dozen windows dotted the façade, and light was shining through most of them. Bennett continued to the stone passageway traversing the driveway. Designed to shelter those getting in and out of carriages or vehicles, Bennett walked under its protection, and instantly the two guardians standing at the entrance to the home straightened their posture. She proceeded up the stone stairs toward the front door, the speed of her steps never faltering as she approached, and with a bow of his head, one man opened the door, and she passed by without saying a word. 
 
    Bennett stepped from the darkness to the light, and she squinted for a moment, adjusting to the brightness surrounding her. As she took off her coat, a man dressed in a gray, three-piece suit approached, and she handed him her leather duster. “Where is he?”  
 
    “In the study.” 
 
    “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    As Bennett made her way through the house, Max’s demand for decorum was everywhere. Guardians and vampires alike were dressed like gentlemen and ladies. Their clothing was pressed and fitted, and their manners pristine. Several milled about the main living room, politely conversing amidst the melodic tones of classical music coming from the inconspicuous speakers mounted on the walls, while others filled the sitting room, being served drinks offered by those chosen to guard. At the back of the massive entrance hall was a double staircase, winding right and left as it led to the upper floors, and as she passed it, she noticed three of her fellow kind ascending the steps. 
 
    Courtliness was required in the gathering rooms, but the libertine nature of her breed went unrestricted in the bedrooms. Bennett knew most already had their evening refreshment by this time, and euphoria now flowed through their veins. And what better way to celebrate the high than with another or maybe two...or maybe more.  
 
    Maximillian glanced over his shoulder as Bennett closed the door behind her. “Who brought you tonight?” he said, returning to filling the goblets he’d set out. 
 
    Bennett looked at the array of flat-screen TVs covering most of the wall to her left. The one in the center showing the view from the security camera aimed at the front gate while the others showed other areas of the grounds and house. “Gus,” she said, turning back to Max. 
 
    “I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “And I do,” Bennett said, taking the glass of wine Max was offering. 
 
    “We’ve had this conversation before,” Max said, taking a seat behind a massive desk. “He is not a true guardian, and he doesn’t belong anywhere near you or us.” 
 
    Bennett sat in a chair opposite the desk, taking a sip of her wine as she crossed her legs. Max was right. They had had this conversation many times before, and it had gotten old. Very, very old. The veins in Bennett’s temples began to throb, and she took a slow, deep breath to calm her annoyance. “You’re right. We have chatted about this on numerous occasions, and just like all those other times, my opinion hasn’t changed. Just because Gus’s family hasn’t protected us for centuries doesn’t make him any less of a guardian than those who have.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Max said, scowling. “He cannot be trusted.” 
 
    “I trust him with my life.” 
 
    “Then you are a fool.” 
 
    “Max, if it weren’t for Gus Rooney, I wouldn’t be sitting here tonight.” 
 
    “If you weren’t so fucking bullheaded, there wouldn’t have been a need for a mortal to save you from what you should have easily been able to do yourself!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Twelve years earlier, Bennett had only been back in Boston for a few months before the night she met Gus Rooney. It was December, and a Nor’easter had settled off the coast, bringing with it Siberian temperatures and winds gusting at ridiculous speeds. Snow had fallen for two days straight, and most of New England was closed. There was no traffic, the airports were shut down, and the convenience stores daring to stay open had barely any products left on their shelves. But when Bennett left her apartment that night, she wasn’t in search of food or drink. She was trying to escape the impossible. Her own thoughts. 
 
    She dressed as was expected, even though the cold didn’t affect her like it did others. Bennett’s skin would cool, her nose and cheeks would redden, and her breath could be seen, but frostbite warnings meant nothing to her. They hadn’t for centuries.  
 
    With her trousers tucked into boots reaching her knees and her leather coat’s hood pulled up to shield her from the biting wind and the sting of the icy flakes, she trudged through the snow. Like most other businesses, her gallery was closed because of the storm, and with no auctions to watch that night, Bennett didn’t have a destination in mind. The alleys she frequented were all blocked by drifts of snow, so she walked down the street, high-stepping it through dunes of wind-blown whiteness as arctic currents swirled around her. 
 
    It was almost midnight, and between the hour and the storm, Back Bay had become a ghost town. It was rare Bennett could appreciate such quiet. There was no hustle. There was no bustle. There was only the hush that comes from snow. She could hear the soft ping as icy flakes bounced off mailboxes and railings and the whoosh of wind as it burst from alleyways twice as forceful as when it had entered. More than once, Bennett braced against an unexpected gust, its strength all but taking her breath away, but resolute, she continued her journey. With her head down, she tried to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other in hopes the thoughts she refused to allow would leave her be. They didn’t, so Bennett kept on walking until a sound reached her ears…and gave her pause. 
 
    She turned and looked around. Cars, sidewalks, and landmarks were all buried under frosty blankets of white, and Bennett chuckled. She had no idea where she was or how far she had walked. Forgetting why she had stopped in the first place, Bennett pulled out her phone, thankful for the era's innovations. She removed her gloves, and tapping on the screen, she found her answer. She needed to backtrack four miles, and she’d be home. 
 
    Bennett straightened, her eyes narrowing as she looked to her left. There it was again. Someone was afraid. Someone was terrified. Someone was crying. It was a woman. Someone was pleading. It was a man. And then there was laughter. Vicious, bone-chilling laughter followed by vile threats and repulsive promises that caused Bennett’s jaw to tighten. More shouts. More warnings. Bennett stiffened. Did she just hear the whimpers of children? 
 
    As her hands turned to fists, Bennett hastened back the way she had come and reached a cross street. She turned the corner, running through the snow like a deer trying to avoid crosshairs. She stopped at the next intersection, holding her breath while she listened. Although muffled by windows and doors and plaster and lath, the sound reached her again, and Bennett bolted across the road, the traffic lights above her head flashing yellow…while in her mind, all she could see was red.  
 
    Her breath steamed from her nose and mouth as she came to a stop at the next street. She looked right and left, listening for only a second before the sounds of terror reached her ears again. She dashed toward the homes on the left, and halfway down the block, Bennett pulled up, her eyes fixed on the only house in the row with lights on in the front room.  
 
    Between her adrenaline and her anger, Bennett had morphed into her true self during her rush to find the house. Her canines had dropped, and her eyes were now crystalline blue, and she knew there would be no shadows to hide her trueness inside that home. There would also be no threats she could dare to make to silence those in danger, for they had been threatened enough tonight, and she would not add to their pain. The others…would not be that lucky. 
 
    If the myths had been true, the threshold of the house would have bested her. Without permission, a supposed invisible barrier existing at the doorway could not be crossed by a vampire, but myths are just that, and her own kind had started most of them. Bennett crept onto the porch and stood in the shadows while she listened to the voices inside. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt my family. I’ll do anything you want. I swear to God, I’ll do anything, just don’t hurt my family.” 
 
    “Sorry, no can do, pal. Since one of my fucked up friends here forgot our masks, you’ve seen our faces, and we sure as hell ain’t gonna leave behind no witnesses.” 
 
    “But my girls are only four. They’re too young to tell anyone anything, and my wife, she won’t say a word. Will you, Cathleen? Tell them you won’t say a word.” 
 
    “No…no…not a word. I promise I won’t say a thing.” 
 
    “Look, just let…just let my wife take the kids upstairs. There’s a bank a couple of blocks over. All I need to do is put on some clothes, and I can get you cash. Okay? I’ll empty my accounts. I’ll give you everything I have and…and you can do anything you want to me, but for the love of God, please don’t hurt my family. I’m begging you, man. I’m begging you. Take me…and let them go.”  
 
    “Sorry, but that ain’t happening, so say goodbye to your wife.”  
 
    The element of surprise was in Bennett’s favor when she burst through the door, and all eyes turned to her. She knew in an instant what she was dealing with because of all the lowlifes and addicts she’d ever run across, meth heads stood out, and Bennett loathed meth heads. 
 
    There were three, their clothes hanging from their cadaverous bodies as if purchased two sizes too large, and the teeth displayed in their slack-jawed expressions were rotten or missing. Their eyes were wide, and no other color could be seen because their pupils were dilated to the extreme. Two had burns on their noses and lips, and the third had scabs and sores on his chin that had yet to heal, if they ever would. And by the way he couldn’t stop scratching his arms and chest through his tattered jacket, Bennett knew exactly what she would be facing. The sons-of-bitches were tweaking. 
 
    Of all the stages a meth user goes through, this was by far the most dangerous. Coming down off their last binge, they hadn’t slept for days. Their paranoia would be at an all-time high, their propensity for violence would be off the charts, and they would do anything—anything—to get their hands on more drugs. Even for someone like Bennett, the setting was precarious. Would she survive? Absolutely. Would she leave unscathed? Most likely not. 
 
    If Bennett had met these three in an alley, her reaction would have been swift and deadly. She would have snapped their necks and walked away without giving it a second thought, but there were four other pairs of eyes on her, and it was those eyes that stopped her. 
 
    In the dining room stood a woman wearing red flannel pajamas with a candy cane print. Her hair was disheveled, and tears stained her cheeks, and the knife held against her throat had nicked her more than once. Blood seeped from the tiny cuts, and Bennett’s mouth watered. After all, it was blood.  
 
    Bennett tore her eyes away from the tasty crimson and saw that the woman was looking back at her through wide, glassy eyes. Did she know Bennett was there to rescue them, or did Bennett’s appearance add even more terror to an already terrifying situation? 
 
    A man in baggy gray sweatpants and a threadbare white T-shirt ripped at the collar stood near the kitchen door. Tall enough his hair touched the jamb, etched into his face was the pain of his anquish. He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, his complexion still smooth and free from wrinkles, yet the creases filling it now would forever leave lines. Although none of the drug-crazed freaks were near him, the man didn’t dare move, for huddled behind him, clutching his legs in fright, were his children. Clothed in identical pink, one-piece pajamas decorated with reindeer and elves, the little girls’ chins quivered as tears streamed down their cheeks. Like their parents, their sole focus was Bennett now. 
 
    The second home invader stood near the upended coffee table in the middle of the living room, and on the floor around his feet were pillowcases stuffed with household items. Like the one menacing the woman, he also held a knife. Its blade was shorter and had no jagged ridges down the back, and even though the honed edge could do some damage, Bennett did not fear it. She was stronger than any in the room, and her speed would shock them all. 
 
    The last was the closest to Bennett, and his stench quickly reached her, but it wasn’t his offensive odor that grabbed her attention. It was the saber he held in his hand. Bennett’s brow knitted, her eyes darting around the room until she found her answer. Above the fireplace was a display of intersecting cavalry swords mounted in front of a Union flag, except where there were supposed to be two, there was only one. 
 
    Long and curved, the steel of the blade was polished, the gleam of its edge sending out a silent warning to take heed, and Bennett would have listened if she believed the man gripping it in his filthy hands had the aptitude to swing it. Since he was the furthest away from the family, he became the least of Bennett’s worries, so she zeroed in on the only one in the room in immediate danger.  
 
    As if the knife-wielding addict could read Bennett’s mind, he curled his lip, and spit flew from his mouth as he belched out the most awful of laughs. Like a snake, his tongue slithered out from between his discolored teeth long enough to wet his cracked lips before it recoiled back into the black hole that was his mouth. “Bitch, I don’t know who you are, but once I get done with this one, I’m going to let Daddy over there watch while I slice and dice his kids, and then I’m coming after you.” 
 
    “Petey, dude, you gotta chill,” the one near the coffee table said. 
 
    “Don’t you dare fucking tell me what to do, Drew,” Petey yelled, more spittle spraying from his mouth as he brandished the hunting knife at his friend. 
 
    “Yo, bro, I ain’t trying to tell you what to do,” Drew said, raising his hands in the air. “But take a look at the coat and boots the bitch by the door is wearing. She’s gotta be loaded, dude. Probably has enough to keep us in ice for years, so if you wanna off the babymakers, have at it, but don’t kill that one. She’s our ticket to fly, man. She’s our ticket to fly.” 
 
    Petey peered at Bennett, and a sneer spread across his face. “Well, now, I guess old Drew’s got a point,” he said, placing his mouth near his captive’s ear. “We won’t be needing you after all, honey. Sorry about your luck.” 
 
    “Sorry about yours,” Bennett said, locking eyes with Petey. 
 
    Petey squeezed his eyes into slits as he casually raised the knife. This was the best part. The part when the helpless could do nothing but watch, and he didn’t want to rush it, and he sure as hell wouldn’t rush killing the one who’d intruded on his fun. No, he would make her suffer. He would break enough bones that she’d empty her bank account to end the pain, and then the real pain would begin. As he pressed the knife against the mother’s throat, he said, “You were say—” 
 
    The whoosh of Bennett’s movement caused Petey’s greasy hair to flutter, and before it could settle back into place, Bennett’s hand was around his throat. Acting like a noose, it choked off his words and his air supply, and Bennett wasted no time in shoving the woman toward her husband. “Protect your children,” she said, glancing at the frightened couple. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    As Bennett turned back to grab the knife from the man whose face was rapidly turning blue, she sensed movement to her right. The one Petey had called Drew had left his place beside the coffee table and joined the brawl, a brawl that ended in a flash when Bennett let go of Petey long enough to smash the heel of her hand into Drew’s face. His nose flattened in an instant, and howling, he dropped to his knees as blood flowed from what now looked like a piece of red cauliflower. 
 
    Bennett spun back to Petey in time to be on the receiving end of the hunting knife he was brandishing. It sliced through her coat and bicep as if they were butter, and even though Bennett winced at the sting, it did not slow her attack. She grabbed his wrist and squeezed as tightly as she could, and every bone under his skin broke as if they were toothpicks, caving in on themselves like a falling house of cards. The knife clattered to the floor, and Petey’s shrieks of agony filled the house, but undeterred by the man’s anguish, Bennett pushed Petey backward into the wall. She wrapped her hand around his throat again and ever so slowly lifted him until he was standing on the tiptoes of his worn, steel-toed work boots. 
 
    “I believe we were speaking about luck,” Bennett said, looking Petey in the eye. “And I can’t help but think yours just ran out.” 
 
    “That’s what you think, you fucking bitch.” 
 
    It was at that moment when Bennett realized she’d made a mistake. She could hear it in her breathing and feel it in her bones, a weakness born from her own moral compass. Bennett hadn’t truly fed in weeks, choosing instead to sustain herself on the bags of blood in her refrigerator rather than on the pure, warm sustenance that flowed through veins. Her strength and speed were still above and beyond those of mortals, but she had entered the home with the attitude of invincibility, and that assumption would be her demise. An assumption she never would have made if only she had fed. 
 
    The one with the sword, the one Bennett thought weak and incompetent, was swinging the blade toward her head, and there was no way to avoid the slash. She would end here, her torso falling at the feet of Petey while her head would roll across the floor, and after their elation had ended and after their high-fives had stopped, the ones she had tried to save…would die, too. 
 
    The world slowed to a crawl, and spellbound by the blade nearing her neck, Bennett’s grip on Petey’s throat loosened, for there was no reason to hold him any longer. She pulled in a breath, believing it would be her last, and then something silver flashed in front of Bennett’s eyes.  
 
    Passed down through her family for decades, only that morning, Cathleen Rooney had pulled the family heirloom from the attic. She had polished and buffed the silver platter until it shined, preparing it for when it would hold their Christmas turkey. Cathleen had no idea when she set it on the dining room table that afternoon, nearly two weeks before the holiday, it would end up saving all of their lives. 
 
    After locking his wife and children into a bedroom, Gus didn’t think twice. He bolted down the stairs and flew into the living room just as the saber swung. Gus didn’t know who the woman was who had just saved his family, but turnabout was more than fair, even if it cost him his life. He sprinted into the dining room, and grabbing the platter, he changed the blade's trajectory inches before it met Bennett’s neck. It was enough to spare everyone’s life, except as the blade skittered off the polished silver, it caught Gus on the face.  
 
    The pain was intense, like a searing slice of fire burning its way into his cheek, and suddenly all the terror Gus had felt and all the rage that had brewed in his belly since these hideous men had entered his home cycloned into something Gus didn’t know he possessed. With the last ounce of energy he could muster, he sent a brutal uppercut into the face of the sword-wielding addict, shattering the man’s mandible and loosening whatever teeth he had left. Gus watched as the meth head staggered backward, his eyes rolling back into his head seconds before he crumpled onto the carpet in the living room. Gus kicked the sword under the dining room table before his knees gave out, and slumping to the floor, he took Bennett and Petey with him as he fell.  
 
    Sandwiched between the two men, Bennett gathered her wits. It was a blur, and then it wasn’t. Death was inevitable, and then it wasn’t. Someone had come to her aid, someone not of her kind, someone not hired to protect, someone who should have feared her…yet didn’t. 
 
    Under Bennett was a vile human being that didn’t deserve the air he breathed, and when Petey tried to struggle out of the pile, she quieted him with one hand. Choking him just enough so he’d pass out, when Petey’s body sagged, Bennett loosened her grip and then slowly made her way out of the jumble. As she did, Bennett’s nostrils flared when the scent of blood enveloped her. She looked at her hand, now covered in blood from the cut on her bicep. A generous amount had made its way to her fingertips, but there wasn’t enough to be this enticing.  
 
    Bennett pulled in the deepest of breaths and then turned toward her savior. He was propped up against a dining room chair, and there was a ghastly gash running from his temple to his chin. Blood flowed like a river down his face, and his once white T-shirt was now dark red. “Jesus.” 
 
    Bennett scrambled to her feet, and looking around, she grabbed a throw pillow off the floor. Falling to her knees in front of Gus, she pressed it against his face. “You need to hold this here. Apply as much pressure as you can.” 
 
    Gus did as he was told, raising his eyes of hazel to meet those of electric blue. “Lady, I don’t…I don’t know who you are, but…but you gotta get out of here. I told my wife to call the cops, and the station’s a few streets over. It won’t take them long to get here, and I’m sure as hell not going to let them do anything to you.” 
 
    Bennett rested back on her haunches. There was not one ounce of fear in the man’s voice. She knew her eyes had yet to change back, and her canines had yet to recede, but instead of fearing her, this man was showing her kindness. Bennett opened her mouth to speak and then closed it just as quickly.  
 
    “Lady, did you hear—” Gus stopped when he saw the blood on Bennett’s hand. “Christ, you’re hurt.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Bennett said, getting to her feet. “It’s you who needs the doctor.” 
 
    “And I’ll get one,” Gus said, struggling to stand up. “As soon as you’re safe.” 
 
    “What about all of this?” Bennett said, waving her arm toward the living room. 
 
    “I’ll tell them I did it. Those creeps are so fucked up, the cops aren’t going to believe them over me, and Cathleen will back me up. I promise. You saved our lives, lady. Trust me. We ain’t gonna say a word about you. Now, get outta here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gus Rooney was a patient man. He had to be to drive a taxi. People of all types would climb in and out of his yellow cab, some polite, some not, and Gus gave each the courtesy instilled in him by his parents. He smiled. He chatted, or he’d remain quiet if that’s what they preferred. He knew Boston like the back of his hand, and it was rare he ever needed to use GPS. It was also rare he ever forgot a face.  
 
    After getting stitched up at the hospital and spending some quality time with his family, Gus returned to work in early January. He drove the night shift, enabling Cathleen to work during the day as an accountant, and with tax season rapidly approaching, it was going to be hectic. It always was, but they made it work. They always made it work, for they were grateful to have food on their table, grateful to have healthy children, and grateful for a stranger who deserved more than a simple yet heartfelt thank you. 
 
    Gus’s routine was the same as it always was, except now, when he picked up a fare or dropped one off, he began paying attention to the people milling about. Streetlights and shop lights were his friends, illuminating the sidewalks in high-intensity lighting that was all the rage, so when he spotted a tall woman with short hair, the color of which matched her clothes, he knew in an instant he had finally found her. Before the next fare could open the door, Gus flipped a switch, changing his rooftop sign to Off Duty, all the while never once taking his eyes off Bennett Archer.  
 
    Gus pulled out into traffic, a few cars honking at his lack of speed, but undeterred by their annoyance, Gus crept along, following the woman until she unlocked the door to an art gallery and stepped inside. Finding a parking spot, Gus checked the time, and drumming his fingers on the wheel for a moment, he opened his thermos and poured a cup of coffee. Yes, Gus Rooney was a patient man. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shortly before six the following morning, Gus made his way to the art gallery after using the restroom at an all-night coffee shop. His plan was simply to stretch his legs for a few minutes before returning to his cab, and stopping under a streetlight, Gus sipped his coffee out of the paper cup. He was halfway through his morning caffeine fix when the door to the gallery opened, and the woman walked out. For a split-second, Gus thought he’d made a mistake, for the woman’s neck instantly grew corded in anger, but standing tall, Gus walked toward her wearing the friendliest of smiles. “Good morning.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m here because…well, because my wife and I wanted you to know if there was ever anything you needed from us, anything at all, all you have to do is ask.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes were drawn to the five-inch scar running down the man’s face. Thick and pink, no matter how long he lived, it would forever be there as a constant reminder of a night she would prefer he’d forget. “I don’t need anything from you,” she said, staring him in the eye. “Other than for you and your family to forget—” 
 
    “That ain’t gonna happen, lady,” Gus said, taking a step closer. “What you did that night, what you did for us, you didn’t have to do, but you did. So, I’m telling you right here and now, you ain’t getting rid of me. Okay? You ain’t gonna scare me away either. We’re not stupid. My wife and I are pretty sure we know…well, we know what you are, and it is kind of freaky, I ain’t gonna lie, but we’re not afraid of you. You wouldn’t have saved us only to kill me now or…or eat me or…or whatever your kind does.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “If you think you know what I am, then you know what I can do. There are literally thousands of books on the subject.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, a guy telling a woman she could suck him dry just didn’t sound right—you know?” 
 
    Bennett couldn’t help but laugh, especially since the man’s face was now crimson. “No, I suppose that wouldn’t have been politically correct.” 
 
    “But I’m…I mean, we’re right, aren’t we? You’re…um…you’re…um…” 
 
    “A vampire?” 
 
    Gus swallowed hard. “Yeah.” 
 
    “And if I were, what would you do about it?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Gus said, looking Bennett straight in the eye. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Cath and I don’t care about what you are. We care about you. We care that the woman who saved our kids knows she can count on us to keep her secret and help her if she needs help. Okay? No strings. No…no nothing. Just a couple of folks who want you to know that we got your back if you need it. Simple as that.” 
 
    “Things are rarely that simple.” 
 
    “You wanna bet?” Gus said, holding out his hand. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “May I at least have the common courtesy of you listening to me when I’m speaking to you?” 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Bennett shifted her eyes back to Max. Like most, he had adapted to the times. His once shoulder-length brown hair now was trimmed to the style of the day, and the frills and flounce of a gentleman born in the fifteenth century had long since disappeared, too. Gone were the linen shirts and jerkins, and hose of wool, replaced by the finest of fashion a man like Max could afford. As was Max’s preference, he was wearing a smoking jacket, the one tonight, burgundy velvet with leather lapels, and the neck of the silk shirt underneath was open to reveal a silver and blue paisley ascot, perfectly presented right down to the sterling stick pin.  
 
    “You were saying?” Bennett said before casually taking a sip of her drink. 
 
    It was all Max could do not to laugh. The look Bennett was giving him was one he’d seen many times. The first was on an evening where amidst smoke and fire, her defiance bored through him like a spear, thus saving her life, and tonight, that same bravado would end a conversation, at least for now. 
 
    “Yes, well, I didn’t bring you here tonight to talk about your faux guardian,” Maximillian said, leaning back in his chair. “My sources at the local constabulary have informed me that there’s been a police report filed about a woman who attacked two men in an alley a few weeks back.” 
 
    “Really?” Bennett said, pitching forward in her chair. “That’s interesting.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “Not so much the attack, but the fact they reported it.” 
 
    “I would have to say that’s because you didn’t compel them to forget it happened.” 
 
    “You know how I feel about that,” Bennett said, sitting back. “Besides, what’s the point of giving someone a message to take back to those in charge if they don’t remember what I told them to say?” 
 
    “The point is, the police now have a somewhat scant description of you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Bennett said before finishing the wine in her glass. “And what exactly would that be?” 
 
    Max hesitated before answering. “A tall woman, dressed in black, with an English accent and electrifying blue eyes.” 
 
    “But my eyes are brown, Max,” Bennett said, standing up. “At least they are right now.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Max said, looking down his nose. “The point is, as you well know, the other council members are coming to Boston next year, and the last thing any of us need is attention.” 
 
    “Max, be serious. A tall, English woman wearing black won’t lead any copper to your door.” 
 
    “But it may bring them to yours, which is exactly why I’m telling you this.” 
 
    “They didn’t see my face, Max. If they had, they would have described it, but they didn’t. I don’t know how they saw my eyes, probably the hood I was wearing shifted, but without a clear description, the police have nothing to go on.” 
 
    “I really wish you wouldn’t be so nonchalant about this.” 
 
    Bennett pulled the cork from the bottle of Pinot Noir and refilled her glass. “I’m not,” she said, returning to her chair. “And I truly appreciate you asking me to come here tonight to discuss this.” 
 
    “But you’re not going to stop doing it, are you?” 
 
    “You know better than to even ask that question.” 
 
    “Still as principled as always, I see.” 
 
    “It’s not about principles, Max, but what’s the point of living as long as we have if all we do is exist?” Bennett said, putting her glass aside. “I’m not out there wearing a cape and a mask. I’m not trying to save the world, but if I can stop a drug deal or a robbery or a murder or a rape, by God, I’m going to bloody do it.” 
 
    A satisfied shimmer came into Max’s eyes, and after taking a taste of his wine, he put the glass aside. “I know you will, Bennett, and to tell you the truth, I can’t fault you for your ideals. I only ask that you be careful, and if a copper does come knocking at your door, be as charming as I taught you to be.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your lamb stew was delicious as always,” Bennett said, carrying a few more dishes into the kitchen. “Thanks again for inviting me to Sunday dinner.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, and you don’t need to help clear the table,” Cathleen Rooney said as Bennett stacked the plates by the sink. “That’s why I have kids.” 
 
    “I don’t mind. I actually enjoy it.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I suppose because it makes me feel more like a friend and less like a guest.” 
 
    Cathleen Rooney snatched up a towel and quickly dried her hands. Tossing the terrycloth aside, she invaded Bennett’s personal space and looked her in the eye. “You listen to me, Bennett Archer. You’re not a guest, and you’re not just a friend. You’re family to us, to all of us. The boys adore you, the girls hang on your every word, and Gus and me…well, you own a very special place in our hearts. So, if you want to come over every night and help with the dishes, trust me, I won’t mind.” 
 
    Bennett’s laugh lines announced themselves in an instant. “Perhaps being a guest does have its advantages.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that,” Cathleen said with a wink. “Now, why don’t you go take a load off while I finish up in here? And by all means, have whatever’s left of the wine you brought. If I have anymore, I’ll get silly, and if I get silly, I’ll end up having another kid.” 
 
    Bennett snorted, and after tipping what remained of the Shiraz into her glass, she strolled through the house. Gus was refereeing an argument between his sons in front of the Xbox, and Kenna had her nose buried in her phone. Spying the last Rooney on the front porch, Bennett grabbed her coat and stepped outside. 
 
    Fallon glanced over her shoulder when she heard the door open. “Escaping the chaos?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Bennett said, closing the door behind her. “I just thought I’d come out to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Well, you were awfully quiet at dinner, and now you’ve segregated yourself out here away from the rest of the family.” 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s just easier to think out here.” 
 
    “About anything in particular?” 
 
    Fallon shrugged. “No, just stuff.” 
 
    “Like peer pressure stuff?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Your father mentioned an upcoming dance at school.” 
 
    “He needs to keep his mouth shut.” 
 
    “And you, young lady, need to show some respect,” Bennett said, scowling. “Your parents are merely concerned. That’s all.” 
 
    “They shouldn’t be.” 
 
    “It’s a fundamental part of being a parent.” 
 
    “And how would you know?” 
 
    “You’re being quite boorish,” Bennett said, her scowl becoming even more pronounced. 
 
    “Sorry. That time of the month.” 
 
    In a heartbeat, Bennett’s frown turned upside down. “Nice try, but I think it’s more than that, and you and I have never had a problem talking, so let’s not start now.” 
 
    “Oh, so suddenly you’re my BFF?” Fallon said, slamming her hands on her hips. 
 
    “I may not be your best friend, but I always thought of myself as a friend. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “No, you’re not wrong,” Fallon said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I’ve just…I’ve just got a lot on my mind. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Even though Fallon was standing at the edge of the porch light’s usefulness, Bennett could easily see the sadness in her expression, and she took a few steps closer. “I’m a good listener, in case you need one.” 
 
    Fallon was no different from any other person when it came to avoiding things she didn’t want to do. As a child, it was bathing, and more than one tantrum had been thrown, and as she grew, putting away her toys or cleaning her room was tantamount to asking her to swan dive off a building. By the time puberty hit, though, Fallon had learned there was no point in trying to sidestep her responsibilities, but that didn’t mean she didn’t remember how to deflect. “What’s a guardian do?” 
 
    Bennett wasn’t born yesterday, not by a long shot, and even though her expression didn’t change, it did on the inside. Fallon, in all her youthful defiance, had tossed a gauntlet in Bennett’s direction. Pick it up and answer the question, or leave it lie and walk away. Little did Fallon know, Bennett rarely walked away from anything, and she so enjoyed a good challenge. 
 
    “Where did you hear that term?” Bennett said, eyeing Fallon. 
 
    “Mom and Dad were talking one night a long time ago. He told her that’s what it’s called when…um…when one of us helps one of you.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “So is that what it is? Just someone to drive you around and pick up your dry-cleaning?” 
 
    Bennett laughed. “There’s more to it than that, and your father has never picked up my dry-cleaning.” 
 
    “So…what do they do?” 
 
    “Why are you so curious about this?” Bennett said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “I guess because I was wondering…I was wondering if I could be one, too.” 
 
    “Fallon, you’re sixteen.” 
 
    “I’ll be seventeen in like two weeks.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s still a bit too young, and besides, I would never involve you in my world without your parents’ permission.” 
 
    Fallon’s face paled. “Oh, my God. Are you saying it’s dangerous? Is my Dad in dan—” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Bennett said, moving within inches of Fallon. “I would never deliberately put your family in danger, and you know I’ve provided safeguards that would prevent anything from ever happening to any of you again. I wouldn’t have allowed your father to become a part of my world if he hadn’t—” 
 
    “Why did you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you wipe our memories? Can’t you do that? And while we’re on the subject, I thought you guys couldn’t come into a house without being invited.” 
 
    The corners of Bennett’s mouth curled upward. “I see you’ve been reading fiction again.” 
 
    “Are you saying it’s not true?” 
 
    “Where is all this coming from?” 
 
    “Why won’t you answer my questions?” Fallon said, waving her hands about. “I’m not a child.” 
 
    Bennett doubted Fallon had been a child since before she was ten. Intelligent beyond her years and inquisitive beyond good sense, Bennett had never worried about Fallon knowing the truth, and there was no reason to worry now. 
 
    “Let’s sit. Shall we?” Bennett said, taking a step toward the swing at the end of the porch. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m going to make you a deal,” Bennett said as they walked to the swing. “You tell me why you’ve been so withdrawn from your family and why you’re so interested in being a guardian, and then I’ll answer your questions.” 
 
    “Why can’t it be the other way around?” 
 
    “Because I’m older.” 
 
    “How much older?” Fallon said, tilting her head. 
 
    Bennett chuckled as she sat down. “Oh, you are quite the tenacious one tonight. I’ll give you that,” she said, patting the seat. “Now, come on. Sit, and tell me what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Fallon said, plopping down. 
 
    “If you want me to be honest with you, then you need to be honest with me.” 
 
    Fallon bowed her head for a moment. “I’m not stupid, Bennett. I know why you’re out here instead of Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “None of us think you’re stupid, Fallon. Quite the opposite, and the only reason your parents aren’t talking to you right now is that…well, they’re not sure what to say.” 
 
    “Great,” Fallon said with a huff. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” Bennett said, placing her hand on Fallon’s leg. “They love you.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Undecided on how to proceed, Bennett took some time to get her thoughts in order. She could easily skirt the subject, bring up school and friends and the latest music trends, or she could approach it head-on. Bennett gave Fallon a side-eyed glance and secretly scoffed. Fallon was far too smart for duplicity. 
 
    “Fallon, you know I’m gay—right?” 
 
    Inwardly Fallon cringed, but holding her emotions in check, she shot Bennett a quick once-over before flicking her eyes upward. “Um…yeah. Duh.” 
 
    Bennett saw a hint of misting in Fallon’s eyes, and a hint was all it took. “So, the question is…are you?” 
 
    “Is that what my folks think?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what they think. It matters what you think or, rather, what you know.” 
 
    Fallon’s eyes brimmed with tears. “My parents are going to hate me.” 
 
    “Why in the world would you think that?” 
 
    “Because I’m not like Kenna.” 
 
    “And who says you have to be?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fallon mumbled. 
 
    “Fallon, sweetheart, just because you and your sister are identical on the outside doesn’t mean you’re supposed to be identical in everything else. You’re individuals, and you’re allowed to have different interests and different tastes, and different sexualities. As long as I’ve known your family, your parents have always allowed all of you to have your own identities. Why would this make any difference?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s kind of a big deal, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Only if you allow it to be,” Bennett said, giving Fallon’s knee a squeeze. “But if you’re honest with yourself and your family, it does get easier. And thankfully, the world is finally changing its tune. It’s not perfect, but from what I’ve seen over my lifetime, it’s come a long way. Trust me.” 
 
    “Just how long is that?” Fallon said, raising her eyes. “Your lifetime, I mean.” 
 
    Bennett dipped her head, acknowledging what she’d promised. “Slightly over four hundred years.” 
 
    “Shit. Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, seriously.” 
 
    “Wow,” Fallon said, studying Bennett for a moment. “But how old were you when you…I mean…when you—”  
 
    “Became what I am now?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thirty-six.” 
 
    Fallon got quiet for a moment, her mind reeling with all the things she wanted to ask. “Okay, so…um…what about the other stuff? Coming into our house without being invited or wiping our minds?” 
 
    “Oh, Fallon, there are countless myths about my kind,” Bennett said, draping one leg over the other. “And most were originated by vampires themselves.” 
 
    “Huh? Why?” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t around when it began, but I’m told that because we were so…um…so egotistical about our strength and cunning, a man named Hector began making up ridiculous stories about these supposed monsters who drank blood. He’d go to a tavern, and whilst enjoying a few pints, he’d prattle on, weaving fables that would have made Aesop proud. Before too long, villagers were pouring mustard seed on their roofs or scattering millet about, believing we’d have to stop and count every grain before we passed. It was meant only to amuse, but the rumors took on a life of their own and spread from one village to the next until they were everywhere.” 
 
    “So what about the mind wipe thing? Is that bogus, too?”  
 
    “No,” Bennett said, smiling. “We call it compelling, and it’s not something I like to do.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “It’s a bit like playing God, and I’m not God. I’m not saying I’ve never used that ability, but on the night when your home was invaded, I made a mistake, and it almost cost me my life. And, since your father had already taken you upstairs and locked you away, I would have had to break down a door to get to you. Those men had traumatized you and your sister enough, and since the police were on their way, and your father had been so brave, I left hoping that you and Kenna were young enough to think it was all a dream.” 
 
    “Yeah, that didn’t happen.” 
 
    “True, but thankfully your parents and I were able to keep your questions at bay until we all believed you were old enough to handle the truth.” 
 
    “We had already figured it out by then. I mean, what with the teeth and the eyes. Kind of a dead giveaway, if you catch my drift.” 
 
    “No pun intended?” 
 
    Fallon playfully elbowed Bennett. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “I know it wasn’t, sweetheart.” 
 
    “But still, trusting two twelve-year-olds with the truth seems a little crazy.” 
 
    “I agree, except by then, I’d been around you and Kenna enough to see that while you sometimes balked at doing your chores, your relationship with your parents was solid. You trust them, and you respect them, and you showed me the same. Being honest seemed the best way to stop both of you from talking about what happened that night around your friends or…or other family.” 
 
    “So, you’ll tell Liam and Aiden, too?” 
 
    “I suppose, but with Liam being only nine and Aiden, four, that won’t happen for quite some time. And, of course, it all depends on if I’m still here or not.” 
 
    “Wait. What do you mean? Where are you going?” 
 
    “Fallon, my kind can’t stay in one area for too long. If you haven’t noticed, I don’t age, and that raises a red flag after ten or twenty years.” 
 
    “So you just up and leave?” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “So being a guardian is a temp job?” 
 
    “Not really. It’s contingent on the person, actually. Some of my guardians relocate and serve out their contracts, while others remain behind to run my businesses or take care of my affairs until I return,” Bennett said, shifting slightly on the swing. “And that brings me back to a question I asked earlier. Why are you so keen on being a guardian?” 
 
    “Because…because I really like you.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes widened. “Fallon…um…I’m a little too old for you and—” 
 
    “What? Eew…yuck,” Fallon said, recoiling. “That is so not what I mean, and besides, you’re not my type.” 
 
    “It’s good to know you have one.” 
 
    Fallon’s cheeks heated instantly. “Yeah, can we just skip that part for right now?” 
 
    “As you wish,” Bennett said, doing nothing to hide her mirth. “Which brings us back to why your affection for me has anything to do with you wanting to be a guardian, especially since you're not even versed in what they do.” 
 
    “Because…because you’re like the bestest friend to all of us. My folks would do anything for you, and I see how they look at you. They adore you. We all adore you, and it sounds like…it sounds like my Dad, being a guardian, protects you somehow, and I thought, well, when he gets too old, I could take his place. I wouldn’t mind. My dad didn’t go to college, so that means I wouldn’t have—” 
 
    “You wait one minute, young lady. Just because your father didn’t go to college, don’t you think for one second I’d allow you to miss that opportunity. Education is extremely important, and even someone as intelligent as you still has things to learn.” 
 
    “Okay, so after college. How about then?” 
 
    “Fallon, you don’t even know—” 
 
    “Then tell me,” Fallon said, slapping her thighs. “How am I supposed to make a career choice if I don’t have all the facts—huh?” 
 
    Bennett shook her head at the girl’s determination. “Christ, I love you,” Bennett said, snickering. “All right, so your assumption was correct. Guardians are in place to protect people like me. In your father’s case, for the most part, he just acts as my driver and a chauffeur for the gallery’s clients when the need arises.”  
 
    “Why can’t you drive?” 
 
    “I can. I just choose not to.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because if I’m driving, I can’t pay attention to other things.” 
 
    “Like what other things?” 
 
    Bennett hung her head. “This is becoming tedious.” 
 
    “You said you’d answer my questions.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I didn’t know they were perpetual,” Bennett said, looking up. 
 
    “Only a few more. I promise.” 
 
    “All right. One more, and we call it a night. It’s getting late, and you have school tomorrow.” 
 
    “You sound like a parent.” 
 
    “What’s your question?” 
 
    “You said Dad just drives for you, so that means there are other things guardians do that he doesn’t?” 
 
    “Very perceptive. You are correct,” Bennett said, nodding. “Mostly, as the title would suggest, guardians provide those like me with security or protection. They help run our businesses and keep our homes in order, and at times provide us with…” 
 
    Fallon waited for a moment, and Bennett’s darkened expression wasn’t lost on her. “With what?” 
 
    Bennett suddenly found it impossible to look Fallon in the eye. “Let’s just say they help us with other things and leave it at that.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No, buts, Fallon. I’ve done my best to answer your questions, but it’s late, and your parents have looked out the drapes a dozen times. The boys are no doubt in bed, so it’s time for you to go inside and talk to your Mom and Dad, and Kenna. It’s time to be honest with them, just like you’ve been with me.” 
 
    “Will you stay?” 
 
    “I’ll stay for as long as it takes. How’s that?” 
 
    “It could be a while.” 
 
    Bennett grinned. “Only if you keep stalling.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby climbed out of her car, pressed the button on her remote, and as she reached the sidewalk, she noticed a black sedan stopped at the curb outside the front door of the building. Unlike some places she had lived, the street lighting around the brownstone was brighter than most, so Ruby crept along until she saw Bennett Archer step out of the BMW.  
 
    Having memorized the woman’s schedule, Ruby kept her eyes on Bennett as she continued to the front stoop. From Tuesday through Saturday, Bennett had a schedule that, as far as Ruby could tell, never wavered, but this was the first time Ruby had ever seen her out on a Sunday night. 
 
    Ruby continued on, keeping a covert eye on Bennett, who remained hunched over at the passenger window talking to the driver. Ruby pretended to fumble for her keys in her purse when she reached the top step until she heard the car pull away. She unlocked the door as footsteps approached and turned to the woman now standing directly behind her. “Hi there. Fancy meeting you here.” 
 
    Bennett’s mouth thinned. “I live here.”  
 
    “I know, but we usually only run into each other when I’m coming home from work, and you’re leaving.” 
 
    “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” 
 
    Ruby was resolute. She was determined to get to know Bennett Archer, and she was determined to keep her smile in place, the latter being the problem. Now standing on the same level as Ruby, the woman used her height to her advantage, and glaring down her nose at Ruby, anger flickered in Bennett’s eyes.  
 
    “Well, I did. So there,” Ruby said with a laugh, hoping to ease the tension. 
 
    Bennett drew in a slow breath. “Are you going to continue to block the door all night, or is there a slim chance I may be able to enter my home anytime soon?” 
 
    “Oh…um…sorry,” Ruby said, stepping into the breezeway. “Here, let me get the other door.” 
 
    As soon as Ruby opened the second door and stepped into the tiny foyer, Bennett brushed past and jogged up the steps.  
 
    “I’d still like to take you out for that drink sometime,” Ruby called out. “Just let me know when. I’m game.” 
 
    Bennett stopped, mentally counting to ten before she turned around. “And if I were a hunter, you certainly would be.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ruby sat on a bench alone and watched the people roaming about. It was lunchtime, and as always, the surrounding office buildings had emptied as workers escaped the doldrums of their cubicles and desks. They swarmed the line of food trucks like thirsty animals around watering holes, jockeying positions as their orders were filled, and wax-papered boxes were handed through little windows framed with menus. Some barely escaped the lines before biting into their sandwiches or veggie wraps, their manners secondary to cramming as much into their one-hour break as they could into their mouths.  
 
    After a quick text exchange an hour before, Ruby and Doreen had settled on Cheese Louise, a food truck specializing in grilled cheese sandwiches. Since Doreen punched a time clock and Ruby didn’t, Ruby got to the truck before the crush of hungry workers. Now, sitting on the bench next to her were their lunches, and the aroma of her bacon, fontina, and cheddar sandwich was making Ruby’s mouth water. She looked out across the courtyard, and when she saw one person stand out amongst all the rest, Ruby sat tall and waved.  
 
    Doreen Thomas had no problem standing out. She did so with her whimsical laugh. She did so with her hair, and she did so with her wardrobe. A buxom woman, who carried a few extra pounds on her frame, Doreen loved plunging necklines, tight clothing, and colorful choices. Today, her sandy brown hair brought with it a tinge of purple, and the clips keeping it somewhat out of Doreen’s face were two oversized turquoise flowers, appearing almost like mouse ears atop her head. Her open-toed shoes were platform, pushing her height four inches past her norm while showing off her latest violet pedicure, and even though fall fashion called for earthy colors, Doreen marched to a different drummer. Underneath her navy blue trench coat, which was currently flapping in the breeze, was a floral dress covered entirely in oversized plum-colored pansies. 
 
    “Hey there,” Doreen said as she neared the bench.  
 
    “Hey there, yourself.”  
 
    “God, I’m starving,” Doreen said, throwing herself onto the bench. “My treat next time?” 
 
    “As always,” Ruby said, handing Doreen the box containing a barbeque short rib sandwich smothered in Muenster cheese and caramelized onions. “Enjoy.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” Doreen said, wasting no time in pushing aside the wax paper to reveal her steaming lunch. “Looks awesome.” 
 
    “You say that every time,” Ruby said, unwrapping her lunch.  
 
    “Because every time, it is awesome,” Doreen said before taking a bite of her sandwich. 
 
    Ruby couldn’t argue. Over the years, they had sampled most of the cuisine offered by the food trucks, and they were never disappointed. Whether it was Korean meals of rice and meat, Vietnamese dishes of chicken and noodles, or any of the sandwiches and salads offered, it was all worth the prices they paid.  
 
    They ate their lunch in silence until Ruby stopped to take a sip of her drink. “So, anything new with you?” 
 
    Doreen held up a finger, signaling the time needed to swallow what was in her mouth. “Nope, same old, same old. Work’s a bitch, but it pays the bills.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean.” 
 
    “How about you? Any more chats with your not-so-friendly neighbor, or have you given up on her?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Doreen clopped back to the bench after throwing out their trash. She sat down next to Ruby and said, “Okay, so do you care to hear what I think?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Your neighbor just went from mysterious to creepy in a big way, and you need to leave her the hell alone.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “If she were a hunter? Seriously? That’s a threat.” 
 
    “She could have been joking.” 
 
    “Did it sound like she was joking? I mean, was she smiling or laughing?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve passed her in the hall three times since Sunday night, and she didn’t appear angry or threatening.” 
 
    “How could you tell? You said she’s basically ignored you since Sunday. You say hi. She says nothing.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she hasn’t tried to toss me down the stairs.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you keep joking about this. This woman could be dangerous. Honey, you need to move on, and you need to move on now.” 
 
    “But she’s so hot, and I think we could really hit it off.” 
 
    “Geez, Ruby. Buy a vibrator, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “Ha ha.” 
 
    “And what’s with all these accidental meetings? I thought you said you only saw her occasionally. Now it seems like you see her almost every day.” 
 
    “That’s because I now know her routine.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Oh…um…well, I started jotting down when I saw her, and then I kind of rearranged my weekly travels to coincide with hers. That way, I see her almost every day, although Sunday was a surprise. She rarely leaves her apartment on Sunday and Monday.” 
 
    “Wait.” Doreen said, holding up her hands. “Did you just hear yourself?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ruby, you just described stalking.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t.” 
 
    “You sure as hell did. You know when she comes and goes, right down to her not going out on Sunday, and exactly how did you know that unless you’re watching her every move.” 
 
    “I’m not watching her every move. I’m…I’m simply being observant.” 
 
    “Why in the world do you have such a…a…hard-on for this woman? 
 
    “You saw her. She’s—” 
 
    “Hot. I know, but there are a lot of hot women in this city, Ruby. What makes her so special?” 
 
    Ruby grew pensive, taking her time before she spoke. “She just is, Doreen. She just is.” 
 
    Doreen regarded Ruby through her eyelashes. She couldn’t remember Ruby chasing after any woman like this because Ruby didn’t need to chase women. They usually chased her. 
 
    Ruby was a striking woman with a flawless, porcelain complexion, and she had the darkest green eyes Doreen had ever seen. Petite and shapely, Ruby’s nose was small and straight, her lips were full, and Doreen would have killed to have the woman’s hair. Dark red with coppery highlights and cut into a layered bob, whether Ruby had just stepped out of a salon or walked through a windstorm, it always seemed to be perfect. Her clothes were fashionable, and her shoes, sensible yet stylish, and Doreen had long ago become accustomed to the heads that turned when they walked into a shop or a bar together. Doreen didn’t have a problem with Ruby garnering the spotlight. She did, however, have a problem with Ruby’s over-the-top infatuation with Bennett Archer. 
 
    “You know what you need to do?” Doreen said, nudging her knee into Ruby’s. 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Come out with me tonight. I’m meeting some friends from work over at Barney’s Brewhouse. We’re planning to order a bunch of flights and sample our way into Saturday. I get it’s not your normal scene, but come with us. Have a few drinks. Unwind, and forget about tall, dark, and deadly.” 
 
    “I would, except I’ve been fighting a headache all day,” Ruby said, wadding up the wax paper that once held her lunch. 
 
    “Crap. A migraine?” 
 
    “I hope not, but the last place I need to be tonight is in a bar,” Ruby said, getting to her feet. “Between the noise and the alcohol, I’d only be asking for trouble.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Trouble rarely found its way to Ruby. A woman who believed coloring outside the lines could lead to problems, while her instincts played a part in her life, Ruby was a follower. She followed the rules at work. She followed the instructions on a box or a can. She followed recipes, and she followed the laws of the state of Massachusetts. Red lights meant stop. Green lights meant go, and yellow lights meant proceed with caution, much like the expression on Bennett Archer’s face when she exited her apartment and saw Ruby standing near the stairs. Caution was putting it mildly. 
 
    “Good evening,” Ruby said in a lilting tone. “It’s a beautiful night tonight.” 
 
    Bennett let out an exaggerated sigh, and without saying a word, she strode past Ruby and down the stairs. 
 
    “Hey, come on,” Ruby said, trotting down the steps to catch up. “Why are you being like this? All I’m trying to do is get to know you? You’re single. I’m single, so why don’t you take me up on my offer? Most people think I’m really nice, so let me buy you a drink, and you can see for yourself. I’m not that bad.” 
 
    Bennett stopped, slowly turning to the woman one step above her. “You are, by far, the most conceited person I’ve ever met. You honestly believe you’re all that and a bag of chips—don’t you?” 
 
    “What?” Ruby said, leaning away. “I never said—” 
 
    “You have ambushed me in the corridors of this building repeatedly. And repeatedly, I’ve told you in no uncertain terms to bugger off. I’m not interested, and I will never be interested, but you’re so self-absorbed in your own inflated opinion of yourself, apparently, my words aren’t getting through that impenetrable skull of yours. So, let me make myself perfectly clear. While some may find you compelling, I do not. While some may find you entertaining, I do not. And while some may find you attractive…I find you positively hideous.” 
 
    When Bennett saw Ruby’s mouth drop open and her cheeks flame, Bennett actually cracked a wry smile. “Oh, I see I finally got your attention, so while the fog has lifted for what will probably be only a few seconds before your supercilious ego drops anchor once again, I will say this one more time. You are flogging a dead horse. Now, good evening, and leave me be.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Bennett approached the gallery, she slowed her pace for a moment. She was almost an hour late due to an unexpected stop along the way, and Lisa should have left by now. Bennett unlocked the door, and when she stepped inside, her apprehension waned when she heard high heels clicking on the floor down the hallway. A few seconds later, Lisa appeared. 
 
    “You’re working late,” Bennett said, dropping her keys into her pocket. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Not unless you consider selling two paintings and two sculptures a problem.” 
 
    Bennett’s expression outshone the gallery’s lighting. “I would consider that an exceedingly good day.” 
 
    “It was, and it also means we need some things from the warehouse before we open tomorrow, or we’re going to have some empty walls and pedestals.” 
 
    “That’s not a problem. I don’t remember any auctions coming up tonight.” 
 
    “There aren’t any until late tomorrow, although some houses released their catalogs today.” 
 
    “I can look at those any time,” Bennett said, pulling her phone from her pocket. “I’ll call Gus and have him take me to the warehouse right now.” 
 
    “Why don’t we just hop into the van and give the guy a night off? I can drive.” 
 
    “Really? Don’t you have somewhere to be with your other half?” 
 
    “Not tonight,” Lisa said, shaking her head. “Let me get my coat, and we can head out the back.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    Bennett watched as Lisa sashayed down the hall, and Bennett tried and failed—again—not to admire the swing of the woman’s hips. She had memorized Lisa’s walk years before, but that didn’t mean it hadn’t become a habit, and those delicious pencil skirts Lisa wore accentuated her shape exquisitely.  
 
    Lisa grabbed her coat from the closet, and after flicking off the lights and setting the alarm, they walked out the back entrance of the gallery together. As Bennett locked the door behind them, Lisa trotted down the steps, and walking past her silver sedan, she climbed into the driver’s seat of the metallic black Mercedes cargo van. With a raised roof and tinted windows throughout, it bore no decals or signage stating its purpose, and while it appeared like many other work vans from the outside, the inside didn’t contain shelves filled with products, supplies, or tools. Fitted with padded walls and floors, tie-straps were mounted down the sides, waiting to secure the most precious artwork, and under the elevated floor were rollout ramps to load the heavier pieces. As with everything in Bennett’s life, the van was pristine and chic with nary a bit of dust visible on the leather interior, and when she closed the door, it was as if she had muted the world. 
 
    Lisa started the van, smiling to herself when she saw Bennett jump as the radio sprang to life. Lisa turned down the volume of Finn’s favorite hard rock radio station, and for a few minutes, their trip was quiet.  
 
    “So…” Bennett said, glancing at Lisa. “Why don’t you have plans with Jimmy tonight? It is Friday, after all.” 
 
    “We’re not joined at the hip, you know?” 
 
    “Ever?” Bennett said, her eyes twinkling. “How boring? Perhaps I should buy him a copy of the Kama Sutra.” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    “Funny for me. Unfortunate for you.” 
 
    Lisa shot Bennett a look and then returned her eyes to the road. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll behave,” Bennett said, holding up her hands. 
 
    “That’ll be a first.” 
 
    As always, Lisa could give as good as she got, but there was something in her tone that gave Bennett pause. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you with Jimmy tonight?” 
 
    Lisa thought for a moment. “Because Jimmy wants to take it to the next level.” 
 
    “Bondage?” 
 
    Lisa shot Bennett another look, but this time she was grinning. “You said you were going to behave.” 
 
    “Right. I suppose I did,” Bennett said, casually looking out the window. “So, enlighten me. What’s the next level?” 
 
    “He wants us to move in together.” 
 
    Bennett hesitated for a second. “Oh, cohabitation. Not exactly a new concept,” she said flatly. “Except I thought you said it was a casual relationship. It doesn’t sound too casual to me.” 
 
    “It is casual. We got together so we’d have someone to hang out with and have a little fun. It’s not serious, and it’s definitely not permanent,” Lisa said as she flipped on the turn signal. “In a little less than eight years, my life is going to change, and Jimmy won’t be a part of that change. I see no point in sharing my apartment with him simply because…um…simply because he wants to.”  
 
    “Your life doesn’t have to change, Lisa.” 
 
    “Please don’t start,” Lisa said, raising her voice slightly. “For generations, you’ve given us all a choice, and I’ve made mine. You’re not going to change my mind. You’ll never be able to change my mind, so the way I see it, I can either turn this van around, and Gus can drive you tonight, or you drop the subject, and we continue on our way. What’s it going to be?” 
 
    Bennett had played almost every variation of poker known to man, and one rule applied to all of them. You needed to know when to hold them and know when to fold them, and right now, Bennett would have readily folded a hand of five aces so her night wouldn’t end with Gus.  
 
    “All right. I’ll drop it,” Bennett said. “But I still don’t see what the problem is. If you don’t want to move in with the halfling, just tell him no.” 
 
    “I have, but he doesn’t want to listen, so we’ve ended up having a few knock-down-drag-out fights because of it.” 
 
    Bennett grew rigid. “If you tell me that son-of-a-bitch has laid one hand on you, so help me—” 
 
    “Chillax, Bennett. It’s just a saying. Geez,” Lisa said, casting a quick look at her passenger. “And if he or anyone else ever tried to hit me, trust me, all those self-defense and martial arts classes I’ve taken would pay off in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Bennett said, settling back in her seat. 
 
    “He won’t take no for an answer, though, and it’s getting on my nerves.” 
 
    “I know the feeling,” Bennett said, huffing out a breath. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” 
 
    “Yes. There’s a woman in my building who won’t take no for an answer either.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “She keeps asking me out for a drink, and no matter how many times I say no, and no matter how many times I’m obnoxiously rude to her, she keeps on asking.” 
 
    Lisa was somewhere between being grateful the conversation had steered away from Jimmy and disheartened to hear Bennett’s lack of love life may be taking a turn. “Okay, so if she’s asking you out, I suppose that means she’s gay—huh?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s made that crystal clear. I’m surprised she doesn’t carry a placard.” 
 
    “So…um…is she ugly?” 
 
    “No, quite the opposite, actually. She is, however, a mortal, and becoming involved with a mortal always leads to problems. They’re curious, and if we did begin a relationship of sorts, hiding what I am could prove difficult, if not impossible, which opens yet another can of worms.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Bennett’s mind filled with memories of other mortal women, some full-bosomed and some not, some with flowing hair and others with dimples or freckles, and still others who were plain and earthy but marvelous, nonetheless.  
 
    Bennett scraped her hand through her hair. “If it’s all the same to you, I prefer not to go into the details,” she said quietly. “It doesn’t matter anyway because, after tonight, I doubt very seriously she’ll ever talk to me again.” 
 
    “Why? What did you do?” 
 
    “I told her she was hideous.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s rough,” Lisa said, glimpsing at Bennett.  
 
    “Well, nothing else was working, so I thought I’d try vile.” 
 
    “And did it work?” 
 
    “Too soon to tell, but by the look on her face, she was not happy.” Bennett frowned and became lost in her thoughts until she realized Lisa was talking. “I’m sorry. What did you say?” 
 
    “I said, she must be a new tenant because you’ve never mentioned her before.” 
 
    “Actually, she moved in a few days shy of fourteen months ago.” 
 
    Lisa gripped the wheel tighter. “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing at all,” Lisa said, glancing in the rearview mirror. “But a ‘few days short of fourteen months ago’ means you noticed her on the day she moved in. I know you pay attention to everyone, Bennett, but not down to the flipping day.” 
 
    “And your point would be?” 
 
    “My point is this woman must have really turned your head if you remember the exact instant you saw her.” 
 
    “I already said she was attractive, and I also said she was a mortal, and the latter cancels out the former.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Lisa said with a shrug. “And why am I just hearing about her now? If she’s been bugging you for over a year—” 
 
    “She hasn’t. This is a recent development. It only started about four weeks ago.” 
 
    “I wonder why.” 
 
    “I have no idea, and honestly, I don’t care. It’s done,” Bennett said, looking out the window.  
 
    When dealing with the lowest life forms of the human race, Bennett’s decorum took a back seat to her indignation. Abusers, users, and evildoers alike neither deserved nor received her respect, so how she had treated Ruby Miller wasn’t sitting well. The woman was an annoyance, and the woman was persistent, but she wasn’t pond scum. Bennett ran her fingers through her hair again. What’s done was done, and to apologize would undoubtedly open a door there was no point in opening.  
 
    Bennett turned her attention to Lisa. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Um…yeah. Why?” 
 
    “Since this is the only thing we need to do tonight, why don’t you stop at the diner first? We can get some dinner before we hit the warehouse.” 
 
    “As long as you’re buying.” 
 
    “Oh, Christ,” Bennett said, fumbling in her pockets. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Forget your wallet?” 
 
    “No, I forgot to give you this when we were at the gallery,” Bennett said, holding out two thick wads of cash.  
 
    “Where in the world did that come from?” 
 
    “Where do you think it came from?” Bennett said, smiling.  
 
    “Let me guess, an offering from the criminal element?” 
 
    “You know? It’s awe-inspiring just how charitable they can be when given the proper incentive.” 
 
    “I bet,” Lisa said, giggling. “Put it in the glove box, and I’ll donate it to the charities near my place tomorrow.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the pre-dawn hours of Saturday morning, Bennett walked home, enjoying the briskness of the approaching day. She sauntered along, her breath steaming almost in time with her step, and when the smell of freshly baked bread made its way to her, Bennett couldn’t resist. The local shop owners knew Bennett as well as she knew them, and tapping on the bakery's glass door, a big-bellied man with stubble on his chin promptly unlocked it. “Good morning, Bennett. Come on in. Coffee’s brewing.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mario. I’ll take a cup, along with a loaf of the ciabatta, too.” 
 
    Mario filled a cup with coffee and slid it across the glass showcase. “Let me go get your bread. Joey just took it out of the oven, so it still may need a few minutes to cool.” Mario disappeared through a door, only to stick his head out a second later. “It looks like Gloria and Ernesto are finishing up some mini cheesecakes, too, if you’re interested. They’ve got blueberry and cherry.” 
 
    “Tempting, but I’ll stick with the bread. Thanks, Mario.” 
 
    “No problem. Be right back.” 
 
    Bennett savored her coffee as she looked around. Like most bakeries, Mario, his wife, Gloria, their son, Joey, and their pastry chef, Ernesto, had been up long before dawn, and they had already filled two of the three glass cases with deliciousness in all shapes and sizes. Cupcakes, frosted in autumn colors and decorated with candy corn, stood like soldiers across the top shelf of the first case, and the rest held trays of assorted cookies and brownies. Muffins and sticky buns were the first to appear in the next case, and below were freshly baked croissants and bagels. Pyramids of pumpernickel, wheat, white, and Italian loaves wrapped in cellophane bags were lined up along the back counter, and baguettes shot up from baskets like bouquets of flowers. 
 
    Bennett set her coffee down long enough to pull out her wallet, and placing some cash on the counter, she slipped her billfold into her pocket, picking up her drink as Mario came out of the kitchen. 
 
    “By the way, did you hear what happened last night?” Mario said, placing the ciabatta into a bag. “There were three people killed in the park.” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, taking the bread from Mario.  
 
    “Just before midnight, we were woken up by all the sirens and lights, so I got dressed and went over to see what was going on. I heard a couple of cops saying the victims had their throats cut, but there’s nothing in the morning paper yet. I already checked.” 
 
    Even though Bennett’s face was as still as stone, her mind was spinning like a cyclone. “Mario, can you do me a favor? I’m heading out of town for the day. Could you grab me copies of all the afternoon editions when they come out?” 
 
    “All of them?” 
 
    Bennett pulled out her wallet and handed Mario some cash. “Yeah, as many as you can find. I’ll stop by on my way home and pick them up. All right?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. You know me. I’ll be around.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are we there yet?” 
 
    Gus looked in the rearview mirror, tickled to see his other backseat passenger’s expression matched his own. “Almost,” he said, adjusting the mirror to look at his other passenger. “Just a few more minutes.” 
 
    “I should have stayed home,” Fallon mumbled, sinking further into her seat. 
 
    “What’s the problem with spending the day with your old man? Better than dress shopping with your mom and sister, isn’t it?” 
 
    Fallon’s pout vanished in an instant. “Okay, so you have a point.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that,” Gus said, his eyes sparkling in the mirror. 
 
    “So, who’s this guy you’re going to see?” Fallon said, turning to Bennett. 
 
    “He’s an old friend,” Bennett said, uncrossing her legs. “Do you remember meeting Lisa and her brothers at the gallery?” 
 
    “Yeah. The tall, blonde people who work for you.” 
 
    Bennett snorted. “That’s right, and Oskar is their father.” 
 
    “Where’s their mother?” 
 
    “She’s out of town, actually. This was a spur-of-the-moment trip, so I’ll have to catch up with her later.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt,” Gus said, pulling up the curb. “But we’re here.” 
 
    Bennett looked out the window at the regal, two-story colonial house just off the road. “Why yes, we are.” 
 
    Fallon was the first out of the car, but it wasn’t until Bennett stepped out when the door to the home opened, and a lanky man with a headful of silver hair walked from the house. His gait was an easy one as he came down the walk, and his smile grew wider every step of the way. “Lordy, it’s good to see you out in the sun,” Oskar Jensen said, opening his arms wide. “Now come here and give me a hug.” 
 
    Bennett didn’t need to be asked twice, and for a long moment, she returned the man’s affectionate embrace. “The salt air must be good for you, old friend,” she said, stepping back. “You look marvelous.” 
 
    “So do you,” Oskar said, gazing at Bennett. “You haven’t changed a bit.” 
 
    “Did you honestly expect me to?” 
 
    Oskar laughed, angling slightly to look past Bennett. “And who do we have here?” 
 
    Bennett turned and waved Fallon and Gus closer. “Oskar, I’d like you to meet Gus Rooney and his daughter, Fallon. Gus drives for me, and Fallon came along for the ride.” 
 
    “I see,” Oskar said, extending his hand to Gus. “Well, it’s very nice to meet both of you. Why don’t we go inside, and I can put on a fresh pot of coffee, and I’m sure Hanna has some juice and soft drinks in the fridge.” 
 
    “Thanks for the invite, but I thought I’d take Fallon into Portland to do a little shopping,” Gus said, draping his arm around his daughter. “It’ll give you two some time to catch up, and it’ll give me an excuse to spend some money on my daughter.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t argue with that,” Oskar said. “If memory serves, when you have a teenage daughter, spending money comes naturally.” 
 
    Gus’s mirth echoed down the street. “That it does, sir. Bennett, is it all right if you text me when you’re ready?” 
 
    “Of course,” Bennett said, waving her hand. “You two go enjoy your day. I’ll text you when it’s time to leave.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Situated in a small cove off Casco Bay, this was one of the two homes Oskar and his wife had purchased upon his retirement, and as Bennett stood at the windows in the breakfast nook, she didn't need to ask why. Beyond the sloping backyard and the fire pit surrounded by Adirondack chairs was the beach, and with senses as sharp as a razor's edge, while the windows and doors were closed, Bennett could hear the waves lapping against the sand and smell the salt in the air. The bright morning sun danced across the water, capping the tiny waves with glittering edges, and a few hardened sailors were on their boats in the cove, the chill of the Maine autumn not yet biting enough to curb their passion. 
 
    Bennett turned as Oskar walked back into the room with coffee and pastries. “This view is spectacular.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Oskar said, placing the tray on the glass-topped table. “It never ceases to take Hanna’s breath away.” 
 
    “I can see why.” 
 
    “I have to tell you,” Oskar said, motioning for Bennett to join him. “I was a little surprised when you called last night and said you’d be up this morning. I thought Max frowned on you being out during the day.” 
 
    “Max frowns on a lot of things I do,” Bennett said as she sat down. 
 
    “Then his frown must have reached the ground when you brought Mr. Rooney on board.” When Oskar saw Bennett narrow her eyes, he added, “My family has acted as guardians for centuries, and part of being a guardian is knowing who belongs and who doesn’t.” 
 
    “Gus does belong.” 
 
    “I’m not saying he doesn’t,” Oskar said, holding up his hands. “In case you’ve forgotten, I worked for you for nearly forty years. Your instincts about people were always impeccable.” 
 
    “Not always,” Bennett said, her eyes creasing at the corners. 
 
    Oskar’s expression mirrored Bennett’s. “Yes, well, that’s why they say love is blind.” 
 
    “And they are correct.” Bennett took a sip of her coffee, and as she placed the cup back on the saucer, she ran her finger around the rim. “Speaking of instincts, that’s why I’m here. I’d like to talk to you about Lisa.” 
 
    “Lisa?” Oskar said, straightening in his chair. “Is something wrong? I spoke to her last week, and she didn’t mention any problems.” 
 
    “There aren’t any, at least when it comes to her working at the gallery.” 
 
    “Then what is it? What’s the problem?” 
 
    “Oskar, I need you to talk to her about her choice. I want you to change her mind.” 
 
    It took a few seconds for Oskar to connect the dots. “Oh, Bennett, there are two things my daughter inherited from her mother. One is her eye for art, and the second is her stubbornness. Once Lisa makes up her mind about something, that’s it, and trying to convince her otherwise would be like me trying to stop the tide from rolling in…not that I would, mind you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Bennett, this is Lisa’s decision. Hanna and I didn’t stand in Gunnar’s way when he made his choice, and we won’t stand in Finn’s way whenever he decides what he wants to do. If this is what Lisa wants, then so be it.” 
 
    “How can you say that? Do you really want her to be—” 
 
    “It’s not up to me. Don’t you get that?” Oskar said, raising his voice just a bit. “And it’s not up to her mother either. It doesn’t work like that. You, of all people, should know that. Choices are given, and decisions are made. Period.” 
 
    “But you’re her parents. You could change her mind,” Bennett said, keeping one eye on the man as she picked up her coffee. “Oskar, Lisa is an intelligent, wonderful woman. She’s kind, and she’s…goddammit, she’s perfect. Please, I beg you. Please, don’t let her do this.” 
 
    Oskar leaned back in his chair, studying Bennett while he thought back to twelve years earlier. In the dark of night, Bennett had stepped off the plane, walking across the damp tarmac toward the awaiting car. She hadn’t seen Oskar and his children for almost twenty years, and that night, as he had re-introduced his children to their future employer, he saw something in Bennett’s eyes, and he was seeing it again.  
 
    It pained Oskar that Bennett was still in anguish over things long since gone, yet it wasn’t up to Oskar to ease her concerns. They were valid based on Bennett’s history, but based on what Oskar knew about his daughter, they were not.  
 
    Oskar fixed Bennett with a calculating stare. “When was the last time you fed?” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes met Oskar’s. “And that’s your business why?” 
 
    “Because some things never change. Retired or not, I’m still a guardian,” Oskar said, getting to his feet. “And in this light, I can see you’re a little pale, which tells me that you’re continuing to push the envelope and depend on that bagged crap, which we both know isn’t what you need.” 
 
    “It carries me through.” 
 
    Oskar stopped next to Bennett, and rolling up his sleeve, he held out his wrist. “Yes, it does, but this is better. Now, take it.” 
 
    “I’ll do no such—” 
 
    “Goddammit, Bennett. If Hanna finds out you were here and I didn’t do this, she’ll have my head.” 
 
    “Then don’t tell her.” 
 
    “That’ll be the day. She knows you as well as I do, so stop arguing and feed.” 
 
    Oskar’s pulse was clearly visible in his wrist as it pushed blood through his veins. Red and warm, sweet yet salty, it held in its flow nourishment that could not compare with what was stored in the plastic bags in Bennett’s refrigerator. No longer able to deny what was being offered, Bennett’s canines extended, and a second later, they punctured Oskar’s wrist effortlessly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett returned from the kitchen after refilling a glass with orange juice. “Are you doing all right?” she said, handing Oskar the drink. 
 
    “I’m fine. Just like riding a bike.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Bennett said as she sat down. “You didn’t have to.” 
 
    “Like I said, once a guardian, always a guardian,” Oskar said, examining his wrist. “And it’s already healing.” 
 
    “Good. Just don’t go dying in the next couple of days. All right?” 
 
    “I won’t,” Oskar said, putting aside the glass. “Look, I’m sorry I won’t do what you want regarding Lisa.” 
 
    Perusing the pastries on the plate, Bennett raised her eyes. “I could just compel you.” 
 
    “That’ll be the day,” Oskar said, chuckling. 
 
    Bennett smiled. “You know me too well.” 
 
    “And I know my daughter even better than that.” 
 
    “I wish that were true.” 
 
    “It is. Lisa wouldn’t have made this decision without thinking it through. She knows what it will entail, and she’s aware of what she’ll be giving up.” 
 
    “That’s not the problem,” Bennett said softly. 
 
    “Bennett, you’ve turned plenty of guardians over the centuries that have chosen the same path as Lisa, and according to what my father told me and his father told him, most went off without a hitch. What you’re doing right now is basing your assumption on your previous love affairs, and that’s not fair to my daughter. I’m not saying you’re wrong to be concerned. I wasn’t there, but regardless of what may have happened with those other women, that’s your baggage, not Lisa’s.” 
 
    “And you said Lisa got her stubbornness from her mother?” 
 
    Oskar’s hearty guffaw filled the room. “Okay, so maybe I contributed some.” 
 
    “Apparently,” Bennett said before taking a bite of her blueberry scone. 
 
    For a few minutes, they both enjoyed the pastries Oskar had purchased that morning, Bennett consuming three of the scones while Oskar attacked an apple turnover with fervor. After washing it down with what was left of his juice, Oskar looked at Bennett. “So what else is going on in your corner of the world? Are you still righting wrongs?” 
 
    “As always.” 
 
    “And what about the bane of your existence? Is fuck-wad keeping his distance?” 
 
    Bennett’s amusement showed on her face at a nickname only Oskar used. “As a matter of fact, I think Napoleon is in Boston now.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “There were three people killed in the park last night.” 
 
    “The one by the brownstone?” 
 
    “That’s right, and the manner in which they were murdered is all too familiar.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Their throats were slashed?” 
 
    “Violently, I’m thinking. I'll catch up with what the newspapers have to say later on this afternoon, and I plan to touch base with my connection over at the city morgue, too. By the time I get home, they should know something.” 
 
    “Christ, I hate that little bastard,” Oskar said, flopping one arm over the other. “I don’t give a damn what his last name is. He should have been dealt with decades ago.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the choir, my friend.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose we could possibly hope that this isn’t the tip of the iceberg?” 
 
    Bennett sighed. “Do you honestly need to ask that?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Oskar and Bennett walked toward the car, Bennett’s expression matched those of Gus and his daughter.  
 
    “By the looks of it, I’m guessing you two had a good day,” Bennett said, nearing the car. 
 
    “We had an awesome day. Dad got me new boots,” Fallon said, clicking her heels together. 
 
    Bennett eyed the shiny black combat boots. “And they’re marvelous. Just your style.” 
 
    “Yep,” Fallon said, beaming. “Oh, and I got this, too.” 
 
    Fallon moved closer and tapped on the rainbow flag pin on the lapel of her coat. “Isn’t it cool?” 
 
    “Very cool,” Bennett said, unable to control her smile as she looked over at Gus. “Very cool indeed.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think that because I got you one, too,” Fallon said, opening her hand to reveal another pin. “I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Bennett took a long moment before she dared to raise her eyes and look at Fallon. “No, sweetheart, I don’t mind at all,” she said, taking the pin. “It’s a wonderful and thoughtful gift, and I’ll treasure it. Thank you.” 
 
    “And in case you’re wondering, I did some shopping, too,” Gus said with a laugh. “Cath said I couldn’t come home without some fresh fish and lobster, so there are two coolers filled with ice and seafood in the trunk.” 
 
    “Which means we should be going,” Bennett said, turning to Oskar. “Thank you, old friend. I enjoyed the chat even if it didn’t go my way.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Oskar said, pulling Bennett into a hug. “And trust me, Bennett. Trust me that I know my daughter, and you have absolutely nothing to fear, except perhaps…your heart.” 
 
    Bennett abruptly pulled out of the embrace, and her eyes met Oskar’s. “And what is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t mind me,” Oskar said with a wave of his. “I’m just an old man rambling. Must be the blood loss.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just before midnight, with the afternoon newspapers tucked under her arm, Bennett marched through Max’s house and into his study. 
 
    Max looked up from his desk. “So, what’s so important it couldn’t wait until our dinner next week?” 
 
    “This,” Bennett said, placing the newspapers in front of Max.  
 
    Max glanced at the pile. “I’m assuming you’re talking about the murders in the park?” 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “I may sleep during the day, but I have ample time on my hands at night. I read the papers earlier.” 
 
    “Which means Napoleon is up to his old tricks again.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to say this is Napoleon’s work.” 
 
    “Their throats were slashed, so much so the coroner said the only thing keeping their heads attached was a bit of skin.”  
 
    Max winced. “Must you be so grotesque?” 
 
    “I’m only telling you what I know, and whether those people were murdered by Napoleon or some of his henchmen, the bottom line is he’s responsible. His clan does nothing without his blessing. He’d have their heads if they did.” 
 
    Max pursed his lips, and getting to his feet, he went to the credenza to top off his scotch. “Would you like a drink, or perhaps you’d prefer to feed. I can call in a guardian if you’d like.” 
 
    “No, thank you, and I’ve already fed.” 
 
    Max shot Bennett a look. “Color me surprised,” he said, placing the stopper back into the decanter. “Of course, I’m presuming it didn’t come out of a bag.” 
 
    “It didn’t, and stop trying to change the subject,” Bennett said, watching as Max returned to his seat. “Max, this son-of-a-bitch has been a thorn in our side for centuries. How many times has his murderous thirst forced all of us to leave our homes and move to another—eh? Scrambling like rats off a sinking ship before the police find their way to our doors, we have fled time and time again, and it’s all because of him. You and I had to leave Hamburg five years before it was time. We had to flee Stockholm seven years before it was time, and what about Melbourne? Hell, we barely unpacked, and we were leaving.” 
 
    “I remember,” Max muttered. “He is the undisputed definition of a half-wit.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you and the others just kill him after he had his family murdered?” 
 
    “Because, just like now, we have no proof. Yes, we have our suspicions that Napoleon was behind the annihilation of his family, but taking the life of Etienne’s son based on an assumption is something we cannot and will not do. The best I can offer you is to talk to him again.” 
 
    “That doesn’t work, and we both know it,” Bennett said, dropping into a chair.  
 
    “Unfortunately, my hands are tied.” 
 
    “But mine aren’t.” 
 
    Max came forward in his seat so quickly, the chair banged against the desk. “Tread lightly, Bennett. You have sat around the council table long enough to discern exactly how the others feel. Napoleon is Etienne’s son. We can reprimand. We can remind, and we can attempt to show him the error of his ways, but anything more than that and the council’s wrath will fall on your head.” 
 
    “I’d like to see them try.” 
 
    Max’s expression grew thunderous. “How dare you think that because you’re—” 
 
    “I’m bloody tired of this, Max,” Bennett said, raising her voice. “And what was the point of you and the others giving me a seat on the council if I can’t plead my case?” 
 
    “They gave you that seat to provide us peace of mind, of which you are well aware.” 
 
    “What about my peace of mind? Napoleon’s barbaric ways didn’t escalate to the point of a fucking feeding frenzy until I was given that chair, so the way I see, you and the others are as responsible for all these senseless murders as he is.” 
 
    “Don’t you think we know that?” Max said, slapping the desk. “Napoleon has been whining, badgering, and threatening everything under the sun long before you came along, my dear. When we voted against him inheriting his father’s chair, we did it because we recognized Napoleon’s penchant for bloodshed. His need for power, his greed, and his brutality are all the things we don’t stand for any longer, but—” 
 
    “Then, goddammit, do something about it,” Bennett shouted. “Whatever bloody loyalty you and the others have toward Napoleon’s father needs to end. I don’t know what could be so monumental about one man that you and the others would put our very existence in constant jeopardy, but your devotion to a ghost is going to kill us all.” 
 
    Max flew to his feet. “If it weren’t for that ghost, Bennett, none of us would be alive today. You have no idea what we went through. You have no idea at all!” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the corner of Max’s study stood a longcase clock or, as some people would call it, a grandfather clock. Unlike those of the modern age, this one lacked the ornate swooping lines, the glass-fronted waist displaying a polished brass pendulum, and chimes tolling the bells of Westminster or St. Michael’s upon the quarter, half, and hour.  
 
    Its elegance was in its simplicity, for the wood had been worked by artisans born centuries before power tools were invented. Hand-carved and hand-planed, the walnut case was inlaid with burl veneer and floral decoration, an unusually fine detail for the period in which it was produced, and while most that entered the study paid the boxy clock no mind, Bennett was not like most. She could still remember the day Max purchased the Tompion longcase, the glee on his face, the excitement dancing in his eyes, and how his chest puffed when he was shown the plate on the back of the clock punch-stamped 329. The first of his kind to do so, the renowned English clockmaker Thomas Tompion numbered many of his creations, proving their authenticity as well as their age. And the one belonging to Max was one of the oldest remaining longcases in the world, and with good reason. It was purchased in the year it was created—1694.  
 
    There wasn't a sound in the office other than the click of the chains lowering the weights that controlled the clock. Max sat behind his desk, the rage that had colored his cheeks long since fading, and looking off into space, he seemed to Bennett absorbed, yet conflicted. 
 
    Bennett dared not speak. They had so many conversations over the years, but the events that led to their existence, to their ilk, had never been discussed. It wasn’t as if Bennett hadn’t attempted to learn the truth, to discover the circumstances that created them all, but her inquiries fell on deaf ears. Max would snap a venomous glare in her direction before storming from the room, and when next they spoke, it was like the conversation had never happened. The scene was repeated many times, Bennett’s curiosity as dogged as her morals, until one night, Max forbade her to ever ask again. Enraged, it was the only time Max had held a dagger to her throat, the only time his eyes burned like lasers as he rebuked her for her insolence and swore he’d kill her if she ever asked again, and Bennett heeded his warning. Not that she believed he’d ever kill her, but the fact he made the threat spoke volumes.  
 
    The squeak of Max’s chair brought Bennett out of her thoughts. Max was at the credenza again, refilling his glass and pouring a splash of scotch into another. He returned to his seat, his eyes meeting Bennett’s for a moment, and sliding a tumbler in her direction, he began to speak. 
 
    “We had been born into affluence, and swaddled in riches accumulated by our families, we moved through our days without a care in the world. As children, we learned Latin, as was required, and religion, of course, and we could dabble in swordplay, but it wasn’t a prerequisite for our lifestyles. No, there was no need to swing a blade when you had a brain in your head…and oh, how we thought we had brains. 
 
    “I was shipped off to Oxford to further my education, and that’s where I met Etienne, Garrick, Yannick, and Topher.” Max stopped when he noticed Bennett straightening in her chair. “Save your questions for the end, my dear. Some of these names will not be familiar.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Bennett said, relaxing back in her seat. 
 
    Max took a sip of his drink, keeping his eyes lowered as he continued. “We were just boys then, some of us fourteen, some of us slightly older, and with our pimply faces and newly deepened voices, we attended classes during the day and rabble-roused at night. Of course, it was frowned upon, but that never stopped us from finding a tavern or a brothel…or both. We’d pound down the drinks and then pound into the bodies of rotund whores smelling of mead and rosemary perfume, and eventually, we’d stumble back to our quarters, sated and spent.” Max looked up, and a faint blush crept across his cheeks. “My apologies. I digress.” 
 
    “Please don’t apologize,” Bennett said softly. “Go where your memory takes you.” 
 
    “Shall I continue then?” 
 
    “Yes, please do.” 
 
    Max returned to staring at the glass in his hand. “We were quite the band of merry mischief-makers throughout our years at Oxford, but eventually, we completed our studies and returned to our homes. Topher and Garrick had arranged marriages waiting for them, agreements between families to fatten coffers already overflowing with coin and jewels, and Etienne returned to his sweetheart, Ismay, and married her within a few months. I, too, was contractually bound to wed, and my father’s choice was a girl named Elfrida whose father owned quite a bit of land. She was rather homely and had an ear-piercing cackle that set my teeth on edge, and unlike the buxom prostitutes I had sampled whilst at Oxford, she was flat as a board. I’d yet to come to terms with my own particulars, so to speak, but looking back, I think that’s the reason I could tolerate bedding her. She felt like a boy in my arms. 
 
    “I never lost touch with Etienne and the others. We’d send letters when we could, sharing bits and pieces of our boring existence whilst prattling on about how we missed the spontaneity we had in school. For years, we had escaped the halls of that hallowed university as soon as the sun went down without knowing what the night would bring, yet it now seemed our lives were planned, monotonous…boring.  
 
    “It was Garrick who had the idea of an adventure. For the most part, we were all under the thumbs of our fathers. We received monthly stipends on which to live and feed our families; however, those expenditures were monitored, and our behavior scrutinized so as not to damage the family name. Garrick proposed that if we had our own revenue, something tied to nothing but our names, that would give us control over our lives. We could choose when to rise and when to slumber. We could choose where to travel and what to purchase, and we could live in homes not tethered to families watching us, judging us…or knowing who we had in our beds.” 
 
    Max took a long, slow breath, and then he took another. “By that time, it was well known that the continent to the south held treasures unimaginable. Stories of jewels practically lying on the ground, tales of caves veined with gold, and spices…spices that were worth more than their weight in gold. It seemed the perfect answer to our situation, for it would provide us with not only wealth beyond our imagination, but an adventure, an adventure to end all adventures…and it was. 
 
    “It took nearly a year of planning, a year to siphon as much as we could from our stipends to pay for the voyage, and late in the summer of 1515, we left letters for our families and then rode off into the night. Oh, Christ, we were so much younger than our years, but with our chests puffed with all the arrogance and pomposity that comes from wealth, we set out to make a name for ourselves.” 
 
    Max looked over at Bennett. “I feel I need some strength to continue.” Max pushed a button on the phone on his desk, and then he pushed it again. “It’ll be but a minute.” 
 
    As if on cue, the study door opened, and two of Max’s guardians came inside. The man took off his suit jacket and rolled up the sleeve of his pressed shirt before going to stand next to Max, while the woman, wearing a sleeveless dress, had to make no preparations as she stopped at Bennett’s chair. 
 
    Max focused on Bennett for a moment. His stare was both challenging and beseeching, an order from an elder and a plea from a friend held in eyes now reddened from memories, and Bennett didn’t balk at his silent request. As she brought the woman’s wrist to her mouth, Max did the same with the man’s, and in unison, they sunk teeth through skin, ivory and soft, and took what they needed. 
 
    Since she’d fed earlier that day, Bennett finished quickly, and pulling a handkerchief out of her pocket, she wrapped it lightly around the woman’s wrist and sent her on her way. A few minutes later, the man, slightly unsteady on his feet, grabbed his jacket and wobbled from the room. 
 
    Max stood long enough to splash a bit more scotch into his glass, and sliding back into his chair, he said, “Now, where was I?” 
 
    “You and the others were going to seek your fortune,” Bennett said before having a sip of her drink to clear her palate. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right,” Max said, taking a sip of his drink. “A few weeks after leaving our homes, with drawstring bags slung over our shoulders and looking quite resplendent in our striped woolen hose, vests, and velvet shoes, we arrived in Spain and met up in Sanlúcar de Barrameda. After some finagling, we booked passage on one of the three ships sailing the very next day, captained by a man named Juan Díaz de Solís. 
 
    “We were thrust into the real world when we boarded that ship. We were used to opulence, not dank little cabins with hammocks slung about, and none of us had ever emptied our own chamber pots. In lieu of platters overflowing with delicacies, we were given salted meats, cheese, bacon, and hardtack, all of which were rationed, but our saving grace was the beer.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyebrows squished together. “Beer?” 
 
    “Yes,” Max said, nodding. “Water contaminated easily, so barrels of beer were plentiful, and trust me, we drank our fair share. If it weren’t for that, I sometimes think we would have perished before we ever stepped foot on solid ground again. We’d all been on boats before, short journeys over scant waterways to get from here to there, but sailing the ocean with all its churning waves had caused us all to fall ill. We’d no sooner eat than we’d be running to the rail to lose our food into the water below, and oh how the sailors would make light of us. Thankfully, after a few weeks, the nausea passed, and we no longer fed the fish with regurgitated food or beer.” 
 
    “How long were you on the ship?” 
 
    “Four months. The purpose of Juan Díaz de Solís’s expedition was to find a passageway through the continent to the ocean on the other side, which fell in line with our plans perfectly. We didn’t want to explore the coastlines, where ships came and went daily. We wanted to go further inland where we believed troves of riches were to be found, so once we reached the first port and restocked the ship, we paid de Solis a bag of gold so we could continue our journey with him on his smallest boat. They built it to navigate those shallower waters, the tributaries leading deeper into the continent, and while our accommodations were worse, it didn’t matter. We were going to be rich. That’s actually when we met Simeon, Aldrich, and Diego, along with a young man named Kerwin Somerset. They’d been on the other boats, and like us, they were out for an adventure. And, yes, I know you don’t recognize at least one of those names.” 
 
    “You’re right, but please go on.” 
 
    Max took a deep breath. “Eventually, after following the coast for some time, we sailed into the estuary they now call the Río de la Plata. It was there where de Solis took a few men and went ashore for a brief excursion. Upon hearing that, Simeon suggested we join them. We’d been on the water for months, and the riches we sought weren’t going to be found in the sea, so filling our sacks with our belongings, some rations, and a few small lanterns, we waited for the ship to anchor. 
 
    “Now, Etienne was, by far, the smartest of all of us, and he had what we lacked, foresight not undermined by gold and jewels. Throughout our trip, as we were self-absorbed in our discomfort, he kept a meticulous journal, jotting down notes about everything you can imagine. At first, it was more observations of the crew and the sea and the weather, but ultimately, he concentrated on only one thing—our survival. We were about as prepared to traipse through a forest as we were to board a sailing ship, and recognizing this was the first of many times, Etienne saved our lives. 
 
    “He befriended some deckhands and offered to teach them his language and answer whatever questions they might have, and in turn, they would do the same. Now, most of these sailors were more boys than men. Strapping lads, in bare feet, they’d run here and there to fasten sails or scamper up the masts to ready the ship for whatever was to come, but there were two that caught Etienne’s attention. 
 
    “Hector Quintana and Ramiro Casal were barely out of their teens, yet they were towering, muscled men who had worked on both land and sea almost since they were old enough to walk. They knew how to survive on the water and how to survive on land, so unbeknownst to us, Etienne offered to split our finds with them if they would join us in our journey. Once we heard of this and our egos fell back to earth, it was as they say nowadays…” Max paused, scratching his head as he searched his brain. “Damn it all to hell. What in the world is that bloody saying?” 
 
    A smile broke across Bennett’s lips. “A no-brainer?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s it,” Max said, slapping his leg. “A no-brainer. I mean, why wouldn’t a bunch of haughty fools give up some of their coin to have our bags carried and our firewood gathered for us?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” 
 
    Max couldn’t help but snigger. “I did mention we were idiots, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Something along those lines.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s putting it mildly,” Max said before taking a drink. “Anyway, Hector and Ramiro readily agreed to help us, so when de Solis and a few of his crew departed the ship in a small boat, we piled into another and then followed them to shore.  
 
    “The day was balmy and bright, and having finally grown our sea legs, I remember it being a short but enjoyable row to land. There was a slight breeze, helping to cool our faces in the noonday sun, and when I set foot on that small patch of sand bordering the cove, I felt…I felt free. Our plans had finally come to fruition. We were where we wanted to be, and there was nothing that was going to stop us, or so we thought.” 
 
    Max slumped back in his chair, and scrubbing his hand over his clean-shaven face, his expression grew grim. “Eager to get our expedition underway, and with several hours of sunlight left in the day, after exploring the beach for only a short time, we bid de Solis and the rest of his landing party adieu. We snatched up our things, and Hector, Ramiro, and the rest of us trekked into the forest. We were barely fifty paces from the beach when the first shouts reached our ears. For a moment, I thought it was simply de Solis yelling at his men about one thing or the other, and then the shouts turned into screams, blood-curdling ghastly screams. 
 
    “Together, we ran back toward the beach, but when we reached the edge of the thicket, we stopped because what we saw…what we saw was unimaginable. We were men of fortune and decorum, men whose minds were filled with books and music and art, yet in an instant, our perception of the world was forever changed. Dark-skinned natives with painted faces had overrun de Solis and his men, and with stone hatchets and crudely fashioned knives, we watched in horror as they disemboweled and dismembered our traveling companions. The sand turned red, and our blood turned cold, and before I knew it, I was running with the others, running away from the shore and the barbaric images I’ve yet to forget. 
 
    “We barreled through the forest like madmen, mindless of the brush and bramble as it scratched our faces and sliced through our clothes. We ran, and we ran, losing some of our belongings along the way, but none of that mattered. Nothing mattered any longer. Our lungs burned with the need for air, and our legs grew heavy as if draped in the thickest of armors, yet we all kept running. 
 
    “I remember little else of that day, the exhaustion and dehydration no doubt the culprits in my amnesia. I awoke on what I assumed to be the following day in a wooded area a few steps away from a stream. Etienne and the others were there, too, bloodied but alive, and their clothes were as torn and tattered as my own. After we filled our bellies with water from the stream, we sat and listened as Etienne told us of his plan. 
 
    “Since the stream was the only water source we knew of, we would travel along its edge, using the trees and scrub to hide us, mindful of the noise we made as well as the sounds around us. Armed with only four daggers amongst us, Etienne believed that in order to stay alive, instead of traveling north, back to the port where we initially landed, the coastline to our west was much closer. He’d seen the maps de Solis had been using, and he also knew that while the ships on the western shore would be fewer, the trip would take us much less time, and he received no argument from us. Our need for wealth had well been trumped by our need to stay alive, and since the stream seemed to flow from the west, it was the most perfect of plans. 
 
    “We began our long trek, walking during the day and slumbering at night, forever respectful of the danger we knew existed, but the further we traveled, the weaker we became. We had plenty of water, but we hadn’t eaten for days, and then we came upon a tree with deep orange fruit hanging from its branches, and that’s when Etienne, again, saved us. Through the knowledge he had gained during his endless conversations with the crew, he knew the fruit of the kumbaru was edible, and upon hearing that, our spirits rose. We dove into the fleshy, sweet fruit, the juices running down our chins as we devoured one after another after another, and then discarding all we deemed unnecessary from our sacks, we filled them with our salvation. 
 
    “It was about two weeks into our journey when the weather turned foul. The skies grew dark, and the wind became so strong we struggled to stand against it, and then the rain began to fall. It came down in sheets, blinding sheets of water so forceful it stung at our skin like bees, and even under the thickest canopy of the trees, we couldn’t escape it. Branches cracked around us as the wind snapped them like twigs, and we scrambled, swearing under our breath to fight against weather like none we’d ever experienced before, and then over the storm, we heard Etienne call out he’d stumbled upon a cave.” 
 
    Max took another taste of his scotch, running his fingers through his hair as he gazed at Bennett. “I apologize for being long-winded, but you asked why the others and I are devoted to a man long since gone, so if you’d like me to continue—” 
 
    “Please do,” Bennett said, resting her elbows on her knees. “I want to know, Max. I need to know.” 
 
    “Very well,” Max said with a bob of his head. “Then so you shall.” 
 
    Max finished what was left in his glass in one swallow, and noticing Bennett had barely touched hers, his lips curved upward just a smidge. Max picked up his phone and punched in a number. “Bring a bottle of Bordeaux to the study, please. Two glasses.” 
 
    Less than a minute later, Victor walked in carrying the bottle of wine and two long-stemmed crystal goblets. After filling each with the dark red wine, he turned and left without saying a word. 
 
    “My apologies,” Max said, taking his glass. “I sometimes forget my influence on you stopped at liquor.” 
 
    Bennett took a sip of her wine before settling back in her chair again. “Yes, but it’s nice to see you keep trying.” 
 
    It was just what Max needed, and he let out a laugh. When first they met, Bennett was like a rock, her edges jagged and her surface hard. Yet rocks can be smoothed, fashioned by time into something so much more, and some, like Bennett Archer, can turn into gems. Her ability to find light amidst the dark had always lifted his spirits, lightening the load of memories, heinous and distasteful. 
 
    “Where was I?” Max said, setting down his drink. 
 
    “Etienne found a cave.” 
 
    “That’s right. It was at the base of a small mountain ridge, and it was more like a cavity than a cave. By the time the last of us got inside, we could barely move, but during our repositioning and bitching, Diego found a small shaft leading upward into the mountain.” 
 
    “Diego? As in Concepcion’s husband?” 
 
    Max narrowed his eyes. “That’s correct.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Bennett said, holding up a hand. “Go on. I won’t interrupt again.” 
 
    “Good,” Max said, sending a stern look in Bennett’s direction. “Now, by this time, only one of our lanterns had any fuel, and fearing it would break in the climb, Diego fashioned a small torch using a damp branch and a bit of the char cloth Topher kept in a small tin where he housed his flint and steel. It was nothing more than an ill-fashioned candle, but it gave Diego enough light to climb up the shaft, where he discovered a cavern. He had little time to look around before his torch burned out, but he assured us there was enough space for all of us, so up we went. 
 
    “I remember the smell like it was yesterday. It was musty, almost biting to my senses like an astringent, and the cave’s floor was covered in something gritty, almost like sand. Topher was behind me somewhere grumbling that he’d misplaced his flint box, and Diego, with his thick Spanish accent, was joking about Topher’s ineptitude. I crouched in that dark, fetid cavern for well over a minute before there was a flicker of light, and then someone turned up the wick of the lantern.” 
 
    Bennett had kept her eyes glued on Max since he’d begun talking, so when he closed his eyes, Bennett reached for her wine and took a drink. She knew Max had come too far to turn back now. He was merely balancing on the precipice before he took that final step, and Bennett was prepared to wait as long as it took. 
 
    Ten minutes passed with only the longcase keeping her company, and getting to her feet, Bennett refilled her glass. The neck of the bottle clinked against the crystal, and Max opened his eyes. 
 
    “You’re still here—eh?” 
 
    Bennett chuckled as she took her seat. “All things come to those who wait.” 
 
    Max closed one eye as he looked at Bennett. “That’s one of the proverbs I taught you.” 
 
    “Yes, and it finally came in handy.” 
 
    It was Max’s turn to chuckle, and taking a deep breath, he ran his fingers through his hair. “What I thought was sand on the cavern floor was more like rice, except it was black, and it wasn’t just on the ground. It was everywhere. I picked up a handful and let it run through my fingers, but before I could process anything else, I heard the oddest noise. It was a clicking, almost like the tiniest chirp you could ever imagine, so I turned around. The others had heard it, too, because they were all looking up, and as my eyes followed theirs, the noise grew louder. Hundreds if not thousands of bats high above our heads were coming to life, and in our panic to escape, someone knocked over the lantern. It went from light to dark in an instant, an inky, sinister darkness filled with nothing but the cacophony of those bats. 
 
    “I remember hearing the others shouting out in fear and anger as they tried to find the exit, but it was truly pointless. We were encased in onyx. It was that dark, and believing my end to be near, I curled up in a ball on the ground, covering my face as best I could as the bats attacked. There seemed to be no end to it as they bit and clawed at me like vultures over roadkill, and the sounds they made were positively deafening. There were so many, the discord of their high-pitched squeaks made it feel as if my skull was going to split…and then I passed out. 
 
    “I have no idea how long we were in that cave, no idea if we truly died and were resurrected or merely became what we are now because of some disease those bats carried. All I know is that when we awoke, we were no longer men. We were monsters.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bennett and Max exited his house, their breath visible in the chilly night air. “Thank you,” Max said as they walked down the steps. “My study was becoming stifling.” 
 
    “I can understand why,” Bennett said, walking alongside her mentor. 
 
    “Actually, you can’t,” Max said, stuffing his hands into the pocket of his coat. “Because you had knowledge, and we had nothing.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “When you awoke, after Yannick turned you, while you didn’t know everything about our kind, our lifestyle, you knew enough to know what to expect—yes?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “We did not. We had nothing. We had no mentors or covens to guide us, no one to teach us or warn us, or even protect us from our own hunger or learn how to control it.” 
 
    Bennett stopped and looked at Max. “I honestly have never thought about that. If you were the firsts, then—” 
 
    “Exactly,” Max said, dipping his head. “We were babes in the woods…literally.” 
 
    They took their time as they strolled down the driveway, and coming to a path off to the left, Max turned, and Bennett followed, leaving the illumination from the overhead lights lining the drive behind them. 
 
    “We take seeing in the dark for granted now, but at the time, it was as frightening as it was fascinating,” Max said, aimlessly looking around. “After I awoke, it wasn’t until I saw the lantern across the way, its glass broken and the remaining oil puddled beneath it, when I realized I could see. There were no streams of sunlight sneaking through crevices, no change in our situation or location, yet now dark had become light. By the looks on the others’ faces, they were equally confused, and I suppose all of us were in shock, for we said not a word as we crawled over to the shaft and made our way down toward the entrance.” 
 
    “Oh, Christ…no,” Bennett said in a breath. 
 
    Max sighed. “Yes, I’m afraid so. Ramiro and Topher clambered to get outside, most likely driven by fear and perhaps a bit of claustrophobia…and a moment later, they were on fire.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “Huddled inside the entrance, we watched in horror as they were engulfed in flames, their shrieks going silent within seconds as their bodies turned into ash,” Max said, shaking his head. “We all pushed ourselves into the back of that small cavity, bewildered by what had happened and terrified we would be next, but Etienne…Etienne had already figured it out. He crept toward the entrance and held out his hand, allowing a thin stream of sunlight to cross it, and when his skin began to burn, he snatched it back, and we had our answer. Sunlight was now our enemy. 
 
    “I don’t remember moving or speaking for the rest of that day. Wedged between Yannick and Kerwin, I sat there, trying to wrap my head around what had happened. It was pointless, of course, just the musings of a confused man, and it wasn’t until sunset when the hunger started. 
 
    “I could see it in the others’ eyes, too; a craving, a need, and it was as undeniable as it was chilling. It wasn’t for food, and it wasn’t for water, but what it was for…what it was for, we didn’t know. We only knew that it was outside the cave, and we had to leave. 
 
    “It was odd, actually, because when I emerged from that musty hole, I was no longer afraid. I felt taller, stronger, and my senses had become extraordinarily keen. The forest was roaring with the sound of insects, and here and there, I could hear rustling in the underbrush as creatures scurried about. The air was cool, yet it didn’t affect me. My clothes were but rags, and somewhere along the way, I had lost my shoes, and I didn’t care. I didn’t care about anything except for the hunger burning inside of me, and that’s when I saw a rat. It was large and brown, and it saw me, too, but I was quicker than it was. Instincts took over as I lunged at it, and it squeaked but once before I silenced it forever. It was such a barbaric act, and it should have sickened me. It should have shamed me, yet it didn’t, for as its blood filled my mouth, this surge of unbelievable power rushed through me.” Max turned to Bennett. “You know of what I speak.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Then you also know, I didn’t stop with one rat, nor did the others,” Max said, his expression turning grim. “Nothing was safe from our savagery that night or for many nights to come. We burrowed like animals near sunrise, hiding under dirt, branches, and brush to protect ourselves from the sun, and when it slipped from the sky, we started again. Sometimes we found caves in which to hide, and when we came across small villages, we’d use the huts for our protection and the villagers for our food. We hadn’t yet realized we needn’t kill them for the nourishment they provided, but as you know, we had developed another hunger, too.” 
 
    Bennett came to a stop, hanging her head for a moment before she glanced at Max. “Sex.” 
 
    “Yes,” Max said, continuing down the path. “Long before I had ever left my home in England for this adventure that would change my life forever, I knew myself quite well. It was men who turned my head, and it was men who I desired. The punishment would have been death if I’d been found out, but that didn’t stop me from seeking those who, for a bit of coin, would do what I needed. Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t a lothario, and my dalliances were few, at least they were before I was turned. After, as you know, things changed, and with me, even though I didn’t want women in that way, I needed an outlet, and whether it was a man or a woman no longer mattered.” 
 
    Max stopped near a stone wall and beckoned for Bennett to join him as he sat down. “I don’t believe I need to go into the specifics of how it feels once we feed, especially when we overfeed.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    “Good,” Max said, taking a deep breath. “So, we became not only murderers but rapists as well. Nothing and no one was safe from our viciousness. We were ruthless. We were abhorrent. We were beasts, and by that time, we had also discovered that we were virtually indestructible. As you would think, the villagers always tried to defend themselves with spears and arrows and knives, but that didn’t stop us. Hell, it barely slowed us down since we were always on a feeding frenzy. We became almost arrogant about it, standing there defying them to try, taunting them to try, and then we’d kill them. Except one night, Kerwin became a little too cavalier, and he paid for that mistake with his life.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It’s a shame, actually. He was a fine-looking specimen of a man. Tall, with shaggy blond hair and eyes the color of the ocean. Like us, he’d been born into money, and with the power that now flowed through our veins, it seemed to escalate his ego to a plateau none of us had yet reached. We were in the midst of annihilating another village when one of the natives ran at Kerwin with a hatchet. Kerwin, being the cocky son-of-a-bitch that he was, threw back his head and trumpeted out a laugh, and a second later, that hatchet sliced through Kerwin’s neck like a knife through butter.” 
 
    “Christ,” Bennett murmured. 
 
    “Yes, well, it taught us we weren’t totally indestructible, so there was that, and we were slightly more careful as we continued to pillage and plunder across the continent, killing almost every living thing in our path.” 
 
    “How long did this go on?” 
 
    “Most of us didn’t return to any part of our former selves for almost four years. We traipsed through the country, hunting and feeding, with no semblance of being anything other than monsters. We literally lost ourselves to this…to this affliction. It made us feel invincible. It made us feel like Gods.” 
 
    “Wait,” Bennett said, touching Max on the arm. “You said most of you.” 
 
    “Yes, Etienne was the exception. Don’t get me wrong. He murdered and raped like the rest of us for quite a while, but just like he had done during our voyage, Etienne began observing and processing what was happening. Unbeknownst to us, he began to fight against the urges, denying himself blood and flesh until the craving became too great. By doing so, he realized we didn’t need to feed every day, and we didn’t need to kill either.” Max looked over at Bennett. “Not that it stopped us, mind you, because we still hadn’t discovered that we could compel people to forget us. So, to protect ourselves, we rarely left witnesses.” 
 
    Max got to his feet. “Let’s head back to the house. Shall we?”  
 
    As they started walking, Max said, “Etienne is responsible for bringing us back from the brink of insanity, from the edge of something so crude and so heinous, it turns my stomach whenever I think of it. He was also responsible for getting us back home.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “His idea was to head back to the port where we first landed. We were at the southern tip of the country by that time, so following the eastern coastline, we headed north. We’d only been walking for a week or so before we came upon a natural harbor, and as luck would have it, there were five sailing ships nestled in its waters. Some of the crew had gathered around a fire on the beach, so we commandeered one of their rowboats, made our way out to one of the ships, and stowed away in its hold for what we thought would be a fairly short voyage.” 
 
    “It wasn’t?” 
 
    Max smiled. “The ship we boarded was the Victoria.” 
 
    Bennett’s mouth dropped open, and she stopped in her tracks. “The Victoria? As in Magellan’s ship?” 
 
    “One of them.” 
 
    “But that ship sailed the globe.” 
 
    “Yes, it did, and we spent nearly two years on her,” Max said before starting to walk again. “Historians will tell you that once she returned to Spain, arriving back at Sanlúcar de Barrameda in September of 1522, only eighteen of the original two-hundred plus crew of Magellan’s fleet survived. The others were supposedly lost to mutiny, shipwreck, or disease, but that isn’t entirely true. When the Victoria sailed from what’s now known as Port St. Julian, there were just over forty men on the boat, not including the eight vampires hiding in her hold.” 
 
    “You killed the rest?” 
 
    “Yes. We tried to temper our thirst as much as possible, but even a tamed beast can revert to its true self at times, and we did. And that’s when we discovered we could turn others into beings like us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Late one night, Simeon left the hold to quench his hunger, but as he emerged, a deckhand appeared out of nowhere. There was a struggle, and to silence the man, Simeon took what he needed before the sailor could cry out. Normally, our victims would faint either from fear or blood loss, but this man was stronger than others, so when he began to fight, Simeon broke his neck. He dragged him back into the hold until we could find a safe time to toss the body overboard, and a few hours later, the man awoke. We were stunned and a bit scared, I think. He was confused and jabbering, mumbling in his language much too loudly for our liking, so we took off his head, and that, as they say, was that. We disposed of his body and remained vigilant until we reached port.” 
 
    “What happened when you returned to Spain?” 
 
    “Diego invited us to stay with him. Their summer was just coming to an end, and he knew his family would be at their hacienda in the north, where the temperatures were still cool. So, we stayed at the one in Malaga and began making plans on how we would survive and, of course, deciding when or if we would tell our families. And then, of course, there was the question of money. We’d been gone for nearly six years. We had no idea what we were going to face, and we couldn’t very well show up dressed as paupers with our hair in dreadlocks and beards inches below our chins and expect anyone to open their arms to us. So, we became highwaymen. The rich were easy to spot, easy to see in their fancy carriages flanked by guards on steeds, and eventually, there wasn’t an area in southern Spain safe from our looting. 
 
    “We cut our hair and shaved our faces, and with the jewels and coin we had stolen, we purchased clothes for gentlemen, rich, successful…and deadly gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They walked silently along, and when they reached the driveway, Max veered to the left. “Let me accompany you to your car. I’ll answer what questions I can along the way.” 
 
    “All right,” Bennett said, following Max’s lead. “What happened to Diego?” 
 
    “In 1558, which was…um…thirty-six years after we returned to Spain, he was murdered by one of our own.” 
 
    “One of our own? Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because a mortal would have stabbed him in the heart, or anywhere else for that matter. They wouldn’t have taken off his head. That type of brutality isn’t one often displayed by robbers or thieves,” Max said. “And at first, we thought Concepcion had done it, except she had an alibi for that night.” 
 
    “How did she become a vampire?” 
 
    “Diego turned her. After Concepcion learned the truth about us, she was appalled until about five years had passed, and she realized her husband hadn’t aged a day. Concepcion changed her tune posthaste,” Max said, chortling. “Oh, how she loves her beauty, as well you know.” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” Bennett said, flicking her gaze to the stars.  
 
    “Anyway, Diego and Concepcion had what they now call an open marriage. Both had countless affairs, and on the night Diego was killed, Concepcion was…um…overindulging with several people, all of whom confirmed her alibi, which meant we had a murderer in our midst.” 
 
    “Did you ever find out who did it?” 
 
    “No. Concepcion’s affairs paled compared to her husband’s. Diego was extraordinarily handsome. He had wavy, espresso brown hair and chiseled features, and between that and his gentlemanly ways, he bedded both women and men at a remarkable rate. He had far too many affairs for us to discover who was in his bed last,” Max said before turning to Bennett. “Are you aware he was the one who turned Napoleon?” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, pulling up short for a second. “I assumed Etienne had done that.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Max said without breaking stride. “Once Margory found out what Etienne had become, she forbade him from turning any of the children.” 
 
    “Wait. You said Etienne married a woman named Ismay. Who’s Margory?” 
 
    “My apologies,” Max said with a nod. “Margory was Etienne’s second wife. Ismay died after suffering a horrible fall from a horse, leaving Etienne with a broken heart, plus their children, Charles and Flanna. He hired Margory as a nanny, and a year later, they got married. Less than a year later, Napoleon was born, and…um…and not quite five years after that, Margory gave birth to their twins, Anna and Maerwynn.” 
 
    “So, when Etienne left on this…this adventure of yours…” 
 
    “He left behind five children and a wife. The twins weren’t even a year old, but we thought we’d only be gone for a year, and a year without family seemed a small price to pay for the riches we thought we were going to find.” 
 
    “Okay, but why did Diego turn Napoleon…and when?” 
 
    “One night, when Etienne was out riding with Charles, the young man’s horse took a fall and ending up rolling over Charles, crushing his chest. Etienne was beside himself. He’d lost his beloved Ismay in the same manner, and he couldn’t fathom losing his son, too, so Etienne did what he said he’d never do.” 
 
    “He turned him.” 
 
    “Yes, and Margory was livid. She’d raised Charles since he was six, and he was as much her son as Etienne’s, but it was their other son who became the problem. Under the mentoring of his father, Charles adapted to his new situation; however, once Napoleon realized how strong Charles had become, he began pestering Etienne to turn him as well. Actually, pestering is putting it mildly. The boy became unbearable. He was already a tit-suckler, spoiled by his mother so much the lad didn’t want for anything, except now there was one thing he couldn’t have. 
 
    “Our need to connect with our own kind was great, and we frequently traveled to each other’s homes, hunting, feeding, and sharing any new discoveries. Margory was determined to keep all the children away from us, but that little prat continually found a way to intrude. I honestly can’t remember one time when visiting Etienne when we weren’t appalled by that hellion’s behavior. And poor Etienne, he was forever torn between the love he had for his son and the animosity he had toward what his son had become.”  
 
    “How old was Napoleon when all this started?” 
 
    “Charles was twenty-one when he became one of us, so that would have made Napoleon…um…fifteen.” 
 
    “And he wanted to be turned at fifteen?” 
 
    Max short Bennett a look. “Does it sound like I’m describing a rational person?” 
 
    “No, and it was a stupid question,” Bennett said with a snort. “To say Napoleon’s irrational is an understatement.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Max said, slowing his pace as they neared the road. “Anyway, four years later, Etienne’s internal conflict came to a head when he and Charles came back from…well, from doing what we do. In their absence, Napoleon had slaughtered a massive amount of their farm animals, including several prized horses.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because he could, and he wanted to prove to them he had what it took to be one of us.” 
 
    “That makes no sense.” 
 
    “Has the man ever made sense?” 
 
    Bennett shook her head. “So, what happened?” 
 
    “Etienne emptied the entire house of servants and family and made them watch while he forced Napoleon to clean up what he had done. After burning all the carcasses of those poor animals in a bonfire in front of their castle, Etienne beat Napoleon within an inch of his life in front of everyone. He then locked him in a room in the stable, and that’s where the boy stayed for weeks. He was given food and water, but instead of a bed, he slept on straw, and instead of a chamber pot, he had to dig holes in the dirt floor. I suppose Etienne was trying to teach Napoleon a lesson, trying to make the boy understand that life—any life—was precious. Yes, we’d murdered many, and we’d murder many more because the instinct to survive is fierce, but we didn’t ask to become vampires. We didn’t want to crave another’s blood, yet that is the lot we were given. It wasn’t our choice, and Etienne would be damned if he allowed it to be Napoleon’s. 
 
    “Unfortunately, the four months Napoleon spent in confinement didn’t make a dent. As soon as his mother unlocked the door in the stable, he stole a horse and traveled to Spain. Like all of us, Diego had been in Etienne’s home, and being the gigolo that he was, he was forever spouting off about his love affairs. Of course, we would have never spoken about such things if we knew the boy was hiding in the shadows, but Napoleon was a crafty lad. In one of those conversations, he overhead that Diego fancied women and men, and we both know where Napoleon’s interests lie.” 
 
    “They’re the same as yours.” 
 
    “Christ, don’t remind me,” Max said with a huff. “I hate that about him. I truly do.” 
 
    “So, once Diego turned Napoleon, he returned to France?” 
 
    “Yes. Ballsy little bastard that he was, he entered the castle, announced he was a vampire, and then proceeded to wreak havoc. Etienne was outraged, and Margory was distraught, yet there was absolutely nothing they could do about it. It also created quite a rift between Etienne and Diego, a rift that would most likely have lasted for decades, but later that same year, Etienne and his family were murdered.” 
 
    “I heard about that,” Bennett said. “They were on their way to their home in the north of France, if I remember right.” 
 
    “You are correct. Because of our need for blood, we traveled often so the locals would never get suspicious, except the details about that trip just never rang true to the council. Napoleon told us his father asked him to travel a day ahead of the rest and prepare the house for their arrival, a task that should have gone to Charles. After all, he was the responsible one, and he was the oldest. Add to that Etienne’s aversion to Napoleon’s juvenile attitude, I cannot believe Etienne would have entrusted Napoleon to fetch water from a stream, let alone travel on his own across country and not get into trouble.” 
 
    “So, this is all based on Napoleon’s word then?” 
 
    “Yes, and as you know, his word is worth about as much as a grain of sand in the Sahara.” 
 
    Max came to a stop where the drive met the road. He saw the car parked in the distance and signaled for it to approach. “I’m assuming that’s your ride.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “I know you have more questions, yet those will have to wait for another day. It shames me to think of all the ghastly things we did to survive, and I fear now that I’ve churned it all up, sleep will not come easily when dawn arrives.” 
 
    “Of course. I can’t thank you enough for—” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me, Bennett. It was unfair of us to keep this a secret from you. We gave you a seat on the council, trusting you would keep your word and keep your kind in line, yet we didn’t afford you that same trust. For that, I am truly sorry.” 
 
    Max stepped back as the car crept past him and parked a few feet away. “Yes, well, after nearly twelve years of arguing with you about this, I’ve finally concluded there’s no point in wasting my breath on a fight I cannot win,” Max said, clearing his throat. “So, I suppose I should at least meet this imitation guardian of yours. Care to make the introductions?” 
 
    “I would love to,” Bennett said, the glow on her face second only to that of the moon. 
 
    Bennett walked to the car, the glass in the driver’s door disappearing into the panel as she approached. Bending down, she saw a wide-eyed Gus gaping back at her. 
 
    “Bennett, I’m sorry. I…I thought he waved me over,” Gus said, lowering his eyes. “I…I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Relax, Gus. Max would like to meet you.” 
 
    “Really?” Gus croaked. 
 
    “Get out of the car,” Bennett said, opening the door. “I’ll introduce you.” 
 
    Max’s intent was simple. He was going to make sure this mortal knew his place, and having existed for over five hundred years, Max had long ago mastered the art of looking menacing. He shifted his stance, raised his chin, and calling on his other self, his eyes blazed blue. Then, six-foot-eight Gus climbed out of the car, and Max sucked in his cheeks. His strength far outweighed that of any human, so Max wasn’t afraid of the mortal walking toward him. He was, however, amused. Leave it to Bennett to find a mortal who could intimidate without even trying.  
 
    Nearly a foot taller than Max, as Gus came to a stop in front of him, Max had to raise his chin a little bit more.  
 
    “Gus,” Bennett said quietly. “It’s my pleasure to introduce to you Maximillian Lumley. Max, this is Gus Rooney. As you know—” 
 
    “I know enough,” Max said, stepping closer to invade Gus’s personal space. “This woman is extremely important to me, and—” 
 
    “She’s important to me t—” Gus’s mouth snapped closed like a mousetrap when he saw Max hold up two fingers. Offering an apologetic grin, Gus clamped his lips together. 
 
    “As I was saying,” Max said softly. “Bennett is extremely important to me. Since she insists on keeping you as a guardian, I need you to understand just how grave it would be if anything ever happened to her under your watch.” 
 
    Gus’s gulp was audible, but he didn’t say a word. 
 
    “Do you have a phone?” Max said, taking a half-step backward. 
 
    “Uh…yeah,” Gus said, fumbling to get his cell out of his pocket. 
 
    “May I see it?” 
 
    “Oh…um…sure.” 
 
    Max took the cell phone and tapped on the screen. “I’ll need your passcode.” 
 
    “Um…it’s my thumbprint.” 
 
    “Even better.” Max spun the phone long enough for Gus to unlock it, and then returning to the screen, he moved through the apps effortlessly. A minute later, he handed the mobile back to Gus. 
 
    “You now have my direct number,” Max said, looking Gus squarely in the eye. “If there ever comes a time when you believe Bennett requires...let’s just call it help, you are to call me immediately. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes…yes, sir.” 
 
    “Good,” Max said, sending a look in Bennett’s direction. “And now, I’ll wish you both a good evening.” 
 
    Max had made it only a few steps up the driveway before he turned back around. “And Bennett…” 
 
    About to climb into the car, Bennett stopped and pivoted to her right. “Yes, Max?” 
 
    “I trust I won’t have to remind you again that where Napoleon is concerned, velvet gloves are required.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two men came into the gallery, tugging off their leather gloves as they looked around. Neither were art aficionados, so quickly dismissing the abstract paintings and sculptures, they moved toward the center of the room.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Lisa said, coming up the hallway. “We’re closing. I was just grabbing the keys.” 
 
    “Are you Bennett Archer?” the taller of the two men said. 
 
    “No, I’m Lisa Jensen. I’m the curator here.” 
 
    “Do you know where Miss Archer is?” 
 
    “May I ask who’s asking?” Lisa said, looking back and forth between the two men. 
 
    “I’m Detective Krankowski, and this is Detective O’Brien,” Stan Krankowski said as they held out their badges in unison. “We’d like to talk to her if she’s around.” 
 
    “Of course,” Lisa said, flashing a smile. “Bennett’s in the back. I’ll go get her.”  
 
    Lisa tapped her way back down the hall and stepped into the office. “It looks like your Tuesday night just got a whole lot more interesting.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” Bennett said, looking away from the monitors. 
 
    “Because there are two detectives out front who’d like to see you,” Lisa said, approaching the desk. “Have you been a naughty girl?” 
 
    Bennett got up and walked around the desk. “No more than usual,” she said, giving Lisa a wink as she headed for the door. “Do me a favor and keep an eye on that auction until I get back. I don’t think this should take long though.” 
 
    Tully O’Brien was trying to make sense of a Salvador Dali series of sketches when he heard footsteps coming up the hall. He returned to stand by his partner, and a moment later, a woman appeared…a woman who fit their description almost too perfectly. 
 
    “Good evening. I’m Bennett Archer,” Bennett said, walking over to the men. “What can I do for you, gentlemen?” 
 
    The two detectives flashed their badges again. “We’d like to talk to you about a mugging that happened in an alley late on Friday night. Two men were attacked and robbed,” Stan said, sizing up Bennett. “It was a few blocks from here.” 
 
    “A mugging? That’s horrible. I do hope they weren’t terribly injured.” 
 
    “They’ll survive.” 
 
    “Not to be rude, gentlemen, but I’m not sure what this has to do with me.” 
 
    Stan Krankowski flipped open his notepad. “About six weeks ago, two other men were attacked late at night under similar circumstances. At the time, we didn’t have much to go on. Honestly, their story seemed a little far-fetched, except their statement and the one we received from the other men on Friday seemed to contain a lot of the same details.” 
 
    “I’m intrigued,” Bennett said, folding her arms. “Please go on.” 
 
    “They described their attacker as being a tall, blue-eyed, Caucasian woman—” 
 
    “Wait. Are you saying a woman was the perpetrator of these attacks?” 
 
    “That’s what the victims say.” 
 
    “Brings a whole new meaning to equal rights, I suppose,” Bennett said, shrugging. “Please continue.” 
 
    “She was dressed all in black. She had on a suit and a long coat with a hood, and spoke with an English accent,” Stan said, locking eyes with Bennett. “Miss Archer, do you wear contacts?” 
 
    “No. My vision is twenty-twenty, and I’m more than happy to give you the number of my optometrist if you’d like to check that out. She’s a sweet lady. Very pleasant.” 
 
    Stan looked at his notes. “What about the coat? Miss Archer, do you own a long black coat with a hood?” 
 
    “I own several, actually,” Bennett said, sliding her hands into the pockets of her trousers. “As a matter of fact, I recently purchased two more. Joey King and Sons, the leather shop over in Weymouth, had a huge sale a few months back. By the time I arrived, they’d sold out of quite a bit, but I still found a few to take home.” 
 
    “I see,” Tully said, jotting down some notes.  
 
    “Do you mind if I ask a question?” Bennett said, watching as he scribbled something on the pad. 
 
    “Go ahead.” Tully O’Brien said, looking up. 
 
    “What were these men doing in alleys? You said it happened late at night, and that doesn’t seem to me to be a wise decision on their part.” 
 
    The two detectives looked at each other, and Stan snickered. “Let’s just say that none of our...um...victims live upstanding lives.” 
 
    Bennett’s mouth dropped open. “Are you saying they were male prostitutes? No, wait. They wouldn’t be hiding in alleys, now would they? Unless, of course, they were servicing clients, I suppose…” Bennett said, her voice trailing off as she tapped her finger on her chin. “So, if that isn’t the case, that leads me to the only other criminal element that uses alleyways as their storefronts. Gentlemen, please tell me you’re not interrupting my evening and wasting your time by questioning me about crimes committed by a blue-eyed woman against drug dealers?” 
 
    “We’re just doing our job, Miss Archer,” Tully said, sliding his notebook back into his pocket. “Both attacks happened within a few blocks of where you live and this gallery, and questioning the people in the area, they say you walk to and from work.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. It’s good for my health.” 
 
    “And you work nights?” Stan said, flipping the page in his notepad. 
 
    “Yes. My curator doesn’t need me hovering over her, so I spend the evenings doing paperwork and attending online auctions. They happen all over the world, and time zones being what they are, scheduling my attendance requires a bit of ingenuity so I don’t miss them.” 
 
    “I see,” Stan said, eyeing Bennett up and down. “And you think walking alone late at night and early in the morning is wise?” 
 
    “I’ve been doing it for the past twelve years and haven’t had an issue,” Bennett said, her eyes shifting between the two men.  
 
    “You heard about the recent murders in the area, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Are you talking about the ones in the park last week? Do you believe this blue-eyed woman is responsible for them, too?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” Tully said, shaking his head. “But last night, another murder went down in an alley, and given its location and the fact the victim’s throat was also cut, it seems to fit the mugger’s M.O.” 
 
    “I’m…I’m sorry,” Bennett said, leaning back slightly. “I haven’t yet read the papers today. There’s been another murder?” 
 
    “A couple of blocks north of here. Some garbage men found the body.” 
 
    Not a flicker of the rage burning inside Bennett made it to her face. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask where you were last night?” Stan said. 
 
    “What? Oh…um…not at all. I was here. There were several auctions. I can have my curator print out the details. It’ll show my attendance, albeit virtual, of course.” 
 
    “And you’re the only one who…uh…attends these auctions?” 
 
    “No, my curator, Lisa, steps in now and again, but she couldn’t have last night.” 
 
    “And why’s that?” 
 
    “She and a group of friends had tickets for Les Miserables over at the Boston Theater. I actually came to work a little earlier yesterday, so she’d have time to go home and change before the curtain went up. If you’d like, I can go back and get her. She’s just in the office. I’m sure she can confirm—” 
 
    “How about I just go back and talk to her?” Tully said, flipping to a new page in his notes. “Do you have a problem with that?” 
 
    “Absolutely none,” Bennett said, indicating the office's direction. “Please feel free. The office is just down there on the right. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Tully said, shuffling past. 
 
    Bennett turned back to Stan Krankowski. “Is there anything else you’d like to ask me?” 
 
    Stan pulled in a deep breath and looked around the gallery. White and black laminate pedestals in varying sizes held sculptures in bronze, stone, and marble, and canvases, large and small, were everywhere. He put his notepad away, stuffing his hands in his trouser pockets as he meandered over to a painting on the wall. “I gotta tell ya. I’ve never been into art.” 
 
    “To each his own.” 
 
    Stan studied the abstract splashes of color in front of him. “And people like this stuff?” 
 
    “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, as they say,” Bennett said, going over to stand next to the man. “I’m not a huge fan of this artist’s work, but there are others who scramble to possess what she paints, and as long as it sells, who am I to judge?” 
 
    Stan’s eyes were drawn to the calligraphic title card below the painting. “Wow. That’s pricey.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Bennett said without looking at the card. She knew the price of everything in the gallery, and the pieces in the front room started at five figures. 
 
    “So…um…I guess you make a good living at this?” Stan said, turning to Bennett. “A lot of money in here.” 
 
    “At the moment, probably around three million.” 
 
    Stan’s eyebrows almost flew off his face. “Three million dollars? You’ve got three million dollars of art in this place?” 
 
    “That’s right, give or take a few thousand.” 
 
    “And you own it or…or is it on loan like a…like a consignment?” 
 
    “No, I own everything outright. If someone wants to sell part of their collection, I purchase it. I don’t act as their broker. I prefer not to answer to other people whenever possible. It makes life so much easier.” 
 
    “Guess you’re not married then—huh?” 
 
    Bennett’s face split into a smile. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    “I think we’ve got all we need,” Tully O’Brien said, holding up a folder as he came back to the front of the gallery. “Miss Jensen confirmed what you said, Miss Archer, and she was also kind enough to print out the attendance lists of the auctions you bid on last night.” 
 
    “I’m glad she could be of help,” Bennett said, following the men to the front door.  
 
    “Thank you for answering our questions, Miss Archer,” Stan said, waiting while Bennett unlocked the door. “And if we have anymore, we’ll contact you.” 
 
    “Anytime, gentlemen. Anytime.” 
 
    The two detectives walked out into the crisp November night and made their way to their car. “So, what do you think?” Stan said as he stuffed his hands into the pockets of his trench coat. 
 
    “I think it’s bullshit,” Tully said, opening the driver’s door of the car. “You could have knocked me over with a feather when the captain told us we had to investigate these muggings. Whitey Flanagan is the biggest lowlife around. He’s got hookers on every corner and pushers in every alley, and I don’t know how he can fit his cojones into his pants because they gotta be huge for him to waltz into the station and not only report one crime but two.” 
 
    Both men climbed into the car, and as Tully slammed the door, he looked over at Stan. “As far as I’m concerned, we did our job. We investigated. We questioned, and we came up with bupkis. Bennett Archer is no more a mugger than you and I are Batman and Robin. Now, let’s get back to the station and wrap this shit up so we can both go home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Can you handle the auction? The lot should come up soon,” Bennett said, coming into the office. 
 
    “Um…sure,” Lisa said, looking up from the desk. “You don’t have to go down to the station, do you?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not,” Bennett said, pulling her coat from the closet. “But I need to pay someone a visit, and I need to do it tonight.” 
 
    “Who are you going to see?” 
 
    “Napoleon.” 
 
    “Napoleon’s in Boston? Oh crap. Is he the one who killed those people in the park? The way they described it in the news, it did strike me as a little suspicious.” 
 
    It didn’t surprise Bennett that Lisa knew of Napoleon. A guardian’s knowledge was passed down from generation to generation, and just as Oskar’s father had taught him, he had taught his children. The only difference was that Oskar had met Napoleon, and Lisa, Finn, and Gunnar hadn’t had the displeasure, and Bennett intended to keep it that way. 
 
    “You’re perceptive, as always,” Bennett said, opening her phone. “I’m going to have Gus pick me up. I’m not sure how long I’ll be, so once you finish with the auction, just lock up and head out. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, but please be careful. From what Dad told me, Napoleon’s a pretty nasty character. It sounds like he doesn’t like you very much.” 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual. Believe me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So where to tonight, boss,” Gus said, looking over his shoulder as Bennett got into the car. 
 
    “To here,” Bennett said, handing Gus a piece of paper. 
 
    Gus prided himself on never using GPS, except Concord wasn’t a place he’d driven through often. He tapped on the screen of the car’s GPS, entering the information as written, and a minute later, he was pulling away from the curb. 
 
    Gus glanced in the rearview mirror a few times before he spoke. “Can we talk?” 
 
    Bennett changed her focus from looking out the window to looking at the back of Gus’s head. “Of course. What’s up?” 
 
    “Um…the other day Cath and I got an invitation in the mail from Mr. Lumley. It’s for a party on New Year’s Eve?” 
 
    “Max sent you an invitation?” 
 
    “Yeah, is that bad?” 
 
    A grin played at Bennett’s mouth. “No, it’s quite the opposite. It’s his way of saying he’s accepted my decision to make you a guardian, and he’s bringing you into the fold.” 
 
    “So we should go?” 
 
    “Yes. I think you and Cathleen would have a good time. And not to sound pretentious, it is rather a privilege.” 
 
    “And what about Fallon?” Gus said, looking in the mirror again. 
 
    “Fallon?” 
 
    “Did she tell you she wants to be a guardian?” 
 
    “Well, she mentioned it that night on your porch. I didn’t dissuade her from the idea, but I told her I wouldn't allow it until she gets an education. And if memory serves, I made it clear it would never happen without you and Cathleen giving her permission. Why?” 
 
    “There was a note included with the invitation saying that if we had children seventeen or older who wanted to work the party as servers, they needed to reach out with an email. Since the girls’ birthday is next week, they make the cut, and it sounds like they want to do it. Kenna sees only dollar signs, but I think Fallon is looking at it as something more.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “So is it something more, or is Fallon just seeing what she wants to see?” 
 
    “She’s not wrong, really,” Bennett said, crossing her legs. “Ever since Max started throwing these parties, he’s always used them as sort of an introduction to the younger generations who have either chosen to follow in their parent's footsteps or are yet undecided. Just like your daughters, most of the children of guardians are only familiar with whatever vampire their parents work for, and this is Max’s way of broadening their education a bit. By putting them amongst us, they can get a feel of what it’s like to be a guardian because not only will they see the breadth of our community in both guardians and vampires, they’ll also be expected to follow certain rules to the letter.” 
 
    “So this is a test?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, mindlessly looking out the window for a moment. “One of the first rules for all guardians to learn is to do as they’re told. So, those serving drinks or hors d’oeuvres will be told to do it without mingling, shadowing their parents around the room, or chatting with each other. They’re there to work, and that’s what’s expected of them. Now, to you and me, that sounds simple, but that’s not always the case for younger people. Plus, hierarchy being what it is, the older ones, the ones still in college, will oversee the younger ones. So, not only will Kenna and Fallen have strict rules to follow, they’ll be answering to people who could literally be only a year older than themselves.” 
 
    Gus burst out laughing so raucously that Bennett jumped in her seat. She waited several seconds until the man quieted enough for her voice to be heard. “You find that amusing, do you?” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Gus said, wiping the tears from his cheeks. “I barely know the guy, but I love his sense of humor. A bunch of pimply faced teenagers telling a bunch of other pimply faced teenagers what to do has disaster written all over it.” 
 
    Bennett chuckled, thinking back on a few parties where teenage defiance tried to reign supreme. “Which is why Max does it. He needs to make certain that anyone believing themselves able to act as a guardian can rise above their issues with authority, their ego, or anything else for that matter, and act appropriately at all times. If they fail, they won’t be invited back.” 
 
    “Wow. It sounds like he’s serious about it.” 
 
    “We all are. For us, it’s the difference between living in the shadows and living a life.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Gus said, looking at Bennett in the rearview mirror. “But I guess I would have failed that test—huh?” 
 
    A tender smile graced Bennett’s face. “You usually listen, and the rest I…well, to tell you the truth, I kind of enjoy it. You speak your mind, and so does Cathleen. And I appreciate it because it shows you care. That’s all that really matters.”  
 
    “Good to know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gus stopped the car near a dirt road leading into what appeared to be a forest. “Is this where I’m supposed to be?”  
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, looking out the window. 
 
    “You want I should—” 
 
    “No. You need to leave.” 
 
    Gus swiveled in his seat. “Are you sure? It’s still early and—” 
 
    “It’s not safe for you here, Gus,” Bennett said, opening the door. “I’ll call a taxi when I’m done.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Damn it, Gus, we just talked about this, and I know you care, but this isn’t up for discussion. Go home,” Bennett said, staring him down. “You met the best of my kind when you met Max, but the man who lives here is the worst of my kind. Go home. That’s an order.” 
 
    Gus waited until Bennett was out of sight before pulling out his cell phone. They had just talked about it, but the difference was Bennett had never actually ordered him to do anything. Her requests had always simply been that, but for her to demand, for her to command troubled Gus. Was this man someone Bennett feared? Gus scrubbed his hand over his face, and unlocking the screen on his phone, he scrolled to the newest number. He stared at it as his mind filled with the memories of the last several years, and then closing the phone, he tossed it aside. “Sorry, Max,” Gus said, starting the car. “If there’s one lady who can take care of herself, it’s Bennett. And I hate to break it to you, pal, but she’s wrong about you. You ain’t the best of your kind. She is.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had been nearly one hundred years since Bennett had last walked up this road, and she hoped it would be another hundred before she’d have to do it again.  
 
    She followed the winding, rutted trail through the forest, listening to animals rooting around in the underbrush off in the distance. Designed for absolute privacy, the house was nearly two miles off the main highway…and for good reason. 
 
    Castles bring to mind knights in shining armor, damsels in distress, and soaring stone walls surrounded by a moat. They appear in history books and fables, rising from the earth in Europe or Asia, but they aren’t usually found in the United States. This was one of the few exceptions, and its existence was almost as sordid as its current owner’s. 
 
    The son of a philanthropist, Nathaniel Taunton was obsessed with all things medieval and more than a few things immoral. Upon his father’s death in 1883, Nathaniel used his inheritance to have a home built to feed his fetish for fantasy. Although not surrounded by a moat, the house was fashioned like castles of old right down to the fortified keep at the rear of the property, the stone floors, the magnificent halls…and the dingy dungeons. 
 
    Bennett approached the iron gates blocking the way. She looked at the call box to her left and scoffed. Bending her knees slightly, Bennett vaulted over the gate and silently landed on the asphalt on the other side, hardly breaking her stride as she continued to the house. 
 
    In days of old, Bennett’s journey would have ended at a drawbridge, raised and lowered under the orders of those in charge to permit her entry. However, that was then, and this was now. So, as she approached the door, the only things in Bennett’s way were two men, and their eyes were glowing. 
 
    The relationship between guardians and vampires dated back to the late 1500s, and it was profitable for both sides. The benefits were more than fair, and most vampires, to this day, used guardians to run their businesses, tend to their estates, and guard their homes while they slept. It was a tradition, and it was one Napoleon loathed. Napoleon had never trusted mortals, and upon the invention of security systems, he reduced their footprint in his life. They still cleaned his house and cooked his meals, and under a microscope, ran his businesses, but when it came to protecting his home at night, he preferred his own kind. 
 
    Bennett knew the men at the door, and they knew her, and she slowed her pace ever so slightly as she looked from one to the other and then back again. The weight of Bennett’s glower melted any indecision they had, and one man opened the door so she could enter. 
 
    The iron hinges creaked as the weighty wooden slab swung wide, and stepping inside, Bennett wrinkled her nose. The smell of opium, cannabis, liquor, and sex hung in the air, the stench so oppressive that Bennett had to clear her throat so as not to choke on it  
 
    A century had come and gone, yet as Bennett took stock of the enormous great hall before her, it seemed nothing had changed. The umpteen Victorian sofas and chaises filling the space were still upholstered in dark green or red brocades. Hand-knotted Oriental carpets in various sizes were still scattered about, helping to remove the chill emanating from the stone floor. The massive hearths on both sides of the great space were still ablaze with logs burning to ash, and countless vampires were, as always, in various stages of fornication. 
 
    Barely clothed or totally nude, twosomes, threesomes, and some taking matters into their own hands were everywhere. Straddled, saddled, scissored, or shackled, atop furniture and rugs, pleasure was being given or received, and preoccupied with their carnal crusade, Bennett went unnoticed by all save two. 
 
    The first was Ivan Zakharov, Napoleon’s right-hand man. A Russian by birth, in the early 1700s, Ivan had been one of many Slavs who made their living off selling flax, hemp, and timber to Europe. Nations eager to expand their fleets of galleons and carracks desperately needed those commodities, and as deals were struck, coffers overflowed with coin. Ivan’s coffers, however, filled a little faster than most because he also dealt in slaves. Crowded in the hold of his ships, he’d bring them to Europe, and the affluent would arrive in droves to scoop up the fresh chattel. After one such auction, with his pockets bulging from the sales of human beings, Ivan arrived at a tavern to drink the night away, a tavern filled with Napoleon and his band of merry monster-men. Liquored up and looking for some fun, Napoleon challenged others in the pub to fight his men, promising that the winner would be given riches beyond their wildest dreams. Napoleon, believing his men were invincible, soon changed his mind. The towering Russian bested them easily, knocking them unconscious with a single blow or choking the air from their lungs when he wrapped his tree trunk arms around their chests. One by one they fell, and when it came time to pay Ivan his winnings, Napoleon took his life instead…and gave him a new one.  
 
    At first, it was not a marriage made in heaven. Ivan, dismayed he would never see the sun again or freely sail the seas, took out his resentment on anyone and anything near. He pummeled members of Napoleon’s coven regularly, and the furniture in Napoleon’s home became kindling in Ivan’s path. Except Ivan was also an unattractive man, and that turned the tide. Now, he could have any woman he liked, and the nightly raids in distant villages to satisfy their hunger provided him with an ample supply. Napoleon shared the money they stole amongst his flock, so instead of working from dawn to dusk, breaking his back and callousing his hands, Ivan’s time would now be spent in the lap of somewhat luxury. Guardians provided him meals. Raids provided him with women and blood, and his allegiance to Napoleon grew strong. 
 
    The second person who noticed Bennett was a gaunt woman with smeared charcoal lipstick, tangled mousey brown hair, and a ski-jump nose. Nude, except for the straps of the leather harness running between her breasts and thighs, she sidled up alongside Bennett and slipped her hand between Bennett’s legs. “It’s taco Tuesday,” she purred, in a voice raspy and low. “I’ll eat yours…if you’ll eat mine.” 
 
    Bennett grabbed the woman’s wrist and bent it in a direction God had not intended. Before she had a chance to squeal out in pain, Bennett had her other hand around the woman’s throat and leaned in close. “What I just damaged will heal in an hour, but if you ever lay a hand on me again, the next thing I damage won’t heal,” Bennett snarled, running her finger down the woman’s neck. “Nod if I’ve made myself clear.” 
 
    The woman bobbed her head like a dashboard ornament, and as soon as she was free from Bennett’s clutches, she scurried away like a tiny mouse, her breasts bouncing every step of the way. 
 
    “What do you want, Archer?” 
 
    Bennett raised her eyes as she turned toward the voice she knew, and if she’d never met Ivan before, she very well may have recoiled. The man was simply not blessed with any redeeming feature other than possibly his hair. The tiny tight curls atop his head, his bushy beard, and his equally bushy eyebrows were all golden brown, and they reflected the light in the room much like the mineral itself. Sadly, the rest of Ivan’s appearance tarnished that gold. His nose was large and bulbous, centered between cheeks pockmarked and oily, and his ears protruded like car doors not yet closed. His teeth were stained, and his eyes drooped like they were too heavy for their sockets, and the bags under them continued the trend. 
 
    “I want to speak with Napoleon,” Bennett said, scanning the room. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s busy.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard. It’s taco Tuesday, and I do hate to interrupt him. Perhaps you’d like me to come back tomorrow morning, say…when the sun is up?” 
 
    Ivan pursed his thick lips. He had over a hundred pounds on her and a six-inch height advantage. He was also surrounded by Napoleon’s followers, and clothed or naked, they were a force to be reckoned with. They were swift, and they were deadly. Ivan also knew to reduce their number would be unwise, and Bennett would reduce their number. He’d seen her in battle before, and if she’d fed recently, there would be no stopping her. Ivan chose wisely. 
 
    “He’s in his office,” Ivan grunted out. “I think you know where it is.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. Thank you, Ivan,” Bennett said, walking past. “As always, it was a pleasure.” 
 
    Bennett made her way across the expansive room, sidestepping the bongs, glass pipes, discarded sex toys, and writhing bodies. She didn’t acknowledge the vampire bodyguards flanking the hall, for her eyes were riveted on the two doors at the end that led to Napoleon’s office, or rather the rear hall of the home. Half the size of the great room, if Bennett’s memory served, its walls were lined with books that were never read, for Napoleon’s interest in literature aligned with his interest in almost everything else. If it didn’t feed his hunger, make him more profits, or enable him to eject his sperm, what was the point? 
 
    Seeing no need to knock, Bennett opened the door and stepped inside, immediately wishing she had rapped on the door and done it with her fist. Napoleon sat behind his desk looking at the ceiling, and with his robe open wide, Bennett didn’t need a pencil to connect the dots. 
 
    Alerted by the creak of hinges, Napoleon lowered his eyes, and when he saw Bennett, he pasted on a smile. “Archer, you’re just in time. It’s taco Tuesday, or as I’d like to call it, burrito buffet…although it doesn’t quite have the same ring to it, does it?” 
 
    “You need to ask your fellatio flunky to leave.” 
 
    “And why would I do that?” Napoleon said, placing his hand on the head between his legs. “He’s marvelous.” 
 
    “Because unless I’m mistaken, that particular act requires a lower jaw, something your friend will direly need in a few minutes.” 
 
    Bennett bit off a laugh when she saw Napoleon flinch. Whoever was between his legs also apparently had marvelous hearing.  
 
    “Yes, well, why don’t you go play with the others, cutie, so I can talk to the mutant,” Napoleon said, pushing his chair back so the man could stand up. “We’ll continue this later.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Bennett said under her breath as the man sashayed from behind the desk, and her disgust had nothing to do with the four-inch patent leather platform heels he was wearing. Preferring not to view the man’s dangling penis as it protruded from the opening in his latex silver-studded shorts, Bennett looked to the ceiling, and it wasn’t until she heard the door close her eyes returned to Napoleon. 
 
    Thin-framed and of average height, Napoleon was forever doomed to look like a first-year college student. His nose was like a blade, long and slender, and below it was his weak attempt at showing maturity. Having never reached the age when his beard would grow in completely, Napoleon could only produce a small tuft of ginger curls at the tip of his chin, the color two shades paler than the spiked, vibrant tangerine hair atop his head. It had been dyed hundreds of times, Napoleon’s vanity trying to extinguish what some believed to be clownish, but like the endless tattoos he’d attempted to have inked into his skin, the regeneration afforded to vampires caused the dye to fade in only a few days. 
 
    Napoleon pushed himself out of the chair, closing his silk robe as he moseyed over and perused the selection of liquor on the bar. “I’d offer you a drink, except that would be cordial, and I don’t like being cordial to you. Makes my teeth hurt,” Napoleon said after filling a glass with gin. “So, cut to the chase, Archer. Why are you darkening my doorstep tonight?” 
 
    “As if you have to ask.” 
 
    “Oh, goodie, we’re playing a riddle game,” Napoleon said, clapping his hands together. “Tell me, how many clues do I get, or is this the one where I have to buy a vowel?” 
 
    “The only thing you’re going to buy is a one-way ticket out of Massachusetts for you and that cackle of hyenas out there.” 
 
    “I prefer to think of them as a cloud of bats or perhaps even a murder of crows.” 
 
    “I don’t care what you call them, but you’ve been sending your crows into my neighborhood to murder innocent people, and it’s going to stop.” 
 
    Napoleon’s beady ferret eyes grew even smaller, and he tapped his finger against his chin. “Interesting how you call them innocent. Why are they so different from those you murder?” 
 
    “I don’t make a habit of killing.” 
 
    “But you have.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right. I have,” Bennett said, taking another step. “If I see a man raping a woman or I see a man molesting a child, they will never again see the light of day, for they do not deserve to live.” 
 
    “Putting aside the fact that you’ve made yourself judge and jury, if you ask me, it sounds like you have a problem with men. Missing the penis, are you, Archer?” 
 
    Bennett snorted and shook her head. “When are you going to realize that your flippant, adolescent responses only prove what I’ve been saying for centuries? You’re a child, Napoleon; a spoiled, hedonistic child who continues to prove his lack of worth through barbarous crimes that put us all in danger, and to what end?” 
 
    “Frequent flyer miles, of course,” Napoleon said, splaying his fingers across his chest. “Not to mention all those lovely mortals I get to kill along the way. It’s almost as exhilarating as blowing my load.” 
 
    “Christ, you’re disgusting.” 
 
    “Sticks and stones, Archer. Sticks and stones,” Napoleon said, waggling his finger. “So, you’d best call Max and tell him to start filling his satchel. It’s time to move again. Oh, and speaking of that, how about just giving me your forwarding address? It took me years to track you down after you left Hamburg.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere. Not this time.” 
 
    “Growing some balls, or did you borrow some from a rapist?” 
 
    “I’m done running, Napoleon. I’m done putting up with all your crap. I’m not going to allow you to force me from my home again.” 
 
    “Allow? Allow! You’re not going to allow me? You insolent freak of nature,” Napoleon howled, sweeping his arm through the liquor bottles and sending them crashing to the floor. “My last name is Durant, in case you’ve forgotten, and I’m untouchable. It is the ultimate of protection spells, so you can huff and puff, and bluster and fluster, but you can’t do one goddamned thing to stop me.”  
 
    “You forget, I have a chair on the council, and no matter how long it takes, I will eventually convince them to end your miserable existence.” 
 
    “The only reason you have that seat is that they’re afraid of you.” 
 
    “As are you, but they also respect me, Napoleon, and that has nothing to do with my ability to walk in the sun. It’s got to do with my intelligence, and when it comes to brains, I’m afraid your head is positively echoing. It’ll be a wintry day in hell before they give you your father’s chair, Napoleon. A very, very wintry day in hell.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Napoleon growled, his eyes now aflame with all the ferocity of his breed. “When the time’s right, the council will see the error of their ways, and when they do, they’ll gild my chair in gold because they will revere me.” 
 
    “Your father was revered. You’re merely the village idiot.” 
 
    “I’m not as stupid as you think, Archer. Mark my words, you may be stronger than me, but I have another type of strength. I have strength in numbers.”  
 
    “Do you mean that farcical gathering of miscreants and tarts I walked past? Napoleon, I could have taken all their heads in the time it took them to remove their ball gags,” Bennett said with a laugh. “Your threats are as feeble as your mind.” 
 
    “My threats aren’t threats. They’re promises, and when the last laugh is mine, and the last laugh will be mine, I think I’ll start with ridding the world of that tall fellow with the scar,” Napoleon said, sneering when Bennett’s eyes burned blue. “Or should I start with that blonde? I rarely go in that direction, but I suppose I could make an exception if I flip her over. What do you think? I mean, she does appear to have the makings of a tasty morsel.” 
 
    In a flash, Bennett was in Napoleon’s face, and picking him up, she threw him thirty feet across the room. He slammed into the bookcases, and when he fell to the floor, Bennett was straddling him in a nanosecond.  
 
    “You listen to me, you puny piece of shit,” Bennett said, grabbing Napoleon by the lapels of his robe. “Lest you forget, I carry a rage deep inside of me that’s been burning ever since you pulled that little stunt centuries ago, and it is a rage that, until now, I have kept in check. If you ever touch any of my guardians, if you ever so much as look at them, I will unleash it, and you will see fury like you’ve never seen fury before. I won’t take your life, you pathetic excuse for a man, but, by God, you’ll wish I had. Not only will I take off your arms and legs, I will slice off that poor excuse of manhood that dangles between your legs and shove it in your mouth where it will shrivel and rot. And when a new one grows back, I’ll do it all over again.” With her eyes now blazing neon blue, Bennett let go of Napoleon’s robe. “And if any of your flock comes into my neighborhood again, I will bring you their heads, and that my dear Napoleon…is a promise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Wednesday night, Ruby parked her car in the alley and cursed Mother Nature under her breath. A minute later, she was also cursing the puddle that had just swallowed her foot. “Shit.” 
 
    Ruby’s day had been filled with meetings, conference calls, and overseeing lower-grade archivists and technicians. No sooner had she answered one question when another was asked, and volunteers and interns that were supposed to help seemed to hinder her every move. The heavens didn’t open until she left work, intuitively waiting for the woman who had forgotten her umbrella. She’d run into the grocery store to pick up a few things, and then she remembered many more. And overrun by everyone scrambling for items on sale, Ruby ended her visit the seventh in line at the register, a line that moved like molasses up a hill.  
 
    Ruby rushed to the trunk, and refusing to make a second trip, she grabbed bag after bag of her groceries until almost every finger had a bag dangling from it. With head hung, Ruby traipsed to the door, and after juggling the bags from one hand to the other and back again, she trudged into the brownstone with only two things on her mind. Beer…and more beer. 
 
    With her hair hanging in soaked strands, Ruby squished her way up the steps, but halfway up the third flight, she stopped when a shadow fell over her. Ruby looked up, releasing an annoyed puff of air when she saw Bennett Archer standing at the top of the stairs. “What is this? A standoff?” 
 
    “Not at all. I’m just trying to be on my way,” Bennett said with no inflection in her tone. 
 
    Even if Ruby plastered herself against the wall, between the narrow stairs and the groceries, Bennett still couldn’t pass, and going down only to go up again wasn’t an option. Ruby felt her hands cramping, and she looked Bennett in the eye. “What do you want me to do, throw myself over the railing?” Ruby snorted when she saw Bennett arch an eyebrow. “Not going to happen.” 
 
    “Pity.” 
 
    As each second ticked by, Ruby’s annoyance grew. The last thing she needed was more of Bennett Archer’s imperious attitude. “Look, the way I see it, your majesty, you can either back up your highness heinie and let me pass, or I’ll just plant myself on these steps, and you can throw yourself over the railing. How’s that?” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “It appears your desire to court me is over.” 
 
    “Good guess. Now, are you going to move or—” 
 
    “I’m moving,” Bennett said, stepping back. “Anything to end this nonsensical chitchat.” 
 
    Ruby stomped up the steps, and as she did, she noticed what Bennett was wearing. Her leather coat was like the ones Ruby had seen before, except this one almost reached the floor and was gothic in appearance. Instead of one slit in the back for movement, several were cut into the skirt, and the worn leather was fitted at the waist and bust. The buckle closures were a style Ruby had never seen on a coat, and having yet to be fastened, what was underneath was in full view. From her knee-high boots to the painted-on lace-up front fastening trousers to the zippered, skintight V-neck top, Bennett Archer was dressed entirely in leather. Soft, delicious leather. 
 
    Ruby swallowed the moisture building in her mouth and stopped next to Bennett for a moment. “Wow. I didn’t take you for a biker bar bitch,” she said, giving Bennett a once-over. “Okay, so maybe one of those words has popped into my head before.” 
 
    Bennett smirked as she strode past. “If that was meant to hurt, you’ll need to work a lot harder. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    Ruby rolled her eyes as she adjusted the bags in her hands, and a second later, one handle broke and a half-dozen oranges and assorted vegetables fell to the floor. The broccoli, carrots, and green beans remained at her feet while the oranges escaped down the stairs. Rolling and bouncing from step to step, three landed at the bottom of the stairs near Bennett’s feet. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Ruby said, pointing to the oranges. 
 
    Bennett looked at the fruit and then up at Ruby. “No, not at all. I can walk around them. Good evening.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One call to Lisa was all it took to have Bennett’s schedule rearranged for the rest of the week. She had pushed enough of Napoleon’s buttons to know he would retaliate, and Napoleon wasn’t a patient man. He had something to prove…and so did Bennett. 
 
    The night moved slowly along, the streets emptying of cars and the sidewalk emptying of people as the clock wound toward midnight. Businesses closed up shop, and lights in homes were turned off as the occupants shuffled their way to bed, and even the rain abated, the constant shower turning to drizzle as the sky filled with stars. 
 
    The park was quiet save for the water dripping from one leafless branch to another and random floodlights cast ominous shadows over the playground and basketball court. When first Bennett had walked this park, the trees planted by the city were but delicate sprigs of maple, oak, and elm. But now, they were sturdy and majestic, their trunks more than wide enough to conceal her existence. 
 
    Bennett propped herself up against a tree. She pulled up the hood on her coat, and behind her dark aviators, blue burned in her eyes as she patiently eavesdropped on the world. Tires on wet pavement, a car alarm chirp, the jangling keys of a night owl arriving home, patrons from a local bar chattering as they took a shortcut across the park...and a nearby twig snapping under the weight of a foot. 
 
    Bennett raised her chin, and silently, she pulled the two long-bladed arming daggers from her boots, their blades blackened so no light would reflect off the steel. Bennett took a silent step and peeked around the tree.  
 
    It was hard not to laugh at their stupidity, their eyes easily seen against in the darkness, and as they crouched and waited for their victims, Bennett noiselessly made her way to them. She had made Napoleon a promise, and Bennett had every intention of keeping it. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two vampires guarding the door were the same two Bennett had seen on Tuesday night, and just as they did then, they hesitated for a second. Both eyed the black trash bag she was carrying, but Bennett’s expression was again too foreboding to ignore. They opened the door and allowed Bennett entry, but she only made it a few steps past the threshold before coming to an abrupt halt. There wasn’t a vampire in sight. “Where the hell is everyone?” she said under her breath. 
 
    Bennett stood motionless and tilted her head. She listened to the house, pushing aside the crackle of the fire in the hearth and ignoring the rain softly pattering against the windows. She also paid no mind to the squeaks and skitters of a mouse somewhere in the home, but when cheering and shouting reached her ears, Bennett smirked. As if she hadn’t a care in the world, she made her way toward the bedlam.  
 
    Bennett followed the curving stone steps to the subterranean part of the house. She’d never been in this area before, so her movement was slow and cautious. Toward the bottom, she hugged the wall, enabling her to remain in the shadows as the room came into view. It was massive, and spaced around it in the stone were several sets of double doors as broad as those found on garages. Along the perimeter were timber benches, and at the far end was a small, raised platform. Atop it sat an opulent throne, its woodwork adorned with carvings of roaring lions and snakes coiled to attack. Oversized and overstated, it matched the personality of the man sitting on it.  
 
    The room smelled of sweat and blood, and members of Napoleon’s clan stood in a circle, cheering on the fight happening within its boundaries. Two bare-chested men were doing their best to kill the other, or in the case of a vampire, to do as much gruesome bodily damage as was possible before they passed out and waited for their bodies to heal.  
 
    Bennett had seen enough of the boorish display, and she stepped from the shadows. As she knew it would, the room grew deathly quiet. The crowd parted, and as it did, Napoleon saw his uninvited guest. 
 
    “Your timing is perfect as always, Archer. Care to join us in fight night? Show us what you got?” 
 
    Bennett kept her eyes on Napoleon as she walked to the middle of the sparring area. She paid no mind to the position she was putting herself in, Napoleon’s wild-eyed vampires flanking her on both sides like a swarm of killer bees, for in her boots were two daggers. And in Bennett’s blood was the speed and strength to use them with deadly precision. 
 
    “How’s this for what I’ve got?” Bennett said, upending the bag. “Will they do?” 
 
    A collective gasp filled the room when the heads of two of their comrades rolled across the floor. Bennett turned to the crowd and looked from one vampire to the next and then to the next. “It seems your feckless leader forgot to mention to you my promise to him, so allow me to enlighten you. If you hunt in Back Bay or any of the surrounding areas, this will be your fate. I will not discuss. I will not barter. I will not give second chances. I will simply take your head.” 
 
    Napoleon rose to his feet, his face growing as red as the cushioned leather on his throne as he glared at Bennett. “What is the meaning of—” 
 
    “I kept my promise, Napoleon. That’s all,” Bennett said, turning to the wiry man. “I warned you what would happen if you sent your goons into Back Bay to hunt, and you didn’t heed that warning, so their deaths are on your hands, not mine.” 
 
    Bennett saw movement to her left, and pulling a dagger from her boot, she spun toward her assailant. It was Ivan, and he was no match for Bennett. She blocked his blade effortlessly and pressed the edge of hers against the man’s throat.  
 
    “Stop,” Napoleon shouted. “There’s no need for you to take it that far, Archer. I’m sure this is just a misunderstanding.” 
 
    Bennett thought long and hard before lowering her blade, and when Ivan took a step in her direction, Napoleon hopped between them. “No, my friend,” he said, placing his hand on Ivan’s chest. “Now is not the time.” 
 
    “But she killed my brother,” Ivan said, spit frothing at the corners of his mouth. “That fucking bitch needs to pay for it.” 
 
    Napoleon looked over at the two heads on the floor. He didn’t recognize either, but that didn’t matter. “Alas, poor Yorick,” he said in a honey-sweet tone. “We knew him well, didn’t we?” 
 
    Ivan screwed up his face. “But, boss, his name was Vladimir.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. Forgive me,” Napoleon said, patting Ivan on the back. “I have so many followers. It’s hard to remember all their names. Now, how about we chat over here for a moment?” 
 
    Napoleon led Ivan away from Bennett, and standing near the wall, Napoleon whispered, “I understand you’re upset, Ivan, but it’s too soon to start the war, and taking her life would do just that. Our army’s not ready.” 
 
    “But he was my—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know he was your brother, but you had centuries with him, and most only get decades. Consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    Ivan sent a murderous look in Bennett’s direction. “I want to kill her. I want to make her pay.” 
 
    “The best way you can do that right now is to continue to make her life miserable,” Napoleon said, keeping his voice low. “I’m the son of Etienne, and she’s nothing but a mutation. She’s not permitted to kill me or any member of my coven, and once the council finds out what that bitch has done, they’ll put her on a very short leash which will enable us to grow our army even faster.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Max looked up as Bennett sauntered into his study. “You’ve been a busy beaver, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Whatever do mean?” 
 
    “Well, let’s see,” Max said, steepling his fingers. “Threatening Napoleon on Tuesday, beheading two of his men on Wednesday, delivering their heads to him early Thursday morning, and now here you are for Friday night dinner. Whenever do you have time to rest?” 
 
    “I plan to do that this weekend,” Bennett said, dropping into a chair opposite the desk. 
 
    “I’m not sure flippancy is appropriate at the moment. You went against my wishes.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    Max took a slow, deep breath, and then he took another. He wanted to be angry. He wanted to be livid, but his heart wouldn’t let him. “Damn it all to hell, Bennett. You’re going to be the death of me yet.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll not report this to the council?” 
 
    “You know full well I would have had to, except Napoleon beat me to it. It seems he was quite the tattletale.” 
 
    “Of course, he was,” Bennett said, crossing her ankle over her raised knee. “So, I suppose I’m going to face their wrath.” 
 
    “Actually, I faced it for most of the afternoon,” Max said, frowning. “And I must say I sometimes miss the old days when it would take weeks or even months for us to gather to discuss a problem. Zoom does not permit that level of avoidance.” 
 
    “So, what did they say? Another forced sleep for stepping out of my bounds?” 
 
    “No. We took a vote, and the majority sided with you.” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, pitching forward in her chair. “Why? 
 
    “I would think you’d be happy.” 
 
    “I am, except I don’t understand what’s changed. Napoleon’s been an arse for centuries. Why would the council suddenly see it my way?” 
 
    Max tapped his finger against his lips for a moment, pondering the question as he gazed at Bennett. “That’s unimportant.” 
 
    “It’s very important.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Max said, rocking forward in his chair. “All you need to know is that after we finished with our call, they were going to ring up Napoleon and tell him of the vote.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “Yannick, Aldrich, Garrick, Hector, and I agree Napoleon has put us all in danger too many times for our liking.” 
 
    “And Simeon and Concepcion?” 
 
    “They aren’t pleased, but as always, majority rules. And since Hector now believes as we do, that Napoleon’s a threat, we have the majority.” 
 
    Bennett leapt to her feet. “Are you saying that I can kill—” 
 
    “You cannot kill Napoleon,” Max said, raising his voice slightly. “You can, however, take whatever means you deem necessary to safeguard your home and your privacy, including protecting the mortals who live in Back Bay and the bordering areas. If Napoleon’s gaggle of goose-stepping morons come hunting, do with them what you will.” 
 
    “I can’t believe this. I-I’m shocked,” Bennett said, dropping back into her chair. “What did you say to them, Max? How did you change their minds?” 
 
    The light blinking on Max’s desk phone came to his rescue. “It appears our dinner is ready,” he said, getting to his feet. “And I have a marvelous bottle of Cabernet waiting for you, along with a scrumptiously rare prime rib. Shall we?” 
 
    “Sounds delicious. I’m starving,” Bennett said, standing up. 
 
    “Yes, well, you have worked up an appetite this past week, haven’t you,” Max said, chuckling as he motioned toward the door. “After you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ivan lumbered down the long corridor leading to Napoleon’s office, his eyes bouncing from one sentry to the next in the hall. They seemed a little paler than normal, and he made a mental note to increase their daily stipend of blood. They were some of his finest men, well deserved of an extra slurp or two.  
 
    Upon reaching the door, Ivan rapped once before entering, and then he came to an abrupt stop. Scattered around the room was what remained of the sofas, chairs, and tables, and even Napoleon’s weighty desk hadn’t survived his fury. Split in two, half had ended up against the wall to Ivan’s left, and the other half was in pieces in the far right corner of the room. Next to it was the credenza that held Napoleon’s assortment of liquor, and escaping unscathed, Napoleon was now standing in front of it, pouring himself a drink. 
 
    “Uh…you wanted to see me, boss?” 
 
    Napoleon slowly turned to face Ivan. “Yes,” he said, a sneer smearing its way across his face. “I want you to kill Bennett Archer.” 
 
    Ivan’s eyebrows drew together, making it look like he had a long, fuzzy caterpillar crawling across his forehead. “But you said we couldn’t kill her because of our plans.” 
 
    “Well, plans change,” Napoleon bellowed, throwing his crystal tumbler across the room. “I don’t know what that fucking cunt said, but the council has sided with her, so I want that bitch dead as soon as possible. Do you hear me? I want that bitch dead!” 
 
    “Um…o-okay,” Ivan said, taking a half-step toward the door. “I’ll go get a few of the men, and we’ll—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be stupid. You and all your men are no match for her, and it can’t look like our kind had anything to do with it, you fucking baboon.” Ivan’s face clouded with confusion, and Napoleon tutted. “It mustn’t look like we had a hand in her demise, or that’ll bring the council knocking on my door, you cretin. It has to look like an accident.” 
 
    “An accident?” 
 
    “Yes,” Napoleon said as he poured himself another drink. “Who was that weaselly looking fellow who built those traps for us? You know, the ones we used to catch us all the marvelously bloody wild boar back in the day.” 
 
    “Friedrich.” 
 
    “Is he still around?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good,” Napoleon said, jamming the stopper back into the bottle. “Then go find him and have him construct a trap to kill Archer. It mustn’t be anything extravagant. Just something that when she walks into it—” 
 
    “It takes off her fucking head,” Ivan said, belting out a belly-bouncing guffaw. 
 
    “No,” Napoleon said, pounding his fist on the credenza. “It cannot take her head, you bloody fool. It only needs to inflict as much pain as possible and shred her heart while doing so. Do you think you can get that done?” 
 
    “Yeah, boss. It shouldn’t take long at all.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should go do it, or do you prefer I wait? We both know how patient I can be.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you have enough to eat?” 
 
    Bennett looked down at her plate, and the only thing remaining was the bone of the one-inch slab of rare prime rib she’d devoured. “Yes, I did. Thank you. It was delicious,” she said, picking up her drink. “I didn’t realize I was this hungry.” 
 
    “Do you need anything else?” 
 
    Bennett raised her eyes, knowing the question wasn’t about food. “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You do have a habit of skipping meals,” Max said, fingering the stem of his wine glass. 
 
    “I had something before I came over tonight.” 
 
    “Bagged?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s not the same, which you are very well aware of.” 
 
    “And if I needed to heal or was readying for a battle, I’d agree with you. But I’m doing neither tonight unless, of course, you’d like to pick up a sword and spar.” 
 
    Max laughed. “I know better than to try that with you. I like my head exactly where it is. Thank you very much.” Max stood up and walked to the buffet. “If I open another, would you like some more?” he said, reaching for a corkscrew. 
 
    “Yes. I think I would,” Bennett said, watching as Max uncorked another bottle of Cabernet. “Speaking of battles, have you ever heard mention of Napoleon and an army?” 
 
    “Are we talking Bonaparte or psychopath?” Max said over his shoulder. 
 
    Bennett’s crow’s feet burst forth. “Psychopath.” 
 
    “That was actually one of the first threats he ever spat at us,” Max said, coming over to fill Bennett’s goblet. “It was right after Etienne’s murder. Napoleon strutted into the council’s chambers, plopped down in his father’s chair, and assumed it would automatically be his.” 
 
    “That was rather cheeky of him.” 
 
    “I agree, and when Napoleon found out it wasn’t automatic, and we would not give it to him, he threatened to kill us all,” Max said, taking his place behind the desk. “If I remember correctly, he said he was going to build an army. He was going to have tens of thousands…no, wait. That’s not right,” Max said, pausing to remember that night. “He was going to have hundreds of thousands of vampires solely dedicated to him.” 
 
    “Planning on going vegan, was he?” Bennett said through a smile. 
 
    “Yes, he’s never quite grasped the concept of why destroying our food supply wouldn’t work to our advantage,” Max said, sniggering. “Anyway, like I said, that was the first time he threatened to kill us, but he’s done it many times over the years.” 
 
    “And you put no credence to it?” 
 
    “Until they figured out how to store transfused blood successfully, we kept a watchful eye on him, but once the process became standard practice, we decided his threats were baseless.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My companies are the ones that supply our kind with blood. I know exactly what all the covens are getting, and if Napoleon were building an army, he’d need a lot more than what he’s supplied with. His orders have ticked up some over time, but that’s understandable. All of our flocks have grown larger over the years,” Max said before taking a taste of his wine. “And why exactly are you asking about Napoleon’s make-believe army?” 
 
    “When I went to his house to drop off what was left of his men, Ivan got a tad bit heated. Napoleon pulled him aside and whispered something about their army not being ready.” 
 
    “Napoleon whispered…around you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, mirth shimmering in her eyes. 
 
    “He is such a dolt,” Max said, letting out a hearty chortle.  
 
    “Do you think he could have been the one who killed Diego way back when? It would align with his threats.” 
 
    “True, except Diego was on Napoleon’s side. Like Concepcion, Simeon, and until recently, Hector, Diego believed, as Napoleon does now, that vampires should rule the world or at least a much larger part of it. They were all allies, and a friend did not kill Diego. An enemy killed him.” 
 
    “Why? Because they beheaded him?” 
 
    “No, because they didn’t just behead him. Diego was, for all intents and purposes, cut into pieces.” 
 
    Bennett peered at Max. “That sounds personal.” 
 
    “I agree, and even though Diego and I didn’t see eye-to-eye, the man preferred making love over making war, so I can’t imagine Napoleon would have gone to that extreme to end his life. It makes no sense.”  
 
    “Since when does Napoleon make sense? If you ask me, we should just lop off his bloody head and be done with him for once and for all.” 
 
    Max grimaced and folded his arms across his chest. “As I already said, Napoleon will not be killed. Isn’t it enough the council finally sided with you? Can’t you curb your hatred of that imbecile just a little?” 
 
    “You weren’t there. If memory serves, you were sleeping while he and Simeon were tearing me apart.” 
 
    Max drooped in his chair, and he took a slow breath. “I know. I shan’t ever forget when Yannick woke me up that night,” he said, shaking his head. “And no apology I could ever utter would truly express the depth of my shame or undo what they did. It was abhorrent.” 
 
    Bennett got up to refill her glass. “You’re right. Your apologies won’t erase it, and I know it wasn’t your fault, Max. You trusted Simeon. You had no idea what he had planned with Napoleon after you began your rest. I would, however, have appreciated it if you’d given them a slightly more severe punishment than a decade of sleep. I’d have to say the other two daywalkers they tortured would have most likely agreed, too. That is, if they had lived.” 
 
    “And we’ve put an end to that.” 
 
    “Only because the council offered me a seat at the table, not that it does me much good.” 
 
    “It does a tremendous amount of good. By taking that chair, daywalkers are now recognized as a coven of sorts. As such, they have the same right to live peacefully as the other covens.” 
 
    Bennett huffed out a breath. “My bloody chair may as well have a tray table attached to it for all the good it does me.” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” Max barked. “You had every opportunity to announce you were their matriarch, yet you refused.” 
 
    “Because I don’t want the job.” 
 
    “Which is why they limited your duties only to votes involving issues with daywalkers or the mundane squabbles that occur occasionally. When it involves the originals or their offspring, you gave up the right to cast a vote centuries ago. Now, if you’ve changed your mind, I’ll be more than happy to inform the—” 
 
    “I haven’t changed my mind,” Bennett groused. “I don’t want to be the matriarch of a clan, Max. I just want to live my bloody life without Napoleon constantly cocking it up.” 
 
    “Well, I think after the recent ruling, that shouldn’t be a problem any longer.” 
 
    “I still don’t understand why after all these years of me bitching about that little prick, they finally listened to me.” 
 
    “As I said, that doesn’t matter,” Max said, running his finger down the stem of his glass. “Whilst we’re on the subject of the council, though, during our call today, they made mention of exactly how many of your kind there are now. I’m aware how you feel about divulging any numbers, but—” 
 
    “You’re wasting your breath, Max. Three-hundred-plus years ago, when I accepted the council’s offer to have a seat at the table, I told them I’d never reveal any information about the daywalkers, and I never will.” 
 
    “Christ, I know you so well. That’s exactly what I told the others you’d say, so consider the subject dropped—again,” Max said, smiling. “Now, what would you like for dessert? I can offer you strawberries and cream or something with a clotting factor.” 
 
    Bennett’s face split into a grin. “Strawberries and cream sounds delicious, Max. Thanks.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After her dinner with Max on Friday, Bennett continued to patrol the streets of Back Bay for a few more days before deciding Napoleon had heeded the council’s warning. She had seen none of his people lurking about, and there hadn’t been another murder fitting the description of a vampire attack since the one in the alley. Pleased she could go back to business as usual, when Bennett walked into the gallery on Wednesday night, there was pep in her step until the sound of an argument reached her ears. The conversation was one-sided, so she knew Lisa was on the phone, and by the tone of her voice, Lisa wasn’t happy. 
 
    Bennett sighed. The only thing she wanted was for Lisa to find a love so powerful that she’d change her mind about the choice she’d made. To the best of Bennett’s knowledge, Lisa hadn’t dated anyone until Jimmy came along, so when Lisa had mentioned the man, Bennett said a prayer. She prayed Jimmy would be that someone special who could change the course of Lisa’s life. Unfortunately, it took Bennett only twenty-eight minutes to realize Jimmy would provide no such detour. 
 
    Three months earlier, Bennett had met Jimmy Perkins when she joined the Jensen siblings at O’Toole’s to celebrate Finn’s birthday. At a table littered with mugs and pitchers of beer, Bennett had sat alongside the handsome man, observing him by way of covert glimpses whenever she got a chance. He was polite and handsome, and his fashionable hairstyle, clothing, and cologne added to the man’s charm, and Jimmy was charming. He was also complacent.  
 
    Jimmy was born and bred in Boston, as were his parents and their parents, and so on. A construction inspector for Massachusetts Transportation, Jimmy saw things as they were now when it came to looking toward the future. He’d live in Boston until he died. He’d work at the same job until he retired, and the first house Jimmy bought would also be the last house Jimmy bought, just like his parents.  
 
    Bennett couldn’t fault the man for wanting to have a comfortable life, and she could understand the love he had for Boston, for she had it, too. It was a city teeming with diversity and opportunities for all…all except Lisa.  
 
    Bennett knew Lisa wanted to travel. She wanted to see the world, living like a nomad as she journeyed from one land to another, forever exploring, discovering, and appreciating all the cultures she’d come across. Lisa didn’t want consistency. She wanted the unpredictable, and Bennett smiled. The sooner Lisa ended her relationship with Jimmy, the sooner Lisa could start dating again. She had to find someone special enough so Lisa would change her choice. 
 
    “Trouble in paradise?” Bennett said, coming into the office. 
 
    “Paradise is a myth,” Lisa said, tossing her phone on the desk. “And what’s the point of you having a cell phone if you always have the freaking thing turned off?” 
 
    “Oh, and you’re one to talk.” 
 
    “There’s a difference between muting it and turning it off, or are you just a little slow on the uptake when it concerns things other than art, daggers, and swords?” 
 
    In the process of taking off her coat, Bennett stopped before her arm left the sleeve. “Someone’s got a bee in her bonnet.” 
 
    “It’s either that or bats in my belfry. No pun intended.” 
 
    “Since I’ve never had the pleasure of visiting your belfry, none taken.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyes glistened with merriment, and Bennett became lost in the sparkle for a moment. She didn’t mean to. She never meant to, but that goddamned blue held so much more than the color of the sky. 
 
    A lively flute riff interrupted Bennett’s thoughts, and as Lisa answered her phone, Bennett took off her coat and put it in the closet. Noticing some dirt on her fingers, she walked into the tiny powder room to wash her hands.  
 
    “Sorry about that,” Lisa said, standing in the doorway. “Telemarketer.” 
 
    “No problem,” Bennett said as she turned off the tap. “Oh, I have something in my pocket for you.” 
 
    Lisa bit back a laugh. “You do, do you?” 
 
    Bennett stopped as she reached for a towel, and then she scrunched up her face. “No, not that pocket. The one in my coat, you dirty girl.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Lisa said, giggling as she walked away.  
 
    After returning the towel to the rod, Bennett came back into the office. 
 
    “You mean this?” Lisa said, holding up a wad of cash wrapped in a rubber band. 
 
    “Yes. You’ll need to give that to whatever charity you’d like tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lisa said, pulling Bennett’s coat from the hanger. “Here you go.” 
 
    “What are you doing? I just got here.” 
 
    “Well, if your phone was on, you’d know you could have skipped making the trip. Our Internet is down. Some contractor hit a fiber optic line a couple of hours ago, and the cable company said it won’t be fixed until probably tomorrow. And before you ask, there aren’t any auctions tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, I know,” Bennett said, taking her coat. “I guess that means I have the night off then.” 
 
    Bennett followed Lisa through the gallery, shutting off the lights as they did. When they reached the alarm keypad by the front door, Lisa opened the panel, entered the code, and stepped outside. She nibbled on her bottom lip for several seconds before turning to Bennett. “Hey…um…since Jimmy blew me off to go to a basketball game, do you want to go grab something to eat?” 
 
    What was supposed to be another night spent alone had just changed, and Bennett couldn’t have been happier. “If ever there was a poor decision, it was that one,” she said, locking the door behind her. “Unlike Jimmy, I couldn’t think of a better way to spend the evening. Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It didn’t surprise Lisa when Bennett suggested Lisa pick the restaurant, and it didn’t surprise her when Bennett insisted on paying for their meal. It was Bennett’s way, and knowing sports bars and pizza joints were not to Bennett’s liking, Lisa picked an upscale Italian restaurant near Longfellow Bridge. 
 
    Exuding the old-world charm of Tuscany, Terra & Mare offered private dining excellence from the food served to the atmosphere presented. Housed in a century-old building, the brick walls showed their age in the mortar, its brightness having faded to tan, and the flooring was hefty planks of walnut marred by decades of use. Chandeliers provided muted lighting, and linen-covered tablecloths, polished china, and mouth-watering aromas emanating from the kitchen added to the ambiance.  
 
    After placing their orders, they shared a small plate of cured meats and olives while waiting for their dinner to arrive. 
 
    “Have you come here before?” Bennett said, taking a drink of her wine. 
 
    “Yes. Mom and Dad brought us all here for Gunnar’s birthday once.” 
 
    “It’s quite nice,” Bennett said, surveying the room.  
 
    “Yes, it is,” Lisa said before snagging the last olive from the plate. “And speaking of my parents, I spoke to Dad the other day. He said you paid him a visit.” 
 
    “I did, yes,” Bennett said, eyeing her dinner companion. “And knowing the relationship you have with your parents, I’ll assume that’s not all your father told you.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t, and I was a little pissed off to find out you’d gone behind my back to try to persuade them to change my mind.” 
 
    “It didn’t work.” 
 
    “I could have told you that and saved you the trip,” Lisa said, reaching for her wine. “My parents see my decision like I do. It’s my choice, not theirs. Dad told me enough about your history that I know—” 
 
    “Can we please not talk about this?” Bennett blurted. “It’s rare we ever have the chance to enjoy each other’s company when we’re not at work, so—” 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” 
 
    Bennett lowered her eyes. She knew exactly whose fault it was, and picking up her Cabernet, Bennett took her time drinking it down. Finally, setting her glass aside, she looked across the table at Lisa. “May I ask that, at least for tonight, we put aside our…our differences and simply enjoy the evening? I angered you by seeing your father, and for that, I apologize. I do have my reasons, but dredging them up tonight will only ruin a dinner that’s barely just started. I don’t know about you, but I’d prefer that not happen.” 
 
    A soft smile graced Lisa’s face. “Neither would I.” 
 
    “Good, then a subject change is in order.” 
 
    Lisa thought for a moment. “How about I bring you up to speed on Rapture?” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” Bennett said, her face brightening. “Are we on schedule?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Lisa said, beaming. “Of the hundred invitations I sent out, we’ve had eighty-five confirm, and I’m sure the other fifteen will reply soon. We’ve never had anyone say no.” 
 
    “That’s marvelous. And the artwork? 
 
    “The three Voclain pieces I bought in France got through customs yesterday. Gunnar will pick them up tomorrow.” 
 
    “Pieces or penises?” 
 
    “Both,” Lisa said with a snort. “And the two oils and three watercolors we’ve been waiting on will arrive the Monday after Thanksgiving. The caterer and the security company have already confirmed, so once we close on that Thursday, it’ll be balls to the wall until we unlock the doors on Saturday night.” 
 
    “Must you use male nomenclature for everything?” 
 
    “You’re the one who brought up penises.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, the waiter appeared, and by his bug-eyed expression, he’d heard at least part of their conversation. Lisa’s cheeks turned rosy as the man cleared away the appetizer, and a minute later, he was placing their dinners in front of them. Once he walked away, Lisa leaned toward Bennett. “At least we weren’t talking about vampires.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Napoleon looked up as the two men entered his office. “Is it done?” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord,” Friedrich said, stepping closer. “I’ve fashioned a modern-day mace trap that should do the trick.” 
 
    “A mace trap? You simpleminded, fucking fool,” Napoleon brayed. He flew across the room and had Friedrich by the throat before the man could utter a word. “I said it has to look like an accident, you ignoramus, not a billboard pointing back to me!” 
 
    “Napoleon, please,” Ivan said, touching Napoleon on the arm. “Just let Friedrich explain. He did what you asked. I promise.” 
 
    “Fine,” Napoleon said, releasing his grip on the thimble-shaped Friedrich. “But it better be good, or you’ll be someone’s dinner.” 
 
    “Y-yes, m’lord,” Friedrich said as sweat formed on his upper lip. “Um…well, there’s a…there’s an old building they’re rehabbing near her gallery. It’s gutted except for a pile of scrap on the second floor.” 
 
    “Get to the point.” 
 
    “The contractor ran into some money problems, so they put a stop to the work until they get things sorted. Since the building is vacant, I built a trap using the scrap. It’s nothing but a bunch of wood and a few steel bars, but me and my boys sharpened up the ends of the wood real good. Once she trips the trap, it’s gonna be raining spears. All you need to do is get her there. The trap will do the rest.” 
 
    “Wait. Are you saying it’s set right now?” Ivan said, clamping his bearlike hand around Friedrich’s bicep. “You are a stupid fool.” 
 
    “No,” Napoleon said, waving off Ivan. “It’s all right, my friend. Friedrich here has done exactly what I’ve asked. Getting Archer there tonight won’t be a problem. She patrols the streets like clockwork, and once that bitch thinks she needs to save another of her precious mortals, she’ll walk right into our trap.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How’s your fish?” Bennett said, setting her knife on the edge of her plate.  
 
    “It’s good,” Lisa said, raising her eyes. “How’s your flesh?” 
 
    Laugh lines appeared on Bennett’s face, and stabbing her fork into one of the last pieces of the rare New York strip, she popped it into her mouth. “It’s delicious.” 
 
    “I have a question.” 
 
    “Do tell?” 
 
    “Have you always eaten your meat like that? I mean…I mean before—” 
 
    “Before I was what I am now? Is that what you’re asking?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Peasants rarely, if ever, ate meat. We mostly survived on bread, barley, oats, and vegetables, turning them into soups or porridge. We occasionally had rabbit if one wandered close enough to our homes, but the landowners prohibited hunting and fishing. It was their land, not ours, so it was their food…not ours.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lisa said before taking another bite of her dinner. 
 
    “And I eat steak this way because I prefer something that melts in my mouth rather than chewing on a piece of leather.” 
 
    “So it has nothing to do with the blood?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, and this is juice, not blood. I know that argument is tantamount to heresy to every vegetarian on the planet, but look it up. It’s called myoglobin, and it’s a protein found in muscle tissue. It doesn’t taste like or have the same viscosity as blood. If it did, trust me, nobody would eat meat, except, of course, vampires or…werewolves.” 
 
    “Which means it doesn’t help.” 
 
    “Help what?” 
 
    Lisa slouched in her seat. “Bennett, you look a little pale.” 
 
    Bennett took a deep breath, mentally counting to ten before she let it out. “Do you have any idea how truly aggravating it is for everyone to be concerned with my feeding habits? Max did it last week, and your father did it for nearly forty years, and now it seems his daughter has picked up the mantle, and it’s unnecessary. You’re the one who orders my supply, so you know I’m consuming my fair share, and like I told Max, there’s no need for me to be in tip-top fighting shape when I’m not at war,” Bennett said, spearing the last piece of meat. “So please don’t bring it up again. I haven’t lived this long by not doing what I need to do when I need to do it.” 
 
    Lisa set her silverware on a plate that once held grilled salmon and asparagus, and picking up her glass, she sipped her wine while Bennett finished her meal, not saying another word until Bennett put down her fork. 
 
    “Okay, so I’ve waited all week for you to volunteer information, and I’m tired of waiting,” Lisa said, slanting toward Bennett. “How did you finally convince the council that Napoleon had to be reined in?” Lisa snorted when Bennett jerked back her head. “Guardians talk.” 
 
    “Do they now?” Bennett said, placing her napkin on the table. 
 
    “Don’t act so surprised and stop evading the question. What did you say to—” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything. It was Max, and before you ask, he wouldn’t tell me what he said to them,” Bennett said, taking a sip of her drink. “I believed once he and the council found out what I’d done, I’d be the one on their dung list, not Napoleon.” 
 
    “It’s called a shit list.” 
 
    “Isn’t it the same thing?” 
 
    “I suppose it depends on what century you’re born in,” Lisa said with a laugh. “Anyway, what exactly did you do?” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “What did you do that made you believe you’d be on the council’s shit list?” 
 
    “Oh. I took care of the men that Napoleon had hunting in Back Bay.” 
 
    “Took care of how?” 
 
    Bennett pursed her lips, her eyes twinkling ever so slightly. “Let’s just say they no longer need neckerchiefs.” 
 
    A millimeter away from taking another taste of her wine, Lisa’s voice echoed in her glass. “I’m sorry I asked.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After enjoying a leisurely meal followed by a pot of French press coffee and raspberry sorbet, Bennett and Lisa strolled from the restaurant just before nine. The late November weather had brought with it a hint of winter, the evening temperature barely hovering above freezing, and as they strolled toward Lisa’s car, she tugged on her gloves. “Come on. I’ll drive you home.” 
 
    “Thank you for the invitation, but I think I’ll walk. It’s a beautiful night.” 
 
    “Really,” Lisa said, snapping her head around. “It’s freezing.” 
 
    “Not quite, and I like the cold,” Bennett said, opening the driver’s door of Lisa’s sedan. “Thank you for the marvelous evening, Lisa. I truly enjoyed it.” 
 
    “I did, too,” Lisa said, gazing at Bennett for a moment. “Maybe we can do it again?” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Bennett said softly. “Now, get yourself home, and please drive safely.” 
 
    Lisa slipped behind the wheel, placing her hand on the door before Bennett could close it. “Wait. I have something for you.” Lisa opened the center console and handed Bennett a paperback. “Here.” 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s a murder mystery I’ve been meaning to give you. You may like it.” 
 
    “Not a vampire tale?” Bennett said, slipping the book into the inside pocket of her coat. 
 
    “No, those just make me laugh.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Bennett said, tapping on the roof of the car. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Lisa. Have a good night.”  
 
    Bennett closed the car door, and she waited until Lisa pulled away from the curb before she proceeded down the sidewalk. Bennett chose her regular route, taking her time as she walked down Beacon Street past the park. Every so often, she’d stop to listen for the sounds of distress or drug deals, but it wasn’t until she’d passed her own art gallery when the cries of a woman reached her. 
 
    Bennett turned toward the sound, listening intently to get her bearings. In between the woman’s sobs and sniffles was the sound of water, and cutting through an alley, Bennett headed toward the river. Emerging on the next street over, Bennett listened again and then turned left.  
 
    The woman’s whimpers grew louder the further Bennett traveled, and coming to a building under construction, Bennett stopped. The cries stopped, but there was still a heartbeat, and it was coming from inside the building. 
 
    Bennett ducked under the warning tape, her eyes darting here and there as she approached the front stoop. All the doors and windows had been removed, so there was nothing to hinder Bennett’s progress, and stepping into the structure, she stopped. Even though the building was open to the elements, the air was still stagnant and thick with the smell of dust and wood. Framing lumber once covered by drywall was now exposed, and electrical wires dangled here and there. An occasional tuft of insulation protruded from behind empty switch boxes, and the floor was littered with discarded cigarette packs, soda cans, and fast-food containers. 
 
    Bennett raised her eyes and saw that the second floor had been gutted, too. Other than the exposed floor joists and a few piles of debris staged atop sheets of plywood, her view was unobstructed all the way to the rafters. Bennett turned her attention back to the wooden skeleton of the main floor. There was no place to hide, no doors or walls left to conceal anything or anyone, and her confusion showed on her face. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to home in on the heartbeat, but it had stopped, and Bennett frowned. She stepped around a pile of trash, listening intently for any sounds of life, yet there was only silence now. An eerie, desolate silence…and then there was a click. 
 
    Bennett lowered her eyes. Amidst the shadows, the glint of the wire pressing against the leg of her trousers shone like a beacon. A heartbeat later, Bennett tried to dive out of the way as the second floor seemed to cave in on top of her. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Ruby lumbered up the steps into the brownstone late on Wednesday night, she made herself a promise. The next time Doreen suggested they go out on a weeknight for a bite to eat, say no. What was supposed to be a burger dinner and a few drinks had turned into a visit to a dance club and more strawberry daiquiris than Doreen could handle. It took Ruby over an hour to get the woman back to her own apartment and poured into bed, and hearing Doreen’s snores told Ruby she wouldn’t wake up anytime soon. 
 
    By the time the little hand was aimed at one, Ruby was standing in the brownstone's foyer. She looked up at the first of three flights of stairs she needed to climb, and her shoulders slumped past her hips. Taking a deep breath to end all deep breaths, Ruby kept her mind on the task at hand, climbing one flight after another until she reached her apartment. 
 
    Ruby turned on the lights, and taking off her coat, she tossed it on a chair before kicking off her shoes. More than a little OCD about her apartment's tidiness, Ruby bent to pick up the low-heeled pumps and noticed something red on her palm. “What the hell?” Ruby went into her bathroom, and under the brightness of the fluorescent lighting, she scrutinized the splotch and then paled. “That isn’t paint.” 
 
    Ruby quickly washed her hands and then examined both for cuts or scrapes. Finding nothing, she retraced her steps in her mind. She’d been wearing her gloves until she reached the front door, so what had she touched after she came inside the brownstone? Ruby straightened, and in stocking feet, she left her apartment and made her way down the stairs.  
 
    This time, Ruby didn’t use the handrail as she traveled from floor to floor. Other than the doorknobs, it had been the only other thing she’d touched. Ruby saw a smear of blood on the oak rail one flight down, and as she kept descending, more came into view. With every other step she took, there was a smudge of blood on the rail or drops on the treads, and Ruby didn’t stop her investigation until she reached the entryway. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t noticed it when she came into the building, for the amount on the rail near the first step was in the shape of a handprint. Ruby paled. Someone in the building was hurt. “Shit.” 
 
    Adrenaline trumped Ruby’s exhaustion. She climbed the steps, mindless of her long day and her even longer evening. The trail of blood led her back to the third floor, and it was a floor with only one resident. 
 
    Ruby crept over to Bennett Archer’s apartment, her eyes drawn to the blood coating the doorknob. She saw more on the floor and even more on the baseboard. “Jesus.” 
 
    It was late, and the building was quiet, so for a few moments, Ruby stood like a statue listening intently for any sounds coming from the apartment while she debated on what to do. Bennett Archer had made her lack of feelings toward Ruby crystal clear, yet if the woman was bleeding this much…did that even matter? 
 
    Ruby raised her hand to rap on the door, only to stop an inch before her knuckles met the wood. There was a gap around the edge, so while someone had attempted to close it, the latch had never fully met the keeper. Ruby’s mouth went dry because she couldn’t believe what she was about to do. With one finger, she pushed the door open and stepped into Bennett Archer’s apartment. 
 
    Thanks to light streaming from the kitchen and some end table lamps, Ruby had no problem seeing Bennett lying across the sofa. She also had no problem seeing there was blood everywhere, and Bennett’s coat was in shreds. “Oh, my God,” Ruby said in a breath. “What the hell happened to you?”  
 
    Bennett opened her eyes, and swallowing the blood in her mouth, she snarled, “Get out of here.” 
 
    “You’re hurt. I’m not leaving you like this.” 
 
    “I said, get the fuck out!” Bennett bellowed, blood flying off her hand as she pointed to the door. 
 
    Ruby fumbled for the phone in her pocket. “I’m calling the police.” 
 
    Suddenly, Ruby found herself being slammed against the door. Bennett ripped the phone from her hand and hurling it across the room, the high-tech mobile shattered against the brick fireplace.  
 
    Bennett grabbed Ruby by the throat and held her in place. “You shouldn’t have come in here,” she said through clenched teeth. “And you’re not calling anyone.”  
 
    Ruby’s eyes widened to their extreme. There was a yawning gash down Bennett’s face, and blood flowed freely from the wound. Such a sight would have caused anyone to be shocked, except Ruby’s reaction had nothing to do with the injury. Bennett’s canine teeth had doubled in length, and her eyes had changed from brown to blue, a phosphorescent, fierce, flaming blue.  
 
    “Oh, my God. Doreen…Doreen was right,” Ruby said in a rush of air. “You’re a…you’re a…you’re a vamp—” 
 
    Bennett tightened her grip, and suddenly Ruby was fighting for her life. Tears welled in her eyes as she struggled to take a breath, and she began pounding on Bennett’s outstretched arm, trying to break the woman’s vise-like grip. But it was pointless, and as darkness closed in on Ruby, just as quickly as it had started, it ended. Bennett released her, and as Ruby doubled over gasping for air, Bennett staggered back to the sofa. 
 
    Ruby coughed and sputtered until her lungs finally filled freely, and when she stood straight, her mouth dropped open. Even the most ebony of fabrics couldn’t hide the amount of blood staining Bennett Archer’s clothing, and under her tattered coat, her shirt and trousers had fared no better. Ruby could see gashes and punctures through the ripped fabric, and blood oozed from all the wounds, spreading the carmine onto the leather cushions of the couch like a slow-moving plague. 
 
    Even standing several feet away, Ruby could hear Bennett’s breathing. It was ragged and shallow, and while her piercing stare was menacing, the woman’s face was ghostly white. When she heard Bennett struggle to take another raspy breath, Ruby knew she couldn’t leave without at least trying to help the woman. “What can I do?” 
 
    Bennett narrowed her eyes. “Get out, and if you ever speak of this, if you ever utter a word about it, I will end your life without giving it another thought.” 
 
    There was no doubt in Ruby’s mind that Bennett Archer would make good on that promise, but the puddle of blood by the sofa was getting larger by the second. “I won’t say a word. I promise, and if I did, nobody would believe me anyway, but I can't leave you like this. You’re bleeding really badly.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, so unless you want a repeat of what I just did to you, with a very different ending, you’d best do as I say.” 
 
    “If you wanted to kill me, you would have,” Ruby said, taking a step closer to the sofa. “So, what can I do to help?”  
 
    Bennett had little strength remaining. She knew she had enough left to follow through on her promise and choke the life out of Ruby, or better yet, drain the woman dry and heal within minutes, but Bennett didn’t murder innocents. In her current state, she also knew if she sunk her teeth into Ruby, hoping to take enough to stop her own blood loss, there was an excellent chance she’d be unable to stop herself until Ruby was dead in her arms. “You can help by getting the hell out of here.” 
 
    Bennett’s demand fell on Ruby’s deaf ears, for she was preoccupied with helping the woman, whether she liked it or not. Noticing some empty units of blood on the coffee table, Ruby said, “Do you have any more of those?” 
 
    Bennett’s window of clarity was rapidly closing, and it took a few moments before she understood Ruby’s question. “Yes.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Ruby saw Bennett struggling to sit up, and Ruby held up her hands. “Look, I’m not your enemy. All right? And I’m not going to tell anyone about you or…or about this. I’m just trying to help, and since you can’t even sit up at the moment, why don’t you tell me where your fucking supply is, and then I can leave, and you can do…you can do whatever the fuck it is you do. Okay?” 
 
    “You've got quite a mouth on you.” 
 
    “Look who's talking,” Ruby said, planting her hands onto her hips. “So are you going to tell me where it is or just keep wheezing like a three-pack-a-day smoker?” 
 
    Bennett fell back. She was close to passing out, and spasms of electrifying pain were radiating through her entire body. She’d lost a tremendous amount of blood, and while it wouldn’t end her life, it had weakened her, and Bennett didn’t want to waste what strength she had left by arguing. Bennett needed all she had just to keep her beast at bay, for the craving of the warm blood in Ruby’s veins was becoming almost too strong to deny. “There are a few more in the fridge near the sink.” 
 
    “See, wasn’t that easy?” Ruby hurried into the kitchen, and opening what appeared to be an under-the-counter wine cooler, she pulled out the remaining three bags of blood. Returning to the living room, Ruby placed them on the coffee table. “And what about towels? Where do I find them?” 
 
    Bennett fisted her hands. “Why?” she growled through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Because you’re bleeding like a dam broke, and if it leaks through the floor to the apartment below—” 
 
    “In the closet down the hall on the left,” Bennett said, swiping her arm in that direction. “Get them, and then get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Ruby rushed down the hallway, paying no mind to her surroundings as she did. It took no time at all to find the linen closet, and grabbing a stack of towels, she was about to return to the living room when she caught her reflection in a mirror. Ruby stopped dead in her tracks, and her shoulders drooped. A smear of blood in the shape of a hand painted her neck, and more had found its way to her clothes. What was once one of Ruby’s favorite ensembles was now ruined. “Well, shit.” 
 
    Ruby stomped over to Bennett, and dropping a few of the towels into the puddle, she placed the rest within Bennett's reach. “Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “How in the hell are you taking this so calmly?” Bennett said, reaching for a towel to hold against her cheek. “You’re fetching me blood, and you’re fetching me towels as if…as if you’re taking a walk in the park. Why haven’t you screamed your head off or run to get a neighbor, or...or gone in search of a stake to drive through my heart?” 
 
    “Um...okay, so that last part never crossed my mind, but as far as screaming or running to get a neighbor, a few minutes ago, you could have killed me, but you didn't. That tells me, or at least I hope it tells me, that you're not a cold-blooded killer. You were acting out of instinct, and I guess I am, too. I mean, look around. It looks like a massacre took place in here. You’ve been ripped to shreds, and me just leaving without trying to offer help...well, that's not who I am.” 
 
    “Well, I hope for your sake, you keep your promises because while I'm not a cold-blooded killer, as you say, I do keep my promises. One word of this to anyone and it will be the last word you ever speak.” 
 
    “I see you haven't lost your charm,” Ruby said, shaking her head. “Here I am trying to help, and you can't even say thanks, can you?” 
 
    Bennett glared at Ruby. “Thanks...now, get out.” 
 
    “Fine, I'm leaving.” Ruby marched to the door, and as she opened it, she looked over at Bennett. “You know where I am if you need anything.” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you completely without a brain?” Lisa shouted, jamming another blood-soaked towel into a trash bag. 
 
    “You should mind your—“ 
 
    “Oh, don't even try to pull the ‘I am your master’ crap on me. That went the way of the dodo,” Lisa said, waving her arms about. “Why, for the love of God, didn't you call us?” 
 
    “It was late, and I thought—” 
 
    “That this shit would do it?” Lisa snapped, snagging one of the empty units of blood from the table. “This curbs your appetite. This helps you maintain. It doesn’t help you heal.” Lisa jumped up, ripped off the blue disposable gloves, and pushed up the sleeve of her sweater. “Here,” she said, jamming her wrist practically under Bennett’s nose. 
 
    “No,” Bennett said, waving Lisa off. 
 
    “Stop being so pigheaded,” Lisa said, moving her wrist in front of Bennett’s mouth. “Now just take—” 
 
    “I will not feed on you,” Bennett yelled, grabbing Lisa’s wrist. 
 
    Their eyes met, and when Lisa saw the icy blue defiance burning in Bennett’s, she huffed out a breath. “Fine,” Lisa said, turning around. “Gunnar? Finn? Do you mind lending a vein?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Gunnar stepped up, and removing his suit jacket, he rolled up the sleeve of his shirt. “Here you go, Bennett.” 
 
    Lisa flew into the kitchen, and after washing her hands, she yanked open the fridge and pulled out a bottle of orange juice. As she filled a glass, she looked up and saw Finn now standing in front of Bennett. Lisa rolled her eyes and filled another glass, and by the time she returned with the juice and some cookies on a plate, her brothers were flopped in the wing-backed chairs near the fireplace.  
 
    “You guys all right?” Lisa said, kneeling between them. 
 
    “Yes. We just need a minute, sis,” Gunnar said, taking a glass of juice. “No worries.” 
 
    Lisa lovingly considered the two recuperating men. As blonde and blue-eyed as she, their shoulders were as broad as their father’s and their hearts as pure as their mother’s. Their personalities, however, were as different as night and day.  
 
    Gunnar could have easily graced the cover of a magazine for successful financiers. Clean-shaven with a conservative yet trendy hairstyle, he preferred three-piece suits, modest jewelry, and aftershave that enhanced rather than causing eyes to water. He’d only ever had one girlfriend in his life, and Gunnar married his high school sweetheart, Bridget, before his second year of college had started. Eleven months later, their first child was born, and now, Bridget was pregnant with their fourth. 
 
    Finn didn’t have a high school sweetheart. He’d had many, and that pattern hadn’t stopped upon graduation. Finn possessed the same square jaw as his brother and the same manners instilled in him by his parents, yet Finn had a naughty side. The gleam in his eye could hold whimsy, and then in a blink, the devil would appear. His smile could slip from charming to cheeky in an instant, and forever sporting a two-day-old beard, with his long blond hair swept all to one side, Finn was positively swashbuckling…and Finn knew it.  
 
    Like his brother, Finn graduated college with degrees in business and art history, but that was only a small part of their education. Guardians needed to be more than just book smart, and that’s where their father came in. Long talks about their ancestral history were a weekly occurrence, and when they weren’t cramming for exams, all the siblings attended classes in weaponry, martial arts, and self-defense, preparing them for what the future could bring, but hopefully wouldn’t. Despite the fact the siblings had acted as Bennett’s sole guardians for over ten years, not once had she ever required their aid, so when they received a group text that morning, simply saying ‘I need your help,’ Finn, Gunnar, and Lisa converged on the brownstone like a SWAT team.  
 
    “You want a cookie,” Lisa said, holding the plate out to Finn. 
 
    “They’re not oatmeal raisin disguised as chocolate chip, are they?” 
 
    “No, they’re chocolate chip,” Lisa said, moving the plate closer. “No surprises. I promise.” 
 
    “Cool,” Finn said, snagging two. 
 
    Lisa offered the plate to Gunnar, and hearing a noise behind her, she pivoted and saw Bennett sitting up and looking a lot better than she had thirty minutes earlier. 
 
    When they stormed into the apartment, all three had paled at the sight of Bennett covered in blood. The bagged supply had stemmed the flow, but trickles remained, shiny against the caked crimson surrounding the wounds. The cut on Bennett’s face was still split open from her ear to her chin, and where her shirt gaped, there was a volcano-like puncture below her clavicle, its lava comprised of more clotted redness. Now, however, with fresh blood in her system, Bennett’s wounds had already closed, and all that remained were thick, raised pink scars which would soon disappear as well.  
 
    “You’re looking better,” Lisa said, standing up.  
 
    “Thank you,” Bennett said, looking down at her clothes. “But I need to get out of these things and take a shower.” 
 
    “Okay,” Lisa said, keeping her eye on Bennett as she warily got to her feet. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Bennett raised her chin. “I’m fine, Lisa,” she said, striding to the bedroom. “Just call the cleaners and get this sorted, and do me a favor. Feed Xi. He was skittish last night, so he’s been hiding.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a unique business not for the faint of heart and one that wasn’t needed unless tragedy struck. With offices around the globe, Aftermath was well known by almost every branch of law enforcement. Once all the evidence was collected, they were called to remove every speck of blood and bodily fluid that remained, leaving what was once a crime scene spotless down to the last fiber of carpet. They were fastidious, professional, and had a rule that was never broken. If one of their special clients called, there was no priority greater. 
 
    It had taken Bennett nearly thirty minutes just to remove her clothing, having to reopen more than a few wounds to extract threads that had become embedded. While the lacerations and punctures had healed over, the pain had yet to subside, and Bennett spent over an hour in the shower, gently washing away the blood. As she had done throughout the night, she replayed what had happened in her mind, and when she finally stepped from the shower, Bennett knew what she needed to do. 
 
    Lisa was coming up the hall when the door to the bedroom opened. Bennett stepped out, looking far better than she had a few hours earlier. Dressed in dark blue stretch leggings and a baggy V-neck sweater, her hair was shining with dampness, the color had returned to her cheeks, and the scar on her face had faded almost to nothingness. Lisa smiled. “So, does he always poop right after you clean the litter box?” she said, going into the kitchen to wash her hands. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, yes,” Bennett said as she looked around. The apartment smelled like a field of flowers after a thunderstorm, the empty blood bags were gone, and the sofa and rug had been returned to their previous state. “I see the cleaners were here.” 
 
    “Yeah. They took care of the hallway in the building, too. It seems you left a trail.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” Bennett said, looking around. “Where are your brothers?” 
 
    “They were feeling better, so they headed over to the docks to pick up the Voclain sculptures.” Lisa grabbed the carafe and began filling a mug. “Would you like some coffee? I just made it.” 
 
    “Um…yes, thank you. Half a cup, please.” Bennett went to the sideboard near her desk, and picking up a bottle of Hennessy XO, she returned to the kitchen and filled the rest of her mug with the French cognac.  
 
    Lisa’s eyes darted from the mug to Bennett and back again. “It’s a little early for that, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Time, as they say, is relative.” Bennett picked up what was now lukewarm coffee and emptied the cup in one swallow. “Again, please.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyebrows shot up, but she did as Bennett asked and poured in another splash. Instead of drinking it down, Bennett picked it up and plodded back to her desk. “I’m sure you have questions,” she said, sitting down. 
 
    “Ya think?” Lisa added more coffee to her mug before going over and plopping down in a chair in front of the desk. “Bennett, what the hell happened, and why in the world would you lie on the sofa all night like that and not call us? We’re your guardians, for God’s sake. That’s why you have us.” 
 
    Bennett gazed at Lisa, tasting her coffee before setting the mug aside. “I didn’t call you because I wanted to make sure my ego would never get in the way again.” 
 
    Lisa frowned. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “For the last twelve years, you, Gunnar, and Finn have been the truest of guardians to me. You’ve always done as I’ve asked, you’ve always been respectful, and you’ve always trusted me, yet I haven’t afforded you the same. How many times have you or your brothers badgered me about feeding on more than what comes in those bags, and how many times have I waved you off, insisting I knew what I was doing?” 
 
    “That number is pretty close to equal,” Lisa said, sighing. “You don’t listen to us often.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Bennett said, looking Lisa in the eye. “You see, in a way, invincibility is like a drug. It blurs reality, and eventually, you start believing you’re unbeatable. You’re this Supreme Being untouchable by sword or bullet or strength or cunning, yet there comes a point when you are touchable, and you are beatable simply because you’ve grown arrogant. Last night reminded me I’m not bulletproof because if it weren’t for that book you lent me, I would have died.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” Lisa said, snapping to attention in her chair. 
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
    Bennett got up and disappeared into her bedroom. A minute later, she came back with something wrapped in a hand towel. “See for yourself.” 
 
    Lisa took the towel and opened it to find the book she’d given Bennett the night before, its binding stretched by the blood that had soaked into its pages. Lisa’s eyes were drawn to a quarter-size hole centered in the paperback. She carefully fanned open the pages and saw that the perforation went halfway through the three-hundred-page novel. Lisa raised her eyes, and while her mouth opened, nothing came out. 
 
    “It saved my life,” Bennett said softly as she returned to her chair. “It was in the inside pocket of my coat, and if it hadn’t been, the metal rod that made that hole would have gone through my heart.”  
 
    Lisa’s eyes welled with tears. “Oh, God.” 
 
    “The fact that I’m sitting here proves the other injuries were inconsequential, but that one would have ended me when I fell into that trap.” 
 
    “Trap? What trap? Are you saying this was a…wait…what?” 
 
    “I was set up, Lisa. I was played, as they say. Led by the nose to an ambush, an ambush I didn’t see coming because my head had grown too large for my body.” 
 
    “Are you saying someone was trying to kill you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who? Napoleon?” 
 
    “That would be my guess.” 
 
    “Okay, so now I need some cognac,” Lisa said, springing up from her chair.  
 
    “I could use more myself,” Bennett said before drinking down the rest of her coffee. 
 
    Lisa came back a few seconds later and poured another splash of Hennessy in both of their mugs. She returned to her chair and took a sip, a sip followed by a drawn-out breath. “All right, so I think you need to start from the beginning. What exactly happened last night?” 
 
    “After we parted ways, I went for a walk. I ended up down by the gallery, and that’s when I heard a woman’s cries. Um…more like whimpers, actually. They were faint, but it was clear she was in some sort of trouble, so I followed the sound, which was a mistake I didn’t see until it was too late.” 
 
    “What kind of mistake? It’s what you do.” 
 
    “Yes, but her cries were traveling, moving as I moved, and leading me to a building down by the river. I was so absorbed in gallantly trying to save someone in peril, I turned a blind eye to it. I pushed it aside with all my superciliousness because I was riding on the fumes of my own legend.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I know during your training, your father told you about me, so when we met twelve years ago, did I live up to your expectations?” 
 
    “Um…well…” 
 
    Bennett chuckled. “Just be honest, Lisa. Trust me, this is going somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay, then no, you didn’t,” Lisa said with a shrug. “I mean, before that night, the last time I’d seen you was when we were living in Germany, and I was only two, so I didn’t remember much about you. So, yeah, it was kind of hard to believe from what Dad told me about you, you were the same person who stepped off that plane. You weren’t larger than life. You weren’t…threatening.” 
 
    “And that’s why I said I’ve been riding on the fumes of my own legend,” Bennett said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Hundreds of years ago, I wasn’t the woman sitting in front of you now. As I’m sure your father told you, once word spread that there was a vampire who could walk in the sun, things, shall I say, became difficult.” 
 
    Lisa paled. “That’s putting it mildly.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Bennett said, nodding. “Except I’m not talking about what Simeon and Napoleon did. Once the council offered me a place at the table, it came across to some that they gave it to me, first and foremost, because of my strength and speed. Since it was also known I’d never lost a battle, braggarts began lining up to take me on. They believed if they could best me, the chair would be theirs…and mind you, I didn’t want any of this.” 
 
    “I know. Dad told me.” 
 
    “But I also didn’t want to die, so when they wanted to fight, when they approached with their swords drawn and their eyes glowing, I did what I had to do. None of them survived, and a legend was born. As time went on, the story of the first daywalker and her abilities grew exponentially. It was embellished, and some very creative people added some extraordinarily exquisite details…” Bennett stopped, biting back the urge to laugh as she remembered the folklore revolving solely around her. “Anyway, by doing so, it became my shield. I no longer had to worry about keeping myself in fighting shape because no one would challenge me anymore. I didn’t need to be as sharp as a razor or as swift as a horse because my legend protected me like no edict from the council could.” 
 
    Lisa took her time processing the information before her grin blossomed. “In this day and age, they call that believing in your own press.” 
 
    “And that’s precisely what I did. I forgot that while my senses remain keen and my strength and swiftness are still far beyond that of a mortal, it’s not like it is when I drink fresh blood. If I had been, I would have gotten out of the way before the debris dropped on me.” 
 
    “So that was the trap?” 
 
    “The building was being renovated or maybe demolished, I’m not sure, but it was empty except for some piles of trash and lumber. I stepped around one and heard a click, and when I looked down, I saw a trip wire against my leg. A second later, the ceiling fell in, and you saw the result.” 
 
    “Which leads us back to Napoleon,” Lisa said, placing her mug on the desk. “What are you going to do about him?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “What? How can you do nothing? He tried to kill you.” 
 
    “Yes, and if I retaliate, it’s only going to make matters worse. The council’s made it very clear I cannot harm him, and while I don’t entirely accept their reasoning, I will abide by it. I don’t have any proof Napoleon was behind this, so even bringing it up to them would be pointless. They’d look at it as if I had a vendetta against the son of Etienne rather than the other way around. Napoleon’s been reprimanded by the council, and he knows what will happen if he hunts in my area again. And I plan to use that to my advantage.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “As long as you and your brothers can handle the gallery, I’d like to use the next few days to patrol the park and alleys around here. If I know Napoleon, since he most likely believes I’m dead, he’ll allow his people to feast on those I was trying to protect. Once they try, and with the council’s blessing in my pocket, I will remove the threat the same way I did before and return them to Napoleon. When he finds out that I’m alive, and he’s lost more of his people because of his own childishness, that should stop any further incidents.” 
 
    “But once they go back and check their trap, won’t they know you weren’t killed?” 
 
    “No. There are only two things that turn vampires into dust. Do you remember what they are?” 
 
    “Of course—duh,” Lisa said, rolling her eyes. “The sun, which doesn’t affect you, and if you’re stabbed in the heart.” 
 
    “Exactly, and when they return to check, which I’m sure they will, they’ll assume my heart was pierced, and I’m amidst the dust in that pile of debris.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’ve been thinking a lot about this.” 
 
    “I have. I spent the night doing precisely that.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you’re right about all of this,” Lisa said, getting to her feet. “So, I have one more question, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all. What is it?” 
 
    Lisa retrieved a plastic baggie from the fireplace mantle and placed it on Bennett’s desk. “Whose phone is this?” 
 
    “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “The cleaners gathered it up.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bennett said, tossing the bag on the desk. 
 
    “So, who does that belong to since yours is on the coffee table?” Lisa said, sitting down. 
 
    “It belongs or rather belonged to my upstairs neighbor.” 
 
    “And why was it in pieces in front of your fireplace?” 
 
    “That’s where I threw it last night,” Bennett said, raising her eyes. “It was either that, or she was going to call the police.” 
 
    “What?” Lisa said, jumping to her feet. “Are you saying someone saw you like…like you were earlier?” 
 
    “Yes. In all my fogginess, I forgot to latch the door. I’m not sure why she found the need to intrude, but she did.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “If you’re asking if I killed her, the answer is no.” 
 
    “I know you better than that, but you compelled her—right? Made sure she wouldn’t remember anything.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Lisa fell into her chair. “Why in the world—” 
 
    “You know I don’t like to do that, and she won’t say anything.” 
 
    Lisa’s posture sagged, and a second later, she was sitting straight again. “Wait. Is this she the same she who’s been hitting on you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, Christ,” Lisa said, collapsing back in her seat. “So you’re letting your libido make your decisions for you now? Wow, and here I thought men were the only ones with two brains.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with anything other than I saw no need to take her life. I made it crystal clear if she spoke a word of it to anyone, I would kill her, and I have no reason to believe she doubted my sincerity.” 
 
    “Were you being sincere?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Bennett said, her eyes meeting Lisa’s. “One word…and she dies.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re being awfully quiet today.” 
 
    Ruby stuffed the rest of her hot dog into her mouth and held up a finger until she swallowed the food. “Sorry. I’m just tired. That’s all.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you still haven’t recovered from Wednesday night? That was two days ago,” Doreen said, gathering the empty sandwich boxes. 
 
    “Technically, it was a day and a half ago, and I’ve been having some trouble sleeping.” 
 
    Doreen tossed out their trash in a nearby can and then sat back down on the bench. “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Um…nothing. Just a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Well, today is Friday, so why don’t you go out with me tonight and we can drink the night away. That should cure what ails you.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Ruby said under her breath. “Besides, I need to get up early tomorrow, so I don’t have to stand in line to get a new phone.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you dropped it out the window.” 
 
    Ruby faked a smile. “I was propping it open, and I had my phone in my hand. The next thing I knew, it was falling into the alley.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Doreen angled away from Ruby. “Are you sure there isn’t anything else wrong? You’re acting really weird.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Doreen,” Ruby said, swinging one leg over the other. “It’s just been a long couple of days.” 
 
    “Okay, if you say so,” Doreen said, aimlessly looking around. “Ruby, is that blood on your shoes?”  
 
    Ruby’s back straightened as she zeroed in on the two dried splotches on the side of her tan, brushed suede ankle boots. She kept her expression blank until she came up with an excuse. “Well, shit,” she said, flicking her finger against the spots. “That must have…um…that must have happened last night. I was making meat loaf, and the ground beef probably dripped when I was transferring it from the package to the bowl.” Ruby re-crossed her legs. “And I really like these shoes, too.” 
 
    “Guess you’ll be shopping for more than a phone tomorrow then—huh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ruby said, her mind drifting back to Wednesday night. “I guess so.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Amidst the rumpled satin sheets lie three bodies. All were female. All were naked, and all were sated. It had been three hours of non-stop sex, three hours of tasting blood and nectar, and three hours Bennett needed more than she realized. 
 
    It was rare Bennett let herself enjoy being what she was, reveling in the aftermath of feeding so freely, but surrounded by the walls of Max’s home, protected and unjudged by all, she had done just that. And Bennett felt bloody marvelous.  
 
    A standing offer she had seldom used, Bennett had shown up at Max’s house precisely at five, and after being greeted by her host, she chose two very willing participants and disappeared up the stairs. Their blood was delicious, and their bodies delightful, and now Bennett was ready to face the rest of her evening. After placing a light kiss atop the heads of her sleeping companions, Bennett showered and dressed, thanked Max for his hospitality, and then had Gus return her to Back Bay.  
 
    Until almost midnight, Bennett stealthily walked the streets and alleys. Thanks to her earlier evening activities, her hearing was now sharper than a bat’s, and her eyesight equal to that of an eagle’s. A drug dealer had already donated his money to a charity of Bennett’s choice, and a man abusing his wife would think twice before he ever abused her again.  
 
    Bennett had forgotten what it was like to be this honed, to be this keen to her surroundings, to the air, to the temperature, to the noise…to the heartbeats of others. Bennett smiled as she approached the park. She wasn’t yet the legend she once was. That would take something else. That would take a life, and Bennett didn’t need to end a life in order to take those belonging to Napoleon’s underlings. They weren’t worthy of that type of sacrifice…even though it wasn’t really a sacrifice. It was a blessing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, perched on a branch of a hundred-year-old oak centered in the park, Bennett sat quietly, content in her thoughts. It was frigid, and she exhaled up into the branches to hide the steam from her breath. The leaves had all fallen now, and hundreds of stars shone like sequins against the evening sky. Bennett never grew tired of looking at the heavens in the evening, marveling at the serenity it presented. Untouched, it was as pure as snow first fallen, not yet dirtied or trampled by the commotion of the human race.  
 
    Bennett spotted a shooting star, and she followed it on its journey across the far-reaching mural until she was drawn to something else. There it was. The babbling of the self-assured had finally found its way to her, and interwoven in their murmurs was the occasional trill of laughter as they prowled the park. This was their park now, and their confidence leaked from their pores like sweat. There were three. Two men and a woman, and closing her eyes for a moment, Bennett listened to one more closely and stiffened. The crotch-grabber had been the siren, calling to her for help on Wednesday night, and now Bennett would answer that call with deadly precision. 
 
    She dropped from the tree without a sound, approaching from the rear as the three crouched in the shadows, waiting patiently for a mortal to take the well-traveled shortcut. Bennett drew the daggers from her boots and was within only a few feet of her prey when a twig snapped under her foot. Three turned toward the sound, and two no longer carried the burden of their heads before they completed their rotation. The last scrambled to her feet, preparing to flee, except the steel grip of Bennett’s hand around her bicep stopped the woman before she could take a step.  
 
    “Going somewhere, darling?” Bennett said, slipping one dagger back into her boot.  
 
    “You’re s-s-supposed to be dead.” 
 
    Bennett recoiled when the woman’s breath smacked her in the face. It was almost as vile as her smeared Goth makeup. “I believe nowadays they call that fake news,” Bennett growled through the thinnest of grins. “You should really choose a more reliable network.” 
 
    “Let me go,” the woman said, struggling to get away. “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Of course, you did. Why I didn’t recognize your voice the night of your little ruse is beyond me, but we both know you’re the one who lured me to that building.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes suddenly took up her entire face. “Please d-don’t hurt me.” 
 
    Bennett’s nostrils flared. “You know what hurts? Being impaled. Having wooden spears and metal rods pierce your body, tearing through your skin and your bones and your organs, again and again…and again,” Bennett said, glaring at the woman. “And then, you have to slowly extract each piece, so you can free yourself. Now, that hurts. This, fortunately for you, will but sting for only a second.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gus slipped the car into park as he looked in the rearview mirror. “Am I leaving again?” 
 
    “No, but you can’t wait here,” Bennett said, grabbing the trash bag by her feet. “Go for a drive and be back in twenty minutes. No sooner and no later. If I’m not here, you keep going. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good,” Bennett said, opening the door. “Do me a favor and pop the boot.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sorry. Open the trunk.” 
 
    “Why? It’s empty. There’s nothing back there.” 
 
    A secret smile softened Bennett’s lips. “Please do as I ask, Gus, and stay in the car.” 
 
    Bennett set the bag down before walking to the back of the car. The trunk had yawned to its fullest by the time she reached it, and deftly opening a secret compartment, Bennett examined its contents. After a moment, she chose the short English saber, and leaving the scabbard in the trunk, Bennett rested the cut-and-thrust weapon on her shoulder and returned to retrieve the bag. 
 
    As Bennett picked it up, the passenger window slid down. She looked inside and saw Gus’s mouth hanging open down to his belt. “I had a few things customized when I got this car for you.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Gus said, his eyes glued on the sword. “Has that always been back there?” 
 
    “Yes, and do us both a favor, and don’t go snooping around. All right?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t think of it.” Gus suddenly snapped his focus to Bennett. “Wait. Are you saying there’s more in there?” 
 
    “Gus…” 
 
    “Right,” Gus said, holding up his hands. “No snooping. I got it.” 
 
    “Good, now get out of here, and I’ll see you in twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Napoleon and Ivan were studying a map when the door to Napoleon’s office opened. Bennett strode in, and their eyes jutted out of their skulls. 
 
    Bennett sniggered as she closed the door behind her. “Did you honestly think a few toothpicks and shivs would bring about my end? What did you do, only read the CliffsNotes of our history?” 
 
    Napoleon cleared his throat. “I have no clue what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Perhaps this will jog your memory.” Bennett dumped out the bag, and three heads rolled onto the floor. “I found these three hunting near my home, something the council explicitly forbade you from condoning.” 
 
    “I had nothing to do with that,” Napoleon said, raising his voice. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Bennett said, pointing to the heads. “Collectively, those three didn’t have the brains of a quarter-pounder with cheese. They would have never acted on their own, and we both know it.” 
 
    Napoleon’s eyes turned to slits. “You have no proof.” 
 
    “You’re right, I don’t,” Bennett said, tossing the empty bag aside. “But what I do have is the council’s blessing to protect my little corner of the world from you and your underlings. If you’d like to continue to send them into my area to hunt, feel free, but be warned, they’ll be returned to you in pieces.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this,” Ivan roared, pulling a long-bladed dagger from his belt. “Bitch, the only thing around here that’s going to be in pieces is you.” 
 
    Bennett’s grip on the handle of the sword, still casually resting on her shoulder, tightened. “Napoleon, you’d best prevail upon dear Ivan here to back off, or I’ll take his head, and then I’ll take all those belonging to your fornicating flock out front, and you know I can do it.” 
 
    Napoleon swallowed hard, his eyes riveted on Bennett’s sword as he placed his hand on Ivan’s arm. “Now, now, Ivan. Calm down. We’re just having a little misunderstanding.”  
 
    “The only misunderstanding is you believing that you could kill me so easily,” Bennett said, taking a step closer. “And don’t deny you tried. Your people wouldn’t have been hunting in Back Bay if they thought I was alive, and that was a mistake, Napoleon. You thought you were free and clear to have your minions ravage my city, and they paid the price and they will continue to do so. Unless you knock this shit off, Napoleon, you’re going to be left with no one to rule.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    “No, it’s a bloody fact,” Bennett shouted. “Napoleon, I’m tired of this. Everyone is tired of this. You’re never going to be like me, and since you continually act like an insolent dolt, I doubt you’ll ever get your father’s chair either. So, do us all a favor and cut your losses. Let us live our lives in peace. Let us enjoy our businesses and our cities without fear of having to defend them against one of our own. It’s not what we’re about.” 
 
    “How would you know? You’re nothing but a freak of nature. You’re not one of us.” 
 
    Bennett flicked her eyes toward the ceiling. “And it always comes back to that, doesn’t it? Christ, when are you going to let that go? You have your father’s riches. You have your father’s land, and as unbelievable as it sounds, you actually do have a tiny bit of respect from a few because your last name is Durant. Why can’t that be enough for you? Why must you torment the rest of us with this ridiculousness over and over again? It’s a war you cannot win.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to see about that,” Napoleon said, raising his chin. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have better things to do than waste my breath on the likes of you.” 
 
    “Trust me, the feeling is mutual,” Bennett said, moving to the door. “And by the way, if you want to collect the remaining pieces of your people, they’re in a dumpster at the southeast side of the park. I left the lid open, so you’d best get there before sunrise, or you’ll need a dustpan.” 
 
    Once the door closed, Ivan looked at the mess on the floor. “I’ll go get someone to clean this up, boss.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Napoleon said, taking the dagger from Ivan’s hand. “We’re not done making a mess.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Napoleon pursed his lips, contemplating the shiny blade in Ivan’s hand. “Find Friedrich, and bring him here. And that cunt who acted as our siren, the one who ran back to tell us Archer was dead. I want to see that bitch, too.” 
 
    “Um…boss. That’s her head over there.” 
 
    “Oh, why yes it is,” Napoleon said, barely glimpsing at the head. “So…that leaves Friedrich.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Before too long, the door opened, and Friedrich waddled in, his tiny weasel-like eyes bouncing back and forth between Napoleon and Ivan. “You called for me, m’lord?” 
 
    Napoleon took one last sip of his scotch and set the glass aside. “Yes, it seems your tale about Bennett Archer’s demise was more fairy than fact,” he said, picking up a dagger from the desk as he got to his feet. 
 
    Friedrich blanched, and his mouth became drier than the Sahara. “M’lord?” 
 
    “Did you or did you not sail in here a few days ago and tell me the deed was done?” 
 
    “No, m’lord. I-I mean, yes, m’lord.” 
 
    “Well, it seems I’m not the only one confused,” Napoleon said, shooting an amused look at Ivan. 
 
    “I’m not confused, m’lord,” Friedrich said, taking a step closer. “I told you all we found was the rubble and dust, but I also said we’d gathered it up and taken it to Dr. Izzo for testing. I don’t believe he has the results yet though. I’m told that kind of thing takes time, m’lord.” 
 
    Blood rushed to Napoleon’s face, and within seconds, his complexion was two shades darker than his hair. “So, not only do I apparently need to have my hearing checked, you’re now explaining to me what goes on in my laboratory? Is that it?” Napoleon said, moving closer to Friedrich. “Then, by all means, fill me in on all the other goings-on in my clan because, evidently, you think me quite the half-wit.” 
 
    “What? Oh, no, m’lord. I don’t—” 
 
    Friedrich’s head fell to the side and then fell to the floor, leaving Napoleon and Ivan speckled with droplets of the man’s blood.  
 
    Napoleon wiped a bit off his face and placed his finger in his mouth to savor the crimson fluid. “I love it when it’s fresh off the vine,” he said, prancing back to his desk. “And now that I’ve done the world a favor by reducing its asswipe population by one, be a good boy, Ivan, and go get someone to mop that up.” 
 
    “Right away, sir,” Ivan said, turning to leave. 
 
    “Oh, and tell Izzo to stop his testing. There’s no need to waste his time on that when he’s of better use to us developing the next designer drug that will be all the rage. We need to fatten our coffers, Ivan, seeing we’re going to have a lot of mouths to feed soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s plans had been to get up early on Saturday and clean her apartment before going shopping, except when she rolled over to turn off the alarm and heard rain slamming against her window, Ruby said fuck it. She slept until almost ten, and after visiting the basement to start her laundry, she returned to her apartment for a leisurely breakfast of coffee and a cream cheese-slathered bagel. An hour later, with her clothes now in the dryers, Ruby tackled dusting, sweeping, washing, and straightening. Given her apartment's size, it wasn’t long before Ruby placed the cleaning supplies back into the cupboards. Pleased by the cleanliness surrounding her, she stripped out of her clothes and went to take a shower. 
 
    Ruby had long ago learned never to take anything for granted, and she treated her belongings as if they were the last she’d ever own. Her apartment was her home, and while it wasn’t a stately mansion or a high-rise penthouse, that didn’t mean it didn’t deserve the same respect. Crumbs scattered across countertops didn’t exist, and magazines disordered belonged in a doctor’s waiting room, not in Ruby’s apartment. Windows were always streak-free, dishes never sat in the rack drying, and Ruby would rather dive in front of a moving train than have a pile of unfolded laundry waiting for her when she got home.  
 
    Ruby stepped from the bathroom, her hair shining and her body smelling of vanilla. She donned her favorite pair of straight-legged jeans, tugged on a cable-knit sweater, and then slipped into a pair of knee-high leather boots. She returned to the bathroom for one last look in the full-length mirror affixed to the back of the door before she grabbed her jacket, but when Ruby opened the door to her apartment, she stopped. Blocking her path was a shiny silver gift bag with white tissue paper erupting from within. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby stood in the hallway, experiencing déjà vu. Just like when she’d delivered the junk mail, she was standing outside Bennett Archer’s door, debating whether or not to knock. She finally did, telling herself she’d count to ten and then leave, but when Ruby reached nine, the latch clicked, and Bennett appeared.  
 
    “You look better,” Ruby said through a smile. 
 
    Bennett took a slow breath as she coolly stared at Ruby. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I…uh…I wanted to thank you for the phone and the clothes. How did you ever guess my size?” 
 
    “Years of experience. And now that we’ve run out of small talk, goodbye,” Bennett said, preparing to shut the door.  
 
    Ruby put her hand on the door. “One more thing. I wanted to give you this back,” she said, handing Bennett the bottle of wine that was in the gift bag. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate it, but I don’t own a corkscrew.” 
 
    “You don’t like wine?” 
 
    “No, I do. I just get the stuff that comes in a box. That’s all.” 
 
    Bennett gaped at Ruby. “I see,” she said, looking down at the bottle in her hand.  
 
    It was a purchase that had taken longer than Bennett cared to admit. The phone and the clothes had been simple, the selection merely to replace what was ruined, but the wine was something else. In the shop, Bennett had told herself it wasn’t an apology. She had nothing to apologize for. Ruby had been the intruder that night, and Bennett had only defended her privacy. It wasn’t a peace offering either. To suggest a truce would mean there was a cause for civility, and there wasn’t. Yes, Ruby was a lesbian, and a single one at that. She had a curvaceous body and a coquettish air about her, except Ruby was also a mortal…albeit an alluring one.  
 
    Bennett had noticed Ruby the day the woman moved into the building. From the window by her desk, she watched as a redhead with dimples in her cheeks climbed the stairs umpteen times, never seeming to run out of energy as she carried boxes and clothes into the brownstone. Since then, Bennett had heard Ruby on the stairs almost every day, clomping up at times while at others, her steps were light and nearly noiseless. When they began to pass on the stairs more often, Bennett found it hard not to glimpse at the woman, and by doing so, she added a few more details to her portrait of Ruby Miller. 
 
    While Bennett believed the woman’s eyes to be brown, she now knew they were the deepest of emerald greens, and her lips were shapely and full. Her hair never seemed to be mussed, even when it was, and her clothes were always pressed and stylish. And on one sweltering summer evening earlier that year, Bennett was afforded quite a tantalizing view of her upstairs neighbor. Ruby had been climbing the stairs carrying a laundry basket, and her ivory skin glistened with sweat. Her shorts were extremely short, and her ribbed tank top was extremely snug, and the swells underneath were free from constraint. Breasts, perky and round, bounced as Ruby climbed, and nipples large and peaked, pushed against the cotton as if seeking freedom. It had taken Bennett a few weeks to erase that image from her mind, yet it had just returned, for Ruby’s jeans were as snug as that ribbed tank top, and the neckline of her sweater dipped deliciously low. 
 
    Several seconds had ticked by, and even though the pause was awkward, Ruby stood her ground. Bennett hadn’t yet closed the door in her face, and Ruby took that as a good sign. Her smile didn’t waver, and neither did her stance, but unconsciously Ruby cleared her throat, and Bennett’s head snapped up.  
 
    “How about I open this for you?” Bennett said, holding up the bottle of Rioja. “That way, you can enjoy it later. That is, if you like red wine.” 
 
    “I like it a lot,” Ruby said, beaming. “Although I’m not sure I’ve ever had that one.” 
 
    “I’m fairly certain it’s not available in a box, so probably not.” Bennett was trying to decide whether to leave the door cracked open when she saw Xi out of the corner of her eye. “Why don’t you come inside? I don’t want my cat to get out.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks,” Ruby said as Bennett waved her in.  
 
    “I’ll be but a minute.” 
 
    As Bennett went into the kitchen, a black cat scampered out from behind a chair and vaulted to the back of the sofa, stretching out his lean body as if laying claim. 
 
    “Cute cat. What’s its name?” 
 
    “Xi.” 
 
    Ruby grinned. “Let me guess. He’s your twenty-sixth cat.” 
 
    “Perceptive, but no,” Bennett said, taking a corkscrew out of a drawer. “He’s my fourteenth. I use the Greek alphabet. Technically, it’s supposed to be pronounced ksai, but he’d never answer to it, so I use the pronunciation you Americans use for your sororities.”  
 
    “Oh, I see,” Ruby said as she looked around. 
 
    When last in Bennett’s apartment, Ruby hadn’t paid attention to her surroundings. More concerned with helping the woman, other than the linen closet and the wine refrigerator tucked under the counter, she had disregarded the rest. 
 
    The first thing Ruby noticed was the leather sofa, or rather the pristine leather sofa. There wasn’t any sign of the massive blood loss that had stained the cushions, and the tapestry rug was spotless as well. “Wow. If I ever need a cleaner, I’m hiring yours. How’d they get the blood out?” 
 
    Bennett looked up from what she was doing. “It’s their job, and you couldn’t afford them.” 
 
    Ruby snickered and continued her perusal. The fireplace was as large as she remembered, but what she didn’t remember was on the wall above it. Fanned out like a peacock’s tail was a collection of swords and daggers, all of which appeared to be honed to a razor’s edge. Ruby swallowed hard, and tearing her eyes away from the assortment of weapons, her mouth dropped open. To the left of the fireplace were darkly stained bookcases that reached the ceiling, and as Ruby took a step, she noticed an identical set on the opposing wall, its shelves as filled as the first.  
 
    The morning rain had given way to a sunny afternoon, so Ruby was a little surprised to see the drapes closed until she remembered who lived in the apartment, and what that person was.  
 
    “Here you go.” 
 
    Ruby jumped and whirled around, her cheeks darkening slightly as she took the bottle of wine from Bennett. “Sorry. I was just…I was just admiring your books. You have a lot of them.” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Have you read them all?” 
 
    “Several times over.” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I guess you’d have the time—huh?” Ruby said, moving toward the door. “Maybe you should think about getting a Kindle. It would take up a lot less space.” 
 
    “I own two, both of which are filled, but they aren’t as comfortable in my hand or smell the same way a book does.” 
 
    “I get that,” Ruby said, waiting while Bennett opened the door. “Well, thanks for taking the cork out.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know what I think,” Ruby said, stepping into the hallway.  
 
    The only response Ruby received was the click of the door as Bennett shut it behind her. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It had only taken giving Max the highlights of Bennett’s near-death experience for the council to rain down on Napoleon like the falls of Niagara. He had finally stepped over a line, and it was the line that had always ensured that vampires could co-exist with daywalkers without fear of annihilation. 
 
    Despite the fact they had no proof Napoleon was behind the attack on Bennett, there was little doubt he had orchestrated the grievous misstep that could have caused a war, and the council ruled unanimously. Napoleon was told in no uncertain terms if any harm befell Bennett or any members of his flock trespassed in her area again, he would face a forced slumber of a hundred years. 
 
    Few steeper penalties could be handed out, so with his twisted tail tucked between his skinny legs, Napoleon had no choice but to adhere to the council’s ruling. He forbade his followers from visiting Back Bay and the surrounding areas, and by early the following week, Bennett, once again, returned to her routine.  
 
    For Bennett, most holidays were simply days with events attached to them. She had lived for so long that unless there was a special someone in her life, she didn’t decorate or shop, and she’d spent literally dozens of them alone. That didn’t mean, however, Bennett didn’t understand the importance of holidays for others, so her gallery closed at noon on the eve of Thanksgiving and wouldn’t reopen until Monday. 
 
    Both the Jensen clan and the Rooney family had invited Bennett to spend the holiday with them, but with Fallon’s and Kenna’s birthdays falling on Thanksgiving this year, Bennett accepted the latter’s invitation. Lisa, Finn, Gunnar, and his family all headed to Yarmouth to spend the time with their parents, and on Thursday, with two bottles of wine in hand and a selection of cookies and treats from Mario’s Bakery, Bennett arrived at Gus’s house promptly at noon.  
 
    It was an afternoon spent amidst the love of a family and divine aromas of family favorites filling the house. Bennett played—and lost—several Xbox games with Liam and Aidan before Fallon whisked her upstairs to see the new rainbow-themed décor in the teenager’s bedroom. But it wasn’t until Kenna asked for Bennett’s opinion on two recently purchased dresses that reality hit home. So, when it came time for her to leave, the feeling that washed over Bennett was unmistakable. She wasn’t sad because she was bidding farewell to friends. She was sad because these friends had become her family. Yes, she’d see them again, and yes, they’d include her in family gatherings again, but her lifespan would far exceed theirs, and Bennett already missed their company. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby stumbled into her apartment late Friday morning, and after putting her shoes and coat where they belonged, she collapsed onto the bed.  
 
    Two weeks before, Doreen had made Ruby an offer that seemed perfect. In exchange for Ruby preparing their Thanksgiving feast, Doreen would buy all the food, and they’d split the leftovers. Since Doreen’s kitchen was larger than Ruby’s, she arrived early Thursday morning and began the preparation…the preparation for feeding an army.  
 
    Ruby had forgotten to what extremes Doreen would go to in order not to cook until she was standing at the sink with her hand inside a twenty-six-pound turkey, trying to dislodge the rest of the ice in the cavity. On one counter was a ten-pound bag of potatoes waiting to be peeled, four cans of yams waiting to be mashed, and three pounds of string beans needing to be cleaned. And on the other counter were four bags of bread cubes, two pounds of sausage, two packages of celery, and an assortment of spices, along with pickles, olives, and other nibbles. 
 
    Shortly before one, Ruby could finally unwind, but no sooner had she dropped into a chair when the timers began to ring. It was time to baste. It was time to stir. It was time to grease casseroles, and it was time to baste again, so when Ruby pulled the turkey out of the oven for the last time, she almost didn’t want to eat. 
 
    Of course, Ruby did eat. She sampled everything she’d prepared, and by the time dinner was over, the kitchen was clean, and they divvied up the leftovers, driving home wasn’t an option. Between her exhaustion and the wine she’d consumed during the meal, after Doreen shuffled into her bedroom to get comfy on her fourteen-inch thick mattress, Ruby changed into some borrowed pajamas and stretched out across Doreen’s lumpy sofa. Sleep did not come easily, and it didn’t last long, so now, as Ruby stared at the ceiling in her apartment, her eyes were quickly growing heavy.  
 
    It wasn’t that she hadn’t enjoyed spending the day with Doreen. It was nice not to be alone on a holiday, but as Ruby’s eyes fluttered closed, she made herself a promise. Next year, she was either going to teach Doreen to cook…or hire a caterer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Napoleon tramped down the steps, and when he reached the lab, he shoved the door open, and it banged against a counter inside.  
 
    Two men wearing white lab coats whipped around in unison. 
 
    “What’s this all about?” Napoleon said, glowering at the scientists. “I don’t even like this stupid American holiday, but if I’m going to spend my hard-earned money having it catered, I sure as hell expect everyone to attend.” 
 
    Uriah Izzo had been a part of Napoleon’s coven for nearly two hundred years, and his job was in research and development. He was an expert in addictive medication, and sequestered in his laboratory, he came up with narcotics that the masses could not do without. They’d get their rushes and their highs, and have a grand old time, and then they’d crave for more because Dr. Izzo made sure of that. 
 
    As far as Napoleon was concerned, the members of his coven were there to do their jobs. He never congratulated anyone on anything, and even though Izzo’s drugs had made Napoleon millions, they’d never had a face-to-face meeting until now. That didn’t mean, however, that Izzo wasn’t aware of Napoleon’s pompous ways. There’d been enough scuttlebutt through the years to know the man had an ego larger than any of his homes, and a fuse shorter than the whiskers on his face. 
 
    “We are planning to attend, sir,” Izzo said, excitement in his tone. “We wouldn’t miss it for the world, but the reason I called for you—” 
 
    “No one calls for me.” 
 
    “Um…I’m sorry. I misspoke,” Izzo said, remembering his place or the lack thereof. “Please forgive me.” 
 
    Napoleon crossed his arms across his chest. “Just get on with it, man. Why in the hell am I standing in a room smelling of disinfectant when I could be inhaling a few of my boy toys?” 
 
    “It’s about the rubble Friedrich sent to me relating to Bennett Archer.” 
 
    “Rubble?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. The wood and metal rods that—” 
 
    “I know what rubble means, you idiot, and I also know Ivan told you not to bother with it,” Napoleon said, leaning in. “Or don’t you think you need to follow my orders?” 
 
    “No, sir. Of course not. I always follow your orders, but we’ve never had a sample of her blood before.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Simeon and I gathered samples eons ago.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, but I was told that once they discovered what you…what you and Mr. Volkov had done, everything was destroyed.” 
 
    “And what if it was? We already proved that there’s nothing in her blood that enables us to turn into daywalkers.” 
 
    “But in this day and age, blood can tell us other things.” Izzo picked up a folder from the counter, and opening it, he moved to stand alongside Napoleon. “This is an image of Miss Archer’s genetic analysis showing her DNA markers, and this one on the end has only recently been identified.” 
 
    “Of course, it’s only recently been identified, you dolt,” Napoleon’s face growing redder by the minute. “You only got the samples a week ago.” 
 
    “Um…no, sir,” Izzo said, fighting the urge to laugh. “What I mean is that as time goes on and more testing is done, other DNA markers are discovered. Several years back, a group of researchers in England dug up one of the mass graves of the poor souls lost during the Black Death. They were able to extract DNA from some teeth, and long story short, it ended up adding another genetic marker to our list.” Izzo pointed to the results in his hand. “That marker, sir.” 
 
    Napoleon peered at the results and then back at Izzo. He didn’t want to appear stupid, but Napoleon’s grasp of science was right up there with his sense of decency. “So, what exactly are you saying?” 
 
    “I took it upon myself to test several members of your coven. None of them have this marker…and none of them are daywalkers.” 
 
    Napoleon’s face grew mottled. “I know they aren’t, you fuckwit. Don’t you think I’ve tested every—” Napoleon shut his mouth and snatched the readout from Izzo’s hand. “Are you saying this hazy little bit of nothing on this paper is the reason Archer can walk in the sun?” 
 
    “Well, it’s only a hypothesis at the moment. I’d have to test more daywalkers to see if their results would match hers.” 
 
    “Can it be replicated?” 
 
    “Can what be replicated, sir?” 
 
    “The disease, you fucking moron.” 
 
    “Replicate the Black Death? Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    The only thing out was Napoleon’s dagger, and freed from the sheath on his belt, it found its way into Izzo’s chest. Sinking it to the hilt, Napoleon twisted it this way and that until all that was left of Uriah Izzo’s heart was a bloody pâté. 
 
    Napoleon wasted no time in wiping the blade on Izzo’s lab coat before the man dissolved into a pile of dust on the floor. He cleared his throat, taking his time while he looked from the DNA printout to the last scientist standing. “Well, my good man, would you care to answer my question, or should I call for a dustpan? If memory serves, I have eight scientists at my disposal, and I will dispose of every fucking one of you until I get a bloody answer.” 
 
    “Um…well…uh…plagues aren’t my expertise, sir, so I don’t believe I can truly and honestly answer that question until I do more research. I can tell you that the bubonic plague still exists today; however, that particular strain,” he said, tapping the paper Napoleon was holding. “Well, that one was the mother of all of them.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Like…uh…like every other virus or bacteria, they can change over time. It’s like a roach that becomes impervious to one repellant, so another has to be developed. Strains of bacteria can do the same thing, and even though the bubonic plague is still around, it’s not the same strain as what caused the Black Death.” 
 
    “So you can’t duplicate it,” Napoleon said, tightening his grip on his dagger. 
 
    “Sir, even if I could somehow reproduce that strain, it wouldn’t turn anyone into a daywalker.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “By the findings on that report, someone on Archer’s mother’s side survived the Black Death, and because of it, they most likely built up an immunity to the disease, and it’s that immunity Archer inherited. Simply recreating the bacteria wouldn’t create the immunity required. That wouldn’t happen until someone who was infected survived the disease, developed the immunity, and then passed it on to future generations.”  
 
    “So you’re saying when we make this plague, we’d have to infect thousands with it. Then, once the surviving bitches whelp some kiddies, once they grow up and become members of my coven, they’ll be daywalkers—yes?” 
 
    “Right now, sir, that’s merely a guess. Like I said, I’d have to do lots of research, and you have to realize that if we did somehow find a way to replicate the Black Death, it could very well kill millions upon millions of mortals…not just thousands.” 
 
    “Like I care about mortals,” Napoleon said, slipping the dagger into the sheath. “Do the research, and get me an answer, and this little tidbit stays between us. It doesn’t go to the council. It doesn’t even go to Ivan. There’s no need to worry the commoners about them being replaced by a newer model in the decades to come, now is there?” 
 
    “Um…no, sir.” 
 
    Napoleon made to leave and then stopped. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “It’s Landon Prescott, sir.” 
 
    “Well, Landon, it appears you have some work to do. Don’t bother coming up for dinner. I’ll send down a tray.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby slept for almost eight hours, and after a shower and some coffee, she felt human again. Actually, she felt like a hungry human. 
 
    Doreen’s intention had been for the leftovers to be divided equally; however, there was just so much turkey Ruby could handle. She also knew that by leaving behind more than she took, she’d be helping out a friend, so that’s what Ruby did. She brought home enough for only one meal, and Ruby’s mouth was already watering by the time she opened the fridge. A moment later, Ruby’s face fell. “Shit.” 
 
    It only took a second for Ruby to realize what she had done. In her rush to climb into her warm, lump-free bed, she’d left the leftovers in her car. Ruby slammed the fridge and snatched up her phone. She checked the weather app, and when she saw the temperature hadn’t risen above freezing, Ruby grabbed her coat and left in search of food, no doubt frozen but still edible. 
 
    As soon as Ruby stepped outside, she hunched against the chill, and zipping up her thigh-length parka, she hurried to her car. As she stepped around the side of the building, Ruby stopped. It was darker than usual, and noticing that one of the overhead lights was out, Ruby made a mental note to call the property management company. She made her way to her car and retrieved her frozen dinner, and after dropping her keys into her pocket, Ruby turned to leave. 
 
    “What’s you doing, honey?” 
 
    Ruby jerked to a stop. A few feet away was a man standing in the shadows, and Ruby’s heart began to pound. “Um…I was…uh…I was just getting my dinner out of my car.” 
 
    “Thaz funny. I’m lookin’ for dinner, too,” he said, taking a step closer. “And you’re exactly what I like to see on a menu.” 
 
    Ruby shoved her hand in the pocket of her coat, fumbling to find the panic button on her car’s key fob, but the stranger grabbed her arm in a vise-like grip. Ruby yelped, and then a second later, the man seemed to grow taller. The next thing Ruby knew, he was flying through the air across the alley, and when he hit a utility pole, he fell to the ground in a heap. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    Ruby’s hand flew to her chest, and then she saw Bennett Archer standing only a few feet away. “What? Wait. Um…what just…what just happened? Did you…did you…” 
 
    “Take a breath,” Bennett said quietly. “You’re safe, and he’s out cold.” 
 
    “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Bennett said, opening a nearby trash can to toss in a bag. “I was taking out the rubbish.” 
 
    Ruby looked over at the man lying in a heap. “Kind of literally—huh?” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose so,” Bennett said, glancing in the same direction. “Let me go check on him.” 
 
    Bennett silently moved across the alley and knelt by the man, grimacing at the smell of liquor oozing from his pores. She found his wallet, and taking out his license, she pocketed it and then returned the worn leather billfold to his jacket. Bennett pulled a knife from her boot and ran the tip down the man’s face, forever scarring him with a mark she’d recognize if their paths crossed again. She deliberated for a moment before twisting his foot. She snapped his ankle like it was kindling, ensuring he wouldn’t be stalking any other women for quite a while, and after returning the knife to its hiding place, Bennett walked back to Ruby.  
 
    “He won’t be bothering anyone for a while.” 
 
    Ruby looked across the alley. “He’s not…he’s not dead, is he?” 
 
    “No, he’s not. He does, however, reek of alcohol, so I gave him a few things to remember the evening by. That reminds me.” Bennett took out her phone and tapped on the screen for almost a minute. “I just sent a text to a friend of mine in the police department so the bastard won’t freeze to death either, which means we need to get out of here before they arrive.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    Something on the ground caught Bennett’s eye as she dropped her phone into her pocket. “Is that yours?”  
 
    Ruby looked down. “Crap,” she said, and grabbing the trampled bag containing her dinner, she opened a trash can and dropped it inside. “It was supposed to be my dinner.” 
 
    “Well, all things being equal, it seemed a fair trade-off.” 
 
    Ruby’s grin was instant, and so was Bennett’s scowl. Turning on her heel, Bennett marched to the end of the alley, mentally scolding herself for her heartfelt albeit revealing comment.  
 
    Two steps behind, Ruby very nearly skipped her way to the sidewalk and stopped next to Bennett. “Have you eaten yet?” 
 
    A modicum of playfulness manifested itself in Bennett’s eyes. “Sorry?” 
 
    “No,” Ruby blurted. “I’m talking about food. I mean dinner. I mean a burger or…or spaghetti or something.” Ruby looked to see if anyone was near, and then she whispered, “Not blood.” 
 
    Amused by the woman’s fumbling, Bennett took a moment to answer. “Thank you for clearing that up.” 
 
    Ruby snorted. “Look, I just tossed out my dinner, and you just saved my life. I’m starving, and I hate to eat alone, so let me buy you dinner. It’ll be my way of saying thanks.” 
 
    Bennett regarded Ruby with an unreadable stare. “I’m not sure which assumption is worse. Believing you were in grievous danger, or thinking your life is worth the price of a dinner.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    Bennett frowned. “For once, that wasn’t what I meant.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Ruby said, walking away. “Sorry I asked.” 
 
    Bennett dropped her chin to her chest. The day before, she’d been surrounded by people grateful for the roof over their heads and the food on their table, and Bennett had been thankful, too. Thankful she didn’t need to hide from them, appearing as the formidable vampire feared by so many of her own kind. With the Rooneys and the Jensens, Bennett didn’t need to wear the mask she’d become so accustomed to donning. The unflappable façade had always protected her, except it also camouflaged the person she was underneath. A person who liked to read, liked to listen to music, liked to mess with her cat when Xi wasn’t in the mood, and a person who liked the occasional burger and fries.  
 
    Bennett knew she’d regret what she was about to do, but she was going to do it anyway. Filling her lungs, Bennett jogged to catch up to Ruby. “Wait.” 
 
    Ruby stopped and turned around. “What?” 
 
    “If your offer is still good, I’ll have dinner with you under two conditions.” 
 
    “Such as?” Ruby said, crossing her arms. 
 
    “One, you don’t pepper me with questions, and two, this…this dinner means nothing more than it is. It’s not a date. It’s not the start of something wonderful. It’s just dinner.” 
 
    Ruby seemed to brighten from within. “I can work with that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With several restaurants within walking distance, Ruby suggested they head to Murphy’s Irish Pub, which was only a few blocks away. They set off in that direction, and barely a word was spoken until they were seated at a heavily lacquered table at the rear of the pub. 
 
    After the server walked away to place their drink order, Ruby said, “So, have you ever been here before?”  
 
    “Yes, a few times,” Bennett said, looking up from the menu. “Not many places in the area make a Shepherd’s pie up to my standards.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Is that what you’re going to have tonight?” 
 
    Having lowered her eyes, Bennett raised them again. “I’m not sure. Someone keeps preventing me from reading the menu.” 
 
    Ruby huffed out a breath and held her menu in front of her face. “I didn’t think those were the questions I was forbidden from asking. My bad.” 
 
    Bennett noticed the waiter approaching with their drinks, so it wasn’t until after he left that she reached over and pulled down the menu Ruby was hiding behind. “They aren’t, but I have a question. Why, knowing what little you do know about me, would you want to have dinner with me? For that matter, why would you even want to be around me?” 
 
    “Are you suggesting I should be afraid of you?” Ruby said, putting her menu aside. 
 
    “I find it hard to believe you’re not.” 
 
    “You made it pretty clear to me that night what you would do if I spoke a word about…well, about you to anyone, and since I have no plans of ever sharing your secret, why wouldn’t I feel safe? You don’t strike me as the type of person who’d break their promise, so what’s there to be afraid of? Or have I read you all wrong?” 
 
    “No, you’re not wrong. I don’t break my promises.” 
 
    “Good…so now I have a question.” 
 
    Bennett exhaled an audible breath, believing the inquest was about to begin. “What is it?” 
 
    “What are you going to order?” 
 
    “Onion soup and a burger,” Bennett said, smiling as she picked up her wine. “You?” 
 
    “I think I’m going to try the Shepherd’s pie.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A short time later, both were in the process of finishing their dinner when Bennett looked up from her burger and saw Ruby staring at her. “What? Do I have food on my face?” 
 
    Ruby thought she knew Bennett’s wardrobe as well as she knew her own. Under her suit jacket was always a shirt in gray, maroon, blue, and of course, black, but Bennett wasn’t wearing a jacket tonight. Instead, she had on a loose-fitting, cowl-necked gray cardigan.  
 
    “No, it’s just that I’ve never seen you wear anything but a suit,” Ruby said, admiring Bennett’s sweater. “You do casual well.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “So, why the suits…or can’t I ask that?” 
 
    “You can ask, and I wear suits because I much prefer trousers and jackets over skirts and blouses. They aren’t nearly as comfortable. At least they aren’t for me.” 
 
    “Have you always felt that way?” 
 
    Bennett paused. “Let’s put it this way, once I was strong enough to defend myself against social standards, I never wore a dress or skirt again.” 
 
    “But lots of women wear pants.” 
 
    “Not in the seventeenth century, they didn’t.” 
 
    Ruby’s fork slipped from her fingers, and it clattered into the bowl, the noise causing a few patrons to turn in her direction. “Oh…um…wow. I sure as hell didn’t see that coming.” 
 
    “What? Don’t I look my age?” Bennett said, her eyes crinkling at the corners. 
 
    Ruby picked up her glass of Guinness and chugged down a few gulps. “You look maybe thirty-five, not three hundred and thirty-five.” 
 
    “I’m thirty-six, or I was thirty-six when I became what I am now.” 
 
    Ruby said forward in her chair. “Okay, so I know the rules, but can I ask one teensy-weensy question?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Bennett said before taking a sip of wine. 
 
    “When was that? I mean, when did you…um…did you become this?” 
 
    “I was turned in 1637.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Ruby squawked, shrinking in her seat a second later when she realized she’d raised her voice.  
 
    “There’s really no point in lying about one’s age when one doesn’t age.” 
 
    “Okay, so I have another question.” Ruby saw Bennett instantly tense, and Ruby held up her hands. “Only one more. I promise.” 
 
    Even though she didn’t care to admit it to Ruby, Bennett was enjoying the evening. The food was good. The company was easy on her eyes, and Ruby had mostly stayed true to her word. “All right,” Bennett said, taking a deep breath. “What is it?” 
 
    “Why did you make me promise not to pepper you with questions?” 
 
    “Because that’s what mortals do when they find out about someone like me.” 
 
    “You mean there have been other…um…mortals that know about you?” 
 
    “Didn’t you just promise not to ask any more questions?” 
 
    Ruby drooped in her chair, and grabbing her glass of stout, she drained what remained. “Yeah, I guess you’re right, but you’ve got to know that it’s kind of hard not to be curious about this. It’s not every day that you meet a…a…” 
 
    “Vampire?” Bennett said softly. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then go to your local library. It’s positively overflowing with novels about my kind. There are even a few containing interviews.” 
 
    “I would, except those are fiction, and you don’t exactly fall under that category, now do you?” 
 
    Bennett finished her wine and placed the glass on the table. “No, I suppose I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m glad to see we agree on something,” Ruby said, waving down their server. “Did you want dessert?” 
 
    The abrupt subject change took Bennett by surprise, and she hesitated before answering. “No. I’m fine. Thank you.” 
 
    Their waiter appeared with their bill, and after gathering as many dishes as he could carry, he placed the check holder in front of Ruby before walking away.  
 
    Ruby reached for her purse, her cheeks growing red as she patted down her jeans. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “Um…you remember in the alley when I said I was getting my dinner?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, it was leftovers, and I’d forgotten to get them out of the car. I wasn’t planning to go out, so all I grabbed were my car keys. My wallet is still back at my apartment.” 
 
    Bennett held back as much of her amusement as she could, but a tiny bit leaked out as she reached for the brown vinyl holder. She flipped it open long enough to read the bill and then set it on the table. “I suspect your hands will become quite wrinkly, washing the number of dishes it’ll take to pay that off.” 
 
    There wasn’t a bit of inflection in Bennett’s voice, and Ruby slouched in her chair. “Oh, you wouldn’t.” 
 
    Bennett’s chortle was throaty and devilish. She reached for her wallet, and pulling out a debit card, she slid it into the check holder. “Tempting, but no, I wouldn’t.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two blocks from the restaurant, Bennett broke the silence that had followed them from the pub. “You’ve become awfully quiet.” 
 
    “Well, it’s pretty hard to get to know someone when you’re not allowed to ask any questions. And since I ran out of small talk, this is what you get.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Ruby glanced at Bennett. “Besides, you find me hideous, so what’s the point.” 
 
    “I don’t find you hideous.” 
 
    “Then why’d you say it?” 
 
    Bennett sighed. “A while back, you mentioned something about your gaydar not being broken, followed by an invitation to go out for a drink so we could get to know one another better. Correct?” 
 
    “Yes. What about it?” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a relationship, especially with a mortal, and calling you hideous seemed the easiest way to stop your incessant invitations.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with mortals?” 
 
    “Nothing, except after a few weeks or months or sometimes years, they no longer want to be mortal, and when I refuse to turn them, things head south rapidly. So, I’m just preventing the inevitable.” 
 
    Ruby stepped in front of Bennett and blocked her path. “So, you do find me attractive.” 
 
    “What I find is that you’re extraordinarily annoying at times. Why can’t you simply take no for an answer? Do you fall into bed with every lesbian you meet or…or is there just something about me that…um…” 
 
    “Melts my butter?” 
 
    Bennett drew back her head. “Well, that’s an interesting analogy.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Ruby said as they began walking again. “And if you’ve looked in the mirror recently, you’d see you’re not exactly ugly. You dress well. You carry yourself well, and you’re obviously educated. Why wouldn’t I want to ask you out on a date?” 
 
    “It’s not the fact you’d want to ask me out. It’s the fact you keep doing so even though I continue to rebuff your advances.” 
 
    “Yes, but it sounds like you’ve got one thing wrong.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    “Such as, I’m not looking for a relationship either.” 
 
    Upon reaching the bottom step leading to the brownstone, Bennett considered Ruby for a second before beginning the climb. “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t want one.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe,” Bennett said, holding the door open for Ruby.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because everyone wants a relationship.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re an expert on what everyone wants?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve been around long enough to see there’s definitely a trend toward happily ever after,” Bennett said, indicating for Ruby to climb the stairs ahead of her. “Christ, look at how many dating apps exist today. It’s almost a prerequisite for being human, finding that perfect partner, that perfect love, so you can wear a badge of honor in the shape of a wedding ring. And then, of course, you procreate so even more will be produced, and they, too, will eventually join the throng looking for their perfect mate.” 
 
    “That’s pretty pessimistic,” Ruby said, stopping when she reached the flight of stairs leading to her apartment.  
 
    “It’s hard not to be sometimes,” Bennett said, motioning for Ruby to continue. “It’s the price of being immortal.” 
 
    “It sounds to me like it’s the price of being burned one too many times,” Ruby said when she reached her apartment. 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    Ruby unlocked the door and turned to Bennett. “Okay, so here’s what I see. Your presumption about what I want is just that—a presumption, and one I don’t appreciate. Would I like to get to know you better? Yes. Would that involve lots of questions? Yes, how could it not? Would I like to sleep with you? Hell, yes, but don’t you dare group me with others who must have hurt you in some way. There’s nothing wrong with people wanting to find that special someone. There’s nothing wrong with wanting a happily ever after life, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with a thirty-one-year-old lesbian preferring to have as much fun as she’d like before she meets her maker. Maybe one day I’ll change my mind, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned, being alone has its perks. You don’t have to answer to anyone. You don’t have to share your stuff, and…” Ruby intruded on Bennett’s personal space and gave her a casual once-over. “And you can screw anyone you’d like to screw, and in any way they’d like.” 
 
    Ruby stepped into her apartment and turned back around. “And as for being turned as you called it. If that means I’d become as self-righteous and opinionated as you, I’m not interested. In case you haven’t figured it out, I don’t like being pigeon-holed, and I sure as hell don’t like being judged.” 
 
    The conversation ended with Ruby slamming the door in Bennett’s face. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lisa came into the office and went to the closet to get her things. “Okay, our last customer just left, and the front door’s locked, so I’m going to head out,” she said, slipping on her coat. “But before I go, I was wondering if you’d be okay with me taking next week off. Rapture will be over by then, and Finn and Gunnar are more than capable of getting the gallery back in order. What do you think?” 
 
    Lisa waited patiently for a response while Bennett sat at the desk, intrigued by what was on the monitors. Two minutes later, Lisa’s patience ran out. “Bennett,” she yelled, stomping her foot. 
 
    Bennett jumped, and when her knee banged into the underside of the desk, she gave Lisa a dirty look. “Practicing your impression of a banshee, are you?” 
 
    “No, I was trying to have a conversation.” Lisa moved to see what had captured Bennett’s attention, only to see all the monitors were displaying nothing but the Google home page. “Fascinated by the pretty colors?” 
 
    Bennett shot Lisa another dirty look. “I just have something on my mind, that’s all.” 
 
    “Something about the gallery?” 
 
    “No.” Bennett swiveled to Lisa and folded her arms. “Now, what did you want?” 
 
    “Next week off,” Lisa said as she buttoned her coat. “Like I said when you weren’t listening, Rapture will be over, and I was proactive. Usually, things get a little hectic around the holidays, so I already ordered you a five-week supply from Life Source, which should last you through Christmas and New Year’s. Just remember to pack up the empties before tomorrow when they drop off your fresh supply.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll box them up tonight.” 
 
    “So, with all that covered, there shouldn’t be an issue with me taking next week off—right?” 
 
    “Why do you suddenly need a vacation?” 
 
    “I just need…I mean, Jimmy and I just need to get away for a while. I found a good deal for a resort in Steamboat Springs, and the place is amazing. It has hot tubs and whirlpools and…and even heart-shaped beds.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re going on a honeymoon,” Bennett said flatly. 
 
    Lisa eyed Bennett silently for a moment, and then humor touched her lips. “Well, it won’t involve rings or a ceremony, but everything else I’m up for. Why? Is that a problem?” 
 
    The veins in Bennett’s temples pulsed as her eyes met Lisa’s. “No, of course not. By all means, go with my blessing. I’ve actually had…let’s just say, a similar offer recently.” 
 
    “You have?” Lisa squeaked. 
 
    “I had dinner with my upstairs neighbor on Friday. It seems she’s quite the free spirit. Doesn’t want to be tied down, likes to play the field. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Oh,” Lisa said, her smile wavering. “I thought you didn’t get involved with mortals.” 
 
    “I don’t usually, but there is a difference between transfused and proper blood. Since I’ve been having a bit more of that recently, she could very well be the perfect outlet for my…um…for my extra energy.” 
 
    “With Napoleon out of the way, do you still need to do that? Tap into veins, I mean.” 
 
    “You and Max are forever on my back about doing precisely that, and now that I am, you want me to stop? Make up your bloody mind.” 
 
    “It’s not…it’s not that I want you to stop. It’s just…it’s just why bring a mortal into the mix? Why can’t you just visit Max’s like you’ve done before?” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes narrowed. “And how do you know about that?” 
 
    “I told you, guardians talk.” 
 
    “Too much by the sounds of it,” Bennett muttered. 
 
    “Maybe so, but my point is you already have an outlet.” 
 
    “Perhaps I’m looking for a bit of variety. Like I said, Ruby seems to be quite the free spirit, and why travel to Max’s when she lives one floor up?” 
 
    “And she’s okay with this? I mean, knowing you’d simply be using her for…for sex.” 
 
    “She’s made it fairly clear she’s not looking for a white picket fence, and I’ve made it crystal clear, I’ll never give her one. And if I’m not mistaken, that’s exactly what you’re doing with Jimmy.” 
 
    Lisa's shoulders drooped. “It’s not even close.” 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that,” Bennett said, flicking her hand as if shooing away a child. “Now, why don’t you go run along so I can get on with my work, and by all means, take next week off. Enjoy your honeymoon, Lisa. Sans the legalities, of course.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby lugged her groceries from the car Wednesday night, and after unlocking the brownstone's front door, she was about to open the second when it suddenly swung wide, and Bennett Archer appeared. 
 
    “Oh…um…hi,” Ruby said, stepping inside. “I’m…uh…I’m glad I ran into you. I wanted to apologize. It was wrong of me to end our evening the way I did, especially after you paid for dinner.” 
 
    “I suppose I was being a bit sanctimonious,” Bennett said, holding out her hand. “Here, let me help you with those.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I mean, you’re usually gone by now, and I don’t want to make you…” Ruby stopped when she realized Bennett’s ensemble was again not her norm. In place of a business suit, she wore skintight jeans tucked into knee-high black leather boots, and a loose-fitting, dark blue sweater. “That’s a new look for you.” 
 
    “Not one you’ll see often, I assure you,” Bennett said, motioning toward the stairs. “Shall we?” 
 
    They climbed the stairs, and they spoke not a word until they reached Ruby’s apartment.  
 
    “Thanks for helping,” Ruby said as Bennett put the bags near the door. “I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “You’re quite welcome. Enjoy your evening,” Bennett said, turning to leave. 
 
    “Wait. Would you like to go out to dinner with me on Saturday night? I promise I won’t forget my wallet or slam the door in your face.” 
 
    “Now who’s making presumptions?” 
 
    Ruby laughed. “Okay, so no promises on that last part.” 
 
    It was Bennett’s turned to chuckle. “Understood, and actually, I think I’d…I’d very much like to have dinner with you again. Unfortunately, though, I have a previous engagement on Saturday. My gallery is having a showing, and my attendance is mandatory.” 
 
    “You own an art gallery?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s called Fine Arts. It’s just off Massachusetts Avenue.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve seen that. I never went in though. It looks kind of pricey.” 
 
    “It is,” Bennett said, glancing at her watch. “And now I genuinely need to go. There’s lots of work to be done before we’re ready to open for the show. Perhaps you and I can figure out another night for dinner. Will that work?” 
 
    Ruby beamed. “That absolutely will work.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In 1841, Maximillian was invited to attend a private art showing in Paris. Known as a connoisseur of fine arts, he brought along his protégé, who was equally adept at recognizing talent when she saw it.  
 
    The exhibition was held in a studio on a slightly seedier side of town. Found at the end of a dark and dank alley, its nondescript door was lit by a single lantern and guarded by one gargantuan man. Those who flashed their invitations were permitted entry, and once inside, their mouths would water, and their billfolds would open. Without fear of rebuke or arrest, they were free to peruse and purchase the finest in erotic art. 
 
    It wasn’t Bennett’s first introduction to erotica. Max had quite an assortment ranging from compendiums of poetry by John Wilmot, drawings by Thomas Rowlandson, several ancient Peruvian artifacts depicting phalluses or men in the throes of sodomy or fellatio, and a collection of various editions of the Kama Sutra, the pages of each filled with different artists’ interpretations of the sexual positions. 
 
    Years before, Bennett had embraced her homosexuality and her androgynous appearance, so dressed in a top hat, fitted waistcoat, and twill trousers, she roamed the tiny studio, drifting from one piece to the next. The art displayed impressed her, as did those in attendance. Somewhat astonished they weren’t hidden under masks meant for masquerade balls, aristocrats and bureaucrats milled about admiring what they couldn’t afford and coveting what they could.  
 
    Most of what surrounded Bennett in that tiny studio was phallic, masculine, or heterosexual, for artwork depicting her persuasion wasn’t nearly as popular. Undaunted, she journeyed to all corners of the lamp-lit space, and in one, Bennett met an artist named Gustave. He sat on a wooden crate between rickety easels displaying his paintings, and now being quite fluent in French, Bennett struck up a conversation. Surprised to discover Bennett was a woman, the man quickly opened a shabby valise and pulled out a few sketches. She smiled, and he smiled, and it was on that night Bennett bought her first pieces of erotica. It would be decades before Gustave Courbet would paint the work known as Le Sommeil, but his libertine nature had been alive and well for so much longer than that oil on canvas.  
 
    When they climbed into their carriage that night to go home, Max listened as Bennett proposed that she, too, should hold a show revolving around erotica. A hundred years before, with her eye for art far greater than Max, he had turned all his galleries over to Bennett. Until then, most of Max’s wealth stemmed from his inheritance, thievery, and businesses he’d opened and closed as the world’s needs changed. Now, though, the lion’s share of his income was due to Bennett’s innate, almost uncanny ability to recognize what would sell and what would not. Therefore, by the time they arrived back at Max’s Parisian mansion late that evening, a show always and forever called Rapture was born. 
 
    It took Bennett ten years to gather not only the sculptures, sketches, and paintings she deemed worthy, but also the list of invitees. Their purses had to be thick and their interests diverse, and their need for privacy second to none for like the showing Bennett had attended years before, no masks would be worn at Rapture. 
 
    On a warm Paris summer night in 1851, in a gallery with windows shuttered to prevent spying eyes, affluent legislators and spoiled nobility pranced into a showroom replete with erotica of every shape and size. Statues of nude men and women in bronze, stone, and marble stood proudly throughout the space, their genitalia unfettered for all to see. Murals of big-bosomed ladies servicing their suitors filled two walls, and sketches, lithographs, and paintings depicting homosexual encounters were perched on easels and hung on plaster.  
 
    If Max’s chest had puffed out any further, the buttons on his vest would have flown across the room. The artists Bennett had chosen were talented, their brushstrokes precise, and their colors superb. The sculptures were neither lewd nor grotesque, the couplings they presented showing love and lust at its finest, and he couldn’t even find fault with a penis-legged table with vagina ornamentation. After all, Catherine the Great had possessed one quite similar. 
 
    Bennett had organized more than a hundred shows named Rapture since then, and along the way, she’d learned some lessons. For the first few years, she displayed art on consignment and allowed each artist to attend. Not only did Bennett end up with painters and sculptors demeaning their competition, but several had also almost come to blows fighting for position for wall or floor space. Once she began purchasing the works outright and left the artists’ names off the guest list, things went far more smoothly. Yet, some things aren’t learned from mistakes made or from lessons taught. Some are made through observation, and over the years, Bennett had observed her guests.  
 
    A few women in attendance in the late 1800s had dared to show their ankles, and over the years, dozens had worn dresses with necklines dipping far lower than the decency of the day allowed. Men would arrive in top hats and tails with stilettos on their feet, and as time went by, latex tuxedos covered in metal studs made appearances, as did skintight fishnet shirts. It seemed to Bennett that Rapture oozed sex in more than one way, and if her clientele delighted in adding to the sensual atmosphere, who was she to argue? 
 
    Bennett stood in front of the mirror in the powder room, adjusting the drape of her single-breasted jacket. The lapels of black satin matched the classic stripe down her trousers' legs, and on her feet were a pair of highly polished Givenchy derby shoes. She’d used a gel that had added a hint of blue iridescence to her hair, giving it the sheen of a raven’s feathers, and eyeliner defined her eyes. The finishing touch was the single cloth-covered button on Bennett’s jacket for her privacy, or lack thereof, was now solely dependent on it, seeing that under the wool was nothing but skin. 
 
    “I wouldn’t slouch in that if I were you.” 
 
    Bennett seemed to light up from the inside, and she gazed at Lisa’s reflection in the mirror. “I don’t intend to, but tonight needs all the provocative atmosphere we can provide.” 
 
    “Is that what you call not wearing anything under your jacket? Atmosphere?” Lisa said with a laugh. 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t like it?” Bennett said, turning around. 
 
    For a moment, Lisa had a problem saying anything. “No, I…I like it a lot, but all of a sudden, I feel underdressed, or would that be overdressed?” she said, looking down at her floor-length gown. 
 
    Bennett drank in the view of Lisa’s dress, and like the woman who wore it, it was perfect. With a plunging V-neck and spaghetti straps, the shimmering black jersey was as elegant as it was sensual. The soft fabric flattered every inch of Lisa’s statuesque shape, and when she took a step, a well-placed slit provided a generous view of the woman’s toned thigh.  
 
    In an age when fashion went from goth to glam, Lisa was always classically chic, and Bennett adored it. Lisa was a woman who enjoyed dressing like a woman, so when Bennett saw Lisa’s perfectly pedicured toes at the end of her strappy, rhinestone-embellished, high-heeled sandals, Bennett’s smile blossomed just like her heart. In place of Lisa’s usual jumble of gold bracelets was a set in silver, and in her ears were dangling teardrops of sterling. And to complete the look, Lisa had on a rhinestone lariat necklace that settled gently between her breasts.  
 
    “You look marvelous,” Bennett said in a breath. “Positively marvelous.” 
 
    Lisa’s face lit up, and she pushed an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Bennett said, shutting off the light in the powder room. “So, how are things going out there?” 
 
    “Everything’s on schedule. The caterers are ready. The bartenders are ready. The security team is handling the door, and we have limousines and Mercedes lined up down the block.” 
 
    “So, are you saying we should get this show on the road?” Bennett said, crooking her arm. 
 
    “Come on,” Lisa said, slipping her arm through Bennett’s. “Let’s go sell some penises.” 
 
    Bennett scrunched up her face. “Must you always, always bring up penises?” 
 
    “No. I just love your expression when I do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Classical music drifted from the gallery's wireless sound system, adding enough background noise to remove the hush commonly indicative of galleries and museums. The attendees looked posh in their tuxedos and evening dresses, and holding flutes of Dom Perignon, they browsed and admired, moving from one room to the next like a flock of silent ostriches.  
 
    An hour into the evening, Bennett was chatting with two of her guests when one of the security personnel approached. “Excuse me, Miss Archer,” he said, keeping his voice low. “May I have a word?” 
 
    Bennett offered a polite apology to her guests and leaned toward the man. “Yes, what is it?” 
 
    “There’s a woman up front who doesn’t have an invitation. She says she’s a friend of yours and would like to talk to you for a moment. I tried to get her to leave, but she insisted on speaking with you first, and I didn’t want to get into a shouting match.” 
 
    “And there’ll be a bonus in your check because of your judiciousness,” Bennett said, looking around. “Head back to the door. I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    The guard walked away, and Bennett turned to her guests. “It seems there’s something I need to take care of. Please continue to enjoy the show, and I’ll catch up with you a bit later.” 
 
    Bennett had spared no expense for Rapture. From the artwork displayed to the Dom Perignon in the flutes, nothing was overlooked, including the privacy of those in attendance. Black velvet drapes, each embroidered with a calligraphic Rapture, covered the windows, and staged nearer the door were folding panels, covered in the same material. They obstructed even the most wayward of glances from passersby on the street, so it wasn’t until Bennett rounded the corner of the makeshift vestibule that she discovered who the uninvited guest was.  
 
    As with all the other shows that had come before it, tonight’s Rapture had taken over a year to plan. Accomplished artists in the genre were commissioned to sculpt or paint new work, Bennett, Lisa, Finn, and Gunnar traveled the globe, seeking out the best of the best, and deposits were left on works still in progress with a guarantee they’d be completed on time, and they were. Endless hours were spent coddling sensitive artists and their sensitive egos and fielding phone calls from the patrons of these arts, ensuring them they’d receive an invitation or graciously denying them a sneak peek. All of it had led to tonight, and it was a night requiring Bennett’s undivided attention, attention that, at the moment, was definitely undivided. 
 
    The obsidian cocktail dress was short and strapless, and the sweetheart neckline plunged deep between Ruby’s breasts. Her hair was purposely tousled, adding a bit of come-hither to the stylish cut, and the highlights of copper in Ruby’s deep red hair sparkled under the lighting in the gallery. The final touches were a blend of simplicity and daring. The onyx earrings and a matching beaded necklace were low-key, as was the hint of pale brown eyeshadow, yet Ruby had painted her lips with the rubiest of ruby lipsticks, and Bennett was torn between two focal points. Lips…or the plunge of Ruby’s neckline. 
 
    “That’s quite a dress,” Bennett said, slowly raising her eyes.  
 
    “Thanks,” Ruby said, making no secret where her eyes had traveled. “That’s quite a jacket.” 
 
    Bennett’s cheeks lifted, as did her lips. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “You mentioned you were having a show, so I thought I’d come to check it out, except I didn’t know it was invitation-only.” 
 
    Bennett mulled over her options for a moment before signaling for the security personnel to allow Ruby to pass. As soon as Ruby was out of their earshot, Bennett murmured, “Do you remember what I said about never speaking a word about me to anyone?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Ruby whispered. 
 
    “The same holds true for the people you see here tonight. Not one word. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you have your cell phone with you?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Give it to that nice lady over there,” Bennett said, pointing to a woman sitting behind a small table. “She’ll keep it safe until you leave.” 
 
    “Um…okay.” 
 
    Bennett waved over a server and took two flutes of champagne from the silver tray. When Ruby returned, Bennett handed one to her. “And now that we’ve got that sorted, let me introduce you to Rapture.” 
 
    Ruby woke up Friday morning with a plan. Even though Bennett hadn’t invited her to attend the show, Ruby decided she’d make it a surprise. Bennett had helped her with her groceries and had agreed to another dinner, and those were all the signs Ruby needed. After work, she visited some of the trendiest boutiques in the area, and upon purchasing a little black dress to end all little black dresses, Ruby practically floated home. And when Saturday night rolled around, if it weren’t for her high-heels, she would have skipped to her awaiting Uber. 
 
    Ruby was eager for the night to begin. She imagined landscapes painted by the masters and sculptures standing proudly atop pedestals, and she pictured strategic lighting over watercolors and abstracts. She envisioned a few well-placed benches where patrons could sit to admire the art on the wall in front of them, and the atmosphere would be elegant and sedate. 
 
    Flanked by security personnel a few minutes earlier, Ruby had thought her evening was going to end before it began, so she held her head high as she walked into the invitation-only art show. The velvet-draped partition wall ended, and the gallery finally came into view, and Ruby blinked…and then blinked again.  
 
    At least two dozen people were milling about, but a lot more would have been needed to block Ruby’s view of the sculpture centered in the room. Life-size and cast in bronze, a nude, muscled man was atop a naked, spread-eagled woman. On pedestals were smaller sculptures depicting an assortment of heterosexual couplings, while others held in marble, stone, and jade naked men and women, all of which bore no drapes of fabric or leaves of fig to hide their modesty. 
 
    “Not what you expected?” Bennett said softly. 
 
    Ruby was not a person who blushed easily, but her cheeks reddened ever so slightly. “Um…no…not really,” she said, looking at Bennett. “But calling the show Rapture kind of makes sense now.” 
 
    Bennett’s grin formed effortlessly. “I thought so.” 
 
    Ruby took a sip of her champagne and scanned the room again. It took only a moment for her to recognize one of the guests, and then she recognized another and then another. Ruby tilted her head toward the first. “Um…isn’t that—” 
 
    “Remember what I said,” Bennett said quietly. “Who you see here, stays here.” 
 
    “I can see why,” Ruby said, taking another taste of her drink. “But I’m a little confused.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About this, about them, about…about all this straight stuff. I wouldn’t think you’d like this.” 
 
    “Rapture isn’t about my personal preferences. It’s about my guests,” Bennett said, gesturing toward a group standing nearby. The women were anointed in jewels, some wearing evening gowns while others wore tuxes, and the men were clothed in everything from tuxedos to leather to fishnet and beyond. “And we have more than one room, each of which is dedicated to a different inclination.” 
 
    “Can I make an observation?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ruby said, stepping closer to Bennett so no one could overhear. “So we both know there are lots of famous people in this room. Why aren’t they wearing masks to protect their identities?” 
 
    “The first time I ever attended a show such as this, I thought the very same thing, and then I remembered an old Chinese proverb. I’m sure you’ve heard the one about keeping your friends close and your enemies closer?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, how better to protect your own idiosyncrasies than to be privy to those of others, others who are equally as important or as well-known as you? If they tell your secrets, then you, in turn, could do the same. Plus, masks give the impression the wearer could be ashamed by their proclivity, and shame has no place in Rapture. It’s about being yourself, embracing your own interests, your own…predilection.” 
 
    “So,” Ruby said, looking around. “Where’s ours?” 
 
    A smile overtook Bennett’s face. “Give me a few minutes to make sure everything’s under control, and I’ll show you. Would you like some more champagne?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Bennett waved over a member of the wait staff and switched out Ruby’s glass. “I shan’t be but a minute or two.” 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Bennett slowly made her way across the room, stopping briefly to chat with Finn, Gunnar, and her guests as she did. Her primary objective was Lisa, who was sipping champagne near the bondage room, and after a few minutes, Bennett finally reached her curator’s side. “Is everything going all right?” 
 
    “Couldn’t be better,” Lisa said, emptying what remained in her glass in one swallow. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    “That’s Ruby.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyebrows drew together. “You invited your neighbor to Rapture?” 
 
    “I didn’t invite her. She just showed up, but I saw no need to turn her away. I explained the importance of our guest’s privacy, and she understands.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” Lisa said, snagging another flute of champagne from a passing server. “That’s quite a dress she’s wearing if you like that kind of thing.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her dress?” 
 
    “If she sneezes, her boobs are going to pop out.” 
 
    “Given the nature of our exhibit, I’m not sure people would notice.” 
 
    “Are you saying you wouldn’t notice?” Lisa said, glaring at Bennett. 
 
    Bennett stiffened. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were jealous.” 
 
    “Of that? Please,” Lisa said with a flick of her wrist. “I’ll stick to an underwire that isn’t trying to put my breasts on my shoulders and a lipstick a little less ostentatious. Thank you very much.” 
 
    “Excellent, then how about I introduce you?” Bennett said with a sweep of her arm. 
 
    “Oh, goodie,” Lisa said, following Bennett over to Ruby.  
 
    “Ruby, I’d like you to meet Lisa Jensen. She’s my curator,” Bennett said, looking back and forth between the women. “And Lisa, this is Ruby Miller. As you know, she’s my upstairs neighbor at the brownstone.” 
 
    After the handshake ended, both women took a sip of their champagne. “So,” Lisa said. “Bennett tells me you crashed our soiree. I can’t remember anyone ever getting in without an invitation. You must be awfully special.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not sure about that,” Ruby said, her voice as sweet as honey as she turned her eyes to Bennett. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see—huh?” 
 
    Bennett cleared her throat, but the next words spoken came from Lisa. “Well, you don’t pay me to schmooze with the window shoppers,” Lisa said through a buttery smile. “I better get back to tending to the paying guests. Very nice meeting you, Ruby. I’m sure Bennett will explain anything you don’t understand. Enjoy your night.” 
 
    Once Lisa was out of hearing range, Ruby turned to Bennett. “Does haughty come with the job title of curator?” 
 
    “My apologies. I’m not sure what that was all about,” Bennett said, her eyes remaining on Lisa as she walked away. “But she’s very good at her job, and she’s also a friend and one of my guardians.” 
 
    “Your guardian?” Ruby said, tipping her head sideways. “Like in a caregiver?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” 
 
    “Sorry. I forgot. I’m not supposed to ask questions—right?” 
 
    Bennett drew in a slow breath as she pondered how to respond. “Before I answer that, may I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Sure. Shoot.” 
 
    “Did you wear that dress for me?” 
 
    Ruby met Bennett’s gaze squarely, and there was no delay in her answer. “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Ruby’s focus shifted from Bennett’s face to the strip of the woman’s naked chest visible in the jacket’s gape. “Do you really need to ask?” she said, raising her eyes. “And before you say anything, I already know what I see when I’m with you and what I hear, and what, if anything, you tell me, stays with me. I remember the consequence, Bennett, and I take it seriously. As far as I’m concerned, you’re like Vegas, and what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas.” 
 
    Bennett eyeballed Ruby for several silent seconds before waving her arm. “Walk with me.”  
 
    They casually meandered through the main room, and cognizant of the people around her, Bennett kept her voice low. “Guardians are what we call mortals who assist and protect my kind,” Bennett said, dipping her head slightly. “Lisa and her brothers are three of mine.” 
 
    Ruby looked across the room. “You mean those two Sven-looking guys?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, her eyes twinkling. 
 
    “I wouldn’t think…uh…I wouldn’t think your kind would need anyone’s protection.” 
 
    “It’s not that kind of protection, at least not usually in the physical sense. Lisa and her brothers, like others across the world, help run my businesses. They ensure everything operates smoothly and protect my privacy, keeping the footprint of my very existence to a minimum.” 
 
    “I see,” Ruby said as they came to a stop near a sculpture. “And by the way she acted, I’m assuming you and she hooked up, and it didn’t work out?” 
 
    “No, that’s never happened, and it never will,” Bennett said, her expression darkening. “I will not cross that line with her—ever.” 
 
    Bennett’s harsh tone wasn’t lost on Ruby, and she turned her attention to the statue atop the pedestal, hoping for a subject change. Instead, she found herself looking at a sculpted woman on her knees, giving her marble partner a blow job. “Yikes.” 
 
    Bennett snorted, and placing her hand on Ruby’s lower back, she guided her away from the alabaster display. “As I said earlier, we have several rooms, and each contains work centering on particular interests. The front area revolves around heterosexuality, and the room to our left targets those who are into bondage. Our largest room, the one to our right, has artwork revolving around gay men and their lifestyle, and the one down and to our left contains all things lesbian.” 
 
    “Why do the guys get the biggest room?” 
 
    “Because the guys, as you call them, believe they have more to lose than the girls. They don’t, but when you’re a politician trying to further your career or an athlete on a team of brawny and macho men, revealing your true self could come with consequences.” 
 
    “It does for all of us.” 
 
    “I agree, but I’m not here to judge their choices. I’m here to provide them what they seek without fear of the paparazzi snapping a compromising photo.” 
 
    “Which is why you took my phone?” 
 
    “Actually, we take the phones so no one can photograph the artwork. Not that I don’t trust my clients, but most are wealthy enough to find artists to copy what others have created, and I try to protect my artists’ rights as much as possible.” 
 
    “You’ve really thought this through.” 
 
    “I’ve had years of practice.” 
 
    Ruby broke into a wide smile. “Yeah, I guess you have,” she said, looking around. “And not that I don’t want to see everything, but can we start in the lesbian room?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Bennett said, her voice low and silky smooth. 
 
    Both women could not deny the sensual thrum now existing between them. It was a sizzling, slow-moving undercurrent filled with possibilities, and when they entered the sapphic focal point of the gallery, the thrum became almost palpable. 
 
    Centered in the substantial space was a bronze sculpture of lesbian lovers in the throes of cunnilingus, and to the right and left were smaller, marble portrayals of the same act. Scissoring was presented in carved pieces of wood and stone, as were the likenesses of strap-on sex and spooning, and oversized toys, bronzed or glazed, stood erect in all their phallic glory. 
 
    “Wow,” Ruby said after managing the swallow the moisture in her mouth. “Now, this is what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Bennett had been a connoisseur of the arts for centuries, and although charmed by Ruby’s reaction, Bennett’s admiration for the talent surrounding them stepped up in an instant. “I hope you see the artistry in all of this and not just the acts.” 
 
    “Give me a minute, and I’ll tell you,” Ruby said, moving closer to the sculpture. 
 
    Ruby regarded the bronze portrayal, and as Bennett had suggested, Ruby looked past the act, and it only took a few seconds to see the art. The women’s muscles were clearly defined, calves stretched taut by the position, and biceps strained to hold or tensed in anticipation. Ruby could almost count the vertebrae in the one woman’s spine, and her hair hung in thick strands, no doubt dampened by lust. Their skin was so true Ruby could see the veins in their temples and arms, and although a sculpture, those veins almost appeared to throb. But it was in the woman’s face whose legs were spread wide where the truthfulness of the piece announced itself. Awaiting the pleasurable pain of release, her ecstasy and her agony had been blended exquisitely, and was now forever in bronze for the world to see. 
 
    “It’s so real,” Ruby said in a breath. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Bennett took a step and stood alongside Ruby. “And I hope when later you tour the rest of the gallery, you look at those pieces like you just looked at this one. It’s not only about the subject matter, Ruby. It’s about the skill it takes to transform imagination into reality, to blend colors on a canvas so brilliantly you can’t look away, to carve marble so smoothly it’s like skin, and to cast bronze so precisely the only flaws it contains are our own.” 
 
    Ruby’s eyes were drawn to the title card, and her mouth fell open when she saw the price. “And your guests evidently must feel the same way because that’s more than I make in a year.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, not all those in attendance will ever see past the subject matter. They’re here simply to quench their thirst, to own something provocative, something that fills a void in their lives or provides the shock and awe factor when they hold a dinner party with a few of their closest friends.” 
 
    Ruby nodded her acknowledgment, and with Bennett acting as her silent shadow, Ruby moved across the room. She stopped in front of an oil painting depicting a metropolis skyline, except in place of towering buildings of glass and steel, there were silicone vibrators and jelly dildos. “Your collection?”  
 
    Bennett’s eyes creased at the corners, and she studied the painting for a moment. “Close, but not quite.” 
 
    It was Ruby’s turn to smile. “It’s very colorful.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. I’ll never understand, though, why pink, purple, and blue are the prevailing sex toy colors, and speaking of colors, that’s exactly what makes this painting special.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Look closely. Just don’t touch.” 
 
    Ruby stepped up to the painting, and then she moved even closer. “It’s dots.” 
 
    “It’s called pointillism, a technique created by Georges Seurat and Paul Signac in the late 1800s. They believed that a person’s mind and eye could blend colors instead of the artist doing it, thus creating a much broader spectrum, a larger palette, so to speak.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “Yes, and they were ridiculed for it. It’s actually how the style got its name. The art world was accustomed to the strokes of brushes and blending paint on a board, so Seurat and Signac were mocked. Pardon the pun, but they were painting outside the lines, outside of tradition, and it didn’t sit well at first. It wasn’t until Georges Seurat finished A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte when people started to sit up and take notice. What astounds me is that the painting is famous, and even those not interested in art are familiar with it, yet all they see is a bunch of people strolling in a park. They don’t see the talent it took to complete that piece, the patience, the exactness to paint something dot by dot and fill a canvas ten feet wide.” 
 
    Focused on the pointillism skyline of sex toys, when the room became quiet, Bennett looked at Ruby and saw the woman grinning back at her. “I’m sorry,” Bennett said. “I didn’t mean to lecture.” 
 
    “You didn’t, and you obviously enjoy art.” 
 
    “I do. Very much.” 
 
    Ruby moved to the next painting hanging on the wall. “So, have you enjoyed this as well?” 
 
    Already knowing the watercolor displayed a threesome engaged in gratuitous sex, Bennett laughed. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I have. Many times, actually.” When Ruby’s eyebrows rose, Bennett laughed again. “You keep forgetting I’ve been around for a while. There’s truly not much I haven’t done.” 
 
    Ruby pursed her lips. Once again, she took pleasure in slowly drinking in the view of Bennett, and when their eyes met, Ruby all but hummed her words. “Good to know.” 
 
    For almost a minute, with the quiet tones of a piano concerto coming over the sound system, they gazed at each other. Several other patrons had entered the showroom, but neither woman cared they were there.  
 
    Ruby stepped closer to Bennett, her eyes still riveted on the ones staring back at her. “Bennett?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Are we going to have sex tonight?” 
 
    Bennett’s expression remained as still as the statues in the room. “Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, I think we are.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Xi slinked from one piece of clothing to the next, casually making his way to the bedroom. He stopped a few times, an unfamiliar perfume grabbing his attention, and then he moseyed along. It was time for breakfast, and Xi was hungry. 
 
    Under the finest of Egyptian cotton sheets, in a bedroom dark and quiet, were two women. Both were sated. Both were sleeping, and both had had a very long night. 
 
    The last guest of Rapture didn’t leave the gallery until eleven, and afterward, Bennett had to touch base with Lisa, Finn, and Gunnar. As she knew it would, the show had been a success, and every piece displayed had a new owner. Once a few details were ironed out, Bennett guided Ruby to Gus’s awaiting car just after midnight. They drove in silence back to the apartment, and Gus, perceptive enough to take on the persona of a chauffeur, hopped out and opened Bennett’s door upon their arrival at the brownstone.  
 
    When they reached the third floor of the building, Bennett slipped her hand in Ruby’s, and unlocking her door, the two stepped into Bennett’s dimly lit apartment…and that was all it took. 
 
    Bennett’s lips found Ruby’s in a kiss, consuming and wet, and Ruby returned in kind. Neither held back their fervor, fingers threading through hair and tongues tasting all they could, and when the need for air became great, they took just enough time to fill their lungs and then started again. Minutes ticked by until both needed more than lips and tongue. They inched toward the bedroom, and the first piece of clothing lost was Ruby’s dress. One quick tug of the zipper by Bennett was all it took, and by the time it had puddled around Ruby’s feet, she’d already freed the button of Bennett’s jacket and finally viewed what she’d only been able to imagine all night. 
 
    Bennett’s breasts were full, and her pale pink nipples were beaded and tight, and as Ruby cupped those breasts, scissoring her fingers around the swollen tips, Bennett’s mouth found Ruby’s again. The kiss was equally as punishing as the last, and the more Ruby tweaked, the more Bennett devoured. It was feral. It was out of control…and it was equal. 
 
    One step later, Bennett made quick work of the clasp of Ruby’s bra, and the step after that saw the demise of Ruby’s silk panties when Bennett ripped them from her body. Shoes were kicked off, followed by Bennett’s belt, and when they reached the door to the bedroom, Bennett stepped out of her trousers, and seconds later, Ruby pushed the woman’s lacy boy shorts down her legs. 
 
    They fell onto the bed in a jumble of need, desire, and lust, both ravenous to release what had been simmering all night, and release it, they did. Over and over, in a give and take that lasted for hours, they honed their already sharpened skills on each other. 
 
    Bennett’s eyes opened, her pupils dilating to the extreme to adjust to the dark. She took a breath and then another, her surroundings as familiar as the aroma in the air. It had been decades since she’d awoken with a mortal in her bed. A conscious decision she’d made many years before, the women who lived under Max’s roof had become her outlet. They were strong, and most of their appetites and savvy matched hers. Voracious and competent, they answered a need for Bennett, and she answered a need for them, but last night a mortal had answered that need and then some.  
 
    Bennett looked at the spray of red hair across the white cotton pillowcase to her right. Her eyes followed the ripple of Ruby’s spine down the woman’s back, her perusal ending where the sheet draped over Ruby’s hip. Bennett took another slow breath. The woman was beautiful…in and out of bed. 
 
    “Good morning,” Bennett said softly when Ruby rolled onto her back. 
 
    Ruby opened her eyes. “Is it morning?” 
 
    “Yes. I can turn on a light if you’d like.” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead.” 
 
    Bennett reached for the lamp, and a moment later, the bulb sprang to life. “Better?” 
 
    Ruby blinked away the spots. “Much better, and good morning to you.” Ruby shifted to lie on her side and let out a grunt. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Bennett said, raising herself up on her elbow. “Did I hurt you last night? I sometimes forget how strong I am and if—” 
 
    “Relax. Geez,” Ruby said, giggling. “We had a whole bunch of sex last night, and I’m a little sore. That’s all.” 
 
    “Oh…um…okay.” 
 
    “And in case you’re wondering, I had a great time, too, not that you should doubt that.” 
 
    “As did I,” Bennett said, her face brightening. 
 
    Ruby drank in the creaminess of Bennett’s breasts. “So, how come that one didn’t heal?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “That scar,” Ruby said, pointing to Bennett’s chest. “I mean, all the other ones have disappeared, but that tiny one’s still there.” 
 
    Bennett looked down. “That’s a birthmark. Not a scar.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ruby said, studying the shape. “You know, it almost looks like a bat.” 
 
    “I’ve always seen it more like a bird in flight, actually. I don’t think it’s prophetic.” Bennett climbed out of bed and opened the closet. “I’m going to use the loo and then make some coffee,” she said, donning a black silk robe that ended just above her knees. “Would you like a cup?” 
 
    “That would be great. Thanks.” 
 
    Bennett pulled another robe from a hanger and laid it at the foot of the bed before she disappeared into the bathroom. When she emerged a few minutes later, Ruby was exactly where she’d left her. “I put a spare toothbrush near the sink whenever you feel like getting up.” 
 
    Ruby sprung into a sitting position, covering her nakedness with a sheet. “Oh, I’m sorry. Do you want me to leave? I didn’t even think that I might be intruding. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll get out of your—” 
 
    “Don’t be absurd,” Bennett said, heading for the door. “You’re fine. Stay in bed all morning if that’s what you like. After all, Sundays are supposed to be a day of rest.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Bennett returned to the bedroom with a cup of coffee in one hand and a jumble of clothes, underwear, and shoes in the other. Hearing the shower running, she put the coffee on the nightstand, dropped their things onto a chair, and then left. She was halfway to the powder room to empty Xi’s litter box when a knock on the door reversed her course.  
 
    Bennett opened the door and summoned a smile. “Detective Krankowski. Detective O’Brien. This is a surprise.”  
 
    “Good morning, Miss...uh…Miss Archer,” Stan Krankowski said, having a hard time taking his eyes off of Bennett’s lack of attire. “Sorry to…um…sorry to interrupt your Sunday. We have a few questions, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “No, not at all. Please come in,” Bennett said, standing aside to let them enter. “Please make yourself comfortable while I put on something more appropriate than a robe. “ 
 
    Bennett ducked into the bedroom, somewhat thankful to hear the shower still running. She pulled on a pair of navy blue leggings in nothing flat, followed by an oversized sweatshirt to match. Stepping into a pair of slip-on Vans, Bennett glimpsed in the mirror over her bureau, ran her fingers through her hair, and returned to her unwanted guests. 
 
    As she quietly closed the door behind her, Bennett took note of the two detectives. Tully O’Brien was bent over the kitchen counter, writing in his notepad, and Stan Krankowski had stationed himself in front of the fireplace. “Would you gentlemen like some coffee? It’s fresh.” 
 
    “No thanks,” Tully said without looking up. 
 
    “I’ll take a cup. Black,” Stan left his place at the hearth and plodded over to the kitchen. “That’s quite a collection of weapons you have over there.”  
 
    “Yes, it is,” Bennett said, handing him a steaming cup of coffee. 
 
    “Are they real?” 
 
    “Why collect them if they weren’t?” 
 
    Stan bobbed his head. “Good point.” He took a sip of his coffee, and his eyes widened. “Wow. This is tasty. What kind is it?” 
 
    “It’s an Arabica. Ethiopian Harrar, to be exact.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
    “It’s not easily found around here,” Bennett said, observing the two men. “Not to be rude, gentlemen, but can I ask why you stopped by?” 
 
    Tully looked up from his notes. “Can you tell us where you were last night between the hours of five and six?” 
 
    “Yes. I was at my gallery. We had a private showing, and I arrived shortly after four. I didn’t leave until almost midnight. Why?” 
 
    “Can you give us the names of some people who saw you there?” 
 
    Bennett inwardly smiled. The detective had circumvented her question without so much as a twitch. “Well, my guest list is private. If you reach out to Lisa, though, she and her brothers were there, and I’m sure she can even provide you a list of the security and catering personnel who worked the show. Most, if not all, saw me there.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll give her a call,” Tully said, slipping his notepad into his coat pocket. 
 
    “May I ask what this is about?” Bennett said, her eyes following Tully as he strolled through the living room.  
 
    “A drug dealer known as Jazzy-C was found dead in an alley just off Newbury Street,” he said without looking back. “His throat was cut.” 
 
    “So let me hazard a guess. Someone saw a woman fitting my description in the vicinity, and this time she had brown eyes?” 
 
    “Actually, we don’t have any witnesses.” 
 
    Stan took his coffee and returned to the fireplace. “Miss Archer, about these swords and knives you—” 
 
    “Daggers.” 
 
    While reaching for one of the weapons, Stan looked over at Bennett. “What?” 
 
    Bennett moved to the hearth. “Daggers are symmetrical,” she said, pointing to one. “They have edges on both sides of the blade and will always come to a point. Knives don’t.” 
 
    Stan cast a quick glance in Tully’s direction before placing his hand on the handle of the fifteenth-century rondel dagger, only to find he couldn’t remove it from the display. He shot a look at Bennett. 
 
    “As you can tell by their edges, they’re extremely sharp,” Bennett said, somewhat enjoying rebuffing the man’s intrusiveness. “The clips holding them in place are actually electromagnetic locks.” 
 
    “Can you unlock them?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Detective Krankowski. These weapons are not only very sharp, but they’re also quite valuable. So, unless there’s a reason I have to unlock them, other than your curiosity, they’ll remain where they are. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    “You collect books, too?” Tully said, standing in front of a bookcase. “Because you sure have a boatload.” 
 
    The tactical maneuvering of the two detectives wasn’t lost on Bennett, and it was all she could do not to show her amusement. It was as if they were playing a chess game, and Bennett had become the king they wanted to capture. Flanked by Krankowski on her right and Tully across the room to her left, their movements seemed nonchalant even though they were calculated right down to the banter. After all, it was essential to develop a rapport when questioning a suspect, and what better way to do that than complimenting them on their choice of coffee or collections. A few morsels of information would be fed to her, tiny tidbits to keep things moving, and before too long, she’d be made to feel as if she was talking to a friend. At ease, she’d then let her guard down and eventually fuck up. Yes, Bennett knew the drill all too well, for some things never change.  
 
    “Yes, I collect books, too,” Bennett said, looking over at Tully. “I’m an avid reader.” 
 
    “What about ice picks?” Stan said. “You collect them, too?” 
 
    Bennett turned to Stan. “I’m not sure ice picks are collectible items, but to answer your question, I have no interest in acquiring them. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Stan looked up at the swords above the fireplace again. “Any of these weapons you collect have two prongs?” 
 
    Bennett tilted her head to the side. “Are you talking about a bident?” 
 
    “I thought that was a toilet,” Tully chimed in from across the room. 
 
    “That’s a bidet,” Bennett said, striding over to the bookcases.  
 
    It took her a moment to find what she was looking for, and pulling a leather-bound volume from a shelf, Bennett flipped it open and fanned through the pages. Going over to Stan, she handed him the book, now opened to a photo. “That’s a bident,” she said, tapping on the image. “In most mythological representations of Pluto, also known as Hades, he’s shown holding one. It’s basically a two-pronged pitchfork used for fishing in ancient times, but a weapon nonetheless. Is that what you’re talking about?” 
 
    “It’s too big to be what was used.” Stan closed the book and handed it back to Bennett. “What we’re looking for is a lot smaller.” 
 
    “I’m confused,” Bennett said, placing the book on the mantle. “I thought you said earlier this poor fellow’s throat was cut.” 
 
    “It was, but the medical examiner found two puncture wounds on his neck. We think whoever did it was trying to cover up whatever weapon they actually used, but in their rush, they missed their mark. So, we’ve been backtracking and looking at all the other cases. The victims found in the park were too…um…too damaged to make any determination, but the pusher found in an alley a few days after the park killings had the same marks.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Stan peered at Bennett. “What’s really intriguing is the M.E. believes the cause of death was blood loss.” 
 
    “I’m not sure why that would be a surprise. Having one’s throat cut would have a tendency to do that, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “Except there was no blood at the scene. It was like they were drained.” Stan had been sizing up Bennett, so when he saw her smile, he cocked his head. “Do you think this is funny?” 
 
    “Absolutely not, but it seems you’ve leapt from mythology straight into make-believe.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Bennett chuckled. “Detective, what you’re describing is a vampire. You do realize that—right?” 
 
    “You always keep it so dark in here?” Tully said, squinting at the titles of the books. “I like to read, too, but I can’t even see the titles.” 
 
    Bennett locked eyes with Stan Krankowski, and the challenge glistening in his was undeniable. Yes, he knew precisely what he’d been describing. Bennett held Stan’s stare with one of her own for a few more seconds before she made her way across the room. “My apologies. I wasn’t expecting guests,” she said, flinging open the drapes. “Is that better?” 
 
    The brightness of the sun painted its way across the room, and Bennett breathed in its warmth. A moment later, a loud clatter caused her to jump. She turned, as did the detectives, their undivided attention held by the woman who was standing near the bedroom door. Her hair was wet. Her cheeks were vivid scarlet, and the only thing she was wearing was a red silk robe that ended mid-thigh. 
 
    “I’m…I’m so sorry,” Ruby said, a broken coffee mug at her feet. “I-I didn’t realize you had company.” 
 
    “That’s all right. It’s totally my fault. I should have told you,” Bennett said, going to the kitchen. “And please don’t move until I clean that up. I wouldn’t want you to get cut.” 
 
    Bennett grabbed a few hand towels, and kneeling at Ruby’s feet, she gathered up the pieces of broken ceramic before mopping up the coffee. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Detective Krankowski,” Stan said, holding out his hand to Ruby. “And that there is my partner, Detective O’Brien.” 
 
    Ruby kept one hand on the closure of her robe and held out the other. “Nice to meet you. I’m Ruby Miller.” 
 
    “And what’s your relationship with Miss Archer?” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s got anything to do with what we’ve been discussing,” Bennett said, standing up. “Ruby and I are friends. That’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “I see,” Stan said, glancing over at Tully. “I think we’re done here. You ready to go?” When Tully didn’t answer, Stan frowned. “Yo, Tully. You ready?” 
 
    “What? Oh…um…yeah…I just, I just can’t believe she has a first edition of this book,” Tully said, gingerly placing the brown leather-bound novel back on the shelf. “I gotta say I’m a little…uh…a little speechless.” 
 
    “What book is that?” Bennett went over and removed the one Tully had placed back in the row. “Oh, The Count of Monte Cristo. Quite an excellent read.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Tully said, his eyes still locked on the novel Bennett held. “It was my absolute favorite when I was a kid. I must have read over a dozen times. I got a sister in Worcester. She’s got two boys, and every time I visit, I keep telling them they should read it, but they’re more interested in video games.” 
 
    “Then you should read it to them,” Bennett said, handing Tully the book. “It’s clear you’re passionate about it, and they’ll hear that in your voice. So next time you visit, read a chapter to them one night, and they’ll be hooked just like you were.” 
 
    “I…wait…I can’t take this.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “We’re not allowed to take gifts from people,” Tully said, holding out the book.  
 
    “I’m not giving it to you. I’m giving it to your nephews. You’re merely the vehicle that’ll deliver it.” 
 
    “But…but it’s a first edition. It’s gotta be super rare and super expensive.” 
 
    “Perhaps, which is all the more reason I need to share it with you and your nephews. The words written in that book and all the others surrounding us should never take a back seat to video games where the sole purpose is to annihilate or destroy. There’s so much more to imagination than that, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Tully scrubbed his hand over his chin. “Yeah, but that’s the way of the world now.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be, and it’s up to us to make sure children see the breadth of the world, not the narrowness. Take the book, Detective O’Brien. Open the minds of those two boys. Who knows? It could help mold their lives in ways you can’t even begin to imagine.” 
 
    “Okay, so if you two are done bonding, I think it’s time for us to leave,” Krankowski said, going to the door. “And if she wants you to have the book, take it, Tully. It ain’t going to stop us from doing our jobs.” 
 
    “I would certainly hope not,” Bennett said, following Tully to the door. “And I do wish you luck in finding whatever that weapon was and, of course, whoever is committing these awful crimes. I’d hate to think my neighborhood is going in the same direction as so many others.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen on our watch,” Tully said as he stepped into the hallway. “Thanks for the book.” 
 
    “My pleasure. You’ll have to let me know what your nephew thinks of it.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good day, gentlemen.” Bennett closed the door, throwing the latch before she headed to the kitchen. 
 
    “Okay, so at the risk of having myself banished from your apartment and your life forever, may I ask why there were two cops here?” Ruby said. 
 
    “You may.” Bennett opened a cabinet, and grabbing another coffee cup, she handed it to Ruby. “It seems a drug dealer filed a complaint with the police stating that some of his people were mugged around Back Bay, and yours truly fits the description of their assailant.” 
 
    “Wait. A drug dealer…went to the police?” 
 
    “I find it amusing, too,” Bennett said, pouring coffee into both cups. “Do you remember hearing about those people murdered in the park?” 
 
    “Of course. It was all over the news.” 
 
    “Yes, it was, and those two detectives visited me at the gallery shortly afterward. It seems right around the same time as the park killings, yet another lowlife had a run-in with someone in an alley. Unlike the other pushers who were only mugged, this one was killed, and apparently in the same manner as those in the park. So, now they believe the crimes are connected.” 
 
    “And they think you did it?” 
 
    “It would seem that way.” About to take a sip of her coffee, Bennett stopped when she saw concentration lines etched into Ruby’s forehead. “I don’t make it a habit of killing innocents, in case you’re wondering.” 
 
    “What about those not so innocent?” 
 
    “They aren’t always as lucky.” 
 
    The color drained from Ruby’s face, and Bennett put her coffee aside. “Look, I have no reason to lie to you because whatever I say to you will never be heard by anyone else. So, if you ask a question, expect an honest answer, and if you don’t want honesty, don’t ask a question. Like I said earlier, I enjoyed our time together last night, but if you’re now wary about continuing whatever this is between us, the door is over there. Feel free to walk out if you’d like. This can easily end as quickly as it began. No hard feelings. No reprisal, and I promise, as long as you stick to our agreement, no harm will come your way.” 
 
    Ruby took a minute to think, and while she did, the color returned to her cheeks. “I don’t think I want this to end just yet,” she said quietly. “I was actually hoping we could pick up where we left off last night.” Ruby put down her coffee, and loosening the tie on her robe, she shrugged, and the red silk floated to the floor. “What about you?”  
 
    There was no need for Bennett to hide her lascivious appreciation of Ruby’s nakedness, so she didn’t. She took her time, her eyes traveling from one of Ruby’s breasts to the other, the dusky pink tips holding her interest for more than a few moments before Bennett’s admiration drifted south to Ruby’s landing strip. The curly red strands offered proof the woman used no hair dye, and Bennett unconsciously licked her lips. 
 
    Bennett’s eyes met Ruby’s, and as they smiled in unison, Bennett knelt before Ruby. “I think that’s a marvelous idea,” she purred. “Where do you suggest we start?” 
 
    Ruby leaned against the counter, and lifting her leg, she draped it over Bennett’s shoulder. “What would you think about…um…a little breakfast?” 
 
    Bennett’s libido lurched as she breathed in the scent of Ruby’s arousal, and just before she was about to savor what was being offered, Bennett said, “I do like a woman who understands the need for sustenance.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Late Sunday afternoon, Ruby rolled to her side, opening her eyes when a sweep of her arm came up empty. She blinked away the sleep, and noticing a glass mug on the nightstand, Ruby picked it up and sniffed the light-brown contents. 
 
    “That’s green tea,” Bennett said, standing in the door to the bathroom wearing her robe. “I thought you might like some.” 
 
    “What about you? I only see one cup.” 
 
    “I’ll have something else soon.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ruby said, taking a sip of her drink. “What does blood taste like?” 
 
    Bennett considered the question. “I suppose that depends on who’s drinking it. For me, it’s sweet, like the nectar of the finest fruit imaginable. For mortals, on the other hand, I’m told it has a metallic taste similar to copper.” 
 
    “Like sucking on a penny?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Bennett said, fighting to keep a straight face. “I try not to put coins in my mouth whenever possible. You don’t know where they’ve been.” 
 
    “Ha ha.” 
 
    Bennett sat on the edge of the bed. “So, are you hungry?” Ruby’s eyes doubled in size, and Bennett let out a laugh. “I was actually talking about food this time. I’m sure you’re famished, so would you like to join me for dinner? We could order something in, or we can go out. Your choice.” 
 
    “You’re right. I am starving, and out would be nice.” 
 
    “All right,” Bennett said, glancing at the pile of clothes on the chair. “I’m not sure the frock you wore last night would be suitable though. I was thinking someplace casual.” 
 
    “Casual works, and I won’t be suitable until I take another shower,” Ruby said, putting the mug on the nightstand. “Would you mind if I borrowed your robe and head up to my place to get cleaned up?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Bennett said, standing so Ruby could climb out of bed. “You do that. I’ll get dressed, and then we can leave.” 
 
    Bennett handed Ruby the red silk robe, trying her best not to leer at the naked woman in front of her. Bennett failed miserably, and Ruby saw every second of the woman’s overt ogling. 
 
    Ruby snatched the robe and put it on in a flash. “I have a feeling if I don’t get out of here right now, the restaurants will be closed by the time we finally leave this room.” 
 
    “You’re probably right,” Bennett said, sweeping her arm toward the door. “Let me walk you out.” 
 
    Bennett threw aside the latch on the door before giving Ruby a light kiss. “I’ll leave it unlocked,” she said as their lips parted. “Let yourself in when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Is that safe?” 
 
    “It is when you’re me,” Bennett said, opening the door. 
 
    “Good point.” Ruby stole another quick kiss and then scooted up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A short time later, Ruby stood in front of her bathroom mirror, applying the last bit of her makeup. Eager to return to Bennett, she had stripped, showered, and dressed in record time even though Ruby knew what they had wasn’t love. It was lust. Other than the occasional gasp or sigh or softly uttered instructions, the words spoken between them in bed were few. There were no whispered promises or hushed words of love or forever, no pretense of something more than what it was…and Ruby was okay with that. 
 
    Ruby didn’t need to be pulled into Bennett’s arms when they awoke. She didn’t need to be given the affection shown for a lover you’d die for because Bennett would never die for her. The woman had made that crystal clear in more than one way. No, what Ruby required from Bennett was almost the same thing Bennett required from Ruby. It was the need to satisfy the most primitive of wants, and at least for Ruby, there was also curiosity. She was inquisitive about a world she’d never been a part of, and Ruby knew Bennett held all the answers. The only question was, would Ruby ever know them, too? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tucked away on a charming street, The Nook was housed in a hundred-year-old, brick-fronted building off Chestnut Street. It offered its patrons a cozy setting, a menu able to satisfy even the pickiest of eaters, and a wine list that had held Bennett’s attention for far too long. 
 
    “Two questions.” 
 
    Bennett raised her eyes. “And so it begins,” she said, putting aside the wine list. 
 
    “Behave,” Ruby said, mirth dancing in her eyes. “I said two.” 
 
    “I won’t hold you to that.” 
 
    “Yay me!” 
 
    Bennett laughed. “All right. What are they?” 
 
    “First, are you a wine snob, and second, do you own a car?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t consider myself a wine snob. I do, however, draw the line at buying it in a box, and before I answer your second, I have two questions also,” Bennett said, motioning for the waiter. “Do you like Pinot Noir, and would you mind if I ordered us an appetizer?” 
 
    “Yes, I like the wine, and no, by all means, order something.” 
 
    The waiter appeared, and Bennett handed him the wine list. “We’d like a bottle of the Perrot-Minto Pinot, please, and the New England charcuterie board for the starter.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll put the order in right away.” 
 
    Bennett watched the man walk away and then turned back to Ruby. “Now, for your second question. I don’t own a car. My gallery, however, has a van, and yes, I know how to drive it. I just choose not to.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Sitting behind the wheel of a car would take my attention away from where it’s needed more.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Bennett deliberated on her answer for a moment. “I think you’d agree that there’s good and bad in the world, and I try to use some of what I am to offset the scales when I can.” 
 
    “I’m not following,” Ruby said, picking up her water glass. 
 
    “People come and go in their lives, from their homes and their worlds, believing they’re safe or thinking they’ve taken all the steps necessary to provide themselves safety, but that’s not always the case. Sometimes in the shadows is danger, like what happened to you in the alley the other night. You were merely grabbing something out of your car, and then suddenly your world is upended by a drunken stranger who could have brought you harm.” 
 
    “But he didn’t because you…wait…are you saying you’ve done that before? I mean, saved someone from being attacked?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ruby took a moment to think. “Now things are making a little more sense.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “Okay, so I have a friend. Her name’s Doreen, and she’s super nerdy when it comes to your kind.” 
 
    “The woman who carries your groceries occasionally? Wears bright clothes. Loud hair adornments.” 
 
    “That’s the one. She hates to cook, so in exchange for helping me with my groceries, I make enough for dinner, so she has leftovers to take home,” Ruby said, smiling. “Anyway, she’s really into vampires, and one night when we were talking, she latched onto the fact that I noticed you always left the brownstone after sunset.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, she came to the conclusion you were a vampire because vampires supposedly can’t handle sunlight. But, when it comes to you, we both know that’s not the case. You don’t leave at dusk because you have a problem with the sun. You leave when it’s dark because if you’re on the prowl for bad guys, doing it in broad sunlight isn’t a good idea—right?” 
 
    “Correct,” Bennett said, dipping her head. “And the criminal element thrives at night, so I use that time to thwart muggers and rapists and murderers. I’ve even stopped several parents from abusing their children, and drug pushers always get my undivided attention.” 
 
    “Why drug pushers?” 
 
    “Because not only do I destroy what they’re trying to sell, I take their money and donate it to charities in the area. It does a heart good knowing that the homeless have another warm meal, or abused women or lonely animals have the care they need whilst another junkie doesn’t get their fix.” 
 
    “So, you’re a vigilante.” 
 
    “I prefer to think of myself as just someone who has a lot of time on her hands, and what better way to spend it than protecting those who can’t always protect themselves.” Bennett pursed her lips when she saw Ruby’s toothy grin. “What’s that all about?” 
 
    “I was just thinking,” Ruby said, picking up her water glass. “For a woman who thought I’d be afraid of her, you seriously need to work on the terror part.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Bennett and Ruby were finishing their dinner, a nearby table of ten was in the middle of celebrating someone’s birthday. Gifts were piled onto the table, and the song was sung, and now, like strobe lights, cameras were flashing to preserve the moment. 
 
    “So,” Ruby said, setting her fork down. “Will you show up in any of those pictures, or am I going to look like I’m eating alone?” 
 
    “That’s a myth,” Bennett said, reaching for her glass. “I’ll show up in photos just as I do in mirrors.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” Ruby picked up her wine, aimlessly staring off into space while she held it in her hand. 
 
    “What’s your question?” Bennett said, placing her glass on the table. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “I pride myself on my powers of observation, and every time you want to ask a question, you get a crease between your eyes, right above the bridge of your nose. So, at the risk of that becoming a permanent crater, I think you should just let it out.” 
 
    Ruby’s face lit up. “Okay, so here’s the thing,” she said, leaning in. “When I came out of the bedroom this morning, the drapes were open, and sunlight was everywhere. Aren’t you supposed to melt or something if sunlight touches you?” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes twinkled. “That would be the Wicked Witch of the West, and her ruination revolved around water, not sunlight. Vampires burn when the sun hits their skin.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    “I’m different.” 
 
    “Obviously.” 
 
    Before Bennett could speak, the server appeared to clear away the plates. “Can I get you ladies anything else? Dessert? Coffee?” 
 
    Bennett and Ruby exchanged looks. “May we have a pot of your French press, please?” Bennett said. “Two cups. No sugar or cream necessary.” 
 
    “Yes, miss.” 
 
    Once the man walked away, Bennett looked over at Ruby. “I’m sorry. I forgot what we were talking about.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t,” Ruby said with a laugh. “But that’s probably your way of telling me it’s time to shut up—huh?” 
 
    “Is that even possible?” 
 
    Ruby stiffened instantly, and Bennett wasted no time in sliding her hand across the table. “I was joking,” she said, threading her fingers through Ruby’s. 
 
    “Were you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, squeezing Ruby’s hand. “And to answer your question, they call us daywalkers. For some unknown reason, while others of my kind burst into flames if touched by sunlight, we do not.” 
 
    “You talk like there’s more like you.” 
 
    “There are.” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “And you said you don’t know why you can do this?” 
 
    “No,” Bennett said, shaking her head. “Not that some of my kind didn’t do everything in their power to try to figure it out.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Bennett studied Ruby for a moment. “How about we leave that for another time?” 
 
    “Okay,” Ruby said, doing her best to hold back her delight. “And I have to tell you, it’s good to hear there will be another time.” 
 
    “I’ll leave that up to you.” 
 
    “It takes two to tango.” 
 
    Their waiter came back with their coffee, and their conversation stalled until he walked away. 
 
    Bennett took a sip of the dark roast and then gently placed her cup back onto the saucer. “I have to be honest. I’m still having a hard time believing you don’t want anything more than just sex and the occasional dinner from me.” 
 
    “That’s your problem, not mine,” Ruby said with a shrug. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d rather live the lifetime I’ve been given than to have to kill people to ensure my existence.” 
 
    “I never asked to become what I am, and vampires don’t have to kill in order to survive.” 
 
    “They don’t? Oh, wait. Is this about the bags you have in your fridge?” 
 
    “Transfused blood gives us what we need to survive. It helps us maintain, enabling us to go weeks without a proper feed, but it’s not the same as what flows in your veins.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Why isn’t it the same?” 
 
    “I suppose in the simplest terms, it’s like the difference between the Guinness you had the other night at dinner and beer reduced to the swill they label as lite. It doesn’t have the same kick, the same potency, which is what we need to be at our best. That’s why, eventually, we have to feed in order to replenish ourselves completely.” 
 
    “Then how do you not do that without killing people?” 
 
    “It’s called control, and once you learn it, you take only what you require. There’s no need to bring harm to the mortals or guardians we use to satisfy our thirst. The wounds we create heal in a matter of minutes, and life goes on.” 
 
    “So is this where the whole mind-meld comes in?” 
 
    Bennett fought off a laugh. “That would be a Vulcan, not a vampire. Vampires compel their victims to believe that certain things didn’t happen, but it’s not like what you see in the movies. We can’t merely Photoshop ourselves out of your mind. We need to remove the entire memory which, at times, can be harmful to our victims.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Bennett took a second to get her thoughts in order. “It’s got to do with the amount of time erased because memories are, in fact, periods of time. The shorter the span, the safer it is.” 
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll give you a couple of examples,” Bennett said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Let’s say I need to feed, so I go to a bar and look around for someone who’s drinking heavily. It doesn’t matter if it’s a man or a woman. It only matters how inebriated they are. I go over, strike up a conversation, buy them a few more drinks, and then when they’re in no shape to go home on their own, I offer to take them. I call a taxi, and away we go, and once I get them home, I bite them. They’re so drunk, they’re not really sure what’s going on, and when I’m done, I compel them to forget me, and when they wake up the next morning, they’re none the wiser. Yes, they’re missing some time, and yes, they’re probably confused as to how in the hell they ever got home in the first place, but that’s as far as it goes. Another example is people who wake up in the morning and are more tired than they were the night before. The problem is, when they went to sleep, they left a window open. They didn’t think about it, yet I guarantee vampires do, and once we’re done feeding, we heal their wounds, go on our way, and again, they are none the wiser.” 
 
    “You just described two things that have happened to me before.” 
 
    “It’s happened to a lot of people,” Bennett said with a smirk. “Trust me.” 
 
    “Okay, so I’m still not getting the harmful part. You only removed a few minutes—right?” 
 
    “Yes, and on the night you came into my flat and found me bloody and bludgeoned, I could have compelled you to forget that and sent you on your way; however, once you returned to your apartment, you would have found yourself covered in my blood and wouldn’t have understood why. How would that have made you feel?” 
 
    “That’s easy. Like I was going crazy.” 
 
    “And now take it a step further. Instead of a few minutes, make it a day or a week, or even a month. How would you feel if you woke up tomorrow with absolutely no knowledge of what occurred in your own life since that night when you came into my apartment? You see, that’s where the cutoff would be for me to remove myself from your memories. I’d have to erase them back to then.” 
 
    “Shit. Seriously? Bennett, I’d be checking myself into a psych ward if that happened.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s why I prefer not to compel unless absolutely necessary. It can mess with a person’s mind. We can, however, also do what we call convince. It works sort of like a post-hypnotic suggestion, except without the swaying pocket watch. We can make a suggestion, say telling someone to go fetch the paper, and that’s what they’ll do. It doesn’t matter that it’s the afternoon, and they retrieved it that morning because when vampires speak to mortals in a certain tone, we—” 
 
    “Wait. Are you saying you can’t compel other vampires? I mean, it would make it really easy to tell your enemies just to back off.” 
 
    “Yes, it would. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work on vampires. Only mortals,” Bennett said. “And as I was saying, when we speak to mortals in a certain tone, we become the swaying pocket watch. So, suddenly in our victim’s mind appears a thought put there by us, and they act on it.” 
 
    “So you could tell someone to jump off a bridge, and they’d do it.” 
 
    “No, whatever we request can’t go against their instincts, and the survival instinct is one of the strongest. We can, however, ask someone to take the next taxi if we’re running late.” 
 
    Ruby smiled. “How come I think you’ve done that?” 
 
    “A few times, but I don’t make it a habit of convincing, and I only use compelling if there are no guardians around and I have to feed on a stranger.” 
 
    “So you’ve…you’ve fed on Lisa then?” 
 
    “No. I haven’t, and I won’t. Her brothers provide me when necessary, and I have other ways to get what I need.” 
 
    “But then don’t all those people you feed on become vampires, too?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way.” 
 
    Ruby nibbled on her lip for a second. “Am I going to be pushing my luck if I dare ask how it does work?” 
 
    Bennett picked up the French press carafe and poured what remained into their cups. “We have an enzyme in our saliva, and after biting someone, that enzyme stays in their system for a few days. If, during that time, they happen to die, then they would awaken a vampire.” 
 
    “So those drug pushers and the people in the park—” 
 
    “No, they’re dead,” Bennett said quietly. “If we feed enough to kill someone, drain them to a point where their heart stops because of the blood loss, they perish like any mortal would. They don’t become vampires. They just become dead.” 
 
    “I see,” Ruby said, picking up her coffee. 
 
    Bennett arched an eyebrow. “Your crease is appearing again.” 
 
    “I’m confused. You said your kind doesn’t have to kill, so why murder those people in the park?” 
 
    “Other than our longevity and a few other things, vampires and mortals are quite similar. We have those who are learned, ethical, and giving, and we have those who are brainless, immoral, and greedy. That attack in the park was politically driven; however, the end result gave those who performed it the opportunity to consume what we call Omega.” 
 
    “Omega? As in the last letter of the Greek alphabet?” 
 
    “Yes, or in this case, the last drop of blood a mortal has before death takes them. It is the most powerful source of nourishment for us, bar none. It brings with it an undefeatable sense of power and strength, and a healing ability far greater than anything you can imagine. Its effects, however, last only for three or four days, and while centuries ago we were monsters who took more than our fair share of Omega, for the most part, it’s now discouraged.” 
 
    “And…and you’ve done this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ruby bit at her lip for a moment. “Um…so what did you mean when you said for the most part?” 
 
    “Let’s just say there are a few that continue to color outside the lines, but in and around Back Bay, that’s no longer a problem.” 
 
    “And the attacks being political? What’s that about?” 
 
    Bennett took a long breath, and spotting their server, she motioned for the check. “I’d prefer not to get into that if you don’t mind. I think I’ve answered enough of your questions for the night.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s just that one leads to another and then to another. It’s kind of hard to stop.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry.” 
 
    Bennett stopped long enough to hand their waiter her debit card, and when he walked away, she finished her coffee before looking at Ruby. “I need to make sure you understand something.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “As I answered your questions tonight, I paid attention to your reactions. Your eyes widened at times, and even a bit of color drained from your face at others, a clear indication I shocked you or perhaps even appalled you.” 
 
    “A little of both, I suppose. I’m surprised you can so easily speak about things you’ve done or…or your kind has done like it’s no big deal.” 
 
    “You need to realize that if you become involved with me, you are becoming involved with a woman who, at times, was a monster and who, at times, has committed murder. There’s no way of getting around that, Ruby, and I can do nothing to erase it. I won’t apologize for what I am, for what I need to do to survive, or for what I’ve done…no matter how heinous you believe it to be.” 
 
    Their waiter returned, and Bennett wasted no time signing the bill, pocketing her debit card, and getting to her feet. “I think it’s time we go home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you mad at me?” 
 
    They were the first words spoken between them since they’d left the restaurant, and opening the door to the brownstone, Bennett waved Ruby inside. “No, I’m not mad at you. Like so many others, you have only romances and gothic novels to influence your opinion about vampires, and most of those gloss over the reality of this disease. They don’t dwell on the unpleasant aspects of my kind. We’re painted in dark colors, true, but the peripheral is blurred so as to not turn people away. They don’t speak of villages plundered and destroyed. They don’t speak of all the innocents who lost their lives when, centuries ago, we knew not what we know now. I was actually reminded of that not too long ago.” 
 
    “How so?” Ruby said as they climbed the stairs. 
 
    “Just something one of the elders said to me,” Bennett said through a soft smile. “Again, that’s something for another time, if there is another time.” 
 
    “That’s as much up to you as it is to me, isn’t it?” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    Ruby waited until they were standing outside of Bennett’s apartment before answering. “Okay, so the way I see it is this. When you told me you’d be honest with me, I took that at face value. I didn’t exactly think about what that honesty could bring, so yeah, tonight my eyes were opened a little wider because, like you said, I’m basing what I know about vampires on fiction, not fact. The fact is…the fact is vampires aren’t all heroic babes wearing black leather or courageous, well-mannered men with chiseled features, but they aren’t necessarily all villains either. Like you said, survival is the strongest instinct we have, and it would be wrong of me to condemn you for wanting to survive. 
 
    “If and when the time comes when you’d like to share with me more about yourself or your life or the lives of your kind, I can’t promise some of it won’t shock me. I can promise, however, that it’s impossible for me not to ask questions. I know that got on your nerves tonight, and I’m sorry, but it is what it is. So, like you said to me, I’ll say to you. This can easily end as quickly as it began. I can walk up those stairs, and that’ll be it. No hard feelings. No repercussions, and as promised, I’ll never speak a word about you to anyone. It’s your choice, Bennett. Do I go up to my place, or do I go to work tomorrow sleep-deprived?” 
 
    The corners of Bennett’s mouth eased upward. She slowly slid her key into the lock, and pushing open the door, she held out her hand to Ruby. “I’m not sure you noticed, but the coffee machine I have makes more than just coffee. I can offer you anything from a latte to a Red-Eye for breakfast. Which would you prefer?” 
 
    “Red-Eye,” Ruby said, slipping her fingers through Bennett’s. “Definitely a Red-Eye.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Ruby got home Monday night, she was dragging ass. With the help of the Red-Eye, she made it to lunch with no problem, and a candy bar and an extra-large coffee had her flying until almost four, and then Ruby hit a wall like a cartoon roadrunner. She struggled through the last hour of work, pacing around her office for fear she’d fall asleep at her desk, and even though the temperature was hovering below freezing when Ruby drove home, she did it with the windows down and the heater off.  
 
    Ruby reached the third floor and saw Bennett standing outside the door to her apartment, holding a glass of wine. “Good evening.” 
 
    Ruby’s smile was automatic, widespread, and filled with teeth. “Hi there.” 
 
    “You look exhausted.” 
 
    “I didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, you’re the one who said it takes two to tango,” Bennett said, her eyes wrinkling at the corners. 
 
    Ruby snorted. “I did, but if you want to dance tonight, you’ll be doing it alone.” 
 
    “I’m somewhat familiar with the concept.” 
 
    “Whew.” 
 
    Bennett’s laughter echoed in the hall. “Relax, Ruby. I’m not standing here hoping to have my way with you tonight.” 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “Now you sound disappointed,” Bennett said, laughing again. “Make up your bloody mind, woman, before our dinner burns.” 
 
    “Our dinner?” 
 
    “Don’t read into this more than there is.” 
 
    “It’s kind of hard not to.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s rather simple. If I’m not mistaken, we both had quite an enjoyable weekend, and last night neither of us got much sleep. I, however, could catch up on what I missed today, and I doubt you were that lucky.” 
 
    “Yeah, work kind of takes a dim view if we fall asleep at our desks.” 
 
    “As well they should,” Bennett said with a nod. “Anyway, since I have tonight off and I doubted you’d have enough energy left to open a bag of chips, I made dinner for us. Pork medallions in a port wine glaze, roasted garlic-parmesan new potatoes, and asparagus. That is, if you’re interested.” 
 
    Until that moment, Bennett’s charcoal yoga pants and long-sleeve Henley had gone unnoticed. “You’re not working tonight?” Ruby said. 
 
    “No. The gallery won’t reopen until tomorrow. That gives our customers a chance to return and pick up any easily transportable items, and it gives Finn and Gunnar time to crate up the rest to ship out.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Bennett glanced at her watch. “You have three minutes to decide before my asparagus goes limp.” 
 
    Ruby’s chortle was all Bennett had to hear, and she pushed the door open. “Get in there, woman.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is delicious,” Ruby said before taking the last bite of her dinner. “I didn’t know you could cook.” 
 
    “That’s because your interrogations have revolved around the finer aspects of my life rather than the pedestrian ones.” 
 
    “My bad.” 
 
    Bennett smiled. “That’s all right. I can see how cooking, scooping Xi’s litter box, and grocery shopping wouldn’t carry the same weight as supernatural abilities, bloodlust, and immortality.” 
 
    “To say the least,” Ruby said, reaching for her wine. “And speaking of immortality, can I ask what happened to you that night when I found you all bleeding and ripped apart? Because from what little I did see, those injuries didn’t come from a car crash or a fight.” 
 
    “You’re right. They didn’t. I inadvertently walked into a trap and had a pile of rubbish dropped on me. It was a jumble of spikes and rods meant to pierce my heart.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Are you saying there are vampire hunters?” 
 
    “No. One of my own orchestrated the trap. A piggish little prick by the name of Napoleon.” 
 
    Ruby paused to take a taste of her wine. “I’m assuming you’re not talking about the short little dude who ruled France way back when, or is he living as a vampire now, too?” 
 
    “No, that Napoleon is very much dead. This one’s last name is Durant.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ruby said, putting her glass on the table. “So, why did this guy try to kill you?” 
 
    “Because I possess things he cannot have,” Bennett said, resting back in her chair. “Like most species, vampires have a hierarchy, a social order, if you will. At the top of ours is what we call the council. It’s composed of the elders, the firsts of our kind, and Napoleon’s father was one of them. When he was killed, Napoleon thought he’d inherit his father’s chair, but the council wouldn’t give it to him.” 
 
    “Why?” Ruby said, stifling a yawn. 
 
    “Because, like I said, he’s a piggish little prick who doesn’t care about anyone but himself. He has no sense of order or sense of decency. All he wants to do is rule with an iron fist and become dictator of the world.” 
 
    “He sounds like one of our past presidents.” 
 
    Bennett chuckled. “That he does.” 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you had a say in him not getting his father’s chair?” 
 
    “Actually, that happened over seventy years before I was even born. Napoleon’s hatred for me stems from two things, one bringing about the other. Imagine living centuries in the dark because that’s what most of my kind does. They cannot feel the sun on their skin or stroll through gardens overflowing with flowers on a day so bright it’s blinding. They live in the shadows, in the cool of the evening when life slows, when birds still, and the only light in the sky comes from the stars. Their world is filled with silence, for at night, so many sleep, yet they do not. 
 
    “There are many things that, as a race, vampire or mortal, we take for granted, and like most, you don’t realize how terribly you’ll miss something until it’s too late,” Bennett said, sadness creeping into her tone. “Because of my ability to walk in the sun, the council added a seat to the table for me, and between that and Napoleon’s jealousy over me being a daywalker, it took his hatred to a whole new level. As a council member, I receive the same…um…the same protection that’s afforded him because of his last name, but that in no way has stopped his animosity toward me. It’s gone virtually unchecked for hundreds of years until I finally had enough.” 
 
    “What did you do?” Ruby said, placing her napkin on the table. 
 
    “I stood my ground, or rather protected it. Napoleon didn’t appreciate my actions, and you saw the result.” 
 
    “You seem really calm about this.” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. What’s to stop him from trying it again? What’s to stop him from showing up here tonight and taking you out? It’s not like you live in a fortress.” 
 
    “Well, first, when the council found out what had happened, they read Napoleon the riot act. While they won’t end his life if something happens to me, they’ll force him to sleep for a century, and when he awakens, the only thing left of his coven will be those so useless no other coven will accept them. Second, he or any other ordinary vampire can’t come within a block of this building.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “When you moved in, do you remember finding a box of spare light bulbs in your apartment?” 
 
    Ruby suppressed another yawn as her eyebrows drew together. “How did you know about that?” 
 
    “Prior to the early 1900s, I lived under the protection of another because, like you inferred, there was nothing to prevent Napoleon or his people from coming after me; however, once ultraviolet bulbs were invented, my life changed. You see, it’s the ultraviolet rays of the sun that vampires fear. In a way, it’s yet another thing many vampires and mortals have in common, for, as you know, too much UV light is dangerous.” 
 
    “Okay?”  
 
    “At first, none of the bulbs being produced gave off enough UV light to cause a vampire to burst into flames; however, once they developed fluorescent lamps, I noticed that a few of my kind would avoid them. Fluorescents give off slightly more UV than incandescent bulbs, and as technology advanced, plant lights, reptile lights, and UV lights of every shape and size came along. In 1937, I purchased a company at the forefront of grow lighting research, and since then, they’ve developed a few types of bulbs that do what I require them to do. So, the ones in and around this building emit the wavelengths needed to make a vampire’s skin sting without causing them to be set ablaze or do any harm to mortals.” 
 
    “But how did you persuade the property management company to—wait. Shit,” Ruby said, sitting straighter in her chair. “You own this building, don’t you?” 
 
    “Technically, it’s owned by several companies, but if you ferreted through all the paperwork going back a hundred years or so, eventually you’d come upon my name, yes. The property management company we use is clueless as to who owns the various properties they represent. As long as they get paid, they don’t care, nor are they aware of arrangements I’ve made with various utility companies around my homes. I pay my contacts within those companies quite well to ensure the exterior lighting around each meets my requirements.”  
 
    “Wow,” Ruby said before producing another yawn. “No wonder you can sleep at night…or, in your case, during the day.” 
 
    “While we’re discussing sleep, I think you need to get some,” Bennett said, standing up. “It’s either that or this conversation is boring you to death.” 
 
    “None of our conversations bore me, but I am tired. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Bennett said, holding out her hand. “Come on. I’ll walk you home.” 
 
    Bennett gathered Ruby’s purse and shoes as they left the apartment and silently followed the woman up the stairs. When they reached Ruby’s door, she turned to Bennett and offered a small smile. “Thanks for dinner. It was a nice surprise.”  
 
    “My pleasure,” Bennett said, handing Ruby her things. “I thought it the least I could do after monopolizing your time last night.” 
 
    Ruby unlocked the door and pushed it open. “Hey, I have an idea,” she said, looking up at Bennett. “Why don’t you let me make you…” 
 
    A few seconds of silence passed, and Bennett’s cheeks began to glow. “Bated breath doesn’t even come close to what I’m experiencing whilst waiting for you to finish that sentence.” 
 
    The dimples in Ruby’s cheeks appeared. “I was about to say I’d make you dinner later this week, and then I remembered our schedules don’t line up. You work nights, and I work days.” 
 
    “In point of fact, I spent part of my afternoon thinking about just that.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And I thought I’d rearrange my schedule, leaving Friday and Saturday nights open as much as I can. That way, we can spend as much time as you’d like together over the weekend, mindful that when Sunday night approaches, we do our best to curtail our…um…our appreciation of each other, so you can make it to work on Monday without the help of espresso. How does that sound?” 
 
    “Like a plan if ever there was one.” 
 
    “And it’s enough for you?” 
 
    “Yes, Bennett,” Ruby said softly. “It’s enough for me.” 
 
    “Good,” Bennett said, moving in for a short kiss. “Now, get some sleep. You’ll need it come Friday night.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Doreen chowed down her cheeseburger and fries, and in between every bite, she glanced over at Ruby, who was shoveling Vietnamese shredded chicken and brown rice into her mouth. Doreen curled her lip. Of all the trucks, Pho Real was the only one too healthy for Doreen’s liking. Their menu consisted of vegan soups, cellophane-like noodles, tofu, seaweed salads, and chicken or pork shaved so thin there was no point in chewing, and Doreen liked to chew. She liked big sloppy burgers and ribs dripping in sauce. She liked hot dogs covered in chili and cheese, and when it came to pizza, if it didn’t have at least four toppings, it just wasn’t pizza. 
 
    Even though it was December, without a cloud in the sky and on a bench unprotected by the shade of trees, when Ruby finished her chicken, she unzipped her parka as she reached for her drink. She took a few sips of her coconut milk and Goji berry smoothie, and then putting it aside, Ruby reached for a small container of frozen pineapple yogurt, which had softened but not yet melted. 
 
    “What is up with you?” Doreen said, crumpling up her napkin. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ruby said, scooping up some yogurt.  
 
    “When did you go all healthy happy meal on me?” 
 
    “It’s good, and all of it has the right kind of carbs. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “If you were going out for a run after work, I suppose, but the last time I checked, you don’t run.” 
 
    “Not unless I’m being chased.” 
 
    “Which brings me back to what I asked a second ago. What is going on with you? Why do you need to pack in the carbs?” 
 
    “Um…well…I have a date tonight.” 
 
    “With who? A lady wrestler?” 
 
    “No, with Bennett Archer.” 
 
    Whatever expression Doreen was displaying slipped off her face. “You have a date with tall, dark, and deadly?” 
 
    “Yeah, and it’s not the first.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? The last time we spoke—” 
 
    “Was last week, and things have changed between then and now.” 
 
    “Well, why in the hell didn’t you text me?” Doreen said, waving her arms about. 
 
    “What was I supposed to do? Text to tell you she and I hooked up?” 
 
    “Wait. You…you hooked up with her? As in…as in—” 
 
    “Yes, as in that.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Doreen said, recoiling. “You banged tall, dark, and deadly.” 
 
    “Will you please stop calling her that? She’s actually nice once you get to know her.” 
 
    “Just because you screwed her once doesn’t change my opinion of her. I think she’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll have you know it was more than once. I spent last weekend with her. We had lots of fun and even went out to dinner a couple of times.” 
 
    “Oh, and I suppose now you think you know everything about her?” 
 
    “Not everything, but I’m working on it,” Ruby said, smiling. 
 
    “Which means you’re going to see her again—huh?” 
 
    “I told you—tonight.” 
 
    With a quick shake of her head, Doreen rolled her eyes. “Ruby, please tell me you’re not falling in love with her because I really don’t trust her.” 
 
    “This isn’t about love, Doreen. She’s made that perfectly clear.” 
 
    “So what, she’s just using you for sex? 
 
    Ruby’s face turned rosy. “She’s not the only one using someone…thus the carbs.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Did you have enough pasta?” Bennett said, reaching for her Chianti. 
 
    Ruby had ordered angel hair pasta with scallops and tomatoes, and when the waiter placed the food in front of her, Ruby’s eyes had doubled in size. There was almost enough to feed two people, but now the bowl was empty. Ruby’s cheeks became one shade darker, and she set her utensils aside. “To tell you the truth, I’ve been stocking up on carbs all day,” she said, pointing at the empty plate in front of Bennett that had once held a New York strip and fingerling potatoes. “But apparently, you don’t need carbs.” 
 
    Bennett took a slow sip of her wine, her sparkling eyes bound to the ones gazing back at her. “No, I don’t,” she said, placing her glass on the table. “You know how they say for the first few months of a baby’s life, they spend it mostly eating, sleeping, and pooping?” 
 
    Ruby narrowed her eyes. “Um…yeah?” 
 
    “For my kind, no matter how old we are, sleeping, feeding, and fornicating take up a lot of our time.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ruby shifted in her seat, and grabbing her wine, she emptied what remained in one swallow. “Okay,” she said, putting her glass down. “So I get the first two, but the last? Not that I’m complaining or anything. Just curious.” 
 
    “This…um…affliction not only gives us extra strength and speed, but it also heightens our sensory abilities. Our vision and hearing far surpass that of any mortal’s, and it intensifies, shall we say, certain other sensations.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you’re addicted to sex?” 
 
    “No, that’s different. Sexual addiction is a compulsive disorder whereby people can’t control themselves. They become preoccupied with sex, from reading porn to masturbating a dozen times a day. They turn to lying, even down to endangering themselves or others to get their fix. For vampires, our sex drives are a direct result of our senses being intensified to the nth degree,” Bennett said, eyeing Ruby. “I hope this doesn’t sound too crass, but I’m assuming the orgasms you had last weekend were pleasant—yes?” 
 
    Ruby’s cheeks flamed. “To say the least.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Bennett said through a cheeky grin. “Now, for me, imagine multiplying those sensations tenfold.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Yes, wow,” Bennett said, her crow’s feet deepening even further. “Given the fact we become energized when we feed and over-energized when we feed properly, the easiest, least harmful, and far most pleasurable way to release that energy is through sex. I suppose that’s why, in fiction, we’re often described as animals. It is, after all, the most basic of instincts except, like I said, it’s in direct correlation with our heightened senses. The nerve endings throughout my body are, from time to time, like violin strings pulled so taut that the slightest breeze could create music. When you touch me, you feel skin and warmth. When I touch you, if I concentrate, I can feel the pores on your skin and every strand of hair on your arms. You can hear how my breathing increases, yet I can hear every beat of your heart, the tempo telling me all I need to know. And even right now, in this crowded Italian restaurant awash with the aroma of tomatoes, garlic, and sausage, I can still smell the scent of your arousal.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Ruby said under her breath, shifting in her chair again. “Bennett?” 
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “I think it’s time we go home.” 
 
    Bennett smiled and signaled for the check. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn looked up when the door opened. “Hey, I thought you weren’t flying back until Sunday.” 
 
    “I changed my mind,” Lisa said, tossing her coat on a chair. “What are you doing here on a Friday night? Where’s Bennett?” 
 
    A boyish simper took over Finn’s face. “If I had to guess, I’d say she’s getting a little sumthin’ sumthin’ with that ginger who showed up at Rapture.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Finn leaned back in the office chair, and placing his feet on the desk, he linked his fingers behind his head. “Bennett texted me last Sunday and said she wouldn’t be in until Tuesday. When she showed up on Tuesday, with a humongous smile on her face, I might add, she told Gunnar and me she’d decided to take some weekends off.” 
 
    “And why would you think this has something to do with Ruby?” 
 
    “Now that’s an appropriate name,” Finn said, chuckling. “And I think it because Bennett hasn’t changed her schedule in all the time we’ve known her, yet a shapely squeeze shows up at Rapture, and suddenly boss lady ain’t got no time for us. Doesn’t take a pencil to connect those dots. Nope, that’s got bumping peaches written all over it.” 
 
    “You know, sometimes you are really disgusting.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it adds to my charm,” Finn said, waggling his eyebrows. 
 
    Lisa scowled. “Take your feet off the goddamned desk, Finn. This is a business, not a dorm.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Finn said, placing his feet back on the floor. “What the hell’s wrong with you? We’re closed. Nobody’s here.” 
 
    “Then why are you here? Why aren’t you out prowling the bars for your next conquest? Lord knows that’s always been your guiding force.” 
 
    Finn’s expression flattened. “That’s uncalled for. You’re not the only one with some degrees tucked under their belt, Lisa. I finished top in my class, just like you and Gunnar. I know how to run a business and the difference between fine art and crap. If I didn’t, Bennett wouldn’t send me all over the world buying it, now would she?” Finn said, flopping one arm over the other across his chest. “And I’m sorry if your life isn’t all roses and chocolates right now, but don’t take it out on me.” 
 
    All the air in Lisa’s lungs came out in a whoosh, and she dropped into a chair. “I’m sorry. You’re right. What I said was wrong.” 
 
    “Well, not all of it,” Finn said, his eyes twinkling. “I do like me some booty.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Lisa said before breaking out in giggles. “You’re a fuck nut.” 
 
    Finn beamed. “And ain’t nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “Not that you’d admit it if there were, you goof,” Lisa said with a laugh. “So, what are you doing here tonight?” 
 
    “I’m waiting for the Hong Kong auction to start. There’s a John Currin oil Bennett has her eyes on.” 
 
    “When’s it come up?” 
 
    Finn looked at his watch. “Not for a couple of hours,” he said, tapping his fingers on some magazines. “But I brought along some entertainment to keep me occupied.” 
 
    “Tell me that’s not porn,” Lisa said, glancing at the magazines on the desk. 
 
    “Okay, it’s not porn.” 
 
    “Finn, the one on top is Busty Babes from Brooklyn.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Lisa. You know better than to judge a book by its cover.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you read them for the articles?” Lisa said, reaching over to shuffle through the stack. “And I suppose Boobs and Buns and Kinky Kittens have Pulitzer Prize-winning editorial departments, too?”  
 
    Finn swatted Lisa’s hand away from the stack. “Okay, fine. I was facing a long, lonely Friday night, so I picked up some trashy magazines to pass the time. Sue me.” 
 
    “I’m not going to sue you. I’m going to set you free,” Lisa said, and snatching up the stack, she got to her feet. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Get out of here,” Lisa said, shoving the magazines into Finn’s hand. “Go find some busty babes of Boston and enjoy your Friday night. I’ll stick around and take care of the auction.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m positive.” 
 
    “Cool.” Finn sprang to his feet and snagged his jacket off the back of the chair. “Well, there’s Kung Pao chicken in the fridge, and a six-pack of beer, so feel free.” 
 
    “Wow, you were planning to have a good night, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Yep, but now I’m going to have an even better one.” Finn gave Lisa a quick peck on the cheek and hastened for the door. “Crap. I almost forgot,” he said, turning around. “The catalog near the monitor is for tonight’s auction. It’s marked with the lot Bennett’s interested in, and she wrote the max she wants to spend on the page.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Lisa said, rounding the desk. “Set the door alarm when you leave. Will you?” 
 
    “Sure thing. See you later, sis.” 
 
    “See you, Finn.” 
 
    Lisa flipped to the page marked with a yellow Post-it. There was no mistaking Bennett’s handwriting, its style matching that of a calligrapher, and seeing the number Bennett had written, Lisa pursed her lips. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sensual anticipation between them followed them from the restaurant to the car and into the brownstone. They had lost the previous weekend to carnal lust, and when they entered Bennett’s apartment, neither doubted that this weekend would be any different.  
 
    Coats were hung, and after Bennett poured a splash of Cabernet into two crystal goblets, she walked to the bedroom with Ruby close behind. Bennett placed the glasses on the nightstand, and flicking on the lamp, she turned to Ruby and did a slow slide of her eyes. 
 
    Ruby was wearing a pleated chambray skirt and camel cashmere sweater, an ideal ensemble for a casual dinner in early December. The top's neckline was modest, and the skirt contained no slits as it ended just past Ruby’s high-heeled brown boots. It was an outfit providing comfort and warmth, except when it comes to being warm, cashmere does not have to be thick. The woven cloth was doing nothing to hide Ruby’s excitement, and the more Bennett leered, the more prominent Ruby’s nipples were becoming.  
 
    Bennett’s eyes met Ruby’s. “It seems you’re a little aroused.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Ruby whispered. 
 
    “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong.” Bennett took off her suit jacket, and laying it over a chair, she took off her belt, tugged her shirt out of her trousers, and then stood in front of Ruby. Bennett found the hem of Ruby’s sweater, and lifting it off, she tossed it aside before unzipping Ruby’s skirt. The indigo garment fell to the floor, and a second later, Bennett swooped in for a punishing, open-mouthed kiss. 
 
    Her need as greedy as Bennett’s, Ruby returned the kiss with zealousness and moved her tongue over Bennett’s with abandon.  
 
    Their lips met again and again, in one brutal kiss after another, until Bennett pulled away, tugged down the cup of Ruby’s bra, and captured the hard tip in her mouth. She suckled the pink peak, gently tugging at the point with her lips, and when Ruby began fumbling with the zipper on her trousers, Bennett opened her stance and then sucked even harder. 
 
    Ruby shoved her hand down the gap in Bennett’s trousers, and pushing aside the soaked silk, Ruby effortlessly sank her middle finger deep inside of Bennett.  
 
    Bennett grunted, arching her hips against Ruby’s intrusion, all the while keeping up her relentless attack on Ruby’s breast. Hairlines dampened as the onslaught continued. The raw power of their carnality consumed them both, and then suddenly, Bennett yanked Ruby’s hand out of her pants. Bennett took a step back, her mouth dropping open as she sucked in air, and in a matter of seconds, she rid herself of her shoes, shirt, and trousers. Bennett scooped up Ruby into her arms, and carrying her to the bed, she gently placed her down and then deftly removed the woman’s displaced bra. Their eyes met, and no instructions were necessary. Ruby lifted her hips long enough for Bennett to draw down Ruby’s panties, and once free from the garment, Ruby opened her legs, and Bennett climbed over her.  
 
    Bennett began to rock as soon as her thigh met Ruby’s apex, and Ruby met each lunge with one of her own. Bennett’s movement was fluid and precise. Each time her leg met Ruby’s soaked folds, she’d push a little harder, and when Ruby raised her knee, allowing Bennett’s center to ride Ruby’s thigh, Bennett eagerly rubbed herself against what was offered. 
 
    With each thrust, the sensations in Ruby’s core were growing stronger, and unabashedly she gripped Bennett’s firm bottom and held on tightly. “Faster, Bennett,” Ruby said, fighting for air. “Faster…and…and harder.” 
 
    A low rumbling rose in Bennett’s throat, and she immediately stepped up the tempo. A slave to the most primitive of instincts, she bucked against Ruby as the woman bucked against her. In less than a minute, Bennett felt Ruby’s nails dig into her bottom, the woman’s body tensing seconds before hoarse cries of pleasure spilled from her lips. A heartbeat later, Bennett clamped her legs against Ruby’s thigh and fell victim to her own orgasm. She bowed her head as she was pummeled by the sweetest of pulsations, and when her arms began to tremble, Bennett collapsed alongside Ruby. 
 
    The room was quiet save for the sound of their stuttering breaths. Their chests rose and fell in unison, and as skin cooled, throbs faded, and their racing hearts slowed. 
 
    Bennett opened her eyes and rolled to her side. “Are you doing all right over there?” 
 
    “Abso-fucking-lutely,” Ruby mumbled. 
 
    “Good.” Bennett got out of bed long enough to strip off her underwear before lying back down. 
 
    “What?” Ruby said, propping herself up on her elbow. “Preparing for round two?” 
 
    “No. Just getting comfortable.” 
 
    Ruby was on top of Bennett in nothing flat and licking her lips, Ruby moved in for a kiss. “Wrong answer.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It pleased Bennett to see the lights were still on when she unlocked the door to the gallery on Wednesday night. She made her way to the office, stepping inside as Lisa was walking from behind the desk. “Good evening.” 
 
    Lisa pulled up short. “Oh, hey there. You’re early.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to catch up with you all week.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’ve been here.” 
 
    “Yes, except you usually hang around until at least six so we can chat. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Um…nothing. I just had some errands and things to do since I wasn’t here last week. That’s all.” 
 
    “How was Steamboat Springs? Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “It was wonderful. I’m still trying to make up for the sleep I lost.” 
 
    “Jet lag will do that to you.” 
 
    Lisa hesitated for a second before a smile spread across her face. “It had nothing to do with jet lag,” she said, giving Bennett a wink as she sauntered to the closet. “Nothing at all.” 
 
    Bennett cocked her jaw to the side, and sitting on the edge of the desk, she watched as Lisa put on her coat. “And I suppose you have things to do tonight as well?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I’m meeting Jimmy for dinner. Why?” 
 
    “Unless I’m mistaken, part of your job as curator is to keep me abreast of the goings-on of the gallery. Something you haven’t done all week.” 
 
    “That’s because there’s nothing to discuss. Other than fielding some questions from other galleries looking for works, it’s been kind of slow. Besides, if there were something to talk about, it would have to wait until tomorrow. You have a meeting with Max penciled in on your calendar. Did you forget?” 
 
    “No. Gus will be here shortly.” 
 
    “Good.” Lisa grabbed her purse and moved to leave. “So, if there’s nothing else, I’ll see you when I see you. Okay?” 
 
    “Haven’t you forgotten something?” 
 
    Lisa scanned the room and then patted her coat pocket for her cell phone. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Your shoes, or is Jimmy taking growth hormones now?” 
 
    Lisa looked down at her Calvin Klein pointed-toe pumps and then stomped to the closet. She sailed the high heels into the abyss with a flick of each foot and slipped on a pair of flats. “Thanks,” she said, walking past. “See you later.” 
 
    “There’s something else you forgot.” 
 
    Lisa huffed out a breath. “What?” 
 
    “How to read my handwriting. You bid eleven thousand over what I wanted to spend on that Currin oil.” 
 
    “I had no problem reading what you wrote. I made a judgment call. It’s a fantastic piece, and we can still easily sell it and make a profit.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. I had a buyer, and I know what they can afford.” 
 
    “Since when do we cater to people on beer budgets with champagne tastes?” Lisa said, giving Bennett the once-over. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. Some of us do.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Bennett said, squaring her shoulders. “What’s gotten into you?” 
 
    Lisa drew in a long breath. “Fine,” she said, taking a step in Bennett’s direction. “What’s gotten into me is that I come back from vacation to find out you’ve changed everyone’s schedule around so you can get a piece of mortal on the side. It was bad enough when she showed up at Rapture, a private, invitation-only show that had a guest list that we kept in the safe, for God’s sake, yet you let her in knowing nothing about her. And now she’s got you wrapped around her little finger so tightly, you’re jumping through hoops and rearranging your weekends for her.” 
 
    “You are way out of line,” Bennett growled. 
 
    “I don’t trust her.” 
 
    “You don’t even know her.” 
 
    “Do you?” Lisa snapped. Bennett’s expression darkened, and Lisa hung her head for a moment. “Okay, you’re right,” she said, raising her eyes. “I don’t know her, and what I just said was way out of line. But I’ve known you for twelve years, Bennett, and in all that time, your schedule has never wavered. You come to work every night. You prowl the streets for criminals every night, and when you need to get your…to burn off some energy, you go to Max’s and do it with one of your own kind.” 
 
    “So mortals are off-limits? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” Lisa said in a breath, her eyes meeting Bennett’s. “Are you in love with her?” 
 
    Bennett slowly shook her head. “What she and I have has nothing to do with love, Lisa. Nothing at all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Max looked up when he heard the door open, and his face lit up. “The best thing I ever did in my entire bloody life was giving you control over the galleries.” 
 
    Pride shone in Bennett’s smile, and she dropped into a chair. “You heard then?” 
 
    “Lisa sent over the tally for Rapture yesterday. Do you realize you brought in almost seven figures in pure profit?” 
 
    “It was a good night.” 
 
    Max got up to get himself a drink. He worked the cork from a bottle of 2016 Opus One cabernet, and after pouring a healthy amount in two Steuben crystal goblets, he handed one to Bennett. “It was an exceptional night,” he said, gently tapping his glass against Bennett’s. “You are positively brilliant with art.” 
 
    Bennett’s mind had been on Lisa since seeing her earlier, and suddenly, every laugh line Bennett owned presented itself. “What can I say? I know a good penis when I see it.” 
 
    Since Max was heading back to his chair, Bennett was saved from the mouthful of cabernet that sprayed from his mouth. The wall wasn’t as lucky, nor was the credenza or the crystal decanters lined up along its surface or an eighteenth-century Aubusson tapestry hanging above the liquor. 
 
    “Bloody hell, woman,” Max said, fumbling to pull the handkerchief from the pocket of his burgundy smoking jacket. “Since when do you admire penises?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Bennett said, snorting. “Lisa always uses the word because she knows it bothers me, and I guess I was just thinking about her.” 
 
    “Why? Is there something wrong?” Max said, tossing his wine-speckled handkerchief aside.  
 
    “She doesn’t seem to like a…a friendship I’ve formed, and it’s caused some friction between us.” 
 
    “What kind of friendship?” Max said, taking his place behind his desk. 
 
    Bennett took a slow breath, taking a taste of her wine as she did. “The physical kind…with a mortal.” 
 
    “A mortal?” Max said, sitting forward in his chair. “That’s a surprise.” 
 
    “Is it?” 
 
    “After the last one, I believe you swore you’d never fall for another mortal again.” 
 
    “And I haven’t. I’m not in love with Ruby.” 
 
    “Ruby? Wait,” Max said, rubbing his chin. “The night Napoleon dropped that blasted trap on you, you told me that a woman named Ruby had come to your aid, a woman who, I might add, you didn’t compel to forget what she saw.” 
 
    “They are one and the same, and allow me to call the kettle black. If I’m not mistaken, you’ve had a plethora of mortal boyfriends.” 
 
    “True,” Max said, dipping his head. “But speaking from experience, it’s a precarious tightrope to walk. Are you prepared—” 
 
    “Yes, of course, I’m prepared. I already told her I’d end her life if she ever spoke about me or our kind to anyone.” 
 
    “Why the threat? We both know you can compel her to forget everything.” 
 
    “And I will, but that doesn’t hold as much water as threatening her life, and honestly, Max, we all need companionship sometimes, and I’m no different. When the time comes for Ruby and me to part company, I’ll do what’s necessary to protect our breed, but for now, I would like to enjoy a little normalcy in my life. Someone to eat dinner with, someone to talk with…to sleep with, and I don’t think that’s asking too much.” 
 
    “It’s not. Our lives can be quite isolated at times, and I won’t fault you for this dalliance. I hazard to guess how many mortal men are still walking this planet that, at one time, listened intently to all my secrets, yet now they’re in the beds of others, and vampires are, once again, fiction. It’s part of what we do to survive, Bennett. You know it. I know it, and Lisa will come to know it, too, unless, of course, she’s changed her mind.” 
 
    “She hasn’t, but there’s still time.” Bennett drained what remained in her glass, and going to the credenza, she poured herself another. “Would you like some more?” Bennett said, holding up the bottle. 
 
    “No, I’m pacing myself,” Max said, watching as Bennett returned to her seat. “And so are you, by the looks of it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If you’re involved with a mortal, you’re no doubt doing what I always did because I can see it in your face, and after the incident with that bloody trap, I would think you would have learned your lesson.” 
 
    Bennett released a long, drawn-out breath. “Max, there is no reason I need to sink my teeth into someone every other day, especially now that the council has finally put Napoleon in his place. I can easily make do with the transfused blood, and this way, I get what I need without…um…without—” 
 
    “Overwhelming Ruby?” 
 
    “Aptly put,” Bennett said, her eyes creasing at the corners. “And it’s working. I’ll admit to feeling a little washed out, but that probably has more to do with my…um…relationship with Ruby than anything else.” 
 
    An endearing smile made its way across Max’s face when he saw a hint of blush touch Bennett’s cheeks. “Well, it’s good to hear you’re at least getting some exercise. Just remember, though, I’m replete with guardians and staff, so if you’d like to partake in them, feel free. I assure you they won’t mind.” 
 
    “They never have, and I appreciate the reminder,” Bennett said, eyeing Max. “Although, why do I feel like you’re trying to fatten me up for a fight? Do you know something I don’t? 
 
    Max frowned. “There was another murder in your area.” 
 
    “Are you talking about the guy who got his throat slashed in an alley a week or so ago?” 
 
    “You heard about that?”  
 
    “Yes, a couple of detectives paid me a visit.” 
 
    “What?” Max shouted, nearly jumping out of his chair. 
 
    “Calm down, Max,” Bennett said, holding up her hand. “I have it covered. They’re fishing in an empty pond.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because they’re mortals and vampires are make-believe, especially ones who can walk in the sun.” 
 
    Max’s eyes turned into slits. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “Whether you like it or not, you need to trust me. One of ours definitely committed that murder, but there’s nothing to lead it back to me or to us.” 
 
    “So it’s true? There were puncture wounds.” 
 
    “Yes, the detectives said the throat-cutting was merely an attempt to hide the marks.” 
 
    “So, are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    “That Napoleon was behind it? That was my initial thought, but it was probably just one of his gaggle who didn’t get the memo. Since then, things have been quiet. No crimes fitting that of our kind have been reported anywhere. I’ve been checking.” 
 
    “As have I,” Max said, raising his glass. “So here’s to wrapping up yet another year quietly, or at least as quietly as my New Year’s Eve celebration will allow.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that.” Bennett lifted her glass in the air, and then after taking a sip, she placed her wine on the desk. “Actually, about your party. I was wondering if I could bring a guest.” 
 
    Max weighed Bennett with an educated squint. “I’m assuming this guest is mortal.” 
 
    “Yes, but since other mortals will be there, I was hoping—” 
 
    “Guardians and someone like your friend, Ruby, aren’t entirely the same thing, Bennett.” 
 
    “And that’s precisely why I’m asking.” 
 
    Max ran his finger down the stem of his glass as he pondered the idea. His eyes met Bennett’s. “You’d have to mark her, and for that matter, you should mark that other mortal of yours and his wife, so no one gets the wrong idea.” 
 
    “Yes, Gus mentioned you sent them an invitation,” Bennett said, relaxing back in her chair. “I have to say, I was a little surprised.” 
 
    “There comes a point when arguing with you feels much like talking to a wall. It’s obvious I’m never going to change your mind about him, which is why I asked to be introduced to him that night, and this is the next step. You see him as a guardian; therefore, it seemed only fair to invite him and his wife so they can meet the others. However, I’m assuming you don’t feed on them.” 
 
    “No…never.” 
 
    “Then you need to mark them to make sure my people know they aren’t part of the beverage cart. All right?” 
 
    “So you’re saying I can invite Ruby?” 
 
    “Yes, Bennett. She can come if she’d like. Only you need to remember, Lisa will be here as well, so you could put yourself into a position seething with friction.” 
 
    “If I can survive Napoleon’s trap, I can survive Lisa and Ruby in the same room,” Bennett said with a smile. “Not a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, how I love the centuries haven’t touched your moxie. It does a heart good, I tell you. It does a heart good.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby rolled to her side, gazing at the woman whose skin still shone with sweat. “Tell me about yourself.” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Bennett said, raising herself up on her elbow. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself?” 
 
    “Um…because my life is boring, and there’s not really much to tell.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ruby said, rearranging the pillows. “Well, let’s see. I originally come from Washington, the state, not the district, and I hail from a little town called Eatonville which, the last time I checked, had a population just shy of three thousand. Skipping over all the boring years, I enrolled at Western Washington University after graduating from Eatonville High. I earned degrees in both Archives and Records Management and Library Science. Then I moved to Olympia and took a job with the Washington Archives Division, working in their digital department. My father was a plumber, my mother was a homemaker, and they both died in a car crash when I was twenty-five.” 
 
    “Oh, Christ. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was hard,” Ruby said, sighing. “I didn’t want to leave Washington because they’re buried there, but Mom and Dad always told me to live my own life, so I did. Through the Society of American Archivists, I connected with someone retiring from the division in Massachusetts. I flew in and interviewed for the job, and three months later, I was a resident of Boston. And that’s about it.” 
 
    “No relationships? No loves of your life?” 
 
    “Eatonville wasn’t exactly overflowing with lesbians, but I had a few relationships that lasted for a while. Again, nothing to write home about. Most were typical college hookups that lasted for a semester or two, and once I graduated, I was more focused on my career. If I wanted company, I’d go to one of the gay bars and check it out. Sometimes I came home alone. Sometimes I didn’t.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Bennett said, her delivery as deadpan as her expression. “Your life is boring.” 
 
    Ruby snickered. “I told you so. Until I met you, it was pretty close to flatline.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could help resuscitate it.” 
 
    “Me, too. You do mouth-to-mouth really well,” Ruby said, leaning in for a quick kiss. “Not to mention mouth-to-all-kinds of other things, too.” 
 
    “I do aim to please.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” Ruby said, shifting her position. “What I haven’t noticed around here, though, is anything to do with Christmas. So, I have a question.” 
 
    “Color me surprised.” 
 
    “Well, you will be because it’s not about your past. It’s about your future.” 
 
    Bennett pulled back. “Ruby, not to dampen our Friday night, but I thought I made it clear that this relationship—” 
 
    “Calm your jets. I didn’t say our future. I said your future, as in next week.” 
 
    “Next week?” 
 
    “Christmas is on Wednesday.” 
 
    “I know. I’ve seen all the ads.” 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you’re not into Christmas.” 
 
    “When you have several hundred of them, it can grow old. I do the usual holiday bonus thing and pick up a few trinkets for some friends, and then spend the day with my nose in a book. Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Because I normally head back to Eatonville at the holidays to see a few friends and visit my parent’s graves, and since this thing between us is basically friends-with-benefits, I wasn’t going to change my plans. That is, unless you want me to?” 
 
    “Would it hurt your feelings if I told you not to change them?” 
 
    “Not at all, and it won’t even hurt my feelings if you don’t get me a Christmas present. I kind of like the fact there are no strings between us. No commitments…just fun.” 
 
    “Speaking of commitments, I have one on New Year’s Eve. Will you be back by then?” 
 
    “I’m flying in on the thirtieth. Why?” Ruby said, sitting up. “Are you inviting me to a party?” 
 
    “Yes, I am, but it’s…um…it’s not the usual type of party.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Every year, my mentor and very good friend, Max, throws a New Year’s Eve soiree, and he’s allowing me to bring you as my guest. If you’d like to go, that is.” 
 
    “I’m assuming this Max is a…is a vampire.” 
 
    “Yes, and you would be surrounded by dozens of us, along with our guardians. It’s actually how it all started, a little party to show his appreciation for all that they do for us, which has turned into a yearly bash.” 
 
    “Count me in. It sounds like fun. I just need to know what to wear. I mean, is it formal?” 
 
    “Yes, for you, evening wear would be required.” 
 
    “And not for you?” 
 
    “No,” Bennett said with a gleam in her eye. “Max has his eccentricities, and for this party, he requires all the vampires to dress in costumes appropriate to the era in which they were born or in which they were turned. It’s our choice.” 
 
    “Okay, so this really sounds like fun now.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing. Like I said, Ruby, you’ll be surrounded by my kind, and like our guardians, you’re mortal.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, Max has asked me to make sure I mark you in some way, so the members of his coven don’t mistake you for a guardian and try to feed on you.” 
 
    Ruby’s gulp was audible. “What started out sounding like fun just turned creepy.” 
 
    “It won’t be. I promise you. I’ve already commissioned to have some new lapel pins and necklaces made. They’ll designate that those wearing them belong to me.” 
 
    “Belong to you?” Ruby blurted.  
 
    A short burst of laughter erupted from within Bennett. “Poor choice of words on my part, apparently,” she said, wiping tears of amusement from her eyes. 
 
    “Ya think?” 
 
    “Calm down, woman,” Bennett said, sniffling back her mirth. “Belong as in part of my entourage, not as in slavery or something like that. Basically, it will let the others know that you, Lisa, her brothers, and a couple of others are off-limits. That’s all.” 
 
    “I see,” Ruby murmured. 
 
    “Look, if you don’t want to go, that’s fine, but nothing will happen to you. I promise. Max’s clan is by far the most eloquent and well-behaved. Once they see the jewelry, they wouldn’t dare cross the line, and I do think you’ll have a good time. They’re all fascinating people.” 
 
    Ruby studied Bennett for a full minute. “Okay, I’ll go.” 
 
    “Good,” Bennett said, placing a kiss on Ruby’s lips. “I’m going to get some wine. Would you like some?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks. Could you bring me some water, too?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Bennett pulled on her robe and left the room, returning a few minutes later with their drinks. “Here you go,” she said, handing Ruby the bottle of water.  
 
    Ruby gulped down some of the spring water while Bennett placed the glasses of Chardonnay on their nightstands. 
 
    “Can you get drunk?” 
 
    “That’s an odd question,” Bennett said, stripping out of her robe.  
 
    “Not really,” Ruby said, admiring Bennett in all her nude glory. “You…um…you drink wine at dinner and on our nights together, but you never seem like you get buzzed.” 
 
    “I don’t, unless I drink a few bottles,” Bennett said, stretching out on the bed. 
 
    “A few bottles?” 
 
    “Our metabolism isn’t the same as yours. If I were to drink something with a higher percentage of alcohol, like vodka, whiskey, or tequila, that would dull my senses faster, but I rarely drink any of that. If truth be known, the last time I was drunk was actually centuries ago.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “To try to explain that to you would be like you reading a book starting from the middle. Totally out of context.” 
 
    “Then fill in the context.” 
 
    Bennett took an extended breath, preparing herself to do what Ruby asked until a certain aroma found her nose. “I’d rather fill something else right now,” she said, climbing atop Ruby. “And by the scent of your bouquet, I’d say you wouldn’t mind if I did.” Bennett slipped her hand between Ruby’s legs, knowing all too well the amount of arousal she’d find. “Or am I wrong?” 
 
    Ruby opened her legs. “You’re not wrong,” she said, practically cooing when Bennett slipped a finger inside. “You can…um…you can…oh yes…you can fill in the…fill in the context later.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They spent the rest of Friday night without words, and it wasn’t until near dawn on Saturday before sleep took hold. And when they finally awoke, coffee quenched one’s thirst before sex quenched the other’s appetite. Late Saturday afternoon, after much-needed showers, they ventured out to a Brazilian steakhouse, and enjoying the continuous tableside service, they had their fill of filet, chicken, pork, sausage, and lamb. The conversation was light, their bodies needing replenishment more than their minds, and upon returning to Bennett’s apartment, they spent the next few hours burning off some calories. 
 
    Shortly before midnight, Bennett quietly left the room, and when she returned, she found Ruby lying back on a pile of pillows. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “You didn’t. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I just needed something to drink.” 
 
    Ruby glimpsed at the partially filled wineglass on the nightstand and then back at Bennett. “I’m guessing it wasn’t wine.” 
 
    “No. Let me go brush my teeth. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Bennett was climbing back into bed. “Should I turn off the lights? Let you get some sleep?” 
 
    “Actually,” Ruby said, reaching for her bottle of water. “I’d like to talk.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord.” 
 
    Ruby bit back a laugh. “Come on. I told you about my life. Tell me about yours. Give me some of that context you were talking about.” 
 
    Bennett blew out a breath and got comfortable. “Fine. What would you like to know?” 
 
    “Anything. Everything,” Ruby said, shrugging. “Let’s start with where you grew up. I mean, clearly, you’re well educated, so I’m assuming you were the daughter of someone important.” 
 
    “That couldn’t be further from the truth. My parents were illiterate peasants who’d come from a long line of illiterate peasants. They were farmers and rented a small plot of land on the acreage owned by a lord. They worked from dawn to dusk to put food on the table and pay the rent and taxes due. And as we grew up, they taught us to do the same.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “I had four brothers. Two older and two younger,” Bennett said. “And while they were out tending to the crops, I was working alongside my mother, learning how to do all the things expected of a woman back then. She showed me how to prepare a meal and cook our morning pottage, and how to go into the forest to collect herbs and berries we’d need for either food or medicine. She taught me how to weave, sew, and mend clothes, take care of our chickens and geese, and, of course, carry bucket after bucket of water from the stream.” 
 
    “Gosh, that sounds like awfully hard work for a kid.” 
 
    “Yes, it was, but it’s all we knew. We had no expectations, no dreams of a better life. There was no formal education in our future. Each day was almost identical to the last. We woke. We worked. We slept, and then we did it all over again. You know, it’s said that the youth of today grows up too quickly, yet back then, the skin of some children weathered even before they escaped puberty,” Bennett said, shaking her head. “There were moments of fun, though, times when my brothers and I could escape to the forest to play. My parents were good that way, never demanding so much that we lost every ounce of our childhood, although we did lose most. 
 
    “And, like our parents, we couldn’t read or write. We weren’t aware of other lands, customs, or people beyond what we heard when all the peasants came together for a meal or celebration. It was then when stories would be told, tall tales of castles, monsters, and riches. It was during one of those celebrations when I met Warrick.” 
 
    “Who’s Warrick?” 
 
    “He was my husband.” 
 
    “You were married?” Ruby blurted. 
 
    “You act so surprised,” Bennett said, chuckling at Ruby’s bug-eyed expression. This was early in the seventeenth century, and I knew nothing about homosexuality and close to nothing about heterosexuality. I was a girl. I was supposed to grow up and marry a man, and I did. My mother told me I was to be subservient to my husband just as she was to my father. She barely mentioned what would happen on my wedding night, so that was a bit of a surprise.” 
 
    “I bet it was,” Ruby said, tittering under her breath. 
 
    “Warrick was kind and gentle though, and when I bled on our wedding night, he assured me it was natural, and of course, it was,” Bennett said. “Warrick was a good man, and he was a good father, too.” 
 
    “Wait. You had children?” 
 
    Bennett bowed her head, her words barely carrying over the stillness in the room. “Three.” Bennett took a slow breath, and reaching for her wine, she emptied it in one swallow. “I’m going to get some more,” she said, swinging her legs off the bed. “Would you like some?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    The heartache carved into Bennett’s face was unmistakable, so when she returned to the bedroom, Ruby steered the conversation in another direction. “So, how did you get from being an illiterate daughter of a farmer to this?” she said, taking the glass Bennett was offering. 
 
    “Just like everything else in the world, a series of events that, when lined up like the stars, takes you somewhere you never imagined you’d be,” Bennett said, taking a sip of her wine. “Warrick and his family were originally from an area that was a three-week-long journey from my village. Not long after our marriage, Warrick decided we would move back there. He liked the area more, and renting land wasn’t as costly. So, I packed up everything I owned, said goodbye to my family, and off we went. By the time we reached what would be my home for the rest of my natural life, my belly was swelling with our first child. 
 
    “For six years, we worked the land, and I suppose you could say we prospered. We had a small home of sorts, a few farm animals, and three children, two of which were growing like weeds. There were several farms in the area, and where our property lines met, a village came to be. It was more of a community than I’d ever had before. It was nice, actually. Not so lonely, not so…disconnected. There were also more social gatherings. The men would sit around the fire boasting and chatting and boasting some more while the women would sit further away, tending to their sewing or their children or both. That’s when we’d get the news of the day, too. The men would often travel to other towns to sell our barley or wheat, and when they’d return, they were always teeming with the latest gossip. However, there was one story that gripped everyone’s attention and held it. A town, not too far from our own, was attacked by what was described as blue-eyed monsters with a thirst for blood, and when dawn broke, there was nothing left of that town except for smoldering fires, wailing babies, and the carcasses of their slaughtered parents and siblings.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “When we went to sleep that night, Warrick told me about the attack, and he made me promise that if ever our hamlet was overrun by these monsters, I was to take our children, run into the forest, and not return until morning. Of course, I agreed. I honestly thought he’d had too much ale at the gathering, but two weeks later, in the middle of the night, I was rushing my children into the woods in hopes of saving their lives.” Bennett paused and glanced at Ruby. “Knowing what you do about me, what I’m about to say may surprise you, but I honestly did care for Warrick. He was a compassionate man and a tremendously good provider. He loved his children and did the best he could for them, even sometimes doing without a mended shirt so their clothes could be better, warmer…cleaner. It was because of that, I couldn’t do what he had asked. I’d never broken a promise to him, yet I couldn’t…I couldn’t bring myself to abandon him like that. I knew my children would be safe for at least the night; my oldest would make sure of that, so I ran back to the village, hoping I could help defend our home and our friends, but it was too late. Warrick was lying on the ground not too far from our hut, bludgeoned and bloody and dead, and something inside me snapped. 
 
    “I picked up a sword and decided I’d take as many of their lives as I could before they took mine. They were everywhere, and I didn’t dare run back to the forest. If I did, I would have led them to my children, so I began swinging that broadsword with precision that even surprised me. And then, it was as if someone had flipped a switch. A voice rang out, low and demanding, and the beasts stopped. Just like that. The next thing I knew, a man I assumed to be their leader dismounted his horse and walked right up to me. I should have been afraid. I should have been terrified, but I wasn’t. As far as I knew, one of the ones I had killed was Warrick’s murderer, and that was enough. I’d had my revenge. I knew my oldest would save his siblings no matter what, so if it was my time to go, so be it.  
 
    “I was sure their leader was going to kill me, run me through or take my head or…or whatever his kind did. Instead, he moved closer so no one else could hear. His warm breath washed over my cheek as he asked ever so calmly if I was willing to trade my life for the rest, and I didn’t even have to think. I told him yes. He said nothing else to me after that. They bound my hands and feet and tossed me over the back of a horse like a sack of grain. An hour later, they dragged me into a castle and flung me into a cell in the dungeon. It wasn’t until the following night when Max made his intentions clear.” 
 
    “Max?” Ruby said a little louder than she’d intended. “Is this the same Max who’s throwing the party? The one you called a good friend?” 
 
    “The one and only,” Bennett said, dipping her head. 
 
    Ruby’s mouth went slack until she saw Bennett purse her lips. “Okay, so…um…I’m guessing this is where that whole context thing comes into play—huh?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Shall I go on?” 
 
    “Please,” Ruby said, repositioning the pillows behind her to get more comfortable. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Bennett said, shifting on the bed. “Anyway, Max’s full name is Maximillian Lumley, and he was one of the first of our kind, a founding father, so to speak. On the night I was taken, with his fiery azure eyes and shiny white fangs, he had appeared so menacing, yet when he came into my cell that night, he was anything but. His clothes were that of a royal. His eyes had returned to a smoky blue-gray, and his hair was brushed and shining. He was genuinely handsome. Actually, he still is. 
 
    “Anyway, the door creaked open, and a man came in carrying a chair. He set it down without saying a word, and no sooner had he left when Max entered and took a seat. He crossed his legs quite properly and perched his hands on his knee, and not once did he take his eyes off of me. It was like he was trying to bore holes through me. 
 
    “I was sitting on the floor in the corner, dirty and tired, but not scared. It’s funny how fear can leave you when you’ve honestly accepted your own demise, and I had done that the night before. My children were going to survive. My friends were going to survive, and having grown up with four brothers, the imperiousness that comes from testosterone never really worked on me. So, all the while Max was glaring at me, I was glaring right back at him.” 
 
    “So, in other words, you’ve always been cocky,” Ruby said with a gleam in her eye. 
 
    “I prefer to think of it as resolute, but if you don’t want me to continue—” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Ruby said. “Resolute works. Go on.” 
 
    Bennett smiled and cleared her throat. “Anyway, I didn’t know it at the time, but it was that attitude that saved my life. Max and his kind were accustomed to terrorizing people. They had yet to lose their God complex, and here I was, a woman, a peasant woman at that, staring him down, unafraid and almost daring him to kill me. 
 
    “I think he sat there for almost an hour, and then his lips twisted into what I suppose you could call a shit-eating grin, and he began to speak. In all his posh smugness, he said that killing me wouldn’t be nearly as fulfilling as breaking my spirit, and what better way to do that than to make me his slave for the rest of my life. He went on to say that while continued rapes and beatings would surely damage me to a point where I’d want to take my own life, he wanted just the opposite. He wanted me to live out my days loathing every one of them, yet unable to have the power to stop it.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “He said if I ever attempted suicide, he’d go back to my village and finish what he’d started. He got to his feet, piercing me with a stare that made my blood run cold, and then that droll smile returned. He said that once he walked from the cell, I was never to utter another word. Not to him. Not to myself. Not to anyone. I was to become his slave, and if I ever disobeyed, ever spoke one bloody word, or did one thing against his wishes, he would bring every man, woman, and child from the village into my cell one by one and kill them all in front of me.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ. And this guy is your friend?” 
 
    Bennett snorted. “He is now because eventually…well, eventually, things changed.” 
 
    “Obviously, but when? How?” 
 
    “For three years, I was like a Basenji at his heels, mute and obedient. During meals, I’d sit at his feet. When he slept alone, I slumbered on the floor alongside his bed, and when he taught, I was the elephant in the room. His students knew I was there, sitting on the floor next to his desk, but no one ever dared to acknowledge me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, students? This guy, Max, was a teacher?” 
 
    “More like a tutor or perhaps drill instructor would be a better description,” Bennett said with a laugh. “Max was…is an intelligent man. Unfortunately, most of his coven wasn’t. Turned because they were brawny or by accident, or were effeminate enough to catch Max’s eye, most were farmers, fishmongers, sailors and, of course, the occasional prostitute.” 
 
    “Wait. Effeminate? Are you saying Max is gay?” 
 
    “Do you remember me saying when Max slept alone, I was on the floor by his bed?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Well, dear old Max was my introduction to homosexuality. I was nothing but an unschooled and unworldly peasant, so you can imagine my surprise when one evening I saw Max kiss a man full on the mouth. I was stunned. I had no idea. I simply had no idea, and later that night, while they departed for Max’s bedroom, I was sent to my cell. It happened more than once, and whenever I noticed slender lads among the recently turned, I knew I’d be sleeping in the dungeon that night. But don’t get me wrong. I had no clue what they were doing behind the door. I only knew I wasn’t invited.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    “Except, with all their brawn or bedroom bent, none had the intellect Max craved. Given their longevity, vampires tend to have a lot of time on their hands, and Max was no different. He had a library filled with literature, the shelves positively overflowing with volume after volume on every subject imaginable, and he had an intellect worthy of discussing every word they possessed. The problem was he had surrounded himself with people just as uncultured and unlearned as me. Most couldn’t read or write, and trying to discuss mathematics or astronomy, let alone delving into the details of Homer’s The Odyssey or Dante’s Divine Comedy, was lost on them. Not to be dissuaded, after spending a year trying to teach several of them the basics, which fell on the deafest of ears I might add, Max picked out who he believed to be the smartest of his flock, a young fellow by the name of Edward, and he began tutoring him and only him. 
 
    “Day after day, for over two years, Max and Edward would meet in the study, and whilst I sat at Max’s feet, for two, three, or even four hours every evening, Max would endeavor to broaden Edward’s mind. They would repeatedly go over books and lessons, but the poor fellow’s brain was like a sieve. They’d go over something to the nth degree, and it appeared Edward had grasped the lesson, yet he’d return the next day, clueless…and then they’d start again. I have to give it to Max because he was unbelievably patient with Edward. Unfortunately, my patience had worn thin.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    A half smile crossed Bennett’s face. “I had nothing else to do but listen for all those endless hours, and I didn’t even realize how much I was learning until I found myself mentally answering the questions Max was asking of Edward. Of course, even when Max was speaking English, some words still escaped me, my vocabulary wasn’t as it is now, and when he spoke in Italian or Latin, well, I would have been lost except he always explained it again in English. 
 
    “One night, I had sat on that hard, cold stone floor for almost four hours. My legs had gone numb. My back was on fire, and I literally wanted to wring Edward’s neck. The man was truly a dolt, and then Max announced Edward had only to name the three parts of Dante’s Divine Comedy, and their lesson would end for the night. Although I dared not show it on my face, inside, I was grinning like a fool. It was an easy question, and relief was three words away, except Edward didn’t know the answer. After months of talking about nothing but this bloody poem, the man had nothing, and it became a stalemate. Edward stared at Max. Max stared at Edward, and my annoyance boiled over. I yelled, ‘Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso, you bloody loggerhead,’ and then a split-second later, I rued my very existence.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Ruby said, touching Bennett on the arm. “That’s right. You weren’t supposed to speak.” 
 
    “No, and I was never so ashamed in my life. I’d put my discomfort, my frustrations, and my indignation before the safety and the lives of dozens of innocent people. I had just killed them all, and I wanted to die,” Bennett said, her voice sinking to a whisper. “To say the room got deathly quiet is an understatement, and then Max told Edward to leave. I sat there, my heart pounding in my chest, and I dared not look up. I knew I would see superiority in his eyes, hubristic glee that he had finally bested me, and I refused to give him that. The door closed, and Max’s chair creaked, and then he said, ‘How did you know that?’ 
 
    “For three years, I wasn’t allowed to utter a single word. Now, I was being given a chance to speak, and for a split second, I almost didn’t answer, and then I realized I had nothing to lose. I’d already doomed my entire village, so I looked up at him, and staring him straight in the eye, I said, ‘From you, you hedge-born goat.’” 
 
    Ruby shot Bennett a quizzical look. “Um…hedge-born?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. It’s medieval slang for someone that’s of low class, even below that of serf or a slave, and back then, your status was everything.” 
 
    “So you insulted him.” 
 
    “In a big way.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    “He laughed.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He threw back his head and laughed. Of course, I was still waiting for the shoe to drop and his fist to meet my face, or worse, a dagger across my throat to end it all, but instead, he sat there quite amused for what seemed to be forever. Finally, he steepled his fingers and looked down his nose at me. And then he asked me a question, and then another, and then another.” 
 
    Enthralled, Ruby’s eyes remained fixed on Bennett. “What kind of questions?” 
 
    “About the poem and about how I knew how to speak Italian, which I didn’t. I’d just repeated what I’d heard, using the accent he had used when he was teaching Edward. This quizzing must have gone on for twenty or thirty minutes before Max abruptly got to his feet and ordered me back to my cell. I did as I was told, and I remained there for that night and the next, dreading when the door would finally open, and they’d drag in my neighbors one at a time to meet their death. Instead, on the third night, two servants walked in carrying buckets of water and a handful of clothes. They set everything down and instructed me to wash properly and put on the clean clothing, and after they left, that’s what I did. Until that night, they had never given me enough water for a proper wash. A half bucket a day was all I got, so it wasn’t until I drank my fill when I’d use what remained to clean myself. The clothes I wore the night of my capture were the only ones I had, so washing them and the two blankets I’d been given took a bit of ingenuity. And without a comb or a brush, my hair, which at the time reached my waist, was always tangled. I was quite bedraggled, actually, and I suppose that’s the way Max wanted me to be, so I was more than a little confused about the new clothes. They weren’t exactly new, but they weren’t threadbare or covered in stains, and putting them on almost made me feel human again. 
 
    “It wasn’t long before one of Max’s goons showed up and led me to the study. The first thing I noticed was Edward was nowhere to be seen, and the second was a cushion on the floor next to Max’s desk. He pointed to it and told me to sit down, and once I did, he began questioning me again. This time, though, it wasn’t about Dante’s poem. This time it was about all the things he’d discussed with Edward over the last two years, which encompassed not only books but mathematics, astronomy, religion, philosophy, and language, too. My command of English was paltry at best, yet after all those endless hours spent listening while he tutored Edward, I had come to know many words and phrases in Italian and French and many more in Latin, all of which I pronounced like Max had done.  
 
    “His eyebrows rose more than once that night, and when he was finally done questioning me and sent me back to my cell, I was totally befuddled. Why had he allowed me to wash? Why had he given me clean clothes? Why the cushion? Why hadn’t he followed through on his threat? Why the endless questions?” 
 
    “I’m thinking you surprised him, or maybe impressed is a better word.” 
 
    “Right you are, except I didn’t know it then,” Bennett said, nodding. “For the next seven days, the scene was repeated. I’d go to the study. He’d question me, and then I’d go back to my cell. I know it sounds odd that I’d ever converse with him given my situation, and I suppose they’d have diagnosed me with Stockholm syndrome in today's world, but that wasn’t the case. I didn’t feel aligned with Max or his situation, not that I knew much about it at the time. I didn’t think the villagers were my enemies or that Max was right in what he was doing. Unquestionably, he wasn’t, yet over the past thousand or more days since my capture, I’d seen the man behind the monster. Other than the night I was taken, I never again saw Max turn into the beast I knew he could be. What I saw was a man with patience, a man with intelligence, and even a man with kindness. Not toward me. Until that point, I was basically invisible, but toward his people, I’d never heard him raise his voice or saw him raise his fist or…or even treat them as if they were less than him, even though most of them were.” 
 
    “It sounds like you respected him.” 
 
    “Honestly, it was hard not to,” Bennett said before taking a sip of wine. “Except the very next night, I wanted to kill him.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Usually, when I came into the study, there’d be a book open on his desk. He’d spend some time reading a chapter or a verse, and then he’d want to discuss it. That night, however, there was no book, and the cushion on the floor was gone. He told me to sit in the chair in front of his desk, and when I did, he spoke, much like I’m talking to you right now. Very calm, very matter-of-factly. He said that over the past three years I’d spent as his captive, he’d come to respect that I’d given up my freedom so easily for my neighbors. I had never fought against anything. I’d never spoken a word. I’d never dared disobey him, and he couldn’t fathom anyone doing that for only their friends…and then he asked me how many children I had.” 
 
    Goosebumps sprouted on Ruby’s arms. “Oh, geez.” 
 
    “I couldn’t speak, nor did I have to. My expression answered his question, and while he didn’t get a number, he did get the truth.” Bennett stopped, taking a slow breath before speaking again. “I remember trembling, my eyes filling with tears I couldn’t stop, and the more seconds that passed, the faster my heart beat. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know what to say. I just sat there with my head bowed…struggling to draw a breath.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    England – The Winter of 1628 
 
      
 
    “I asked you a question, woman. Answer it.” 
 
    Bennett raised her eyes. “No. You can take my life if you’d like, but I will not answer that question.” 
 
    “You are quite plucky for someone in your situation. Contumacious to the end, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “Defiant, headstrong…obstinate.” 
 
    “Then yes, I am…I am con…con…” 
 
    “Contumacious.” 
 
    “Contumacious.” 
 
    “You’re also a lot smarter than I gave you credit for, yet not as smart as you could be.” 
 
    It had been an idea that had taken root in Max’s gray matter days before, an idea he told himself was ludicrous yet an idea he couldn’t shake. This unkempt peasant with her knotted hair and dirty nails had managed to do what Edward and all the others could not. She had learned, and she had done it on her own. The lessons Max had taught hadn’t been taught to her. Max hadn’t discussed with her. Max hadn’t explained to her. Max hadn’t lifted one goddamned finger to guide her toward the answers that others had missed, yet she had learned. More importantly, she had comprehended, and Max was dumbfounded. She wasn’t a scholar. She was years and years from ever reaching that pinnacle…or was she? 
 
    Max eased back in his chair, resting his hands on his belly and twiddling his fingers as he regarded this woman whose name he didn’t even know. He hadn’t wanted to until then. 
 
    “What’s your name?” When Bennett didn’t speak, Max frowned. “It’s a simple question. You have one, don’t you?” 
 
    “Bennett.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Max said, stroking his chin. “It’s the female version of Benedict, its origin being both French and Latin. Did you know that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Do you have a surname? A given name?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. Most peasants don’t. Since you had children, you were most likely married. What’s your husband’s name?” 
 
    “I won’t answer that.” 
 
    “I understand you have no reason to trust me. None at all, but I have never lied to you, never went back on my promise about your precious village, and I have no intention of doing either—ever. I am a man of my word, Bennett, but if what I’m about to propose comes to be, I’d like you to have a name. So, please, tell me your husband’s. I swear no harm will come to him.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that. Your people killed him.” 
 
    Max let out a long breath. “I’m sorry. Did he die on that night?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I would think you’d want to carry on his name, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Bennett sat straighter in her chair. “My husband was Warrick, son of Archer.” 
 
    “So it’s Archer. Bennett Archer. That’s rather an imposing name for a peasant. It is, however, quite appropriate for a protégé of mine.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    “Of course, you don’t,” Max said, scratching his cheek. “A protégé is like an apprentice, usually the best student in a class that you take under your wing to further their education.” 
 
    “You mean like Edward.” 
 
    “Intelligence, my dear Bennett Archer, comes in all forms. There’s the kind born from years of study, and there’s the kind that comes from the common sense God gave you. Do you honestly believe Edward has what it takes to be my apprentice?” When Bennett didn’t answer, Max said, “Be honest, woman. Do you believe Edward astute enough—” 
 
    “I don’t know what that—” 
 
    “Do you think Edward is smart enough to ever grasp what I’m trying to teach him?”  
 
    “Edward is a dunce.” 
 
    A hint of merriment touched Max’s lips. “Regrettably, I’d have to agree. Though, he is rather good in bed.” Bennett’s eyebrows rose in time with the corners of Max’s mouth. “Sorry. I digress, and before you ask, that means to go off-topic.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Anyway, you, on the other hand, are not a dunce. Even with literally no education, in a few short years of listening with absolutely no participation, you absorbed what I was trying to teach Edward like a sponge. And I bet you did it without even trying. Didn’t you?” 
 
    “I just listened.” 
 
    “Exactly…you listened. You didn’t just hear what I was saying. You processed it like your mother processed her berry preserves. You ground it all up, strained it through that brain of yours, and out came comprehension.” 
 
    Bennett lifted her chin ever so slightly, tilting her head to the side as she looked back at Max.  
 
    “I see by the look on your face, you understand what I’m saying.” 
 
    “What if I do? What’s this all about? What do you want from me?” 
 
    “What I want is something I can’t get from anyone else who lives under my roof,” Max said, crossing his legs. “Tell me, do you know why I was trying to teach Edward?” 
 
    “Because you’re smart, and he’s not.” 
 
    “Go on,” Max said, keeping his eyes fixed on Bennett. 
 
    “You like to read, and you like to talk about what you read, and you want someone to talk with.” 
 
    “Fascinating how you said with instead of to.” 
 
    “I don’t think you like to talk, just to talk. There has to be a point.” 
 
    Max’s mouth fell open. “Christ, you are smart, and that kind of smart isn’t something you’re taught. It’s something you’re born with.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, I’m going to put myself out on a very long and slender branch, and risk ridicule from not only my equals but my subordinates as well.” 
 
    “What’s a subordinate?” 
 
    “Someone below my status, of lower class or position, like a servant or one of my coven. A coven is a group, by the way.” 
 
    “A group of what?” 
 
    Max took a moment while he considered the question. “We call ourselves vampires, a word taken from the folklore of the Kingdom of Hungary. We are immortal. I was born in 1480, and as you can see, I haven’t aged. I still appear as I did the day I was given this curse. I was thirty-six at the time. My kind is strong, nearly invincible, and unless our heads are taken, or our hearts are pierced, we heal, and we do it rapidly. Our only other enemy is the sun. If it touches our skin, we burn; therefore, we are creatures of the night, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes traveled to the shuttered window across the way. “Yes.” 
 
    “The drawback of this disease is that we thirst for blood. We need it to survive, and the hunger for it is terribly hard to control. Over the years, we’ve become better at it, trying to use farm animals whenever possible, and we’ve also discovered if we can knock our victims unconscious, we can feed and not kill them in the process. Nonetheless, it is rather difficult not to take all they have once we start. 
 
    “I need you to understand, though, that none of us asked for this, and at times I’m appalled by my own nature; however, just like a student can learn from a book, a vampire can learn from time. Over these past few years, though, I believe I’ve proven just that because you’ve seen more of the man and less of the monster. Haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And it is that man who is sitting before you right now, a man prepared to be totally honest with you, for I feel you could be my salvation.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Because you’re smarter than you realize,” Max said, looking Bennett in the eye. “For almost forty years, the only intellectual conversations I’ve had were when my peers have visited. They, like me, received a proper education prior to becoming vampires, yet those who’ve become like us since that time, well, unfortunately, their interests are far more rudimentary.” 
 
    “Rudimentary?” 
 
    “Yes...straightforward or…or basic.” 
 
    “You mean simple?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Max said, bobbing his head. “Anyway, from what I’ve seen from you, I have no doubt that in time, at least when it comes to intelligence, you could become my equal, someone with whom I could discuss not only literature and religion but astronomy and art as well. So, what I’m proposing is that you become my student, my only student. If you agree, your situation under my roof will improve, of that, I can assure you. Among other things, you’ll receive better food and lodging.” 
 
    Max was right. Bennett did process things, and at the moment, her mind was sorting and separating like it had never done before. She paid no mind to the seconds that turned into minutes, and then she anchored her gaze to his. “No.” 
 
    Max pitched forward in his seat and gaped at Bennett. “I’m sorry. Did you just say no?” 
 
    “It’s a word I think we both understand.” 
 
    A long moment passed before Max got to his feet. He poured himself some brandy and then sat back down. “Why?” 
 
    “Because I do have children, and I’m not Edward, bootlicking to be your equal. You have no plans of ever allowing me to see my children again, for you wouldn’t offer to spend years teaching me, only to let me go,” Bennett said, her eyes locked on Max’s. “And since you said you’re a man of your word, and you would never—ever—bring harm to my village, that tells me my children are safe, and that’s enough for me. I don’t need to learn. I don’t need to be taught how to read or write, especially by a man like you. You allow children to be killed, and those who escaped, those who were told to hide, come out of their hiding places only to find their parents massacred even though it doesn’t have to be that way. You said it yourself. There is another way.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy.” 
 
    “Neither is being forced into silence, but if it means saving the lives of your children, if it means saving any life, it becomes as easy as breathing because it’s the right thing to do. It’s the decent thing to do.” 
 
    Max rested back and tapped his finger against his lips. As he mulled over the woman’s words, a muted chortle escaped, for he now knew his perception of Bennett Archer needed work. True, she had a natural intelligence, and true, she had courage. She’d stood tall the night she was taken, and now, sitting in her chair, her backbone was as straight as a sword, and while others could have viewed the woman’s comments as disrespectful and bold, Max did not. Bennett Archer wasn’t being arrogant. She was just proving to Max what he’d known since she had stared him down in her village. Bennett Archer was a force to be reckoned with, and Max’s eyes shimmered with glee. 
 
    Max picked up the bronze handbell on his desk and rang it once, the loud clang causing both him and Bennett to cringe. A few moments later, the door opened, and a man wearing a brown slashed doublet and matching hose came inside. “You rang, m’lord?” 
 
    “Yes, call everyone into the great hall.” 
 
    “Um…most are…most have already retired to their—” 
 
    “Victor, please don’t make me repeat myself. Call them now.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord.” 
 
    “While we’re waiting, would you like a drink?” Max said, getting up to refill his goblet. Max looked over his shoulder. “It’s brandy. Have you ever had it?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    Max turned back and poured a splash of the potent beverage into a pewter cup. “It’s liquor made from grapes. It’s aged in oak barrels, so it has a hint of woodiness to it,” Max said, handing Bennett her drink. “It’s quite delicious.” 
 
    Bennett looked at the dark liquid in the goblet, sniffing it once before taking a drink. Her mistake was taking a drink and not a sip, and a moment later, she was fighting to breathe. 
 
    “Sorry,” Max said with a laugh. “I should have told you it’s got quite a bite to it if you drink it like water.” 
 
    Bennett coughed for a few more seconds, and placing the cup on Max’s desk, she pushed it as far away as her arm was long. “It’s hot.” 
 
    “That’s the alcohol, and the heat you’re feeling is no doubt due to the amount you put in your mouth. Give it a minute, and the sting will dissipate.” 
 
    “What’s dissipate?” 
 
    “It means dissolves. Goes away.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Their heads turned in unison when Victor came back into the room. “They’re gathered as you asked, m’lord.” 
 
    “Good, then let’s get this over with,” Max said, getting to his feet. 
 
    Bennett stood up, and cognizant of her place, she followed Max on his heels to the mezzanine outside his study which overlooked the great hall. Below them, stood over two dozen of Max’s people. 
 
    Max walked up to the railing and looked down at his kind. “I apologize for interrupting your evening festivities, and this shan’t take long, nor is it up for discussion,” he said, his low timbre easily carrying throughout the cavernous space. “Someone reminded me earlier tonight that life is not always easy. However, when the choice is between being monstrous and being decent, we must choose decency. Therefore, from this night forward, when you go to feed, children will not be harmed in any way. The young are now off-limits, and they will not be left parentless, so choose your mortals wisely. We have means to feed without murder, and while the taste of livestock’s blood isn’t as delicious on our palate, it also does what we need it to do.” Max glanced at Bennett and then back at his people, who were now muttering amongst themselves. “I am not saying, however, that all mortals will escape with their lives. I’m merely demanding that we work harder at taming the beast that lives inside each of us. Now, go back to your rooms and enjoy your evening. I bid you good night.” 
 
    Max spun on his heel, and Bennett, again, was his shadow. Once inside the study, Max shut the door and returned to his chair, not saying another word until Bennett sat down as well. “It seems I’ve just taken your argument off the table, and in case you don’t understand what that means, I can’t go back in time and correct our mistakes. What I can do, I just did. No more children will be harmed, at least not by my coven.” 
 
    “There are other covens?” 
 
    “Yes, although not around here. They visit occasionally, and when they do, I’ll let them know the same. I have no doubt they will abide by my wishes. As I said earlier, those that lead them are as educated as me.” 
 
    “That didn’t stop you.” 
 
    Max grinned. He couldn’t help himself. “No, it did not, but after spending less than an hour in your company, you’ve succeeded in convincing me to make a change. I’m merely asking the same of you. I’m asking you to allow yourself a chance at being better than you are, and to open your mind to the possibilities I’m offering. I’m sure if I can teach you, then not only will it ameliorate my existence, it will change yours as well.” 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, I know,” Max said, waving his hand. “You don’t understand ameliorate. It means to improve.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you say that?” 
 
    “Why indeed?” Max said, scratching his head. “I can see this is going to be quite an arduous task if you agree to it.” 
 
    Bennett opened her mouth to speak, and Max flew out of his chair. “Good God, woman, I cannot change my entire vocabulary for you.” 
 
    From the depths of Bennett’s cider-brown eyes arose a twinkle. “I wasn’t going to ask about the word. I know what it means. You’ve used it before.” 
 
    “Oh,” Max said, dropping back into his seat. “My apologies. Please go on.” 
 
    “I was going to say I’ll agree to what you’re suggesting on two conditions.” 
 
    “Is that so? Well, pray tell, what are they?” 
 
    “I am never to be made what you are. I will be your student. I will learn what you teach me, but I live out my life as I am now—human.” 
 
    “I will have it no other way,” Max breathed. “You will die as you were born. I promise you that.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “And the second condition?” 
 
    “You said I’d be given better food, but what about my children? Do you honestly expect me to live with more when they have so little?” 
 
    “It’s what they’re used to, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I won’t eat anything better, nor will I sleep on more than dirt until their situation has changed.” 
 
    Max’s mouth dropped open. “Since when do you believe you have the right to haggle?” 
 
    “I don’t,” Bennett said, moving to stand. “Can I go back to my cell now?” 
 
    In a split-second, Max decided he would never teach Bennett Archer how to play chess. She had outflanked him like a grand master, and if he wanted to win, there was only one move Max could make.  
 
    “Oh, bloody hell.” Max snatched up the handbell, and instead of ringing it once, he kept jangling it until Victor rushed into the room.  
 
    “Yes, m’lord,” Victor said, gasping for air. 
 
    Max placed the handbell back on the desk. “Victor, do you remember the location of the village where Bennett once lived?” 
 
    “Bennett, m’lord?” 
 
    Max pointed at Bennett. “Her.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, m’lord.” 
 
    “Right,” Max said, shooting a quick look at Bennett. “Tomorrow, Victor, I want a wagon loaded with fresh fruit and vegetables and take one of our cattle and two of our pigs as well. Travel to that village when the sun goes down and find the children of Bennett and Warrick, son of Archer. I’m sure somebody took them in. You are to learn the name of that family and then give them the produce and livestock. When they question your motive, tell them they now have a benefactor, and as long as the children of Warrick and Bennett are treated well, deliveries such as this will occur twice a year. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Um…y-yes, m’lord.” 
 
    “Then be on your way.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord.” 
 
    As soon as Victor left, Max peered at Bennett. “Satisfied?” 
 
    Bennett wiped the tears in her eyes away with the cuff of her shirt. “Yes. Thank you.” 
 
    “Well,” Max said, rubbing his hands together. “Now that that’s settled, where would you like to begin?” 
 
    “You’re leaving that up to me?” 
 
    “My dear Bennett, in the years to come, I have every intention of driving your curriculum…um…your studies in many directions. I think it only fair I allow you to choose the first.” 
 
    Bennett took her time in answering, looking around the study as she did. “I’d like…I’d like to learn how to read.” 
 
    Max’s smile reached his ears. “Excellent choice, and with reading comes writing.” Max grabbed the handbell and shook it once, the loud clang bringing another grimace to his face. As Max stood to refresh his brandy, Victor came into the room looking slightly bedraggled from his continual jaunts up and down the stairs. 
 
    “Yes, m’lord?” 
 
    “Victor, I’m going to need all the parchment you can find, and we’ll require quills and ink as well.” 
 
    “Yes, m’lord.” 
 
    Max looked at the brandy in his pewter goblet. “And Victor,” he said, turning around. 
 
    “Yes, m’lord?” 
 
    “Bring us a pitcher of water fresh from the well, too. The taste for brandy is an acquired one, it seems.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a matter of days, Bennett’s situation began to change. They moved her from her cell in the dungeon to a small antechamber off the kitchen. Instead of sleeping on a dirt floor, she now had a straw mattress, and while its thickness was scant, its comfort was not.  
 
    Prior to becoming Max’s student, Bennett’s only duties were to empty and clean his chamber pot and shadow his every move, Max believing the sheer boredom would drive the woman insane. Thankfully, it hadn’t, and seeing no need to have what he hoped to be his prize pupil cleaning up his slop, Max assigned that task to someone else and loosened his leash on Bennett. He announced to his coven and servants that the woman’s position would no longer be that of a slave but rather a student, and while several grumbled and groused, all knew better than to question Max’s decision. He was their patriarch. He was their employer, and there would be hell to pay if anyone disobeyed him. Bennett, however, had been born a peasant, and seeing herself as anything else would not happen overnight.  
 
    Instead of the hardened bread crusts and vegetable porridge that had become her staple, Bennett was given fresher bread and stews containing bits of meat and potatoes. Twice a day, peasant servants would attempt to fill her bowl, only to be shooed away so she could do it herself, and when it came time to clean her spoon and bowl, it was Bennett’s hands in the water. They would enter her room to clean her chamber pot, only to find it already emptied. They’d come to gather dirty clothes only to find them already clean, and the four buckets allotted to Bennett to hold water for washing or drinking, she would fill from the barrel in the kitchen herself, refusing their help no matter how many times they asked. Their side-eyed looks of contempt gradually morphed into ones of admiration, for while Bennett’s status had changed in Max’s eyes, it hadn’t in Bennett’s. 
 
    Despite Max’s schedule being from dusk to dawn, he no longer saw the need to force Bennett to follow it to the letter. He told her that when he retired to his chambers to sleep away the day, she did not have to do the same. She could remain in the study if she liked or even roam the rooms in the castle to stretch her legs as long as she got enough sleep to be sharp for the next night’s lessons. 
 
    Unbeknownst to Max, it was the latter Bennett craved the most, for the endless hours sitting alongside the man had been excruciating for one reason and one reason alone. Bennett was a farm girl. She was used to being on her feet for most of the day, tending to livestock or traipsing back and forth from the stream to gather water. Now, she felt like an old woman, her muscles having lost their tone and her fortitude all but drained by the lack of activity. For the first three days of her newly found freedom, Bennett remained in the study for another hour or so before going back to her room, but on the fourth morning, she cautiously ventured to the stairs leading down to the great hall. Taking a deep breath, Bennett continued down the steps and then walked back up again, repeating this until the muscles in her legs screamed. She limped back to her room, fully aware she’d overdone her first attempt at exercise, but Bennett didn’t care. She was starting to feel alive again. 
 
    Bennett never allowed her daily pursuit of exercise to interfere with her studies. Each night, once Max would leave to go to his room, Bennett would flip over the hourglass he had on his desk and study until the sand ran out. It was then and only then when she would venture into the rest of the castle. She would walk every corridor, quietly acknowledging the servants silently cleaning this and that. Much to the amusement of those draped in aprons tasked with scrubbing the floors, Bennett would pace the great hall like a soldier until finally she would lift her skirt and run up and down the stairs until her lungs burned. 
 
    Before the first flake of snow had fallen the following winter, Bennett could read in three languages and write in two. During that time, members of two other covens had visited, and she now understood what Max had said about the ridicule he’d receive. While the vampires in his flock would never dare to speak against him, the leaders of two others let their insults fly.  
 
    Concepcion Garza was the first to visit, and early in the summer of 1630, while Bennett lurked in the shadows above the great hall, the stiff-necked matriarch arrived with her sycophants in tow. Appearing to be in her mid-thirties, Concepcion was a full-figured woman. Ropes of pearls and plumes of ostrich embellished the dark brown hair piled high atop her head, and her high-waisted, square-cut bodice gown was in the deepest of reds, the fabric swishing as she sailed into Max’s home.  
 
    Like dutiful pets, the men who accompanied her lined up along a wall while Concepcion greeted Max with an air kiss, and cooling herself with her hand fan of feathers, she announced it had been a long trip. She was tired…and she was hungry. 
 
    By that time, Max had several people in his employ who had agreed to become what vampires would eventually call guardians. Paid handsomely for their services, while their primary purpose was to serve in the stables, the kitchen, or tend to the grounds, when the need arose, they would offer their wrist to those thirsty for blood. Given the guarantee no harm would come to them, it was rare for any to decline this extra duty. 
 
    Concepcion was shown to her room, and shortly afterward, three stable hands entered to do what was expected. Two escaped with their lives. The third did not. Max was livid, but his rage did not equal that of Concepcion’s when, over a dinner of mutton and potatoes, she found out about Bennett. 
 
    From the moment Concepcion became a vampire, her level of self-importance soared far above the clouds, so much so that before his death, her husband, Diego, avoided her whenever he could. She saw herself as the most privileged of the privileged, and in her mind’s eye, her immortality, strength, beauty, and intelligence were far superior to all others. Of course, beauty was in the eye of the beholder, and Concepcion’s vision was undeniably skewed, just like her perception of her own intellect. After all, everyone knows when you’re a guest in someone’s home, you treat them with respect…or you leave.  
 
    They sat at a lengthy trestle table, Concepcion’s dozen men on one side while twelve of Max’s sat on the other. The conversation was light and friendly until Max mentioned his new protégé. In less time than it took a hummingbird to flap its wing, Concepcion turned rabid. Insults spewed from her painted lips like projectile vomit, degrading and screeched criticisms that echoed throughout the great hall. Vampires and staff alike heard the woman’s tirade, and even though Concepcion’s people continued to eat, those who served Max did not. They knew their place, and they knew not to react without a sign from Max, but that didn’t stop their fangs from dropping. With heads hung, they listened as she rambled on, preparing themselves for when their patriarch had had enough. Maximillian Lumley was a proud man, and Concepcion was slandering not only his choices but his intelligence as well. 
 
    Concepcion saw herself as the queen of all vampires no matter what coven they belonged to, and getting to her feet, she took on the air of a royal. She declared all mortals to be nothing more than what was found at the bottom of the vessel where she emptied her bowels. They were weak, lowly creatures who weren’t to be trusted. Their only purpose was to provide vampires with the blood they needed, and to teach them—any of them—was ludicrous. 
 
    Ever so slowly, Max’s inner beast appeared. His eyes blazed blue, and his fangs dropped, yet he still sat quietly as Concepcion babbled on. Even when she directed her disdain toward the woman she’d yet to meet, calling Bennett a filthy pig of a whore servant, Max didn’t respond.  
 
    Prior to Concepcion’s visit, Max had spent many nights debating whether to introduce Bennett to Concepcion and perhaps even invite her to join them at dinner. However, well versed in all those who controlled the covens, Max knew Concepcion was by far the most arrogant and the most stupid. Unlike the originals, Concepcion had inherited her position. She hadn’t earned it, and she had all the pomposity that Max and the other firsts had once had; once being the operative word. A smug look overtook Max’s expression, and tired of Concepcion’s need to hear herself talk, he crooked his finger at Victor, and a few seconds later, he was whispering something in the man’s ear.  
 
    The room had become quiet except for Concepcion, because the men sitting at the table had ceased to eat. Some had their eyes glued on the woman spouting diatribes, while others remained fixed on their patriarch. Suddenly, the dual entrance doors groaned open, and a warm rush of air followed Victor inside. His eyes met Max’s, and Max got to his feet. 
 
    He announced that Concepcion’s carriages and wagons were ready, and when the woman blustered, Max explained that this was his home and she was no longer welcome. He directed his staff to gather the visiting coven's belongings, and within minutes, they brought satchels down the stairs and handed them off to men with eyes of blue and mouths agape.  
 
    In 1529, after the loss of one of their own, all the remaining originals realized that more precautions needed to be taken when they traveled. A boarded-up carriage could suffice, but only if it remained on the road. One broken wheel and a startled team of horses could send the carriage down a hill, and all those allergic to light would surely perish. Then there was the matter of prying eyes and questions raised by local noblemen who would come upon the caravans. Why were the windows covered? Why couldn’t they meet those inside? Why were the supply wagons draped in layers of heavy canvas? The solution came from Garrick Neville, one of the firsts, when he was traveling from his home in the south of England to the one in the north. One night, he and his kind came upon a group of people transporting their beloved father back to his birthplace for burial. They didn’t make it, but the old man’s coffin did. 
 
    Up until her husband’s death in 1558, Concepcion was forced to slumber in a wooden box as they traveled from home to home, but before Diego was cold in the ground, every coffin he’d had built for them and their people was destroyed. Traveling in such a manner was beneath Concepcion, and with her routes well-planned and her carriages reinforced, there was no need to be sealed into a wooden casket. For seventy-two years, Concepcion had scoffed as the others laid themselves to rest as they moved from place to place. Needless to say, Concepcion was not scoffing now. Her route had yet to be planned, and while her carriages were reinforced, the coverings on her wagons had grown thin.  
 
    Concepcion batted her eyelashes, insisting that perhaps she’d see things differently if they’d be allowed to remain for another day. After all, arrangements had yet to be made. After all, the sun would rise in less than two hours, and after all, they may not have time to find shelter fitting her status. Surely Max didn’t want them to perish? 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Oh, please tell me that bitch became a corn dog.” 
 
    “No, she survived,” Bennett said, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Two of her men, however, weren’t as lucky.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “And I’m sure it won’t surprise you to hear there’s no love lost between us.” 
 
    “So, she’s still around?” 
 
    “Oh yes. She’s still around and still as arrogant as ever. Suffice it to say, she and I never spend too much time in close proximity.” 
 
    “Which means she won’t be at Max’s party?” 
 
    “No. That’s just for Max’s people that are in the area and mine.” 
 
    “That’s right. You told me that,” Ruby said, adjusting the pillows behind her back again. “But it sounds like she still holds a grudge.” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly. Concepcion despises me because I attained what she thought impossible, an education equal to that of Max and his peers, and I garnered the respect of most of them even before I became what I am now.” 
 
    “Most?” 
 
    “As I said, there were two who hurled insults at Max upon discovering he planned to turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse. Fortunately, proper planning on Max’s part curbed some of Simeon’s outrage, and after Simeon and I met for a second time, his crass attitude toward me lessened. He’s still frightfully jealous that I can walk in the sun, but as for my intelligence, that’s no longer questioned.” 
 
    “Who’s Simeon, and what do you mean a second time? And what did Max do? I’m confused.” 
 
    Bennett eyeballed Ruby. “That’s because you keep interrupting me.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ruby said, a blush creeping across her cheeks. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Simeon Volkov is another one of the firsts of our kind, and he was planning to visit Max later that same year. After the epic fail with Concepcion, Max realized that making me book smart would not be enough to sway anyone’s opinions, so he pulled me off of my studies to teach me something else.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Manners.” 
 
    Ruby’s smile overtook her face, and in a blink of an eye, she was sitting up with the sheet puddled in her lap. “Oh, my God. He turned you into a little lady, didn’t he? Just like in the movies.” 
 
    Bennett scrunched up her face. “Honestly, woman, look at me. I’ve been this height since I hit puberty, and as for the lady part, Max set his bar a smidge lower.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I was a lanky woman whose stride was long and whose hips were narrow. I wasn’t demure. I certainly wasn’t dainty, and—” 
 
    “But there’s nothing wrong with not being any of those things.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly what Max thought. He didn’t want to turn me into something I wasn’t. He merely knew he needed to smooth several of my jagged edges before Simeon arrived.” 
 
    “What kind of jagged edges?” 
 
    Bennett snickered, and falling back onto her pillow, she ran her fingers through her hair. “Well, let’s see. Um…how to use utensils properly instead of stabbing at things like they were trying to skitter off the plate. How to eat with my mouth closed, and sit with my knees together and my ankles crossed rather than looking like I was holding an invisible watermelon between my legs, and how to use a napkin to dab at the corners of my mouth instead of wiping the cloth across my face as if I were trying to remove a layer of skin. Don’t put my elbows on the table while eating, don’t reach for something, but rather ask that it be passed, don’t slurp your food or burp at the table…and the list goes on.” 
 
    “You did all that?” Ruby squeaked. 
 
    “What part of ‘I was an illiterate peasant’ don’t you understand?” 
 
    Ruby giggled. “I’m sorry. It’s just hard to imagine you like that.” 
 
    “And don’t you dare imagine it took only a few short months to smooth all my rough edges either. Thankfully, though, Max ground them down quite a bit by the time Simeon visited. So much so that when we were introduced, the braggart kissed the back of my hand.” 
 
    “Wow. You must have really impressed him.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes sparkled. “It was my first attempt at being charming. Unfortunately, the bloom quickly fell off the rose.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    England – The Autumn of 1630 
 
      
 
    Simeon jumped to his feet and shot a deadly look in Bennett’s direction before turning his contempt on Max. “Are you saying I kissed the hand of a bloody slave?” 
 
    “Bennett isn’t a slave any longer. As I said—” 
 
    “What you said is preposterous. Have you lost your bloody mind? We are Gods, Max. We don’t teach mortals. We feed on them.” 
 
    “In case you’ve forgotten, you and I were once mortals, too.” 
 
    “That was over a hundred years ago, and in case you’ve forgotten, we were the sons of nobles. Not children of swine farmers. She is to leave this table and leave it right now.” 
 
    “No,” Max barked. “She stays here. Bennett is my guest, just as you and your people are my guests. And this table is set for a feast, Simeon, so put your bruised ego aside long enough so we can all enjoy it. Sit, my friend. I promise. She doesn’t bite.” 
 
    Simeon glowered at Bennett, trying hard to erase his first impression of the woman and replace it with another. He failed.  
 
    Simeon had never seen the need for women to powder their faces or hair, turning them into something ghostly and false, so Bennett’s natural complexion had pleased him. Her high cheekbones and long, velvety lashes had caught his eye as well, as did her shining raven-black hair. Instead of having it piled high and filled with a hodgepodge of hairpins or having it braided and wrapped around her head like a snake, Bennett’s thick, long tresses were tied loosely with a simple ribbon, and most of her waist-length mane was draped over one shoulder. Her dress was simple. There were no lace edges on the pale green brocade, and the white blouse underneath, with its gathered neckline, kept the bodice modest, much to Simeon’s dismay. 
 
    Simeon scrubbed his hand over his face, casting a glance down the table to his entourage, who were all warily looking back at him. Most had their forks at the ready, but none would take another bite until their master made up his mind.  
 
    Simeon and his entourage had spent the better part of three weeks encased in pine boxes during the day. At night, Simeon’s coachmen, mortals paid handsomely for their service, would open the coffins so all inside could feed and stretch their legs, and when the sun broke over the horizon, they’d be locked back inside again. The last thing Simeon wanted was to crawl back into that goddamned box, and by the drawn look on his peoples’ faces, while they would do what he wanted, they were dreading it just as much.  
 
    “Fine,” Simeon said, dropping back into his chair. “But she moves where you are. I don’t want to smell her stench.” 
 
    Max flicked his eyes upward and got to his feet. “Bennett, it seems a change in our seating arrangement is required. Do you mind?” 
 
    “Not at all, Max,” Bennett said quietly. “Not at all.” 
 
    Bennett swapped seats with Max, and before she was settled, a servant flew over to switch around their table settings and goblets.  
 
    In the stews Max’s cooks had prepared, there were always tiny cubes of meat mixed in with the vegetables and potatoes, but those morsels were nothing like what was on the pewter platter in front of Bennett. Rare and moist, the thick slab of beef was like nothing she’d ever seen before. While tentative as to its preparation, when Bennett picked up her utensils as taught and sliced into the meat, it was like cutting butter. It took only one bite for Bennett to never question the preparation again. 
 
    Bennett knew it wasn’t her place to join in any conversation or to start one either. All in the room now knew she was once a slave, and whenever she dared to look down the length of the table, more than one of Simeon’s people shot her a murderous leer. Bennett also noticed something that caused her great confusion. She stole a glance and then stole another, telling herself her mind was playing tricks on her. It wasn’t. Among Simeon’s broad-shouldered and bearded men was one whose face was clean and whose shoulders were slender. The clothes were that of a man, but they were being worn by a woman. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Upon completion of the meal, many at the table left the castle searching for something to quench another hunger. With a nod, Max excused Bennett, and she retired to the study to read. After lighting some lanterns, she got settled in the chair behind the desk, appreciating her quiet surroundings as she opened a book. It was one of her favorites, and Bennett wanted to get lost in The Ingenious Gentleman Don Quixote of La Mancha again. She wanted to get lost in his imagination and delusions, hoping hers would fade away, but her plans were not to be. No sooner had Bennett found where she’d left off when the door to the study opened, and in strutted Simeon, followed by Max and the woman wearing leather breeches. 
 
    “For the love of God, is there no place safe from the stench of this woman,” Simeon bellowed, waving his arm in the air to dissipate a nonexistent smell.  
 
    “Is it possible for you to be any less boorish?” Max said, sniggering. “Bennett does not smell, and we both know it. This room is more than spacious enough for all of us, and I see no need to banish her simply because you’re being mulish. We came up here to enjoy some brandy and play a game of chess, so what say we do that without any more of your theatrics. They are tremendously bad-mannered, being you’re a guest in my house. Don’t you think?” 
 
    As soon as they paraded in, Bennett had closed her book, preparing to escape to her room to read. Now, she couldn’t. Now, Max had made it clear he wanted her to stay, and to argue the point would have only added fuel to Simeon’s fire.  
 
    Although not as long-winded as Concepcion, Simeon was rude and, at times, crude, both of which Bennett knew before he walked into Max’s castle. Max didn’t usually expound on anything concerning the other covens or their leaders, except he had given Bennett a few highlights about the man who hailed from Upper Saxony. After stating he hadn’t known Simeon for as long as he’d known most of the others, Max said that the once poised, posh, and unassuming man had morphed into something entirely different after becoming a vampire. His humility had dissolved and in its place was conceit. His devotion to his wife had vanished, and now he bedded every woman he could find. And the manners he’d had befitting a royal were replaced by those belonging to a rabble-rousing pub brawler with a vocabulary to match.  
 
    A small table flanked by two chairs was off the side in the room, and atop it was a chessboard. Over the past few years, Bennett had asked about the game several times, and each time Max had tutted in response. He decided what she’d learn, and playing games wasn’t on his list, except he had just inadvertently given Bennett the opportunity she’d been waiting for. Curious about the checkerboard surface and the significance of all the intricately carved pieces standing at the ready, even though Bennett opened her book and bowed her head as if to read, her only plans were to eavesdrop. After all, she had learned a lot by just listening as Max taught Edward. Why would this be any different?  
 
    Bennett heard the clank of the decanter against the goblets as Max poured the brandy, and a minute later, Max and Simeon sat down at the table. The woman dropped into a chair opposite the desk, casually draping one leather-encased leg over the other as she sipped her drink. 
 
    At dinner, several of Simeon’s men had raised their glasses at the insults Simeon hurled at Bennett or let out thunderous laughter before shoveling food into their mouths, but the woman had yet to say a word. There had been a few times when Bennett’s eyes met the woman’s across the long trestle table. Each time the depth of her stare had made Bennett uncomfortable, forcing her to look away, and Bennett’s discomfort had just returned. Was she looking, or wasn’t she? Why did she have to sit there when there were more chairs near the hearth? And why in the hell did she smell so good? 
 
    It only took Bennett to draw in one breath for the woman’s aroma to find her. The scent of her leather clothing was first to arrive, its bouquet earthy and rich, and then in the next breath, Bennett could smell fresh yet subtle flowers. Bennett filled her lungs again, and recognizing the fragrance was rapidly becoming addictive, she pivoted so her eyes aligned with the men at the table. 
 
    “So what should we wager tonight?” Simeon said, briskly rubbing his hands together. 
 
    “Why do we have to wager at all?” Max said with a shrug. “Let’s just play a friendly game.” 
 
    “Where’s the fun in that? Besides, you play better where there’s more on the line, or are you afraid to lose another house?” 
 
    “I genuinely liked my estate in Conques.” 
 
    “I like it, too. It’s so much quieter than Paris or Lyon. I can’t thank you enough for wagering it.” 
 
    “Which is the reason I won’t be wagering tonight,” Max said, moving one of his pawns. “I have no intention of losing another of my estates to you.” 
 
    “Then I suppose I’ll have to make it worth your while,” Simeon said, scratching his jutting chin. “If you win, I’ll not only give you back your house in Conques, I’ll throw in my castle in Bonn. It overlooks the Rhine, and the view is marvelous.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember the view.” Max leaned back and took a moment to think. “And if you win?” 
 
    “When I win, since I have no need for more property, a taste of your peasant’s juicy bits is all I want.” 
 
    Max’s distinguished face clouded in anger. “Simeon, take care with your words. There are ladies present.” 
 
    “The only lady in this room is Angelique, and she doesn’t care. Do you, Angel?” 
 
    Angelique Chevalier rolled her eyes and didn’t even bother looking in the man’s direction. “No, Simeon. I don’t care. I’ve heard it all before.” 
 
    “See,” Simeon said, opening his arms wide. “Now, what do you say, Max?” 
 
    “I say no,” Max said, scowling. “I say Bennett is not up for trade, lease, or sale, and I would no more take that kind of wager than I would stand in the sun. Your offer is appalling, and your attitude equally so. If you’d like to play a game of chess, then let’s, but be warned, my friend, you are beginning to try my patience, and I’d hate for your visit to end like Concepcion’s.” 
 
    Even in medieval times, news did travel between the covens, and while he had never heard the details, he knew Max had abruptly sent Concepcion from his home, resulting in the death of a few who couldn’t escape sunrise. Simeon and his flock had coffins to protect them, so Simeon wasn’t concerned about that. He was, however, concerned that if he continued down this path, he could lose a friend, and he did consider Max a friend.  
 
    “Fine,” Simeon said, throwing his hands in the air. “Your precious peasant is off the table. So there has to be something else you want to put up. After all, think of what you’ll get if you win.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eight days later, Simeon, his men, and Angelique laid themselves to rest in their coffins. Daubs of clay, mud, and grass were applied to fill all the cracks, and as the sun broke the horizon, the wagons pulled away. Tethered to the last were three of Max’s finest steeds. 
 
    The wager made that first night was also the last Max placed at that tiny table in the study. Simeon continued to dangle new and tempting offers, but much to his disappointment, Max dismissed them all. He had learned his lesson for what he hoped would be the last time. There was no one better when it came to playing chess, and Simeon reminded Max of that fact for the next seven days. 
 
    Over meals, card games, and chess, Max, his men, and Bennett had no choice but to listen as Simeon bragged about his prowess. He proclaimed his genius repeatedly, pontificating to the point of obnoxiousness about his skill and Max’s lack thereof. The spines of Max’s flock were stretched to their limits as insults were slung at their leader, and many a night, not a word was spoken at the long table in the great hall except, of course, those spewed from Simeon’s mouth.  
 
    It had been a very long eight days, and when Max walked into his study, he cast a dirty look at the chessboard before making his way to his desk. A few minutes later, Bennett entered and made a beeline for the tiny table. 
 
    “There’s nothing for you there, Bennett,” Max said, glancing at his notes. “I believe we were discussing Greek scholars when last we met.” 
 
    “Could we discuss this instead?” Bennett said, her eyes fixed on the chessboard. 
 
    “Why? After a week of listening to Simeon, I would think I’d be the last person you’d ask about chess.” 
 
    Bennett took a moment to get her thoughts together. “Can I speak freely?” 
 
    “When have I not allowed you to do so?” 
 
    “It’s not about studies. It’s about…well, it’s about Simeon.” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “I found him loathsome and discourteous.” 
 
    “Yes, well, he can be that at times.” 
 
    “And you let him talk to you like that. Why?” 
 
    Max let out a long breath. “Because…because he and I have a history together, like the others. I agree he can be quite unpleasant sometimes, but I saw no point in having a nightly shouting match. And it was my fault. Not his.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Bennett, I long ago came to terms with the fact I can’t beat that bastard at chess, yet my pride got in the way—again. He is quite a smug son-of-a-bitch, and I let that get to me. If I had just refused that wager, the rest of the week wouldn’t have gone like it did.” 
 
    “Then teach me the game.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Max said, lifting his chin. “Are you suggesting that you could possibly ever have the wherewithal to beat Simeon at chess?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, picking up one of the chess pieces.  
 
    As much as Max wanted to repudiate the woman’s confidence, he couldn’t. Bennett had practically inhaled every lesson he had taught her, so much so that when discussions began, she’d bring up points he hadn’t seen and counterpoints that all but dashed his. Her perception was keen, and he’d yet to find anything she couldn’t grasp. Max contemplated Bennett through squinted eyes. “And why, exactly, do you need to do that, or better yet, want to do it?” 
 
    “I appreciate you don’t believe me a slave, but Simeon was right,” Bennett said, looking over at Max. “By definition, a slave is someone owned by another, someone held in servitude whose only purpose is to serve their master. And, when you brought me here, that was your intent.” 
 
    “But you aren’t any longer.” 
 
    “I’m not? You allow me to roam the castle freely, yet I’m not permitted to leave the grounds or…or go outside for that matter. I haven’t seen the sky in years. I haven’t felt the breeze on my face or watched as rain or snow falls from the clouds. I am bound to this castle as I am bound to you.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, I suppose you are,” Max said, narrowing his eyes. “So, I’m assuming this is all about your emancipation. You beat Simeon at his game, and you go free? Is that what you want in exchange?” 
 
    “No. Two years ago, we made a deal, and I have no intention of trying to barter my way out of it. Of all the things you’ve taught me, it’s the one not found in any book that’s made the most impact on me—integrity,” Bennett said, taking the time to place the knight back onto the chessboard before turning back to Max. “Since becoming your student, you’ve never once made me feel less than, even though I was. You haven’t tried to deceive me. You haven’t lied to me, and by sitting me at that table with Simeon, you put your trust in me. I can’t speak for the monster, but the man I’ve come to know has unwavering principles. Not only haven’t you gone back on any of the promises you’ve made me, Max, but you’ve also gone above and beyond them.”  
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I can’t say unless you promise no retribution for those who’ve given me word of my children.” 
 
    Max sat forward in his seat. “Go on.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “Of course,” Max said, waving his hand. “Capable staff is too hard to come by to lop off their heads on a whim.” 
 
    Bennett had grown to appreciate Max’s quick wit, and it showed on her face. “You said you would have two wagons taken to my village every year, yet instead of two, one leaves the castle every season loaded with supplies and livestock. Those taking the wagons have told me that my children are being well cared for by a good family and that you gave that family more land to grow their crops. Since I’ve come to terms with my situation, I see no reason why I shouldn’t want to put your friend Simeon in his place. You have shown me patience, and as befuddling as it is, you’ve also shown me respect.” 
 
    “You’ve earned that.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but you’re losing the respect of your peers because of me,” Bennett said, stepping closer to the desk. “What better way to earn some of that back than to teach me how to play chess, well enough that I can beat Simeon?” 
 
    “I can’t teach you how to beat him. Chess doesn’t work that way. Chess isn’t like a card game where almost everything is based on the luck of the draw. Chess is all about strategy. Knowing how the pieces move is simple, but recognizing the difference between an offensive opening play and a defensive one, not so much. You need to be able to plot your opening and then think three, four, even five moves ahead at all times so you can see all the combinations…and remember them.” 
 
    “And you’re saying you don’t think I can do that?” 
 
    “Christ, is that challenge I hear in your tone?” Max said with a laugh. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “Max, listen. I’ll spend more hours studying. I’ll read every bloody book in this room and then some if that’s what you want. All I ask is for you to show me how to play that game for an hour or so a day. This is my lot in life, and I’ve accepted that. You’ve made sure my children are properly cared for, and I know they’ll have a good life because you’ll make sure they do, and I have no way to repay you for that except by doing this. Teach me the game, Max, and let me win you back some of that respect you’ve lost because of me.” 
 
    Max’s eyes gleamed. “What about my horses?” 
 
    “I’m sure we can work them into the wager.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, don’t stop there,” Ruby said, slapping the mattress. 
 
    “I’ve been talking for almost an hour. My jaw is tired.” 
 
    “Then go suck down some more of the good stuff because you can’t leave me hanging like that,” Ruby said with a laugh.  
 
    “It was just a chess game.” 
 
    “I’m sure it wasn’t just a chess game, and I’m not even talking about that. I’m talking about when Angelique popped your lesbian cherry.” 
 
    Bennett snapped back her head. “I’m not sure I have ever heard that put more crudely.” 
 
    “Crude or not, it’s the truth—right?” Ruby said, waggling her eyebrows. “She was the one who—” 
 
    “Please don’t say it again,” Bennett said, wincing. “I’m still trying to recover from the last time.” 
 
    “All right. I won’t say it again, but come on. You’re as lesbian as they come. Someone had to pull you from the darkness into the light, and my money’s on her.” 
 
    A soft and loving curve touched Bennett’s lips. “You are correct.” 
 
    Having lounged back on the pillows, Ruby sat straight again. “So? What happened? First-time stories are the best, and yours must be a doozy. I mean, you were basically clueless, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Not as much as I was on my wedding night, thanks to Max,” Bennett said, her cheeks reddening ever so slightly. “By the time Angelique made her move on me, I had a slightly better understanding of sex and, by association, homosexuality.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Ruby, no one ever told me sex was supposed to be enjoyable. The only thing my mother ever said was that on my wedding night, and any other time when Warrick wanted it to happen, we would couple as husband and wife. The act was necessary in order to have children, and basically, I was told to grin and bear it.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “And that’s what I did. I never enjoyed being with Warrick in that way, but I was his wife, and it was my duty. End of subject.” 
 
    “And Max showed you the light?” 
 
    Bennett smiled. “Did you know that in ancient Rome, same-sex relationships between men were perfectly acceptable?” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “It’s true. As long as they took a dominant role over their partners and their companions had a lesser social status, such as…um…slaves or prostitutes, the men were free to enjoy themselves. The same goes for ancient Greece, including gods like Achilles, Zeus, Apollo, Hermes, plus a few others. I’d never heard about same-sex relationships until Max and I were discussing Greek mythology. He touched on homosexuality briefly, but it wasn’t until it came up again in our talks about ancient Rome when I dared to broach the subject. I couldn’t understand the concept because, as far as I knew, sex was necessary only to make children, so why men would want to be with men was beyond me. So, being the inquisitive student that I was, it had become impossible for me not to ask questions, and Max, God bless his heart, fumbled through the answers with the help of a brandy or three.” 
 
    “He was embarrassed?” 
 
    “Not so much embarrassed, just awkward. It would be equivalent to a parent discussing sex with their child for the first time. You don’t want to be too descriptive, yet in a way, you must. And, in my case, I wasn’t twelve. I was twenty-eight, and since I’d never found sex to be enjoyable, he had to…um…he had to assure me it could be with the right person.” 
 
    “And for you, the right person was, without question, a woman.” 
 
    “Precisely, except there was hardly any mention of same-sex relationships between women in Roman history. The Romans, it seems, did their best to sweep us under the rug.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Actually, Max had a theory about that,” Bennett said, readjusting her position. “He believed the Romans’ skins were much thinner than the Greeks, and they couldn’t handle the competition.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Like in Greece, the men in Rome were the rulers, whether it was a kingdom or in a home, and they deemed women subservient. The men held places in the military, the senate, and the courts. They saw themselves as virile and irresistible because of their strength and supposed intellect, so any insinuation that a woman would prefer being with another woman instead of a man would—” 
 
    “Bruise their little egos?” 
 
    “In a gargantuan way, apparently,” Bennett said, chuckling. “Other than a few mentions in, of all places, spell books and medical writings, the Romans basically dismissed the possibility of a same-sex relationship between women. The Greeks, however, were far more open-minded, and they came a thousand years before the Romans. Not only did they view male-male couplings as acceptable, but Plato mentioned female-female relationships. They appear in The History of Sparta, and of course, there’s Sappho. She wrote thousands upon thousands of lines of poetry revolving around her love for other women, and the Greeks had no issue with it. They believed her to be one of their greatest poets. The church, on the other hand, disapproved. It’s rumored they were why most of Sappho’s poetry no longer exists, except for Ode to Aphrodite. It’s the only complete poem in existence by her, and thanks to Max being a collector of all things homosexual in nature, once I had fully grasped the Greek language, I was able to read it.” 
 
    “So that’s when you realized you were a lesbian?” 
 
    “No. It’s not that kind of poem,” Bennett said, amused by Ruby’s X-rated assumption. “But by the time Angelique returned, my eyes were open a little wider.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    England – The Spring of 1632 
 
      
 
    Simeon strode into the study, followed by Angelique, Max, Bennett, and two of Simeon’s burly sidekicks. With tankards of ale in hand, the two bearded beasts settled into the chairs in front of the fireplace, and Angelique slipped into one near the desk. Unsure how the night would play out, Bennett took her place behind the desk and opened a book Max had yet to return to the shelf. 
 
    Simeon dropped into a chair by the chessboard and rubbed his hands together. “It’s been too long, Max. Don’t take this the wrong way. I appreciate your hospitality, but I haven’t played anything close to a challenging game since last I was here.” 
 
    Max cast a knowing glance at Bennett as he made his way to the liquor decanters. “You’re just trying to boost my ego so you can coerce me into another wager. We both know I’m no match for you, and my wagering days are officially over.” 
 
    “Now you’re just being a mouse,” Simeon said with a huff. “You almost got me the last time, and how in the hell are you ever going to hone your skills if you refuse to play?” 
 
    “I’m not refusing to play,” Max said, handing Angelique a small chalice of brandy. “I’m refusing to bet.” 
 
    “It appears you’re going to make this difficult,” Simeon said, scratching his head. “How’s this? I’ll agree to any wager you’d like. The homes? The horses? Hell, I’ll even toss them all in together. Think of it, Max. In one game, you could win back all you lost and then some. Honestly, you’d be a fool not to take it, and you’ve never struck me as a buffoon, or would coward be a better word?” 
 
    Max’s eyes darted between the chessboard and Simeon. “Everything on one game, you say?” 
 
    “That’s right, old friend,” Simeon said, suppressing his delight over his soon-to-be triumph. “Of course, you still have to come up with your half of the bet.” 
 
    “In due time,” Max said, placing Simeon’s brandy on the table. “All right, but on one condition.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Bennett plays in my place,” Max said without missing a beat. 
 
    “Bennett?” Simeon slanted in his chair and pointed past Max. “Her? Are you daft? You want me to play a game of chess with that know-nothing slave.” 
 
    Max waved Bennett over, pulling out the chair so she could sit down. “Oh, she hardly knows nothing. I’ve spent the last year and a half teaching her everything I know about the game. Haven’t I, Bennett?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, looking up at Max. “And you’re an excellent teacher.” 
 
    How the woman was keeping a straight face was beyond Max. There had yet to be a lesson Bennett hadn’t absorbed, and chess was no different. Once she learned the basics, there was no stopping her. They had played almost seven hundred games in the last eighteen months, and Max had won the first eleven. Bennett had won all the rest, sometimes in as little as five moves.  
 
    “So, what do you say, Simeon?” Max said, folding his arms. “Care to play my protégé or…or are you too faint of heart to play against, as you called her, a slave? I mean, you do have a tremendous amount to lose.” 
 
    Simeon scoffed, and picking up his brandy, he took a sip. “And what would ever make it worth my while to play against someone who’s nothing more than chattel? What exactly are you willing to lose for this…this nonsensical idea of yours?” 
 
    “Me,” Bennett said, her tone as flat as her expression. 
 
    Everyone in the room jerked in unison, and Angelique’s leather outfit groaned as she quickly swiveled in her chair.  
 
    “What did you just say?” Simeon said, sitting forward. 
 
    “Bennett,” Max said, placing his hand on her shoulder. “That’s not what we agreed—” 
 
    “It’s all right, Max,” Bennett said softly. “Like your friend said, it has to be worth his while.” Bennett turned her attention to Simeon. “If you win, you get me for as long as you’re here and in any way you’d like. I believe your plans were to stay for a fortnight, so is a fortnight of me being your slave a wager you’d care to take?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett stood on the walkway of the curtain wall under a sky glittering with stars. Now, free to roam the castle grounds, there was rarely a night when she didn’t end up here, her eyes continuously panning the landscape to the south. Tonight, the moon was full, and Bennett could see quite far, yet it was never far enough.  
 
    The spring air was crisp, and she was thankful Max hadn’t insisted on her wearing one of the two lace and linen dresses he’d given her. She much preferred the warmth of her black woolen skirt and simple tunic, and with the help of the chemise underneath and a shawl, Bennett barely felt the coolness against her skin. 
 
    A noise broke the stillness of the night, and turning toward it, Bennett saw Angelique step through the tower door. The woman sauntered her way to Bennett, her smile growing with every step she took. 
 
    “Good evening,” Angelique purred. “You’re a hard person to find.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware I was lost.” 
 
    “You’re not. Simeon, however, has not only lost some houses and horses, I truly think he’s losing his mind. He’s still sitting in the study, staring daggers at his tipped-over king on the chessboard.” 
 
    “He’ll get over it.” 
 
    Angelique’s mirth rang out, and more than one bird in the forest took flight. “Well, all I can say is thank God he’s immortal because it’s going to take a few hundred years.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    Angelique gazed at Bennett and then held out her hand. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. Angelique Chevalier.” 
 
    “Bennett Archer,” Bennett said, shaking the woman’s hand. “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Oh, the pleasure’s all mine. I assure you. I’ve waited quite some time for someone, anyone, to take Simeon down a peg. I can’t tell you how pleased I am it was a woman.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? I mean, since you’re the only woman with him, I thought you and he were—” 
 
    “And he thought the same thing the night he turned me, except his assumption was grossly inaccurate,” Angelique said with a laugh. “I was working in a tavern serving meals and ale and fending off drunkards with groping hands. Simeon was one of those men. He came in several nights in a row, insisting I was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and he wanted us to be together forever. I blew it off and went about my business, and one night when I walking home, Simeon jumped me in an alley and took my life. You see, the upper floor of that tavern held rooms where the local prostitutes would take their clients, and Simeon assumed I was one of them. He turned me and then found out he’d made a huge mistake. I wasn’t a whore, and I had never fancied men. I was, however, very good at handling a knife, so instead of being in his bed, I’m at his side. I’m quite proficient at swords now, too.” 
 
    “And that’s why you dress like a man?” 
 
    “No, I dress this way because I prefer it. Do you honestly like being trapped in that floor-length monstrosity of a skirt?” 
 
    “I’ve never thought about it. It’s all I know.” 
 
    “Then you need to broaden your mind,” Angelique said, taking a step closer. “And I think you know I’m the one who can do that.” 
 
    Bennett’s heart rate kicked up a notch, and she adjusted her shawl, using the wool to rid her palms of the sweat that had suddenly formed. “I-I don’t…I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” Angelique said, moving into Bennett’s personal space. “The last time I was here, I caught you looking at me during every meal. Our eyes would meet, and then you’d look away, only to look again when you thought my attention was elsewhere. Someone doesn’t do that unless they’re interested, and you, my dear Bennett, are interested. Aren’t you?” 
 
    Bennett drew in a shallow breath. For far more times than the woman suspected, Bennett's eyes had sought Angelique out. It was futile to fight the urge, and Bennett had stolen countless secret glimpses. How could she not? Angelique had unblemished fair skin, and her cheekbones were broad and her lips full and rosy. She wore her auburn hair loose, the natural mane cascading down her back like a lustrous wave, and the dimple in Angelique’s chin accentuated her determined jawline. Her breeches and waistcoat only emphasized the shapeliness of the woman’s legs and waist, and the open neck of her tunic revealed enough cleavage to have given Bennett pause more than once.  
 
    Max had the wherewithal to tutor Bennett on all that was contained in the volumes in his study. He had the knowledge to instruct her on the etiquette required in their country, as well as others. And he had schooled her in the discipline it took to play a game of chess. However, there was one thing Max couldn’t teach Bennett, for one’s true nature cannot be taught or untaught. It just is.  
 
    The dimple in her chin wasn’t the only one Angelique possessed, and those in her cheeks appeared when she saw Bennett’s stalled expression. “Perhaps you need a bit of a nudge.” 
 
    Angelique slipped her hand behind Bennett’s neck and pulled the woman down to her level. She pressed her lips against Bennett’s, and although Bennett tensed for a second, it was a very short second.  
 
    Bennett had only ever been kissed by Warrick, and that was nothing like this. This was tender, and there was no demand behind the gentle pressure Angelique was applying. This was sweet, the woman’s flavor holding a hint of brandy and an essence belonging only to her. And this was something Bennett didn’t want to end, so when Angelique pulled away, a sense of loss swept over Bennett. 
 
    “Now that I have your attention,” Angelique said, her words barely audible above the slight breeze. “If you’d like to continue this, I’ll be in my room. I think you know where it is.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett’s stomach fluttered as she made her way to Angelique’s bed chambers, and even though she was unfamiliar with the pulsing in her core, she was also enslaved by it. Bennett knew of attraction. Warrick’s kindness and considerate nature had drawn her to him, but this was like no attraction she’d ever known. She was scared, yet intrigued. She was anxious, yet unwilling to reverse her course, and as bewildered by the feelings she was having, Bennett could not deny them either.  
 
    The hinges creaked as Bennett opened the door, and walking inside, she sucked in a quick breath. Angelique was standing near the fireplace, dressed only in her leather breeches and a gauze thin linen chemise. It did nothing to hide the woman’s pink-tipped breasts, and Bennett swallowed hard. 
 
    “I was hoping you were going to take me up on my offer,” Angelique said softly. 
 
    “I-I…I’m not sure…I’m not sure what your offer is exactly,” Bennett said, dragging her eyes away from the creamy rounds. 
 
    “Oh, I think you know what I’m offering. You may not know the particulars when it comes to being with a woman, but when I kissed you, those particulars no longer mattered. Your instincts took over, and by the look in your eye and by the fact you’re standing in my boudoir right now, well, that tells me no matter how naïve you believe yourself to be, you and I both know you won’t be for long.” 
 
    Angelique strolled over, and taking Bennett by the hand, she led her to the bed. “Sit.” When Bennett didn’t move, a deep-dimpled grin appeared on Angelique’s face. “Relax. I’m just trying to put us on eye level. You’re quite tall, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bennett said, sitting on the bed as if she feared it wouldn’t hold her weight. 
 
    “That’s better,” Angelique said, gazing into Bennett’s eyes as she moved in close. “Would you like me to kiss you again?” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes were drawn instantly to Angelique’s mouth. “Yes.” 
 
    Angelique brushed her lips against Bennett’s, bestowing a few gentle touches to fan the embers she’d sparked on the walkway. Once, twice, three times, their lips met, parting almost as quickly as Angelique continued to tease, entice, and captivate until Bennett placed her hands on Angelique’s waist and pulled her closer. Their lips met again, and this time Angelique applied a bit more pressure, and Bennett answered in kind.  
 
    Bennett was powerless. Her body was no longer her own, and her mind, once filled with facts and figures, had emptied, the only thought remaining the same that throbbed between her legs. Her center tingled and shuddered, the ache within her core as pleasurable as it was consuming. And when Angelique teased at Bennett’s lips with her tongue, Bennett opened her mouth and let herself be possessed. 
 
    Tongues entwined and ravaged as one schooled and one not became lost in each other, minutes ticking by until lips were swollen and breaths had turned to gasps. Angelique pulled out of the kiss, and freeing Bennett’s tunic from her skirt in one tug, Angelique lifted it from Bennett’s body, quickly followed by her chemise. 
 
    Torn between her modesty and her lust, Bennett sucked in air through parted lips, and then her breath caught in her throat. Angelique’s eyes were now the most brilliant of blues. “Christ, no,” she said, pushing the woman away. “I don’t…I don’t want to be like you. I forgot you’re…you’re one of them.” 
 
    “Damn,” Angelique said, bowing her head. “Don’t…don’t worry. I won’t hurt you. I promise. Just…just give me a moment.” Angelique closed her eyes, taking a few deep breaths as she calmed the beast inside. She raised her chin, and when she opened her eyes again, they had returned to her natural shade. “See. You have nothing to worry about. I can control that part of me. Like you forgot what I am, I forgot what you are. It won’t happen again. I promise.”  
 
    “Why should I believe you?” Bennett said, folding her arms across her naked, heaving breasts. 
 
    “Because if I ever harmed a hair on your head, Max would have mine on a platter.” 
 
    The faintest veil of amusement crossed Bennett’s face, and it was all Angelique needed to see. She pushed Bennett to the feather mattress and quickly straddled her. “Now…where were we?” 
 
    Bennett sucked in a quick breath as the woman’s hair brushed against her naked chest, and when Angelique sucked a nipple into her mouth, it was all Bennett could do not to die. She groaned as want oozed from her core, and an awareness she didn’t know she possessed took over, freeing her to luxuriate in the sensations Angelique’s suckling was creating. Bennett grasped at the bed covering, gripping it in her fists while Angelique tortured her with nips and licks, and when their lips met again, the kiss was wet and devouring. 
 
    The raw and searing pang in Bennett’s center had taken over her very existence, and a need, primitive and basic, swept away sensibilities, doubts, and innocence. She grabbed Angelique’s wrist, forcing the woman’s hand downward as she broke out of the kiss. Her breathing was quick and shallow, and she fought for each lungful as she gasped, “Touch me…touch me down there.” 
 
    A perfect row of teeth filled Angelique’s smile as she drew up Bennett’s skirt. “Oh, how I love a woman who knows what she wants.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett reached for her glass, drinking the few drops that remained before she looked over at Ruby. When she saw Ruby’s mouth hanging open, Bennett laughed. “What did you expect me to do, give you all the gory details?” 
 
    “Um...yeah, and a cigarette if you have one because…well…wow.” 
 
    “Yes, it was quite a night, and before you ask, it didn’t stop with just that one time. I visited Angelique’s room every evening after that until she left with Simeon and his flock. She was more than happy to be my instructor, and as you can imagine, I was more than happy to be her student.” 
 
    “I bet,” Ruby said, sitting up. “So, is she still around?” 
 
    “Oh yes. She’s still with Simeon, although for the life of me, I can’t understand why.” 
 
    “Do you ever see her?” 
 
    “Our paths cross now and again. The last time was when Max and I were in Germany in 1990. We’d only just moved there when Simeon decided he wanted to pay Max a visit. Knowing how I felt about Simeon, Angelique rang me up and suggested she and I make other plans, which we did. We met up at a wonderful little hotel in Munich and spent a fortnight getting reacquainted before she left with Simeon and his crew to go to Portugal. I haven’t seen her since, although we speak occasionally. Just touching base. Stuff like that. Why? Are you jealous?” 
 
    “No, but I am confused.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You said something about how you felt about Simeon. I mean, I know he was rude and all, but you put him in his place. He’s the one who lost the chess game. Why would being around him be such a problem for you?” 
 
    Bennett took a slow breath, and a fleeting scowl crossed her face. “The issue wasn’t the chess game, and I’d rather not go into that right now if it’s all the same to you. It would be um…it would be out of order…out of context.”  
 
    The change in Bennett’s mood wasn’t lost on Ruby. Not only had her voice lowered to a whisper, but her expression had for a fleeting moment become etched with pain. “Okay.” 
 
    Bennett swung her legs out of bed and got to her feet. “I’m going to refill my glass. Would you like anything?” she said, putting on her robe.  
 
    “No, I’m good. Thanks.” 
 
    Bennett stopped as she reached the door. “Oh. When I get back, you get one more question, and then that’s it for the night,” she said. “So, you’d best make it a good one because the rest of the evening won’t be spent talking.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bennett came back into the bedroom just as Ruby was coming from the bathroom, the furrow born from her curiosity deeply set between her eyes. “Well, did you come up with your final Jeopardy question?” Bennett said, placing her glass on the nightstand. “Or am I free to have my way with you right now?” 
 
    Ruby made her way to her side of the bed and dropped her robe. “Sorry ‘bout your luck,” she said, slipping under the sheets. “But that’ll have to wait for a few more minutes.” 
 
    “Must be a simple question if you’re allotting me only a few minutes to answer it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s an easy one or not. It’s about something you said earlier tonight.” 
 
    Bennett slipped out of her robe and tossed it aside. “I already told you, I have no intention of delving further into my schooling by Angelique. You’ve sampled the end result, and that’s all you need to know.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve already given up on that. I’m talking about what you said about not wanting to be turned. Unless I’m mixed up, I thought you said part of your agreement with Max was that you’d never become like him, never become a vampire, but you obviously changed your mind. I was just wondering why you decided to let Max turn you. That’s all.” 
 
    “First, Max didn’t turn me. A man name Yannick did, and second, no one asked for my permission.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    Bennett took a sip of her wine, and after adjusting the pillows, she reclined against them. “It was 1637. I’d been with Max for twelve years by then, the first three as his slave and the rest as his student. He’d taken several trips during that time, sometimes leaving for a few weeks and at others, for several months, and I’d always remained behind. Late in the spring of that year, Max mentioned that one of the other coven leaders, Yannick Bethune, had invited Max to visit. Yannick was a horseman who had a passion for racehorses, and he’d recently added several to his stable that he wanted to show off. At first, I thought it was just conversation, and then out of the blue, Max asked me if I wanted to go with him. 
 
    “Of course, I jumped at the chance. I’d had nine years of books and quizzes and nine years of discussions and dissertations, and boredom was rare, but I hadn’t stepped foot outside that bloody castle for twelve years. It was like someone had suddenly given me the keys to the kingdom.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    “A week later, Max and a few of his men were sealed into their coffins or crates, and I climbed into the coach, and before the sun had risen, we were on our way. It was a two-day journey to Yannick’s, so Max and the others remained in their boxes, safe from the sun, while I spent two days marveling at the landscape. I’d forgotten how green trees could be or the colors of the wildflowers swaying in the fields, or the way the air changes as you near a waterway or a pasture. To say I was enthralled is an understatement, and even after the sun had set, even when it was dark as pitch, I fought sleep like I’d never fought it before. I was afraid to miss something, even though it was really too dark to see anything. 
 
    “Late the next night, we arrived at Yannick’s. It was well after midnight, and since Max and his men had been slumbering for two days, they needed to feed. Yannick had been out earlier, so he invited me inside for a glass of port while the others did what they needed to do.” 
 
    “It sounds like he wasn’t rude to you, or at least not yet.” 
 
    “No, he wasn’t,” Bennett said, setting her wine on the nightstand. “By then, they all knew about me, and unlike Concepcion and Simeon, Yannick was rather tickled Max had taken me under his wing. By then, like Max, Yannick had accepted what he’d become, yet he had no desire to rule the world or the covens or anything else for that matter. He just wanted to raise his horses and enjoy life.” 
 
    “And he’s still around?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, very much so,” Bennett said, nodding. “He has stables all over the world, and he’s still doing what he loves to do. I can’t tell you how many prestigious races his horses have won, but it probably numbers in the hundreds. He’s quite an amazing man.” 
 
    “It sounds like you really like him.” 
 
    “I do. At least I do now.” 
 
    “Now?” 
 
    “He and I had settled in his library that night, sipping our drinks and having a pleasant conversation for nearly an hour before a storm rolled in. In a matter of minutes, the house was literally vibrating from the thunder, and the lightning was so bloody loud you couldn’t help but cringe when it lit up the sky. Suddenly, one of his servants came rushing in, yelling that the stables were on fire, and Yannick launched out of his chair like he’d been shot from a cannon. I didn’t think twice about following him, and by the time I reached the front door, it seemed like everyone in the house was there, too. 
 
    “We ran out into the blinding rain and raced to the stables. The roof was on fire, and the horses were whinnying and snorting and making an awful racket. Yannick shouted over the storm that we needed to get the horses into the barn. I’d never been there before, so I tried my best to help where I could, opening the stalls and waving my arms to get the horses to move. Luckily, there was fencing around the property, so once the animals ran from the stables, it basically funneled them toward the barn. 
 
    “To say the rain was coming down in buckets is putting it mildly, and by the time the horses had galloped from the stables to the barn, the ground was nothing but churned up mud, so thick you had to fight to get free of it. I was in the middle of having such a fight when another bolt of lightning split the sky at the exact same moment when Yannick was trying to bolt the door to the barn. The horses stampeded in an instant. I saw Yannick get knocked to the side, and all the others dove out of the way, but calf-deep in mud, I couldn’t move. 
 
    “It’s said that horses won’t step on a person if they don’t absolutely have to. They prefer stable ground, something hard and firm, yet the ground that night wasn’t hard, and it wasn’t firm. In my struggle to free myself, I had fallen, and before I knew it, I’d become nothing but mud in their eyes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    England – June 1637 
 
      
 
    With his prized herd finally inside the barn, Yannick dropped the plank into the bar holders and secured the door. He was soaked to the skin and covered in mud, but none of that mattered. His face outshone the lightning that split the sky as he turned to thank all those who’d helped to save his precious animals, only to stop…just like his heart. Across the way, standing out like a beacon in the mud, was what was left of a woman’s white tunic. “Oh, Christ…no.” 
 
    In a flash, Yannick was kneeling in the muck alongside Bennett, the rain cascading off his face as he took in the damage. Her chest and face had been crushed, and her arms and legs were twisted and shattered. Yannick zoned in on the beat of Bennett’s heart, his own fracturing as he heard it becoming slower by the second. Bennett’s breathing was nothing more than raspy gurgles, her lungs punctured by ribs far too weak to withstand the stampede, and rocking back on his haunches, Yannick took but a moment before he made his decision. She was Max’s friend. She was Max’s protégé, but more importantly, she was Max’s pride and joy. Yannick called on his fangs to drop and sunk them into Bennett’s neck.  
 
    As soon as the deed was done, Yannick lifted Bennett from the mud. She sagged like a limp rag doll in his arms as he carried her into the house. He took her to a bedroom, and after stripping Bennett of what remained of her clothes, Yannick tenderly washed her, dressed her, and put her to bed. If she’d been stabbed, impaled, or even eviscerated, Bennett would have awoken within an hour or maybe two, but nearly all her bones were broken, so when Yannick left the room, he knew she’d sleep for hours. 
 
    Yannick’s actions weighed heavily on his mind as he lumbered back to his room. It wasn’t their way to turn those belonging to someone else, and all Yannick knew was that at one time, Bennett had been a slave rather than a student. Even though the chat he witnessed between Max and Bennett when they arrived was friendly banter, making it appear their relationship had changed, Bennett was still with Max. She lived under his roof. She ate his food, and she was traveling with him. So, was she still Max’s property? Had Yannick truly stepped over the line, or had he simply done what Max would have done, given the dire circumstances? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Candles flickered around the room, the windows shuttered hours before to prevent the sun from entering. In a chair a few feet from the bed, Max sat with his elbows resting on his knees, his hair hanging in limp strands around his face, and his clothes still holding the dampness of the storm. He hadn’t moved, and neither had his eyes. His stare was blank, yet his mind was not.  
 
    Max had never been so gutted before, so literally hollowed out that the beats of his heart echoed in the emptiness of his own being. He couldn’t fault Yannick, couldn’t condemn him for saving Bennett’s life, because it was a life Max hadn’t realized he held so dearly until that moment. Bennett was alive and would be for centuries to come, yet a promise had been broken, and a relationship he prized may very well have been destroyed. 
 
    Max took a slow breath, wiping the wetness from his cheeks. Was this what it felt like to have a child? Max softly smiled. Their ages were almost identical, and now they always would be. Max’s spine straightened when he noticed Bennett’s breathing had changed. She was waking up, and Max swallowed hard.  
 
    The fog in Bennett’s mind wasn’t white. It was brown, a thick, gooey brown that seemed to invade her senses. She could taste it in her mouth and feel it in every breath she took, and her brain was heavy with it. She could hear a thumping, a repetitive beat, slow and strong, and then another, not in time with the first. What was it? What kind of dream consisted of noises such as this? Why did her head ache so? Why did she feel weak…yet strong? 
 
    Bennett dragged herself out of the murkiness, and opening her eyes, her forehead wrinkled when she saw her surroundings. The room wasn’t familiar, and there was something odd about it. Only the dim flames of candles provided light, yet where she expected to see shadows, there were none. Bennett cleared her throat, and pushing herself into a sitting position, she noticed Max sitting across the way. His brow was plowed with lines, deep shadowy lines that ran from one side to the other like a field ready to receive seeds, and his glassy eyes held nothing but despair. He looked as if someone he’d loved…had died. 
 
    Bennett drew back her head ever so slightly, the pounding in her ears becoming all too familiar. It was the sound of her heart, and like a drum, it hammered in her head, mirrored by another belonging to the man sitting in the chair. A lump formed in Bennett’s throat, and searching her mind, it took but a moment to find the answers she sought. 
 
    Transported back to a place of mud and rain, a place where horses cried for freedom and the shouts of men were heard above the storm, she lay in a quagmire fighting to get free. Lightning split the sky, and she saw her captor was only dirt, soaked from the rain, and then lightning split the sky again, and a sound, heavy and thundering, found her ears. It was the sound of horses’ hooves, and when another bolt lit up the world, tearing apart the heavens with its brilliance, she turned her face to the mud seconds before the first of Yannick’s prized horses trampled her. 
 
    Bennett grew rigid, and even though it was only one word, as she glared at Max, Bennett struggled to say it. “No.” 
 
    Max’s eyes overflowed, and in a flash, he was sitting on the edge of the bed. “I am so sorry.” 
 
    “No,” Bennett murmured, swaying her head from side to side. “No. No. No.” 
 
    “You were near dead, and Yannick didn’t know about…about our arrangement. He thought he was doing what I would have done if I’d been there. Bennett, you’ve got to believe—” 
 
    “But you promised.” 
 
    “And I swear to you, I would have kept it. I swear to you, as God is my bloody witness, I would have kept my promise, but Yannick didn’t know, Bennett. He didn’t know. The deed was done before I got back.” 
 
    “You could have taken my head while I slept,” Bennett said, tears staining her cheeks. “Why did you let me wake up? Why didn’t you follow through on your promise?” 
 
    “I promised to allow you to die a natural death. I didn’t agree to take your life with my own hands. After all these years, do you think me still such a beast I could do that?” 
 
    Bennett tossed aside the bedcovers, confusion setting in as soon as she saw she was wearing a white nightdress. The linen was soft against her skin, and she could feel it literally wherever it was touching her. As her heart began to race, the sound buffeted her brain with resounding thumps, and she covered her ears, trying to make it stop. “Why is it so loud? Why is it so bloody loud?” 
 
    “It’s just your heart, Bennett, and I can teach you how to block out things you don’t want to hear or see. It’s just going to take a bit of time.” 
 
    Bennett sneered at Max. “I don’t plan to learn anything more from you, you bastard,” she said, running to the window. “I plan to do what you didn’t have the courage to.” 
 
    The color drained from Max’s face when he saw Bennett take hold of the block of wood holding the shutters closed. “Don’t, Bennett. I’m begging you, don’t do this,” he said, bolting for the door. “Please, for the love of God, don’t do this.” 
 
    Bennett placed her hand on the planks of the shutter, the heat of the wood telling her what she needed to know. The sun was high in the sky and burning brightly, and as soon as she allowed sunlight to enter, she’d be burning, too. Bennett looked over at Max. “Unless you want to turn to ash, you’d best leave now. I will not say it again.” 
 
    Max took a ragged breath and choked back his tears. “I cannot stop you from this path. We all must choose our own way, but if this is to be goodbye, I want you to know that I care for you deeply. I will miss your questions and your wit. I will miss your stubbornness and your intelligence, but most of all…most of all, I will miss a woman who’s become important to me. So important, in fact, I fear one day I will have to choose the same path, if only to find you again. Do what you must, my dear Bennett. Just know that I love you.” 
 
    Max walked out the door and closed it behind him, leaving Bennett alone with her thoughts. She looked at her hand. It appeared no different from the day before. Her skin was the same color, her fingers moved, and her wrist flexed, yet the wood felt peculiar under it. Each striation in the grain was pronounced, and the tiny peaks and valleys of every furrow and ridge were now like mountains and canyons.  
 
    Bennett closed her eyes and listened to the beat of her heart. It was strong and fast, and the rhythm was comforting—normal—but there was another sound, too. Faint and whooshing, it took her a few moments to realize what it was, and Bennett paled. It was the blood flowing in her veins, and that was not normal. Bennett opened her eyes, and they were immediately drawn to the latch on the shutter.  
 
    Death would free her from the life she’d now been given, a life she’d never wanted, and a curse she’d be helpless to deny. But death would also erase her hope of ever seeing her children again or learning more about music and the world and art. Oh, how she loved art. 
 
    Bennett hung her head and let her tears fall. As they hit the floor, each tiny, quiet splash resounded in her head like a bass drum. It was ear-splitting, and the noise compelled her to take the final step. She would not live like this. Bennett took a stuttered breath, and finding the wooden latch on the shutters, she released it from its keeper. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Max had sat in his room alone for hours, muffling his own cries with a pillow. His heart ached, and his head pounded, his grief like an anvil pressing down upon him. He fought the urge to allow his beast to escape, to let the monster travel to the nearest village if only to provide a momentary reprieve from the pain by unleashing it on others, except Bennett wouldn’t have wanted that.  
 
    It all the strength he had to get to his feet, and taking a ragged breath, Max headed back to Bennett’s room. The sun had long since set, and he would give her dust a proper burial, a burial near her precious village, near where perhaps her children would play. She would like that. He knew she would like that. 
 
    Max filled his lungs, and letting the air escape slowly, he opened the door. He walked inside, and a second later, elation, like he’d never felt, filled his entire being. Bennett was sitting cross-legged on the bed. Tears stained her face, and she wore a pained expression, but she was alive. Bennett was alive.  
 
    Closing the door, Max took a hesitant step in Bennett’s direction. “I can’t tell you how utterly overjoyed I am to see you.” 
 
    Bennett looked Max squarely in the eye. “How long can I fight it?” 
 
    Max took another step and noticed Bennett’s face was shiny with sweat, and zoning in on her heartbeat, he heard it pounding in her chest. “Not long, I’m afraid. You should have already fed by now and…and it will, without fail, get worse the longer we wait.” 
 
    “We?” 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Max said, holding up a finger. 
 
    Max stepped out of the room, returning a few minutes later with a pair of boots in one hand and clothes in the other. “Put these on,” he said, placing everything on the bed. 
 
    Bennett picked up the black tunic. “This isn’t mine.” 
 
    “I know, but dark colors are better at night, and those boots may be a little large but…but they’ll do for now. I’ll give you a few minutes of privacy, and then we’ll be off.” 
 
    “To where?” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that. Just get dressed.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A short time later, Bennett and Max were standing outside Yannick’s house. The night was warm and humid, and the sounds of every insect in the surrounding forest invaded Bennett’s brain. She clenched her teeth as the torturous buzzing drilled itself through her skull until another sound made its way to her. Bennett fought against the urge to scream, and turning toward the noise, she saw a stable boy approaching with two horses. 
 
    “Do you know how to ride?” Max said, taking the steeds’ reins.  
 
    “Um…no.” 
 
    “No matter,” Max said, handing the boy back the reins. “I’ll help you.” 
 
    Max walked around the horse and held steady a stirrup. “Just grab the pommel of the saddle and put your foot here. Pull yourself up, swing your leg over, and get comfortable.” 
 
    “What if it bolts? I haven’t had a lot of luck with horses recently.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t, and he won’t. I’ve got him, and Yannick assured me he’s the gentlest horse he owns,” Max said, gripping the reins.  
 
    Bennett held her breath and followed Max’s instructions. A moment later, she was sitting atop a chestnut steed with her woolen skirt draped over the horse’s back end.  
 
    Max handed off the reins to the boy until he mounted his own horse, and then taking them back, he said, “I’m going to lead you. It’s but a brief ride, so there’s no need for us to rush. All right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, her face contorting as the relentless thrum of the forest became like crashing cymbals in her ears. “But can you tell me how to stop the noise in my head? It’s so loud. It’s so bloody loud, Max. I want to scream.” 
 
    “After you feed, you’ll be able to control it better. For now, though, try to concentrate on something else. The beat of your own heart or that of the horse, something with more cadence, focus on that, and things will quiet down. I promise.” 
 
    With a squeeze of his legs and a click of his tongue, Max’s horse started walking, and loosely holding the other set of reins, they clip-clopped away from the house. Bennett said nothing, and Max wasn’t surprised. He glimpsed at her now and then, and her expression had yet to change. It was that of a person numb; completely and totally numb. Max didn’t know why Bennett had changed her mind, why she had chosen a life they both knew she had never wanted, but now was not the time to ask. Tonight would not be easy for either of them. As always, he would teach her, guiding her to the answers she sought, but tonight his tone would remain soft and caring, for Bennett was hurting, and so was he.  
 
    Bennett broke out of her thoughts when they came to a stop in the forest. Max dismounted, securing both horses' reins over a nearby branch before helping Bennett to the ground. Placing a finger against his lips, Max motioned for her to follow him, and a few steps later, they were kneeling behind some trees.  
 
    “Just past that stand of trees to our left is a small encampment,” Max said, keeping his voice low. “We saw it last night when we were returning, but as we’d already fed, there was no need to stop. There are three men, each having their own tent. They appeared to be vagabonds, so they won’t give you any problem.” 
 
    “Do I have to…do I have to kill them?” 
 
    The corners of Max’s mouth drooped. “Eventually, no, but I’ve yet to meet anyone with the discipline to stop themselves on their first feed. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Bennett looked toward the stand of trees and then back at Max. “But…but what do I do? I-I don’t know what to do.”  
 
    “You will in a moment,” Max said, pulling a dagger from his belt. Drawing the blade across his palm, he waited while his blood pooled. “You possess an instinct now, Bennett, an instinct as strong as breathing, and once it awakens, it will never sleep again. As I said, in time, you’ll be able to control it, but tonight it will go unfettered, and you only need to follow where it leads you.” 
 
    Max dipped his finger in the puddle of blood in his palm and then brushed it against Bennett’s lips. In a split second, Bennett’s eyes changed from brown to blue, and her canine teeth extended into fangs, pointed and sharp.  
 
    “And there it is,” Max said in a breath. “An instinct as deniable as it is horrid at times.” 
 
    Bennett hissed in a breath. The cacophony of the forest went silent in an instant, and the slow swoosh of blood in her veins became swift. Suddenly, her lungs felt fuller than they’d ever been before, and even though she was crouched, Bennett felt taller, stronger, and acutely aware of everything. She could smell the sweat of the men in the camp and hear their heartbeats and their snores. She could hear something else, too, and Bennett unconsciously licked her lips. Blood flowed slowly through their veins, and like a seductive mistress, it beckoned her. 
 
    Bennett stood tall, and Max rose with her. “I’ll wait here,” he whispered. “You are stronger than them now and so much swifter. Walk silently…and go do what you must.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Max stood between the horses, running his hands over their shiny coats, and when he heard a branch snap, he took a deep breath and emerged from between the steeds. Bennett approached, walking almost as if in a trance. Blood covered her cheeks and chin, and Max could see her black tunic had become darker in several places. She had done what she needed to do. 
 
    It wasn’t until Bennett was within a few feet of Max when their eyes met, and a second later, Bennett’s hand flew to her mouth. She fell to her knees, and her stomach erupted like a volcano. 
 
    Heave after heave wracked Bennett’s body, and when she finally quieted, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before looking up at Max. “Christ, I just…I just wasted what I just did, didn’t I?” 
 
    Max knelt by Bennett’s side. “No, not at all,” he said, rubbing her back. “Trust me. You got what you needed, and while this doesn’t happen to all of us, I’m actually glad it happened to you. It’s a good sign.” 
 
    “A good sign?” 
 
    “It means the sensibilities belonging to a mortal haven’t left you. You still have principles. You still can feel shame, embarrassment…sorrow.” 
 
    “I do,” Bennett said, her voice cracking. “I knew what I was doing was wrong, Max, but I didn’t have the power to stop it, nor did I want to. They had what I needed, what I craved more than…more than anything in my entire life. And once I tasted the first, God help me, I had to have the other two. I just had to, and there was nothing—nothing—that was going to stand in my way.” 
 
    Bennett began to weep, and Max said not a word. It had been over a century since he’d tasted the acrid bile that comes from disgrace, the remorse so harsh and sour you believe you’ll never get past it, but one does, and Bennett would. In time, Bennett would. 
 
    Once Bennett’s sobs faded, Max spoke. “You should also be experiencing something else now, too. A force within you, a confidence that carries with it a sense of omnipotence. Yes?” 
 
    Bennett pulled in a ragged breath. “Yes. It’s like…it’s like I have no fear anymore. Like I’m…like I’m untouchable.” 
 
    “Very aptly put.” Max got to his feet and held out his hand. “Why don’t we talk about that on our walk back?” 
 
    “Walk?” Bennett said, glancing at the horses. “Are we leaving them here?” 
 
    “No, we’ll lead them back, but the walk will help you burn off some energy.” 
 
    Bennett stared at Max for a moment. “I feel like I could climb a mountain right now. Does this happen every time?” 
 
    “Yes,” Max said, easing into a smile. “It’s one of the reasons I have an area in the cellar for fighting. Tell me, Bennett. Have you ever considered learning how to fence?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took Bennett nearly four months to get her inner beast under control, and each time she fed, Max hid in the shadows, ready to rub her back if she vomited or dry her tears when they fell. Slowly, the life she was destined to lead became a part of her, and once she’d learned to feed without killing, the weight of Bennett’s shame lessened. 
 
    Max had given up believing there was anything Bennett couldn’t accomplish if she put her mind to it. Three months after her first feed, she had mastered fencing with a foil, an epee, and a saber, and along the way, some changes were made.  
 
    One night, battling through her third match against one of the finest swordsmen in Max’s coven, Bennett’s waist-length hair got in her way, and she ordered her opponent to lop it off. She didn’t even blink when he did, and upon returning to the match, she bested him within minutes. Two days later, Bennett descended the steps to the cellar wearing breeches fastened at the waist with a rope, and the skirts and dresses in her wardrobe were never worn again.  
 
    Max was thrilled when Bennett learned to read. He sat tall in his chair when she learned to write. And when she bested Simeon at his own game, Max didn’t think his chest could get any larger, but it seemed he was wrong. While Bennett sometimes struggled with the affliction of the breed she’d become a part of, her morals and instinct forever at war, her confidence had turned what was once a wildflower into the mightiest of oaks. And Max wasn’t the only one who saw it. 
 
    It didn’t matter that Bennett could best them all with a sword. The members of Max’s coven would still line up each night to try their hand, and none walked away disgruntled, for Bennett wasn’t brash, and Bennett wasn’t bold. She was just determined, and they respected that. She was always courteous, always appreciative of the exercise they gave her, always thanking them and joking with them, for she was one of them, and they couldn’t have asked for a better colleague.  
 
    As Max had schooled her, Bennett schooled others in the coven, her stamina seemingly never-ending, so when she marched into the study for a book, Max let out a laugh. “Will you please slow down? My God, woman, you make me tired just watching you bound about the castle.” 
 
    “I need to keep busy,” Bennett said, scanning the books on the shelves. “By the way, is Simeon planning to visit soon?” 
 
    “Simeon? Not that I’m aware of. Why?” 
 
    “Um…no reason. Just wondering.” 
 
    Max sat back, watching as Bennett pulled one book and then another from the case, all of which she put back just as quickly. “What’s going on with you? You fed last night, so you can’t be craving blood. What’s got you all wound up?” 
 
    Bennett refused to look in Max’s direction. She wasn’t craving blood. She was craving something else, and she did not understand why. Bennett was first introduced to these sensations five years earlier, and a woman in leather breeches was the cause. Now, however, there was no woman in breeches to blame for what was happening to Bennett. Her inner sanctum had suddenly taken on a life of its own, and no amount of sword fights, jaunts up and down the stairs, or books would silence it. Embarrassed, annoyed, and confused, Bennett shoved another volume back onto the shelf. “Isn’t there anything I haven’t read around this bloody place?” 
 
    “There are literally dozens, but I don’t think reading is what you need at the moment,” Max said, pointing to a chair. “Now sit down and tell me what’s going on. After all these years of me being honest with you, I would think you’d be equally conscientious.” 
 
    Bennett sent a disgusted look in Max’s direction and then sunk into a chair. “I think I’m sick.” 
 
    “Sick? Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    “I just…I just haven’t been feeling like myself for a while now.” 
 
    “That’s understandable. You’ve gone through a number of changes over the past months.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about feeding. I’m talking about…” Flames of red instantly painted Bennett’s cheeks, and she lowered her eyes. “Damn it, Max. I’m anxious.” 
 
    “Anxious? What do you mean? What are you worried about?” 
 
    Bennett’s raspberry cheeks darkened to maroon, and she raised her eyes. “Not that kind of anxious.” 
 
    Max’s eyebrows became one, and a second later, they vaulted into his hairline. “Oh, Christ, no,” he said, falling back in his chair. “Oh, my dear Bennett, I fear I owe you an apology. I thought that particular issue only involved the males of our species, and here these past few months, you’ve probably felt as if you were walking across hot coals.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “I need a drink,” Max said, springing out of his seat. Pouring a splash of brandy into two goblets, he handed one to Bennett as he sat down. “Now…how do I say this?” 
 
    “Just say it, Max,” Bennett said, taking a taste of her brandy. “I doubt I can get any more embarrassed than I already am.” 
 
    Max offered a weak, tightlipped grin. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Our species, like mortals, are nothing more than animals. True, we walk on two legs and have opposable thumbs, but when it comes right down to it, we share many of the same instincts as our four-legged friends, survival, sustenance, and procreation being just three of them.” 
 
    Bennett drew her head back. “You’re saying I want to have a baby?” 
 
    “No,” Max said, merriment brightening his face. “I’m saying that like your hearing, your eyesight, and your touch, other things have become acute, more lively, shall we say.” 
 
    “So this is normal?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, why in the hell didn’t you say something?” Bennett said, jumping to her feet. 
 
    “Because, like I said, I had no idea it affected the females,” Max said, motioning for Bennett to sit back down. “As you well know, I only have three women in my flock, all of whom were prostitutes before being turned. I thought the attention they were giving my men was based on their previous occupation.” 
 
    “Max, you’ve been around for a century.” 
 
    “Good Lord, woman, do you truly believe that the ladies and I sit around the dinner table chatting about their…their urges?” 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” Bennett dropped into the chair and drummed her fingers on her leg. “Well, at least I know I’m not sick.” 
 
    “No, but you do need an outlet, and there are three available.” Upon seeing Bennett’s fading blush explode across her face again, Max vented a guffaw boisterous enough to wake the dead. “Oh, my dear, Bennett. These walls may be made of stone, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what goes on behind them. I’m very much aware of your nightly visits to Angelique’s quarters while she was here.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And as it seems we both prefer our own kind, perhaps you should pull aside one of the ladies and see if she could—” 
 
    “No offense, Max, but I don’t find Sybil or Nesta remotely attractive, and I’m not sure Eva has ever even taken a bath. Your taste in women leaves a lot to be desired.” 
 
    “They were turned by accident by some of my men, but since they provided a necessary outlet, I saw no need to take their heads, pretty or not,” Max said before taking a sip of his brandy. “I could go looking for someone else if you’d like. All I need are your preferences and—” 
 
    “Enough,” Bennett said, getting to her feet. “You’ve just taken this already excruciatingly uncomfortable conversation to a whole new level, Max, and I’m done. I thought I was sick, and now that I know I’m not, I’ll figure it out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Having hung on every word Bennett had said, Ruby sat up when Bennett stopped. “Well, don’t leave me in suspense. What did you do?” 
 
    “What do you think I did?” Bennett said, eyeing Ruby. 
 
    A split second later, Ruby let out a laugh. “Oh.” 
 
    “Yes, and I became quite the expert at taking matters into my own hands.” 
 
    “I bet you did,” Ruby said, laughing again. 
 
    “Thankfully, Simeon visited occasionally, so I was able to hook up with Angelique several times before all hell broke loose.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Once it was discovered I could withstand sunlight, everything changed.” 
 
    “Wait. You mean you didn’t open the shutters?” 
 
    “No,” Bennett said, shaking her head. “I couldn’t do it. I started thinking about my children, and if there was the remotest possibility I could ever see them again, I couldn’t end my life. So, I sat back down on the bed and waited until Max returned.” 
 
    “So when did you find out sunlight didn’t bother you?” 
 
    “Five years later.” 
 
    “Five years?” Ruby blurted. 
 
    “If there was one thing I knew about vampires, it was that the sun would kill us, so once I became a one, I avoided it like the others. And since I’d never been outside the castle walls by myself, when we left to hunt, it took a while before Max trusted that I’d be able to make it back before sunrise on my own. Once that happened, and I was free of his shadow, unbeknownst to him, whenever I could, I’d make my way to my village hoping to see my children.” 
 
    “You went into the village?” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t risk that. I was no longer the mother they remembered, and there was no way I could explain myself, so I stayed hidden in the brush like a voyeur. I wasn’t even sure if I’d still recognize them. I’d been gone for almost fourteen years by that time.” 
 
    “So, did you ever see them?” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes misted over. “Yes,” she said softly. “It took three years of sitting amidst the trees and weeds, but one night in the summer of 1642, there was a celebration going on when I arrived. Since I only ever visited late in the evening, usually the village was relatively quiet. There’d be a few people roaming about, tending to animals or wash or whatever, but that night there was a huge bonfire in the middle of their makeshift square. There was music and dancing, and I knew instantly there’d been a wedding. I’d been to enough of them to know it would go on for hours, so I got comfortable, and then I saw the bride and groom. I didn’t recognize the boy, but the girl…the girl, was tall. She had black hair like her mother…and the same lanky frame.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Your daughter?” 
 
    Tears welled in Bennett’s eyes, and she blinked them away. “I’m ashamed to say it took me a few moments to figure out which one it was. Matilda was just a baby when last I’d seen her, and then I remembered her hair. What little she had was reddish-brown like her father’s, which meant the bride was my oldest, Arabella. It took no time at all to pick out my son, Peter, among the partiers. He was the spitting image of Warrick, and Matilda…Matilda was a blend of both of us. She had my height and Warrick’s chin, and that tuft of reddish-brown hair was now a flowing mane of chestnut. She was lovely. They were all so lovely…” 
 
    Bennett’s voice had trailed off, and instead of asking another question, Ruby remained quiet. Well over two minutes passed before Bennett began speaking again. 
 
    “Anyway, even after everyone had gone back to their homes, and the fire had dwindled to a mound of glowing embers, I sat hidden in the tree line. I didn’t want to move for fear I’d miss something, even though there was nothing to miss. I was so lost in my thoughts I didn’t notice that the warblers and finches had begun their morning chorus until one exceptionally loud trill broke me out of my trance. That’s when I saw the sun was rising.  
 
    “I have never been so panicked in my life. I scrambled to my feet and took off running. A vampire’s speed is two or three times faster than that of a mortal, and I’d always been a little quicker than that, but at a full sprint, it had always taken me an hour to get to the village at night…and I didn’t have an hour.  
 
    “I raced through the forest and the fields, leaping over fallen trees and small brooks, and just as Max’s castle came into view, just as I thought I would make it, sunlight touched the very tips of the towers on the castle. The ridge behind me was momentarily acting as a shield, but between it and the castle was lowland with no cover whatsoever. No place for enemies to hide or…or for vampires to escape the sun, and I knew I’d never make it in time, so I dropped to my knees. I said a prayer, and closing my eyes, I waited to die. I felt the heat of the sun growing closer, and then I felt it on the back of my head, but nothing happened. When I finally found the courage to open my eyes, I was enveloped in sunlight, yet I wasn’t burning. I certainly wasn’t on fire, so I got to my feet and walked the rest of the way. I let myself in, and as I closed the door, I heard a noise. I looked up and saw Max staring down at me from above. Wide-eyed and open-mouthed, he descended the stairs, and with each step, his expression grew darker, and when he finally stopped in front of me, I saw something in his eyes I’d never seen before. Fear.” 
 
    “Fear? He was afraid of you? Why?” 
 
    “Because suddenly he and his coven were no longer safe.” 
 
    Ruby shook her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The sun wasn’t my enemy, yet it was theirs, so if I were so inclined, whilst they slept during the day, I could have easily gone from room to room, dismantling shutters and turning them all into ash.” 
 
    “But you wouldn’t have done that, would you?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Bennett said. “But it took Max a few days and several decanters of brandy before he finally realized his concerns were without merit. I would no more annihilate him or the coven of men and women who’d become my friends than I would have killed my own children. Once he came to that conclusion, the next was an easy one. We would keep my secret between us, and no one would ever know. Not his coven. Not the other originals. No one.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “Because of greed. Max knew the other originals wouldn’t take kindly to a lowly peasant possessing something they didn’t or, more importantly, couldn’t possess. They were doomed to live forever in darkness, forever fearing something I no longer had to fear which, in their eyes, would have made them subservient to me.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Precisely, and since I had no desire to thrust out my chest and demand royal treatment, we put the discussion to bed. I continued to live in the darkness along with all the others, and for the most part, I’d have to say Max and I forgot about it. Unfortunately, someone else didn’t.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Unbeknownst to us, Max wasn’t the only one awake the morning I walked into the castle. Sybil, one of the ex-prostitutes, was making her way back to her own room when I arrived. I’ll have to give her credit because she was much brighter than she looked. She bided her time, waiting for an announcement to be made about this special vampire. And when it didn’t happen, instead of announcing it herself, she held onto the secret until it could provide her with something she wanted, which occurred eight years later. 
 
    “In the winter of 1650, Max decided to take a rest. By that time, Victor was a vampire, too, so the household would stay in order, and I’d already become Max’s second, his lieutenant, if you will. I’d gained the respect of all in the castle, and there wasn’t that much to worry about. I had my studies to keep me busy, and since we have such astounding body clocks, Max retired to his quarters for a long and well-deserved rest. A few months after that, Concepcion showed up unannounced. Being the widow of one of the firsts, she was given the respect she deserved by everyone, and I made it a point of staying out of her way. Sybil, however, did not. She thought that since Max had turned me from a peasant into a position of importance, Concepcion could do the same for her…for a price.” 
 
    “The price being your secret?” 
 
    “Yes, and once Concepcion obtained that knowledge, she took it to Simeon, and he, in turn, told Napoleon. They hatched a plan, and late one night, while I was out hunting, I fell into a trap they’d set. It wasn’t meant to kill me, only to knock me out, which it did, and when next I awoke, I was wrapped in chains and locked in a box. I remained in that crate until I found myself in Napoleon’s dungeon in the north of France a few weeks later.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way. I mean, I’m glad they didn’t kill you, but why just kidnap you?” 
 
    “It wasn’t just a kidnapping. As Max had feared, their greed was endless, and Simeon and Napoleon were prepared to do anything in order to walk in the sun again. They were determined to find out what made me so special, and at first, they called in a few physicians hoping to discover the answer. Back then, though, medicine was basically herbs and leeches, so after a year of poking, prodding, and drawing blood with no results, Simeon and Napoleon killed the doctors and took matters into their own hands. They started by feeding on me almost daily, hoping that my blood would change them into daywalkers, and when that didn’t work, they began…they began cutting into me. They thought if they could eat my organs, that would somehow turn the tide.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ. That’s sick.” 
 
    “There was never any anesthesia, of course. They didn’t see the need to not cause pain. They absolutely loathed me, and more often than not, they’d just squeal like delighted pigs and continue cutting. They knew the only thing that could kill me was if my heart was pierced or my head was taken, so they basically had carte blanche to do what they did. And when nothing worked, they’d take out their anger on me. They’d beat me to a pulp and then give me enough blood to regenerate…and then start all over again.” 
 
    “I’m afraid to ask how long—” 
 
    “Eight years.” 
 
    “Eight years,” Ruby said, her hand flying to her mouth. “Oh, my God.” 
 
    “It’s funny, too, because the man I had loathed for what he had done to me would become my savior.” 
 
    “Who? Max?” 
 
    “No, Yannick,” Bennett said, shaking her head. “He was traveling through France and stopped by Napoleon’s to rest his men and horses. It wasn’t unheard of. The homes of all the originals were always open to the others, and he wasn’t at all surprised to find Simeon there. It was well known Simeon and Napoleon got along famously. While most thought Napoleon nothing more than a buffoon, he was a buffoon who, like Simeon, believed vampires should rule the world. Anyway, over dinner one night, Napoleon’s arrogance finally raised its ugly head, and he spilled the beans. He’d had Max’s pride and joy chained up in his dungeon for the past eight years, and once they discovered how I could walk in sunlight, vampires would rule the world. 
 
    “Yannick cut his trip short and returned to England. He woke up Max and told him what had happened, and two weeks later, every member of Yannick’s and Max’s clans descended on Napoleon’s castle. Outnumbered and fearing their demise if they stood in his way, Simeon and Napoleon had no choice but to allow Max to retrieve his charge.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    France – The Winter of 1650 
 
      
 
    Max’s hand remained on the hilt of his sword as he descended the stairs. The air was musty, the stone forever holding dampness in its mortar, and his footsteps echoed in the dank cellar as he made his way down the fourteen steps. When he reached the bottom, he stopped for a moment. Like the one in his castle, this dungeon was expansive, with cobblestone floors and brick walls separating the cells. A dozen doors of iron bars were in front of him, and Max swallowed hard. All were dark save one. 
 
    Max had to force himself to take a step, the weight of his dread and shame making it difficult to even pull in a breath. They were his kind, yet they had done the incomprehensible, and they had no remorse. No apologies were uttered. No excuses for their behavior other than their own sick and twisted reasons to do what they had done, but what had they done? Yannick only knew they’d tortured Bennett, but to what extent? Max shuddered as a chill ran down his spine.  
 
    When he reached the cell door, Max clamped his hand over his mouth, silencing the cries rising in his throat. A dozen candles stood atop stone ledges and small tables, providing too much light to miss one bruise, one wound…one gash. With her back toward the door, Bennett dangled from shackled wrists on chains in the middle of the cell. Naked and covered in filth and blood, she appeared like a beast being drained after a kill, and Max wanted to kill. He wanted to storm up the stairs and take the heads of the men who did this, except revenge would not be sweet. It wouldn’t erase what they’d done. It wouldn’t erase the fact he’d kept Bennett’s secret from all the others, and it wouldn’t erase the heinous memories Bennett would have from the last eight years. No, the council would have to deal with Napoleon’s and Simeon’s abhorrent behavior, and in time Max was sure he’d have to answer for his own duplicity regarding Bennett, but the future wasn’t his concern. That belonged to the woman dangling in front of him. 
 
    Max spied a set of keys on a large ring hanging on the wall, and snatching them up, he held his breath as he moved to stand in front of Bennett. Bile rose in his throat when the long, yawning wound down the center of her chest came into view, and pushing aside the need to vomit, with one arm wrapped around her waist, Max unlocked the shackles and gently lowered Bennett to the floor.  
 
    Her skin was gray and her breathing shallow, and she was so gaunt Max could see almost every bone. He ripped off his cloak, and as he covered Bennett the best he could, he noticed a mark above her breast. Max wiped away the blood, partially hiding what he thought was a scar, and a second later, his hands began to shake and the color siphoned from his face.  
 
    “Holy Mother of God,” Yannick said under his breath. “Those bastards.” 
 
    Max flinched out of his thoughts and looked to the door. “Give me your cloak, man,” he said, holding out his hand. “She’s freezing.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” Yannick said, nearly ripping the ties that held his cloak in place to get it off. Ignoring Max’s outstretched hand, Yannick gently placed his cape on top of Bennett and then began to roll up his sleeve. “She’s going to need this,” he said, holding out his wrist. 
 
    “No, she can’t,” Max said, waving him off. 
 
    “What do you mean? She needs blood.” 
 
    “I realize that,” Max said, raising his tear-filled eyes. “But they starved her, and if she feeds on one of us right now, she won’t stop until we’re drained.” 
 
    “Oh,” Yannick said, pushing down his sleeve. “Well, how about I volunteer one of Napoleon’s or Simeon’s flock, or better yet, how about I volunteer Napoleon or Simeon? It would serve them right.” 
 
    “And it would make us no better than them,” Max said, gathering Bennett’s lifeless body in his arms. “No, we need to get her back to my home in Bonn. It’s only a day’s ride, and in the shape she’s in, she won’t awaken soon. She’s alive, and that’s all that matters. The rest can wait until we’re away from this place.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I woke up the next night in Bonn, chained to a bed.” 
 
    Ruby’s eyes widened. “Chained to a bed? Why?” 
 
    “A blood-starved vampire is like a rabid dog, and Max knew if he didn’t restrain me, I would have ravaged his staff until I had my fill. Instead, whilst I was writhing and frothing, the members of his household came into my room one by one. He cut their wrists or their palms, and after they bled for a while into a goblet, they were sent on their way, and he poured the blood into my mouth. That lasted for well over a day before he finally trusted me with a wrist, and I fed properly, stopping long before I could do any damage.” 
 
    “Well, I sure hope that your council damaged Napoleon and Simeon for what they did. The fucking bastards.” 
 
    “They sentenced them to a decade of sleep.” 
 
    “Ten years? After they practically tore you apart, all they got was a ten-year nap?” 
 
    “You forget, Simeon is an original, and Napoleon, the son of an original. The council deemed that ten years seemed appropriate because of their lineage.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m sorry, but that sucks ass in such a big way.” 
 
    “Not as much as it did for the two daywalkers they killed after they awoke.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The news about what had happened eventually spread throughout our world. Vampires in every coven began testing their mettle against the sun. They mistakenly thought that if they, too, could withstand sunlight, they’d be revered amongst our kind. Putting it mildly, they were fools. 
 
    “Shortly after Simeon and Napoleon awoke from their sentence, Hector, another of the originals, contacted them and told them that two members of his flock were daywalkers as well. Simeon and Napoleon wasted no time getting to Barcelona, and they started their slice and dice routine again. When the results were the same as they’d been with me, Simeon and Napoleon took it to the next and final level. With only one organ remaining that they’d never tasted, they snipped off a small piece of those poor men’s hearts and gave it a go.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s gross.” 
 
    “Yes, and since our hearts are the only organ that can’t regenerate, the men died. Their deaths weren’t in vain, though, because Hector ran back to the council and told them what Simeon and Napoleon had done.” 
 
    “But why would Hector have done that? He was part of it.” 
 
    “Hector’s always been rather wishy-washy in his alliances. He tends to side with whoever can slather his bread with more butter, but he’d been clueless about Simeon’s and Napoleon's intentions. He thought they had learned their lesson after what they’d done to me, but he was wrong. Knowing he’d led his own men to the slaughter didn’t sit well, so after Hector buried them, he told the council everything, and it opened their eyes. 
 
    “Before those two men came forward, they thought I was an anomaly. Obviously, that wasn’t the case, and obviously, the council now had a problem. If there were indeed more daywalkers, what would stop them from avenging the deaths of those two men? By then, Max had already confirmed to the council what he had observed. I’d always been a bit stronger and quicker than the rest, and if that was the same for other daywalkers, the common vampires wouldn’t stand a chance against us. We could invade their homes in the brightness of day, leaving those inside no chance for escape, and any left alive would then answer to us.” 
 
    “It sounds like they put themselves between a rock and a hard place.” 
 
    “Simeon and Napoleon put them between a rock and a hard place, and while the council wasn’t sure any others like me existed, they erred on the side of caution. The last thing they wanted was a war, especially one they felt they couldn’t win, and in order to assure that peace, they offered me a seat at the table, which I think I mentioned before. And, since it now appeared there were two factions of vampires, it was only fair that both were represented on the council.” 
 
    “So they made you one of the bosses, even though they weren’t sure other daywalkers were around?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, shifting slightly. “They did attempt to add on a few provisos, rules whereby I would keep a running tally of all daywalkers discovered, and report to the council their names and locations; however, that fell on my very stubborn deaf ears. If they wanted a détente, then it would be done my way. I would represent daywalkers. I would be their voice; however, if any chose to identify themselves to me, that information would remain with me. No one other than me would ever get their names.” 
 
    “And they bought that?” 
 
    Bennett laughed. “They didn’t have a choice. They went from thinking they were virtually indestructible to realizing they could very easily become just another part of the food chain.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes after closing time on Monday night, Bennett let herself into the gallery and locked the door behind her. The sound system was off, and the lights were dim, and they would remain that way until the gallery reopened after New Year’s.  
 
    Before she took another step, she heard someone coming up the hallway. Their walk was too heavy for Lisa, so it didn’t surprise her when Gunnar appeared. 
 
    “I’m glad I caught you before you left,” Bennett said, smiling at the man. “Are Finn and Lisa here, too?” 
 
    “Lisa’s in the office, but Finn already left. He had some shopping to do.” 
 
    “Let me guess. A few last-minute things?” 
 
    “More like his entire list,” Gunnar said, his eyes glinting with humor. 
 
    “Oh, he’s one of those, is he?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I can’t bust his chops too much,” Gunnar said, fastening his coat. “I have a couple of things I still need to get, too.” 
 
    “Then, by all means, don’t let me keep you.” Bennett placed a couple of foil-wrapped packages on a nearby pedestal and pulled two envelopes from her inside coat pocket. “These are for you and Finn. I hope you both have a happy and safe holiday.” 
 
    “Thanks, Bennett,” Gunnar said, sliding the envelopes into his pocket. “We wish you the same, and my folks said they extended an invitation, so if you change your mind, you’re more than welcome. You know that—right?” 
 
    “Of course, I do, but Gus and Cathleen beat you to the punch. I’m supposed to be there at the break of dawn on Christmas morning. Something about anxious children.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have a few of those, too, which reminds me. If I don’t get the stocking stuffers, Bridget’s going to have my head.” Gunnar placed a light kiss on Bennett’s cheek. “Merry Christmas, boss.” 
 
    “Merry Christmas, Gunnar, and please, extend that to your family.” 
 
    “I will,” Gunnar said, heading for the door. “You take care, and I’ll see you in about a week.” 
 
    Bennett gathered up her packages and continued down the hall, walking into the office as Lisa was coming out of the powder room. Bennett drew in a slow breath and admired what she saw.  
 
    Lisa was wearing a V-neck forest green satin blouse, its fit relaxed and its fabric shimmering, and her skirt was her preferred style, pencil in design and ending just below her knee, except this pencil skirt was leather…dark green scrumptious leather. Bennett swallowed the moisture building in her mouth and tore herself away from her ogling. “Good evening.” 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Lisa’s hand flew to her chest, and she sent Bennett a look meant to do harm. “God, you just scared the crap out of me. Do you always have to walk so quietly?” 
 
    A smile broke through Bennett’s lips. “It’s a trait of the breed, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Lisa’s grin formed, and then it melted away. “You look tired.” 
 
    “I’m fine. It was a long weekend, and I didn’t go over to Max’s last night like I had planned.” 
 
    “Why not?” Lisa quickly held up her hands. “Never mind. I forgot. Ruby. My bad.” 
 
    “It’s not entirely what you think. Like every other mortal woman who’s been involved with me, her curiosity has come to the forefront. She wants to know all about me, and that takes a lot of time.” 
 
    “And you’re just telling her?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Um…last time I checked, you usually keep a really low profile. Isn’t that a trait of the breed, too?” 
 
    “Normally, but even I can handle only so much of a solitary life before…before the need for companionship becomes too great, and part of companionship is talking about one’s self.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” Lisa hesitated for a second before going over and snatching her phone off the desk. 
 
    Bennett frowned. “Is there any way you and I can get past this friction between us? I really don’t like it.” 
 
    Lisa let out a long and loud sigh. “Neither do I,” she said, turning around. “I miss our nightly chats. Going to the warehouse…talking about art.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    “But you have Ruby now.” 
 
    “It’s not the same thing.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No,” Bennett said, looking Lisa in the eye. “Not even close.” 
 
    “That’s nice to hear,” Lisa said, her face brightening. “Then how about when I get back from visiting my folks, we make a point of catching up?” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea. I’ll look forward to it.” 
 
    “Great, then it’s a date,” Lisa chirped, walking to the closet. “Oh, that reminds me. I received the invoice from Life Source the other day. You got the delivery I arranged a few weeks ago, didn't you?” 
 
    “I did,” Bennett said, nodding. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s what you pay me to do,” Lisa said, pulling on her coat. 
 
    “Speaking of pay, what would Christmas be without a Christmas bonus,” Bennett said, pulling the last envelope from her pocket. “This is for you. I passed Gunnar on his way out, so I gave him Finn’s as well.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lisa said, flashing her pearly whites. “I may just have to hit some after Christmas sales in Portland while I’m up there.” 
 
    “Oh, Lord.” 
 
    “Hey, what can I say?” Lisa said, shrugging. “I like clothes.” 
 
    “And your taste in them is marvelous, which is why I dared not attempt to buy you any,” Bennett said, handing Lisa a package. “Instead, I got you this.” 
 
    Lisa looked at the gift and then at Bennett, and then back at the gift. “What’s this?” 
 
    “I believe they call it a Christmas present,” Bennett said, handing Lisa the second gift. “And this one’s for your parents. Please give it to them with my love.” 
 
    “Um…sure, but…but you got me a present?” Lisa squeaked, placing the other package on the desk. “Really?” 
 
    “Apparently, I did. Yes.” 
 
    “But I didn’t get you anything because we never exchange gifts at Christmas.” 
 
    “Oh, in that case,” Bennett said, holding out her hand. “Give it back.” 
 
    “Not on your life,” Lisa said, holding the present out of Bennett’s reach. 
 
    Bennett chuckled. “That would be a tough bet to win.”  
 
    Lisa beamed, the glow on her face having started in her heart. “So…can I open it now?” 
 
    “By all means,” Bennett said, watching Lisa tear into the foil paper. “It’s just a little something I picked up at an art show in Dorchester a few weeks back. I saw it and thought of you.”  
 
    Lisa carefully opened the box, and moving aside the tissue paper, she found a small watercolor of a Barbie-pink daylily surrounded by leaves of parakeet green. “Oh, it’s beautiful.” 
 
    “I know how much you like Georgia O’Keeffe’s work, and while this young lady isn’t nearly of the same caliber, I thought her use of colors and poetry was quite innovative.” 
 
    “Poetry?” 
 
    “Look closely. Her name’s Maya Diallo, and she uses a poem, sonnet, or song lyric as the backdrop and then paints the flowers over it, making them become one. So, the poem becomes part of the flower just as the flower becomes part of the poem.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh. What a great idea,” Lisa said, a smile overtaking her face. “I love it, Bennett. I absolutely love it.” 
 
    “I was hoping you would.” 
 
    Lisa squinted as she looked at watercolor again. “I can barely see the writing, but it looks Greek.” 
 
    “Are you saying it’s Greek, or it’s Greek to you, meaning you can’t read it?” 
 
    “Ha ha,” Lisa said, her eyes twinkling. “And both. It looks like Greek, but it’s so faint, I can’t be sure.” 
 
    “I asked her about that, and she said it all depends on where her imagination takes her. If she decides the flowers will be darker, then many of the words behind it disappear. And of course, being the watercolor is truly her creation, it takes precedence.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Lisa said, admiring the gift. “Bennett, I really do love it. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re quite welcome.” 
 
    Lisa gently placed the framed artwork back into the box. “So, does this mean we’re going to have Diallo’s in the gallery?” 
 
    Bennett cocked her head to the side. “You tell me.” 
 
    Lisa looked at the watercolor again. “Well, she definitely has talent, and her eye for color is fantastic. For our clients, though, I think the only drawback would be the size.” Lisa’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and she looked at Bennett. “What about the wall at the very end of the hall? We always have a problem finding something to put there because it’s so far from the other works, but if the rest of her stuff is this vibrant, and she does larger pieces, centering one on that wall would be perfect. It would draw our clients to it and give a new artist a place to show her work to boot. What do you think?” 
 
    “I think after the first of the year, you should ring up Ms. Diallo and propose what you just suggested. I have her business card back at my place. I’ll make sure to bring it in once you get back from your Christmas holiday,” Bennett said, watching as Lisa gathered up the presents and her purse. “Time to go?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry. I still have a few presents to wrap, and Mom and Dad want us all to go to the two o’clock service tomorrow because everything later on Christmas Eve is a madhouse. And don’t even get me started on how amped up Gunnar’s kids are going to be, so tonight is the last quiet night I’ll have for a few.” 
 
    “Sounds positively festive,” Bennett said, her cheeks turning rosy. 
 
    “The festivities begin when Dad starts spiking the eggnog,” Lisa said, looking toward the door. “Walk me out?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Bennett followed Lisa to the lot behind the gallery and glowered when she noticed one security light wasn’t lit. “When did that go out?” 
 
    “What? Oh, last week. I already called. They’ll be here the day after Christmas to replace it.” Lisa rolled her eyes when she saw Bennett’s face. “You seriously need to take a chill pill. It’s like daylight out here with all the lighting you had installed. One being out is no big deal.” 
 
    “It is to me.” 
 
    “You worry too much.” 
 
    “And you don’t worry enough.” 
 
    “That’s because I have you to worry for me.” Lisa flashed a quick grin before lightly kissing Bennett on the cheek. “Thank you for my present,” she said in a breath. “And Merry Christmas.” 
 
    Bennett stood stock-still, wanting so much to return the chaste affection yet adamant about never doing so. Instead, she imprinted in her memory the scent of Lisa’s perfume, her closeness, and the feel of lips softer than Bennett could have ever imagined.  
 
    “Um…are you okay?” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said with a jerk. “Oh, yeah…yeah, I’m fine, but you need to get going, or you’ll miss the service tomorrow, and God won’t be happy.” 
 
    “Neither will my parents,” Lisa said, pushing the remote to unlock her car. 
 
    “Have a safe trip, and I’ll see you on New Year’s Eve.” 
 
    “That you will,” Lisa said, opening the car door. “Hey, about New Year’s, do you want to go together? I heard Max invited Gus and Cathleen, too, so that leaves you without a driver unless you’re bumming a ride with them.” 
 
    “Oh…um…actually, I’m taking Ruby.” 
 
    Lisa’s mouth fell open. “You’re taking Ruby to Max’s? Does he know you’re bringing a mortal into his home?” 
 
    “Yes, he does, and she won’t be the only mortal there.” 
 
    “That’s because the rest of us are guardians, and we take your secrets to our graves. Who says she’ll do the same?” 
 
    “She’s given me no reason to believe she won’t.” 
 
    Lisa huffed out a breath and climbed into her car. “Well, good luck with that.” 
 
    Bennett put her hand on the top of the open door. “You know, we could always go together. I’m sure Ruby wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    The look Lisa shot Bennett carried with it a wooden stake. “Um…I think I’ll pass,” Lisa said, starting the car. “Three’s company, and I wouldn’t want to get between the two lovebirds.” 
 
    “Lisa, it’s not like that. I told you—” 
 
    “It’s fine, Bennett. You have a date. No biggie. Now, if it’s okay with you, I really need to get going. Enjoy your holiday, and make sure you wipe my lipstick off your cheek before your girlfriend sees it. We wouldn’t want her to get jealous.” 
 
    Bennett went to wipe off her cheek, and as soon as her hand was out of crushing distance, Lisa slammed the door. Within seconds, she was driving out of the lot, leaving Bennett gazing at the smudge of pale coral lipstick on her fingertips as if it were gold dust. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With the task of handing out Christmas bonuses and presents completed, Bennett puttered about the gallery for only a few hours before deciding to call it a night. The late December temperatures had all but eliminated her need to prowl the alleys and streets of Back Bay. If deals for drugs were being made, they were happening in the backs of cars or in the stairways of buildings, and muggers who would typically shuffle slowly down sidewalks looking for their next victim weren’t to be seen. It was simply too damn cold, and Bennett’s walk home was uneventful and quiet. 
 
    Bennett let herself into her apartment, flicking on a few lights before hanging up her coat, and before she shut the closet door, Xi was weaving himself between her feet. “Is that your way of saying hello, or are you looking for a midnight snack?” 
 
    Xi raised his gold-green eyes, and letting out a meow, he trotted to the mat in the kitchen and yowled out his displeasure over the empty bowl.  
 
    “Well, at least you’re not tapping your foot, m’lord.”  
 
    Bennett scooped some dry kibble into Xi’s bowl, and while he munched it down, she cleaned his litter box before going into her bedroom and stripping out of her clothes. A short time later, showered and wearing forest green silk pajamas, Bennett padded to the kitchen, and setting down her phone, she perused her wine selection and decided a full-bodied Rioja would do nicely. Bennett filled a goblet, grabbed her mobile, and made herself comfortable by stretching out across the leather sofa. She breathed in the hint of vanilla and spice in the wine before she took a sip, and setting down her glass, Bennett tapped on her phone, and a moment later, Bach’s Christmas Oratorio was coming out of the inconspicuous Bose speakers around the room. 
 
    The Christmases Bennett had spent alone far outnumbered those when a significant other slept in her bed. She could remember when candles and gingerbread decorated trees, and when tinsel was invented, how people oohed and aahed at its spangling effect on the boughs of pine. She could recall the ingenuity of one man, his idea for a greeting card at the holiday eventually turning into a multi-million dollar business, and how strands of lights for trees went from gargantuan to tiny LEDs that could flicker to music or hold steady, your choice. Bennett had read firsthand a poem published in 1823, its author a professor who merely wanted to give a gift to his six children. It spoke of a jolly man in red who delivered gifts on the eve of Christmas, and while Clement Clarke Moore didn’t know his poem A Visit from St. Nicholas would become a holiday tradition, it did…just under another name. 
 
    Bennett had spent Christmases in homes warm and smelling of feasts, in rooms where trees filled corners and presents were piled high under their branches. She’d listened to choirs sing and to symphonies play, and lovingly bestowed gifts to those she’d held dear, although that list constantly changed. People died, people moved on, and some people had changed into strangers in front of her eyes. 
 
    Bennett drew in a deep breath, exhaling slowly before taking another sip of her wine. Except for the hushed tones of Bach, her apartment was still, and she liked it. This was familiar to her, comfortable…safe. There’d be no intrusion tonight or for many nights to come, and for a moment, Bennett debated on whether to take a slumber. Like bats and bears, she could shut herself down, go to sleep knowing her body clock would wake her, yet no sooner had the thought entered Bennett’s mind when Xi hopped onto her lap. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you just read my mind,” Bennett said, scratching Xi’s head. “Besides, you won’t let me sleep for longer than a night before you wake me up, so what’s the point?” 
 
    Xi purred in reply, angling his head so Bennett could reach a few more spots.  
 
    “You’re a demanding little bugger, I’ll give you that,” Bennett said, continuing the feline’s massage. 
 
    For a few minutes, Bennett became entranced with Xi’s purrs. The low rumbling told her he was happy and content, but was she? She’d begun her affair with Ruby to satisfy a need, and the woman satisfied it in a way, a basic way with no strings, no love, and no promises, yet as much as the act fed one hunger, it did absolutely nothing for another. Of course, she could break it off, end it as quickly as it had started, and Bennett had every intention of doing that eventually, but not right now. Right now, the companionship Ruby offered was filling a void. Bennett scowled. It wasn’t filling a void. It was just necessary. She’d suffered too many broken hearts to know she’d never survive the next, for the next would indeed kill her. Perhaps not in mind or body, but in spirit, Bennett would be hollowed out. Forever empty through the endless days and endless nights until the end of time. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ruby smiled as she turned this way and that in front of the mirror. She’d purchased the evening gown while she’d been away, and it was worth every penny she’d spent. Floor-length and black, it was sophisticated and not nearly as showy as the cocktail dress she’d worn to Rapture. The neckline was straight, exposing a hint of her shoulders before meeting the long sleeves, the fabric of which was sheer and embellished with the tiniest of sparkles. The skirt flared at the bottom enough for a comfortable stride to be taken, and on her feet were a pair of pointed-toe pumps. All in all, it was somewhat sedate, but unlike a show at an art gallery, Ruby was venturing into the somewhat secret world of vampires, and she was pretty sure she didn’t want those in attendance to notice her too much.  
 
    A knock on the door broke Ruby from her thoughts. She glided through her tiny apartment and opened the door, and when she saw Bennett, Ruby’s lashes flew high. “Wow. Look at you.” 
 
    Bennett removed her cavalier hat, the ostrich feather in its band fluttering as Bennett swept out her arm and bowed at the waist. “Good evening, m’lady. May I say, you’re looking lovely tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Am I supposed to call you Bennett tonight or D’Artagnan?” 
 
    Born in 1601 and turned in 1637, while Bennett could have chosen from a wealth of ornate and layered fashions worn during that time by both men and women, she’d always preferred comfort over pomposity. Comfort to her definitely wasn’t a dress, and it also wasn’t an embroidered jerkin, blousy breeches, or frilly shirts. Instead, Bennett was wearing snug-fitting leather pants tucked into cuffed boots and a long-sleeved leather doublet under which was a linen shirt, the ends of its ruffled sleeves extending over her hands. Hanging from her belt was a scabbard, and the handle of the sword it contained was elaborate, its pommel ending with a dark sapphire encased in a centerpiece of silver. And to finish the look, Bennett had on a cape over one shoulder, held in place by three leather cords running from her shoulder to under her other arm. 
 
    “Are you going to stand there gawking, or are you going to let me in?” 
 
    “I’m…I’m sorry,” Ruby said, stepping back. “Please come in, but don’t put on that hat. Low ceiling.” 
 
    Bennett hadn’t noticed until then that the trim around the door was almost at eye level, and bowing her head, she walked into the apartment only to realize she couldn’t stand straight without her head hitting the ceiling. “Lord. Low is putting it mildly.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. I just have to pick out some earrings, and we can go.” 
 
    Bennett raised her head as much as she dared. “Pick something silver if you have it.” 
 
    “Um…any reason why?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, reaching into her pocket. “This is for you.” 
 
    Ruby took the necklace from Bennett, her delight clear until she saw the silver archer’s bow and arrow dangling at the end. “Oh, gotcha. I almost forgot. This is how you’re…um…claiming me?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, raising her head a fraction of an inch before lowering it again. “And I’d offer to help you put it on, but I’m feeling a bit like Quasimodo right now.” 
 
    Ruby snickered. “This is only going to take a second. Feel free to sit down, or I can meet you in the hall if you want to stand straight. Your choice.” 
 
    “I fear if I sit down, you’ll take longer than a second, so straight it is.”  
 
    It took Ruby no time at all to find a pair of unpretentious silver pendant earrings, and after two attempts at fastening the necklace, she was finally able to work the clasp. Dropping her keys into a clutch bag, she draped her coat over her shoulders, and after giving her apartment one last glance, Ruby met up with Bennett in the hall. 
 
    Ruby adored Bennett’s swashbuckling attire, and it showed on her face. “I think this is the part where you’re supposed to say my carriage awaits.” 
 
    “Alas, I have no carriage at my disposal,” Bennett said before sweeping her arm toward the stairs. “Will a limousine do?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was black. It was long, and it smelled of the leather upholstery it contained. Large enough to seat eight comfortably, a full bar ran down the length, and the moon roof was outlined in fiber optic mood lighting. 
 
    “I know I say this a lot, but wow,” Ruby said, looking around. “No offense, I like the gesture, but we could have taken my car.” 
 
    “This is courtesy of Max,” Bennett said, tucking her sword under the bench seat. “And your car wouldn’t do.” 
 
    As soon as Bennett closed the door, Ruby noticed something else. “Um…why are all the windows so dark? I mean, I can’t see out of any of them.” 
 
    “And you’re not supposed to.” Bennett pressed a button, and a glass panel rose between them and the driver, and its glass was as opaque as all the others. 
 
    “Okay, so things are getting creepy again. I feel like I’m being kidnapped.” 
 
    “No, you’re being driven to a home owned by one of the firsts, and like many of the others, he prefers to keep his location secret from mortals.” 
 
    “Meaning he doesn’t trust me?” 
 
    “Please don’t take offense.” 
 
    “It’s kind of hard not to,” Ruby said, her voice suddenly losing its lightness. “Maybe tonight was a mistake.” 
 
    “I have to say, I’m a little surprised by your reaction,” Bennett said, lines creasing her brow. “I didn’t think this would be a problem. We’re private for a reason, Ruby, and I thought you understood that.” 
 
    “But I know where you live.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. Those who choose not to live on our leaders’ estates are free to let in or not let into our lives anyone we choose, but there are just as many who believe confidentiality is of the utmost importance. Their estates are heavily guarded, and their location isn’t revealed to anyone who doesn’t need to know, mortals being at the top of that list.” 
 
    “So I’m the enemy?” 
 
    “You’re paying for the betrayal of dozens of mortals before you, those who we trusted, and those who deceived us for a bag of coin or piece of property only never to live long enough to enjoy either. Vampires do not take duplicity well, and if we’re double-crossed, to say there is hell to pay is putting it mildly.” 
 
    “Remind me never to get you mad.” 
 
    “Yes, I fear that came off a little heavier than I intended,” Bennett said with a laugh. “The bottom line is that you’re safe with me. The tinted windows are only a precaution.” 
 
    Ruby looked at the darkened glass again. “Okay…if you say so.” 
 
    “Oh, I forgot to mention, we’re going to pick up Gus and Cathleen on the way.”  
 
    “You’ve never mentioned them before,” Ruby said, turning her attention to Bennett. “They work at the gallery?” 
 
    “No. Gus is one of my guardians and normally acts as my driver. Cathleen is his wife. This is the first time they’ve been invited to a party at Max’s. Both are a little nervous about it, so I thought they wouldn’t feel so out of place if we went together. They’re very nice people. I think you’ll like them.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Until tonight, Gus had only worn a tuxedo once before. It was when he attended his high school prom, and at the insistence of his date, he rented one that matched her dress. Unfortunately, his date’s favorite color was yellow, and as a beanpole who towered over most of his classmates by six inches or more, Gus ended up looking like a dandelion amidst the crop of his shorter classmates. On the day of their wedding, neither Gus nor Cathleen saw the need to spend money they didn’t have, so she’d bought a dress off the rack, and Gus had worn an ill-fitting brown suit. They didn’t care about their clothes. They were nineteen, and they were in love...just as they were now. 
 
    Gus had a lot of proud moments in his life. The day Cathleen agreed to be his wife. The days his children were born. The days they starred in school plays, scored winning goals in soccer games, and aced their report cards had all made the list, as had Kenna’s first dance and Fallon’s trust in her parents to finally admit she was gay. They’d all made his chest puff, his heart warm, and his smile widen, and as he walked arm-in-arm with Cathleen to the awaiting car, Gus had another moment to add to his list. 
 
    Gus and Cathleen were ordinary people living an almost ordinary life. They knew all their neighbors by name, helped shovel snow off walks and driveways, brought food to neighborhood parties, and babysat, ran errands, and acted as taxis for neighbors in a tight spot or impaired. It was what ordinary people did, and since all knew Gus was now a chauffeur, even the high-end shiny BMW parked in their driveway garnered no attention. Of course, their neighbors didn’t know the woman who employed Gus was hardly ordinary, but if any were peeking out their windows at the moment, they did now. Not only were the Rooneys about to step into a stretch limo, but Gus and Cathleen were also dressed to the nines. 
 
    It had taken Cathleen and Kenna two trips into Boston to find the perfect dress, and even though it cost more than all the clothes in Cathleen’s closet combined, once she had put it on, that didn’t matter. Gus had tried to play down the importance of this party, but a few side conversations with Bennett told Cathleen all she needed to know. Maximillian Lumley had extended an olive branch, and once she and Gus walked into his home, they would forever be a part of the vampire world. They would protect and be protected until the mantle passed to one of their children, if so inclined. 
 
    Cathleen’s black jersey gown was simplistically elegant. Long-sleeved and floor-length, the stretch fabric wrapped her body loosely rather than sticking to every curve. The side slit added some flair to an otherwise basic dress, but it was the crossover V-neck that made the gown anything but basic. It plunged lower than anything Cathleen had ever worn before, and while the fabric of her right sleeve and bodice were the same as the dress, tiny black sequins covered the left.  
 
    When Gus told Bennett about being invited to the party, driving home that night, he thought about what Bennett had said. The invitation was Max’s way of saying he’d accepted Gus as a guardian, and since it had taken the man over eleven years to come to that decision, Gus had no intention of disappointing. Unbeknownst to Cathleen, the very next day, instead of dropping by a tuxedo rental store to order up sloppy seconds, Gus walked into a high-end men’s clothing store and ordered a tuxedo tailored to fit his frame. Double-breasted, licorice black, with satin notched lapels and stripes down the legs, the store helped him finish the look with patent leather shoes, a crisp white fly-front dress shirt, and a bow tie they had to teach him how to tie.  
 
    Gus’s air of sophistication lasted until he and Cathleen were sitting in the limo, and as the driver closed the door, Gus looked down the stretch to the two women at the other end, and when he saw Bennett, his eyes almost flew out of their sockets. “Holy shit,” he roared, throwing up his hands. “Look at you!” 
 
    Ruby choked back a laugh. Cathleen slapped her husband on the thigh, and Bennett tried her best to keep a straight face. She failed, but just barely. “I thought I told you my kind were required to wear clothing fitting our…um…time frame,” she said. 
 
    “You did, but I was expecting some fancy dress. You know, with one of those huge, hooped skirt things with lots of lace.” 
 
    Ruby couldn’t hold it in any longer. “Oh, my God. I would have paid to see that,” she said, erupting in giggles. Finally getting herself under control, she waved to the couple. “I’m Ruby, by the way.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Cathleen said, waving back. “I’m Cathleen, and the fashion guru is my husband, Gus.” 
 
    Cathleen saw Ruby titter again, her shoulders quaking as she attempted to rein in her funny bone, and unable to stop it, a fit of giggles overtook Cathleen.  
 
    Bennett shot a nasty look at Gus, but she couldn’t hold it for long. She had noticed his tux instantly, but it wasn’t until that moment when Bennett saw something else. Gus usually had a day’s growth of beard, and his collar-length reddish-brown hair was normally hanging in his face. It wasn’t any longer. Not only was Gus clean-shaven, but his hair was trimmed and styled, the sides cut short in a fade while the top was long and brushed back. The scar on his face had always appeared so menacing, yet the haircut and the clothes had somehow changed that. Gone was the danger, the ugliness of a sword that had sliced him so horribly, and in its place was the air of a pirate, swashbuckling and strong. Bennett gazed at Cathleen and then back at Gus. The woman had married a seriously handsome man. 
 
    “I have to say, you look quite dashing,” Bennett said before looking at his wife. “And Cathleen, I’ve never seen you look more beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cathleen said, slipping her fingers through her husband’s. “Though, I have to admit I’m a little anxious. Between the clothes and who we’re going to meet, it’s a little nerve-racking.” 
 
    “Not to worry, Cathleen. I promise you’re going to have a great time. Which reminds me,” Bennett said, changing her focus. “Gus, in the side pocket of that door is the jewelry I told you about.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Gus said, taking the two jewelry boxes from the pouch. Opening the first, he quickly donned the lapel pin before removing a necklace from the other. “Let me help you with this, honey.” 
 
    Cathleen lifted her hair, and after Gus fastened the clasp, Cathleen lifted the pendant to look at it. She knew what it was, and she knew why she was wearing it.  
 
    “Gus told you about that, didn’t he?” Bennett said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I know what it is,” Cathleen said, sending an impish wink in Bennett’s direction. “I’ve just never had anyone claim me as their property before, honey. Does this make you my master? Because I have to tell you, I really loved that book.” 
 
    Ruby burst out laughing, followed by Gus and Cathleen, and Bennett dropped her chin to her chest. “I think I need a drink.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They chatted in the limousine the entire way to Max’s house. The conversation was light, and they sipped champagne from crystal flutes, but when the car stopped, and the chauffeur opened the door, you could have heard a piece of lint drop.  
 
    Bennett stepped out first, holding out her hand to assist Ruby, while Gus and Cathleen exited the other door. Bennett breathed in the cold air and waved her arm toward the house. “Shall we?” 
 
    Ruby, Cathleen, and Gus exchanged nervous glances, and collectively they took deep breaths before walking with Bennett to the front door. The two men standing by it nodded their acknowledgment to Bennett, and a moment later, Bennett and her mute companions entered Max’s home.  
 
    The foyer set the tone for the rest of the house, for it was prestigious and massive. Double staircases with iron railings curved upward and centered in the landing was an enormous tapestry depicting a hunting scene. The crystal chandelier lighting the space held nearly a hundred bulbs, and a sizable Persian rug protected most of the polished walnut floors. The walls and woodwork were white, colors added by the various paintings and sconces hanging from the walls, and off to the side was a stately grand piano. There were three double-wide pocket doors on each side, all of which were open to reveal the equally spacious rooms to the right and left. 
 
    “Good evening, Bennett,” Victor said as he approached. “You look quite debonair tonight.” 
 
    Bennett wasn’t the only one. Victor wore clothing from the Tudor period. His linen shirt was ruffled at the neck and cuffs, and his rust-colored doublet ended as his waist. Woolen hose and blousy pantaloons covered his legs, and atop his head was a flat hat under which was a gray wig cut into a bob. 
 
    “Thank you,” Bennett said, admiring Victor’s outfit. “You look quite dapper as well, although I’m a little surprised you’re answering the door. Shouldn’t you be enjoying the party?” 
 
    “I plan too, but old habits die hard,” Victor said with a sweep of his arm. “But please, join the others. The Jensens are already here, so I’ll assume this is the rest of your group.” 
 
    “It is,” Bennett said, turning to her friends. “Victor, this is Ruby Miller and Gus and Cathleen Rooney.” 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you. I do hope you enjoy the party,” Victor said, bowing at the waist. “And now I’m afraid I need to check on the staff. Bennett, you know where everything is. Feel free to show everyone around.” 
 
    Like they were connected at the hip, Gus, Cathleen, and Ruby moved closer to Bennett, and Ruby whispered, “I have a feeling I’m going to be asking this all night, but I’m thinking he was born in the sixteenth century?” 
 
    “Close,” Bennett said with a dip of her head. “Victor was born in the late 1400s. He was Max’s manservant for many years before being turned in the mid-1500s.” 
 
    “Wow. And he’s been a butler ever since?” 
 
    “Victor’s not a butler. He’s Max’s right-hand man. He runs the house, the staff, makes all the arrangements for travel and the like. While he’d never admit it, Victor is the linchpin that holds everything together. Without him, I think Max would truly be lost.” 
 
    “From what you’ve told me, I think he’d be lost without you.” 
 
    Bennett thought for a moment. “Perhaps, but I don’t plan on going anywhere other than to find some drinks and hors d’oeuvres. Shall we?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max’s dress code made it easy for everyone to know who was who. The wait staff wore black trousers, crisp white shirts, and vibrant red cummerbunds and bow ties. The guardians were all in tuxedos and evening gowns, and the vampires wore clothing from their era.  
 
    There were Roaring Twenties flappers wearing calf-revealing, fringed dresses, and gangsters in pin-striped three-piece suits, their white ties brilliant against shirts of ebony and their fedoras dipped low in the front. Confederate soldiers and those from the Union were in attendance, as well as ladies in gigantic, hooped skirts who cleared a path wherever they sashayed. Cowboys and schoolmarms sipped champagne as they chatted with French Revolutionaries and officers who had fought in the First or Second World War. Suffragettes dressed in purple, white, or green with tri-colored sashes across their chests snacked on appetizers, and pirates with swords, statesmen with top hats, and those representing the aristocracy of centuries earlier than the twentieth were everywhere. It was a fashion smorgasbord, and Ruby was dutifully impressed. 
 
    “This is fantastic,” Ruby said, looking around. “It’s like every era is here, every century.” 
 
    “It is,” Bennett said, taking a sip of her drink. “We are quite a melting pot.” 
 
    “I can see that, and thank you so much for inviting me,” Ruby said through a dazzling smile. “This is amazing.” 
 
    “I finally found you,” Max said, stepping out of the crowd.  
 
    Both women turned to the man dressed in traditional sixteenth-century clothes. Max was wearing a long-sleeved maroon doublet over a chemise shirt with a ruffled high collar, and striped woolen hose covered his legs. On his feet were velvet slippers, and across his chest was a brown leather baldric that held a sword at his waist. Bennett was tickled when she took in the view and noticed Max had been faithful to his era, the linen codpiece firmly held in place by buttons to hide his twig and berries.  
 
    “Only you would be that authentic,” Bennett said with a snort.  
 
    “What’s the fun in dressing up if you can’t go commando?” 
 
    Bennett snorted out another laugh and placed her hand on Ruby’s back. “Max, I’d like you to meet my date for the evening, Ruby Miller. Ruby, this is our host, Maximillian Lumley.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ruby said, feeling as if she needed to curtsy. “Your house is beautiful.” 
 
    “Well, it pales compared to you, m’lady,” Max said, bending to kiss Ruby’s hand. “And the pleasure is all mine.” 
 
    Max straightened, studying Ruby for a long moment before he turned to Bennett. “Before I lose myself to the festivities, there are a few things I need to tell you.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Simeon and Angelique are coming into town on Friday.” 
 
    “But you won’t be here.” 
 
    “He knows that. He’s apparently sending his people ahead to Montreal to ready his house, and even though most of mine will be in Tromso, the skeleton crew staying behind can take care of their needs. Their plans are to stay for about a week, so I can catch up with them upon my return, but I wanted to give you a heads-up to avoid any issues if you happen to stop by.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on stopping by, so that’s not a problem. It would be nice to catch up with Angelique, but we don’t have to do that here.” 
 
    “Good,” Max said, bobbing his head. “Unfortunately, the next bit you probably can’t avoid. Concepcion and Hector are in the area as well. They reached out to me late last night, and once they discovered I was having a party, they invited themselves.” 
 
    “Hector can be a little smug at times, but I’m used to that,” Bennett said with a shrug. “And as far as Concepcion goes, she’ll keep her distance. She always does.” 
 
    “True, and they won’t be arriving until later anyway, but a few of theirs are already here. Among them are Desiree and Eliza.” 
 
    Bennett sniggered under her breath. “Well, you always did like fireworks on New Year’s Eve.” 
 
    “I like the bright and sparkly type, not the retaliatory shrew variety,” Max said, looking around. “I have a few of mine keeping them busy, but you know they know you’re here, and they will find you.” 
 
    “I can handle them, Max. I’ve had years of practice. Go tend to your guests and let me worry about those two.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Max said before turning to Ruby. “Again, it was very nice to meet you, and I do hope you enjoy the party.” 
 
    Max disappeared into the crowd, and Ruby moved closer to Bennett. “What was all that about? Who are Desiree and Eliza?” 
 
    “Women from my past.” 
 
    “How past?” 
 
    “Very past,” Bennett said with a laugh. “And when they appear, which they will, I’ll handle it. All right?” 
 
    “Um…okay.” 
 
    “May I interest you in some spicy scallops wrapped in bacon?” 
 
    Upon hearing the familiar voice, Bennett turned and saw Kenna holding up a tray. “Good evening, Kenna.” 
 
    “Um…good evening, miss. Would you care for some hors d’oeuvres? They’re delicious.” 
 
    Pleased that the young woman was taking her job seriously, Bennett picked up a few cocktail napkins, and placing a toothpick-impaled scallop on each, she handed one to Ruby. “Thank you, Kenna. Is there anything else you can recommend?” 
 
    Sunshine seemed to break across Kenna’s face, and she moved in close. “The spinach and artichoke puffs, the steak and prosciutto skewers, and the brie mushroom pastries. They let us sample everything in the kitchen earlier, and I gotta tell you, this friend of yours really goes all out.” 
 
    Bennett shot up an eyebrow. “Is that so?” 
 
    A brush fire didn’t move as fast as the blush did across Kenna’s cheeks, and clearing her throat, she stepped back. “Um…well, I’m not being paid to talk, am I? I better get back to it. See you later, Bennett.” 
 
    “Someone you know?” Ruby said before biting into the scallop. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I should have introduced you. She’s one of Gus and Cathleen’s daughters. They’re both working as servers tonight.” 
 
    “Why did she suddenly look so flustered?” 
 
    “Because she has a job to do, and she stepped slightly out of bounds. I just reminded her of that fact.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little hard-ass? I mean, she’s what? Sixteen?” 
 
    “Seven—” 
 
    “I knew I’d find you, eventually. You can’t hide from me.” 
 
    Ruby looked from Bennett, whose jaw was now set, to a woman wearing a luxurious silk brocade dress accented with lace and jewelry. Her saddle-brown hair was piled high on her head, and its loftiness was extended by a fontange, a stylish headdress worn in the late seventeenth century. The black cloth beauty mark stuck high on her cheek stood out against her pallid complexion, as did the two swaths of candy-apple blush across her cheeks, and her breasts were nearly spilling out of the low-cut bodice of her gown.  
 
    “I’m five foot nine and wearing a hat with an ostrich plume. Hiding is not possible, and why, Desiree, would I hide from the likes of you anyway?” Bennett said, her tone dripping with contempt. “Now, if you don’t mind, I was enjoying a pleasant conversation with—” 
 
    “Yet another mortal? Planning to add one more to our fold? How delicious. Is she as tasty as she looks?” Desiree said, licking her lips. “Lend me your wrist, dearie, so I can have a taste.” 
 
    Desiree reached for Ruby’s hand, and Bennett grabbed her by the arm. “Right now, I’m only going to leave behind a bruise. Unless you would prefer I just snap it in two?” 
 
    “I see you’re as testy as ever,” Desiree said, trying and failing to escape Bennett’s grasp. “I was only trying to sample the merchandise.” 
 
    “She’s not merchandise, and if you dare try to sample her, the next thing you’ll be sampling is the edge of my extremely sharp sword,” Bennett growled. “Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “I forgot how chivalrous you can be when you’re in someone’s panties, Bennett,” Desiree said before sizing up Ruby as if she were for sale. “On second thought, she is a little whorish. Your tastes have certainly plummeted.” 
 
    “From where I’m standing, I think they’re leaps and bounds above where I started,” Bennett said, letting go of Desiree’s arm. “But then again, in those days, we didn’t have weekly trash pickup. If we had, you’d have been hauled away with the rest of the rubbish before I’d ever laid eyes on you.” 
 
    Desiree pursed her lips, casting a dirty look at Ruby before she swished around and ambled back into the crowd. 
 
    Ruby watched her walk away and then looked at Bennett. “Should I even ask?” 
 
    “Now’s not the time,” Bennett said, promptly scanning those standing around them. “And just so you know, there’s another like her in the house someplace, so expect the scene to be repeated.” 
 
    “Then I’m going to need some more of this.” Ruby finished her champagne in one swallow, and no sooner had she looked around for a server when one approached holding a tray of refills.  
 
    “Would you like some more champagne?” the girl said. 
 
    “Um…yes, please,” Ruby said, trading her empty glass for one filled with bubbly. “Just tell me they’re not letting you sample this, too.” 
 
    Fallon looked at Bennett. “Sample?” 
 
    “Kenna,” Bennett said, smiling. 
 
    “Oh…duh,” Fallon said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s not the first time tonight.” 
 
    “I’ve just been trying to follow the rules, but now that you say that, it explains all the double-takes I’ve been getting,” Fallon said, adjusting the tray in her hands. “And speaking about rules, I’m not supposed to be talking to you. I’m here to work, not to chat. Enjoy your evening, ladies.” 
 
    Bennett noticed Ruby had yet to close her mouth. “They’re twins,” she said before sipping her champagne.  
 
    “Yeah, I figured that part out, but my God, how can you tell them apart?” 
 
    “Well, tonight it was because Kenna was wearing eyeliner, and Fallon isn’t into makeup. Usually, the clothes give them away. Kenna is frilly and flouncy, and Fallon is laid-back and—” 
 
    “Gay.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She had a pride pin on her shirt.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t notice. But yes, she came out not too long ago.” 
 
    “And her parents are okay with it?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “That’s awesome.” Ruby took a sip of her drink and noticed Bennett was frowning. “Problem?” 
 
    “I just remembered that Fallon gave me a similar pin. I can’t recall where I put it, though, and it’s not like me to be careless with gifts.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll turn up. It’s probably in the laundry or—” 
 
    “Desiree told me you brought along some fresh chattel. Where’d you find this one, Bennett? Giving pedicures or cleaning toilets?” 
 
    Truly as different as night and day, where Desiree’s complexion was powdery white, the woman now intruding on Ruby and Bennett had skin the hue of milk chocolate, and her eyes were two shades darker. The emerald silk of her dome-shaped skirt was generous, its breadth helped along by the crinoline underneath, while the bodice needed a bit more fabric, in Ruby's opinion. Like Desiree, it seemed this woman wanted to make sure all in the room knew she had breasts, and she was one good sneeze away from exposing them to all who cared to look. Her coal-black hair had been straightened, allowing for long ringlets of curls to hang around her head, and to offset her dark skin, her glittery eyeshadow was shamrock green, and her lipstick was the shade of Superman’s cape. The garishness also extended to the woman’s choice of jewelry. The bulky centerpiece of her necklace was a gaudy combination of emeralds and diamonds, and three strands of pearls helped it dangle low on her chest, almost as low as her ear lobes for the matching earrings were quite weighty, it seemed. Ruby hid her shiver. 
 
    “Eliza,” Bennett said, giving the woman an indifferent once-over. “I was wondering how long it would take for you to slither over. Gobble up any rats on the way?” 
 
    “The last rat I met was you, and I do believe I ate you several times. Never heard a complaint either.” 
 
    “Your ability in that department was never in dispute. It was your inability to stop yourself from slaughtering people I had an issue with…amongst other things.” 
 
    “They had what I wanted.” 
 
    “Like the jewels draped around your neck?” 
 
    “There you go again, being all righteous,” Eliza said, admiring the gargantuan diamond ring she’d recently acquired. “What’s the point of being immortal if you can’t take what you want when you want it? Once a mortal ceases to breathe, they can’t really miss anything, now can they?” 
 
    “It always amazes me how easily you forgot you were once one of them.” 
 
    “I was never one of them. I worked for them. I served them meals. I cleaned their clothes, and I scrubbed their floors. The way I see it, turnabout is fair play.” 
 
    “There is nothing fair about what you do, Eliza. The family you worked for were kind, not cruel.” 
 
    “And they’ve been dead for over a century,” Eliza said, examining her manicure. “Pity smartphones weren’t invented yet. I would have so loved to record their screams and play them back now and then.” 
 
    “You are one sick bitch,” Bennett said, the muscles in her neck straining against her skin. 
 
    “Speaking of bitches, I see you lifted your leg on yours.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Eliza stabbed her skinny finger at Ruby’s necklace. “Marking them, so everyone knows they’re off-limits. How quaint. It’s too bad that Desiree and I have never cared about silly old signs. They're like laws, you know? Meant to be broken, and we do like to break them whenever we get a chance.” 
 
    Bennett knew the tone in Eliza’s voice. It was a blend of overconfidence and cunning, and Bennett took a few seconds to think things through. Ruby was at her side, and Gus and Cathleen were a few feet away, so Bennett was at a loss…and then she wasn’t.  
 
    Bennett didn’t allow her concern to reach her expression, and she turned to Ruby. “I’ll be right back. Go over and join Gus and Cathleen. Don’t go anywhere until I return. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Bennett, what’s going—” 
 
    “I told you what I need you to do, now do it.” 
 
    Throughout Bennett’s conversations with Desiree and Eliza, Ruby had refused to allow her smile to waver. Her opinion of the women equaled her attitude toward something she’d scrape off the bottom of her shoe, and they weren’t going to get a rise out of her. Bennett, however, had just treated her like property, and Ruby’s smile vanished. “Fine,” she said through clenched teeth. “Whatever.” 
 
    Bennett took off into the crowd, her height bringing with it an advantage as she scoured the room. She let out the breath she’d been holding when she saw Gunnar and Finn talking to Max, but the next breath Bennett took lodged in her throat. 
 
    Upon her arrival, Lisa had caught up with her brothers, had a pleasant conversation with Max, and chatted with a few other guardians before positioning herself near the fireplace at the far end of the room. The crowd would occasionally disperse, and Lisa had spotted Bennett and Ruby across the way, but she curled her lip at the thought of consorting with the enemy. Instead, she remained content in sampling appetizers, sipping her champagne, and people watching. Unfortunately, Lisa’s contentment ended when a ghost-white woman with a mole on her cheek sidled up and then repeatedly refused to take no for an answer.  
 
    “I’ve asked you three times to let go of my arm,” Lisa said, keeping her voice low. “It’s not going to happen. Now, for the last time, let me go.” 
 
    “Just because you’re wearing that necklace doesn’t mean you can’t give me a taste,” Desiree cooed. “After all, it’s one of the reasons we have guardians, and Archer should have told you we like to share. Now, give me your wrist, baby, and don’t make me ask again.” 
 
    Lisa tried to tug away. “Look, lady, you can ask until the cows come home, and it’s still not going to happen. I don’t know who you think you are, but I don’t answer to you.” 
 
    “We’ll see about th—” 
 
    “Let go of her, Desiree, or you’ll be answering to me.” 
 
    A smirk spread across Desiree’s powdered face as she turned to Bennett. “And if I don’t?” 
 
    Bennett placed her hand on the grip of her sword. “Then I’ll ruin your dress…and your neckline.” 
 
    “That’s the second time tonight you’ve threatened me, and I really, really don’t like it,” Desiree said, tightening her grip on Lisa enough to make her pale. “So, here’s my counteroffer. Take your hand off that sword, or I’m going to pulverize this woman’s arm before you can pull the blade from that scabbard. And since the four men who are now surrounding us belong to me, they’ll keep you busy long enough so I can drink her dry.” 
 
    Peripheral vision told Bennett that Desiree wasn’t lying. Even though she’d seen the men dressed in seventeenth-century garb wander over, Bennett hadn’t paid them any attention. She knew she could best them, draw the sword and kill at least two before anyone could react, but in the mix was a mortal, and it was a mortal named Lisa. Bennett took her hand off the sword. 
 
    “Good,” Desiree said, holding her head high. “And now, I’m going to have a taste of your guardian, and you’re going to watch.” 
 
    Desiree lifted Lisa’s wrist to her mouth, and then suddenly, she stiffened. 
 
    “And this is exactly why I don’t like party crashers. You just know in your heart they’ll never behave like you expect them to,” Max said, standing directly behind Desiree. “And Desiree, in case you’re wondering, that prick in your back is the point of a very long and very sharp dagger, so be a love and release the lady’s arm. Since this is my house, I have more than enough allies here to guarantee you and yours will not leave alive if you don’t do as I ask.” 
 
    “As thick as thieves as always, aren’t you?” Desiree said, pushing Lisa’s arm away. “Won’t ever let a girl have any fun.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right, Desiree, because if I were to let a girl have some fun, Bennett would have had your head on the floor by now.” Max looked around and gestured to someone. A second later, Victor was standing at his side.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Victor, could you do us all a favor and find Eliza and then escort her, Desiree, and any of the ones that came with them out of my house. If they try to argue, you know what to do.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Victor said, his eyes morphing to a vivid blue as he swept his arm toward the door. “Shall we?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Desiree said, dismissing Victor with a flick of her wrist. “This is a pitiful excuse for a party, anyway.” After firing off several looks to kill to all who dared to make eye contact, Desiree bulldozed past Max and barreled her way through the partygoers like they were bowling pins. 
 
    “Well, that was fun, wasn’t it?” Max said, mustering up a grin before he eyed the arm Lisa was now cradling. “May I take a look?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s…um…it’s fine.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” 
 
    The finishing touch for Lisa’s evening attire was a pair of long, black leather gloves, and as much as she didn’t want to see the damage, she knew it was there. With a sigh, she allowed Max to roll down the glove covering her left forearm.  
 
    “Damn. I am so sorry,” Max said, grimacing at the bruise already forming. “I truly am.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I don’t think anything’s broken.” 
 
    “Maybe I should take you somewhere and get you checked out,” Bennett said, unable to tear her eyes away from the reddish-blue handprint on Lisa’s skin. 
 
    “Nonsense. We can do that here. I just need to find someone.” Max saw Victor emerging from the crowd and waved him over. “Victor, I’m glad you're back. Are they gone?”  
 
    “Yes, sir. I have some of your sentries making sure they leave the property.” 
 
    “Good. Not to monopolize your evening, Victor, but would you mind finding Wilson and have him meet us in my study? I’d like him to look at Lisa’s arm.” 
 
    “Of course I wouldn’t mind,” Victor said, his forehead creasing with concern as he looked at Lisa. “Shan’t take but a minute.” 
 
    “Max, seriously, I’m fine,” Lisa said, tugging up her glove. “It’s only a bruise.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You were just accosted in my home, so it is most assuredly not fine,” Max said, motioning for Lisa to walk with him. “And I can’t possibly enjoy the rest of the evening until I’m sure you’re okay. Don’t you agree, Bennett?” 
 
    More concerned with Desiree and her antics, Bennett hadn’t noticed Lisa’s dress, and now she couldn’t stop noticing it. Curve-hugging, velvet, and midnight black, the gown had an off-the-shoulder neckline that exposed the sharp line of Lisa’s shoulders, the creaminess of her neck, and skin, flawless and radiant. The notch in the bodice dipping low between Lisa’s breasts laid bare even more of Lisa’s skin, and not to be outdone, the off-center slit in the front was more than halfway up Lisa’s thigh. 
 
    “Um…yes,” Bennett said, forcing herself to look at Max. “Let’s go.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They’d only been in the study a short while before the door opened, and a man walked in. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, except the costume he wore was from the same era as Max’s.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I had to go downstairs to get my bag,” Wilson Thacker said, shutting the door behind him. “Victor told me one of our guardians got hurt.” 
 
    “She believes it to be just a bruise, but I wanted to make sure,” Max said. “Lisa, this is Dr. Wilson Thacker. He’s been with me for years, and he’s not only a brilliant scientist, he’s a brilliant doctor as well.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyes never left the man’s sixteenth-century garb as he approached. “Um…no offense, but—” 
 
    “Don’t worry, young lady,” Wilson said, chuckling. “While I may have started my medical practice centuries ago, I promise you I’ve kept up with the times. Now, where’s this bruise Victor told me about?” 
 
    “My arm,” Lisa said, pulling off her glove. “But it’s nothing, really.” 
 
    Wilson took his time examining the now dark purple handprint on Lisa’s forearm, asking her to flex and stretch her hand, wrist, and arm, all of which she did without incident. “Well, it appears the lady is correct. It’s only a bruise, although it is a nasty one. I have something in my bag that may help though.” 
 
    Wilson fumbled in his oversized worn leather bag before pulling out an instant cold pack and rupturing the inner seal. He shook it to activate the contents, and turning to place it on Lisa’s arm, he laughed when he saw her anxious expression. “What? Were you expecting leeches?” 
 
    Lisa blushed. “The thought did cross my mind,” she said, wincing as he placed the pack on her arm. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that modern medicine still uses leeches, and most hospitals have an ample supply. They come in quite handy for reconstructive surgeries and reattachments, like when someone loses a finger.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, but given what we all are, having blood-sucking worms around seems unnecessary. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    It was Lisa’s turn to laugh. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “And now that I’m done with my house call, I think I’ll return to the party,” Wilson said, closing his bag. “Keep that pack on for about fifteen minutes, and whenever you get home tonight, ice it again. It’ll help with any swelling and should stay any further bruising.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I think I’ll go with you, Wilson,” Max said, following the man to the door. “No need to hover.” 
 
    Lisa rested against the desk, keeping the ice pack in place as she looked over at Bennett. “You can leave. Like Max said, there’s no need to hover. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave you alone,” Bennett said, lowering her eyes. “And I want to apologize for what happened.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    Bennett looked up. “In a way, it was. I’m the one who created her. She’s an ex, in case you hadn’t guessed.” 
 
    “I know who she is. Dad told me all about her. And you may have turned Desiree, but the rest is on her. You didn’t make her a bitch. I have a feeling that comes naturally to her.” 
 
    Bennett’s strained expression eased, and she sat on the arm of a chair. “Perhaps.” 
 
    “Look, all of this is spilt milk. Okay? I’m fine. She’s gone, and there’s a party going on right outside that door, so go enjoy it. I’ll be out in a few.” 
 
    “No, that’s all right. I’ll wait,” Bennett said, aimlessly staring at the floor. 
 
    “What about your date?” 
 
    Bennett popped her head up. “What?” 
 
    “Ruby. Short. Redhead. Any of this ringing a bell?” 
 
    “Shit,” Bennett said, getting to her feet. “I totally forgot about her.” 
 
    “Well, if I were you, unless you want another scene like the last one, you may want to keep your amnesia to yourself,” Lisa said, smiling. “Being forgotten rarely sits well. Just saying.” 
 
    “Excellent advice, which I definitely intend to take.” Bennett went over to Lisa and gently took her hand. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?” she said, peering at the bruise. “It looks painful.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Bennett. I’m going to put on my glove and go back to the party in a few minutes, and no one will be the wiser. Now get out of here.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Bennett, please. I’m fine.” 
 
    Bennett let out a huff and walked to the door, turning back around before she opened it. “One more thing.”  
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “That dress is gorgeous, and you look positively stunning.” 
 
    Bennett didn’t wait for a response. She returned to the party, and when she saw Kenna nearby, Bennett sidestepped some guests and tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Can I interest you in some hors d’oeuvres?” Kenna said, holding up the tray. 
 
    “No, thank you. I was hoping you could tell me where Ruby is.” 
 
    “Ruby?” 
 
    “My date.” 
 
    “Oh…um…” Kenna looked around. “The last time I saw her, she was heading upstairs.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I think she was looking for the bathroom.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Bennett made her way through the partygoers, weaving in and out until she finally reached the stairways. She looked up, letting out a breath of relief when she saw Ruby admiring the tapestry on the landing. Bennett took the steps two at a time and reached Ruby’s side within a few seconds. “I’ve been looking all over for you.” 
 
    “Max’s study must be massive if it took you this long to realize I wasn’t in it,” Ruby said, her eyes remaining on the tapestry. 
 
    Bennett exhaled a long, audible breath. “There was a slight problem.” 
 
    “Yes, I saw it from across the room. That ex of yours latched onto your curator, and you apparently had to come to her rescue.” 
 
    “I would have done the same for you.” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t have,” Ruby said, turning to Bennett. “Because both Desiree and Eliza directed several cutting comments toward me, but you didn’t have them escorted out until Lisa became their target.” 
 
    “I didn’t have them escorted out,” Bennett said, glaring at Ruby. “That was Max’s decision because Desiree broke a few rules, and my kind lives by rules. We protect our own. We protect our guardians, and anyone who can’t abide by those rules isn’t welcome in our homes.” 
 
    “And I suppose if I didn’t follow your request, or rather your command, I’d be sent packing, too?” 
 
    Bennett drew back her head. “I’m not following.” 
 
    “Look, I get that we’re only fuck buddies, and you’re the great and powerful vampire, but that does not give you the right to tell me what to do. You practically ordered me to join Gus and Cathleen like you owned me or something,” Ruby said, yanking off her necklace. “Well, you can stick this where the sun doesn’t shine because I don’t belong to you. And since it’s now abundantly clear your kind does whatever they want anyway, this little trinket offers me about as much protection as an empty gun, and you left me in a fucking room filled with your kind!” 
 
    Ruby threw the necklace at Bennett and turned to head down the stairs, only to be stopped by Bennett’s grip on her arm. “Wait. Please.” 
 
    “Why?” Ruby said, yanking her arm away. 
 
    “Because you’re right, and I was wrong. I shouldn’t have left you alone, and I shouldn’t have demanded you do what I asked,” Bennett said softly. “I have a history with Desiree and Eliza, and I know what they’re capable of. Nothing is below them, and since Des was locked on Lisa, I thought you’d be okay until I returned. I was just…I was just trying to keep everyone safe. That’s all.” 
 
    “But I thought the necklace was supposed to keep me safe. Or was that only a ruse, so I’d feel less anxious being surrounded by dozens of vampires?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a ruse, Ruby,” Bennett said, inching closer. “Max’s people are good people. You’re completely safe with them. Desiree and Eliza…those two are different. Their covens are different, their rules are different, their…their mindsets are different.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “I think you saw an example of that earlier. Vampires like Desiree and Eliza are nothing more than ruffians. They like creating a ruckus because intimidation gets them off. They love to push buttons because if the response calls for it, they can attack.” 
 
    “So them insulting me wasn’t about me. It was about you.” 
 
    “Yes, and they were trying to get a rise out of me. I’m sorry if you felt I should have done something more than I did. I was merely trying to get them to leave us alone without causing a fracas or drawing a sword.”  
 
    Ruby took her time in answering. “I guess you did defend me.” 
 
    “As best I could without cutting off a head.” 
 
    “That would have been messy,” Ruby said with a small smile. 
 
    “So…am I forgiven?”  
 
    Bennett’s hushed tone was as sensual as it was penitent, and her charm extinguished what was left of Ruby’s annoyance. “I suppose.” 
 
    “Good.” Bennett leaned in and brushed her lips against Ruby’s. “And I promise, for the rest of the evening, I won’t leave your side.” 
 
    With their faces only inches apart, Ruby said in a breath, “How about if I don’t want you by my side?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Ruby sought out Bennett’s mouth, and plunging her tongue inside, her kiss was hard and searching. It lasted for nearly a minute before Ruby came up for air. “How about if I want you on top of me, or better yet, under me?” 
 
    Bennett licked her lips, enjoying the flavor she found there. “That can be arranged, too. As they say, your wish is my command.” 
 
    Commotion at the front door stopped their conversation, and they both looked toward the noise. Dressed in sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth-century costumes, over a dozen vampires strode inside. Greeted by Victor and Max, backs were slapped, hats were tipped, and hands were shaken. All but one were men, and the woman was wearing the most lavish and ornate gown in the room. Jewels were sewn into the lustrous gold fabric, making it appear like a mosaic against the gilded background, and in her bouffant upswept hair, more gemstones sparkled. 
 
    “Wow, she doesn’t want to go unnoticed, does she?” 
 
    Bennett glanced at Ruby. “No. That’s Concepcion, and she’s all about making a spectacle if she can.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s the one who gave you a hard time way back when.” 
 
    “Yes, and the years haven’t mellowed her one goddamned bit,” Bennett said, scowling. “And the man wearing the elaborate silk and velvet outfit with the fur-lined cape is Hector. He’s one of the originals.” 
 
    “And pretentious by the looks of him.” 
 
    “At times, he can be.” 
 
    Ruby observed the gathering in the entryway for a couple more seconds, but when a few raised their eyes, she turned back to the tapestry. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Bennett said. 
 
    “I can’t get rid of the feeling I’m now being looked at as food.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, you’re not. I’m not saying Concepcion or Hector embrace Max’s decorum regarding mortals, but unlike their underlings, they do respect it.” 
 
    “Underlings? Are you saying Desiree and Eliza are with them?” 
 
    “Desiree belongs to Concepcion’s coven and Eliza, to Hector’s.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just great.” 
 
    Bennett thought for a moment, her lower brain working much harder than her upper one. “Would you like to leave?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I suddenly would prefer spending the evening doing something else. Of course, I’ve ushered in a lot more New Year’s than you, so if you’d prefer to stay here then—” 
 
    “No,” Ruby said, taking Bennett’s hand. “Actually, I’d…um…I’d like to get out of here. See what you have under those leather pants of yours.” 
 
    A sly leer crossed Bennett’s face. “Skin, darling. Nothing but skin.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby left the goodbyes up to Bennett, preferring to stay as far away from the newcomers as possible, and it wasn’t long before she was climbing into the back of the limousine. “What about Gus and Cathleen?” Ruby said when the driver closed the door. “Aren’t they coming?” 
 
    “No. The driver will return for them once he drops us off. They both wanted to stay until the fireworks, and I didn’t see a reason to change their plans. Max assured me they’d be fine, and he does put on a good show.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ruby said, eyeing Bennett. “Look, if you want to stay—”  
 
    “I don’t,” Bennett said, placing her hat and sword aside. “Like I said, I’ve seen plenty of New Year’s roll in, and I think I’ve had enough fireworks for the night. Besides, as soon as the festivities are over, Max and almost his entire flock climb into private jets and fly off to Tromso for a week. They’ll be leaving right after the last Roman candle fizzles out.” 
 
    “Tromso?” 
 
    “It’s a town in Norway, and because it’s so far north, at this time of the year, the sun isn’t seen. Max makes it an annual event, and those who go with him, love it. True, it’s still dark, but they’re out during the day, acting like…well, like normal people. It’s quite a treat.”  
 
    “It sounds like it, and speaking of dark,” Ruby said, looking around the limo. “I know I can’t see out of these windows, but can people see in?” 
 
    “No. They’re completely opaque,” Bennett said, pulling a bottle of champagne from an inset ice bucket on the bar. “Why?” 
 
    “And it’s…um…it’s about a forty-minute drive?” 
 
    Bennett gave Ruby a half-glance before filling two glasses and handing one to Ruby. “Yes, and again…why?” 
 
    Ruby drained the champagne in her glass, and setting it aside, she lifted her dress and straddled Bennett’s lap. “Because I’ve never done it in a limousine. Care for a quickie?” 
 
    The night had just taken a compelling twist, and Bennett finished her drink in one swallow. She placed the crystal flute into a holder and rested her hands on Ruby’s hips. “Well, aren’t you full of surprises?” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Ruby said, taking Bennett’s hand and guiding it under her dress. “See?” 
 
    Bennett’s smile slowly built, for the devil lurked in Ruby’s eyes. Bennett slid her hand up Ruby’s thigh, and her lungs emptied when she realized Ruby was wearing nothing under her dress but skin. “Christ.”  
 
    “It looks like I have your undivided attention—finally.” 
 
    “You do indeed.” 
 
    “Well, just to make sure…” Ruby raised herself up, and deftly unzipping her dress, she pushed the bodice down to reveal a black lace strapless bra. “Care to do the honors, or shall I?” 
 
    Bennett worked the clasp of Ruby’s bra in nothing flat, and urging the woman toward her, Bennett covered a nipple with her mouth. The tip grew hard instantly, and as she sucked the peak, Bennett slipped her hand between Ruby’s legs. 
 
    “Oh yes,” Ruby said, ground herself against Bennett’s palm. “Oh yes.” 
 
    Bennett used her tongue to explore Ruby’s taut nipples, circling one and then the other as the woman moved above her. The rhythm Ruby was setting was unchaste and demanding, her thrusts becoming harder as her need grew urgent, and when Bennett slipped two fingers inside, Ruby bowed her head and rocked even harder.  
 
    The windows fogged as their breathing grew ragged, and minutes ticked by unnoticed. Lost in the most animal of acts, Ruby rode Bennett’s hand and fingers in abandon, her hairline dampening as Bennett filled her for a moment before circling her engorged clit with fingers dripping with Ruby’s desire.  
 
    “Oh, God, Bennett,” Ruby gasped. “I need it hard…hard and fast…now. Oh, God…now.” 
 
    Bennett grabbed Ruby’s bottom, squeezing one cheek to lift her so Bennett could give Ruby what she wanted, and give her she did. Bennett’s pace became swift, and sheathing her fingers deep into Ruby’s center over and over, her force was as gentle as it was merciless.  
 
    They’d had sex enough for Bennett to know Ruby was close. Her breathing was now coming in fits and starts, so pulling out her fingers, Bennett directed all her efforts on Ruby’s clit. Circling and then rubbing the swollen nub at breakneck speed, only a few seconds passed before Ruby buried her head in the crook of Bennett’s neck, smothering the cries that come from climax.  
 
    Bennett held her close as the woman trembled and shivered her way through the waves, and when Ruby finally slumped onto Bennett’s lap, Bennett smiled into the woman’s hair. “So much for never doing it in a limo.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Time flies when you’re having fun, and by the time Ruby had recovered, they were only fifteen minutes away from the brownstone. Unable to return the favor until they were in Bennett’s apartment, Ruby wasted no time returning it on the sofa. She then returned it on the floor, and eventually, she returned it on the bed. It wasn’t all one-sided. Bennett gave as much as she received, and before the clock struck twelve, both drifted off to sleep. A short time later, Ruby woke up to the sound of fireworks exploding over Boston, and blinking away the blur, she found herself alone. A moment later, Bennett came into the bedroom carrying two mugs.  
 
    “I know New Year’s is normally celebrated with champagne, but I was in the mood for some green tea. Is that all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds good,” Ruby said, reaching for the mug. “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” Bennett set down the other mug, and Ruby was not at all surprised to see her go into the bathroom to brush her teeth.  
 
    “Do you do that every night?” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, coming back into the room. 
 
    “Blood.” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be at night, but yes, once a day unless it was coming from someone’s vein. Then I could go longer without it.” 
 
    “That’s the potency thing you were talking about.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Bennett said, rearranging some pillows before climbing back into bed.  
 
    Bennett took a sip of her tea, looking at Ruby as she did. Noticing lines plowed across the woman’s forehead, Bennett set her mug aside. “Problem?” 
 
    “I was just thinking about Desiree and Eliza,” Ruby said, turning to Bennett. “They are seriously not nice people, and if that’s the type you’re attracted to, I can’t help thinking you see me the same way. That kind of hurts.” 
 
    “I don’t see you the same way, and Desiree and Eliza weren’t always as they are now. Do you honestly think I could have fallen in love with either of them if they were?” 
 
    “You were in love with them?” 
 
    “Yes, at one time I was.” 
 
    Ruby took a sip of her tea as she thought about what Bennett had said. “How many times have you been in love?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “Not really. I’m just wondering.” 
 
    Bennett took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Nine times,” she said, only to shake her head a second later. “No, that’s not right. It was eight.” 
 
    “Who were they? Are they still around?” 
 
    “Some are, and some aren’t. Warrick is dead, of course, and I can’t say that I was ever truly in love with him, not in the way I was in love with the women, but I did care for him deeply.” 
 
    “Wait. That reminds me,” Ruby said, sitting up. “Whatever happened to your children? Did you start going into the village during the day once you discovered you were a daywalker?” 
 
    “No, not at first. Too many years had passed, and even though I wasn’t sure they’d recognize me, I didn’t want to risk it. The last thing I wanted was to confuse them or scare them, so I stuck to my nightly routine. I saw them every so often, watching from afar as they got older, got married…had children.”  
 
    “Hard to think of you as a grandmother?” Ruby said, offering a small smile. “But you never talked to them? Never went into the village?” 
 
    Bennett drew in a long breath. “After my kidnapping and those eight years of captivity, when Max and I finally returned to England, I headed for the village straight away. By then, I’d been dead to everyone there for thirty-five years, so I doubted anyone would recognize me, including my children, except I never had a chance to find out.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The villagers I spoke to told me they’d all moved away, and it wasn’t a time when you left forwarding addresses.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “Yes. Definitely shit,” Bennett said quietly. “So not only do I have Napoleon and Simeon to thank for eight years of hell, but I also have them to thank for losing my children…forever.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett came back into the bedroom carrying a snifter of brandy, and slipping out of her robe, she climbed back into bed.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ruby murmured.  
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I have a feeling I upset you, asking about your children.” 
 
    “Not really,” Bennett said quietly. “What bothers me the most is that after all this time, their faces have become a blur in my mind, and that hurts. But I remember loving them, and I remember them loving me back, and that’s what I hold on to.” 
 
    “So…should I drop my previous question for the night?” 
 
    Bennett stared blankly at Ruby for a moment. “Oh…the one about how many times I’ve been in love?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No. Not at all. Where was I?” 
 
    “I interrupted you after you mentioned Warrick.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Bennett said, nodding. “So, after Warrick came Desiree.” 
 
    “Not Angelique?” 
 
    “No, I was never in love with Angelique. In lust, yes, and we’ve had a great deal of fun, but love never entered the equation for either of us.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    “Anyway, like I was saying, Desiree was next. Max and I were living in France, and she was a shopkeeper’s daughter. She was polite and innocent and beautiful, and we fell madly in love. Our affair started in the back of that shop in 1678, and the following year, she overheard Max talking about continuing our travels to the Dutch Republic. You know it as the Netherlands.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “To say the least, I was overjoyed when Desiree so willingly agreed to go with us. She left her family behind without so much as blinking an eye. In retrospect, I should have taken that as a warning sign.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve met her, and the person she is now is nothing like she was then. We were together for roughly two years before she asked me to turn her. She wanted to be with me forever, and I wanted the same thing, so I did it without question, and she changed almost overnight. Suddenly, she no longer felt the need to be courteous or decent, and she refused to follow rules that protected us all. Once she tasted blood, she was like an addict who couldn’t get enough. She’d feed and overfeed, leaving countless corpses in her wake until all the love I had for her turned into contempt. And it all came to a head when she butchered three of Max’s servants and one of his guardians.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because she could. Because she thought if she did that, the rest of Max’s people would follow her out of fear, except Desiree knew nothing about loyalty, and Max’s people are loyal. They didn’t cower from her. They stood up to her. They were vampires just like she, strong just like she, and unlike Desiree, they were trained in battle. Talk about biting off more than you can chew,” Bennett said, humor dancing in her eyes. 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “She was forced to pack up her things and leave or risk being murdered by one of Max’s very capable sentries.” 
 
    “Okay, but…but why such a difference. Why did she change so much?” 
 
    “The disease that makes us vampires brings not only capabilities and strength, but it can also magnify one’s truest self. It’s like it takes the smallest part of you, a part you keep hidden, and makes it larger than life. I told you she didn’t blink, leaving her family behind, and that selfishness, that narcissistic attitude, became compounded when I turned her into a vampire. And after that disaster, I told myself I was better off alone. There was no way I was ever going to turn another lover, and it wasn’t like lesbians were parading up and down the street, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s right. It must have been really hard back then even meeting someone.” 
 
    “Hard is an understatement. Homosexuality was punishable by death, so even if you fancied someone, approaching them was tantamount to taking your life into your own hands. If you guessed wrong, you could have easily found yourself being hanged.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “The men had it a bit easier since they were more apt to travel and be in control of their lives, whereas women could not. The blokes could come and go, and between the wealth of taverns and bathhouses, they could find what they were looking for. Women didn’t have that luxury. Even though Max swore to me there were whores in the brothels that could take care of my needs, I had more than one issue with that.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “It wasn’t like hygiene was high on anyone’s list back then. The women in those houses bounced from one customer to the next without even washing their hands, and when it came to who would allow whom in their breeches, the men had a much lower standard. Not only were those women less than clean, but they were also unkempt and foul-mouthed. I’d no sooner bed a drunken sailor than I’d bed one of them. So, after Desiree, I resigned myself to once again returning to my…um…old habits of taking matters into my own hands until—” The rest of Bennett’s words were swept away by a flood of memories of a woman she hadn’t thought of in years. “Christ,” she said, running her fingers through her hair. “I totally forgot about Frederika.” 
 
    “Was she the next woman you loved?” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, glancing at Ruby. “No, no, Frederika wasn’t exactly…um…a lover. She was…well, I guess you could say she was a businesswoman.” 
 
    “A businesswoman?” 
 
    “Yes, and her business was giving pleasure to other women.” 
 
    “So, she was a hooker.” 
 
    “No. As Frederika put it, she didn’t sell her body. She sold her services.” 
 
    Ruby sat up long enough to rearrange some pillows before flopping back on the stack again. “Okay. I’m intrigued.” 
 
    “As was I, Ruby. As was I,” Bennett said, laughing before she took a quick sip of her brandy. “After Desiree, Max gave me space for a few years, allowing me to wallow in my broken heart until one day he announced we’d be traveling to Amsterdam. He didn’t have a home there, but he’d heard about an up-and-coming distillery called Wynand Fockink that seemed to be garnering a lot of attention, and he wanted to become an investor. So, Max was crated up, and we made our way to Amsterdam. I found an inn on a canal that suited our needs as it was semi-private and the windows had shutters, so I booked us some rooms, and that was that.  
 
    “Now, just because homosexuality was a crime, that didn’t mean it wasn’t around. There was always an undercurrent in every city we visited, a secret society hiding in the shadows, and Max was tremendously adept at finding that undercurrent. We were in Amsterdam for a little over a month when one night at the inn, there was a knock on my door, and when I opened it, there stood one Frederika Van de Berg. She introduced herself, sashayed into my room, told me to close the door, and once I did, she explained that Max had hired her to service my needs.” 
 
    Ruby’s eyes popped. “He did what?” 
 
    “Yes, I was as shocked as you, even more so because she looked like no whore I’d ever seen. Her hair was clean, and instead of clove-heavy perfume, hers was light and pleasant. And unlike the garish coloring most prostitutes painted their faces with, Frederika had just a hint on her lips and over her eyes. Her cheeks were naturally rosy, and her voice was cultured, yet not to the point of a formal education.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “Well, since I’d only been with two women up to that point, I wasn’t quite sure I wanted to bed a complete stranger, so I told her that. That’s when she explained Max didn’t buy her body for me. He bought her services.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m confused.” 
 
    Bennett chuckled. “So was I until Frederika filled in the blanks. Years before, she’d been a handmaiden to a noblewoman, and one afternoon whilst bringing clean linens into the bedchamber, she found the lady pleasuring herself. The woman was young, early twenties, and terribly embarrassed, and while she threatened to take Frederika’s life if she ever spoke of what she saw, Frederika knew the woman was timid and would never do such a thing. Instead, Frederika calmed the young lady’s nerves, assuring her that God wouldn’t have given us pleasure centers if we weren’t supposed to use them. One thing led to another, and Frederika ended up…well, I suppose you could say she ended up deserved of her title.” 
 
    Ruby squinted, and then her eyes widened. “Oh, my God. A handmaiden.” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, her eyes gleaming. “After that, Frederika visited the young woman’s room twice a week to help the woman, shall we say, relax. Then a few months later, when Frederika showed up to provide her services, the young lady introduced Frederika to one of her friends who also wanted to relax.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “Within five years of that afternoon, Frederick was no longer a handmaiden in the traditional sense. She’d purchased a home, expanded her client list, and even had a few ladies she visited in Germany and France occasionally. Now, mind you, I was still on the fence about all of this, and I suppose it showed on my face, so she came over and grabbed my crotch.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Ruby blurted. “That was bold.” 
 
    “Yes, it was, and while I won’t share many intimate details about the women I loved with you, I will say that Desiree preferred to receive rather than give, so I hadn’t had another woman’s hand between my legs since last I was with Angelique…and that turned the tide. I stripped out of my trousers and got into bed, and a minute later, her hand was between my legs.” 
 
    “Hallelujah,” Ruby sang out, waving her hands above her head. “Hallelujah.” 
 
    “It wasn’t quite that at first,” Bennett said, tickled by Ruby’s display. “I was nervous, and remember, I’d only been with Angelique and Desiree, so this whole fondling thing, while being watched by this woman, who was essentially a stranger, I might add, was quite uncomfortable. I mean, don’t get me wrong, she was tender and thoughtful, and I was slowly becoming aroused, but she could sense I was still a bit anxious, so that’s when she told me about herself. As she stroked and rubbed, she filled me in on her life and then began talking about her clients. She didn’t mention any names, but as she spoke about their particulars, she’d perform the same on me. She said some only liked to be rubbed like she was rubbing me, and others liked to be entered, and a second later, her finger was inside of me. Some liked a combination, some liked it fast, and some liked it slow.” Ruby suddenly cleared her throat, and Bennett knowingly grinned. “Shall I go on?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Ruby said in a breath. 
 
    “She had two clients whose husbands like to watch, and—” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “As they say, different strokes for different folks. No pun intended.” 
 
    “They also say it takes all kinds,” Ruby said, raising her eyebrows. “I guess they’re right.” 
 
    “Yes, they most certainly are,” Bennett said, a ripple of mirth playing at her lips. “Now, between her fingers, her soft tone, and her candor, I was becoming more aroused, and the last client she spoke of pushed me over the edge. Frederika called her the vegetable lady and explained that this woman fancied long slender summer squash.” 
 
    “You mean?” 
 
    Bennett snorted. “I do, and I had never heard of such a thing, and neither had Frederika until this woman had requested it. But she also said that after she’d done it, Frederika couldn’t wait to try it herself and stopped at the market on her way home that night. And to demonstrate, she then buried two fingers inside of me, and I began to squirm. I’d never experienced this type of sex, this talking and showing and watching, and when she mentioned she also had tasting on her menu, I literally became putty in her hands.” 
 
    “That makes two of us. Sort of,” Ruby said, shifting under the sheets again. 
 
    “She asked if I’d like that, and of course, I said yes in between my ragged breaths, and that’s when my knowledge about sexual gratification was taken to the next level.” 
 
    “Oh, you cannot stop there.” 
 
    “I have no intention of stopping there, Ruby,” Bennett said through a sly smile. “Because we both know where this conversation is going to end, so the sooner I can finish this story, the sooner you and I can—” 
 
    “Just finish the damn story, Bennett.” 
 
    “Right,” Bennett said, choking back a laugh. “Anyway, Frederika was more than willing to do that, except she said she needed to step out of her clothes. The dresses of that era had yards and yards of fabric, and she explained there was no way she could be comfortable with all that clothing, and while she undressed, Frederika suggested I continue what she had started.”  
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Think about it.” 
 
    Ruby tilted her head to the side, and a second later, she straightened it. “Are you saying she wanted you to masturbate in front of her?” 
 
    “That’s precisely what I’m saying, and as I also said, by that time, I was putty in her hands. I had never in my wildest dreams believed I’d ever do that in front of anyone, but I did, and as she stripped in front of me, I began doing it even faster. 
 
    “Frederika wasn’t exactly a small woman. Her hips were large and round, and by the amount of her cleavage rising above the square-cut neckline of her dress, the mounds underneath followed suit. I thought she’d leave on her chemise and pantaloons, but she stripped them off as well, and that’s when I saw she was shaved. I was absolutely stunned.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Bennett drew her head back quickly. “Ruby, it wasn’t like there was Schick on an end cap in the local markets. The only razors were straight, and women didn’t shave their legs or under their arms, let alone their pubic area.” 
 
    “So you were…”  
 
    “Hirsute.” 
 
    For a split second, Ruby held onto her composure until she succumbed to the image forming in her mind. Doubling over with hilarity, it took her a minute to pull herself together. “Oh, my God,” she said, sniffling. “I can’t even begin to imagine you like that.” 
 
    “Neither can I, but it’s the truth,” Bennett said, crow’s feet appearing. “Anyway, totally nude, she stood across the way watching me for another minute or so before her mouth took the place of my fingers, and when next she paid me a visit at that inn, she brought along a straight razor.” 
 
    “No squash?” 
 
    Bennett tossed aside the sheets and climbed atop Ruby. She slipped one leg between Ruby’s open legs, and it was instantly coated in the slickness of Ruby’s excitement. Their eyes met, and Bennett’s twinkled. “It was long…smooth…and slender.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett’s remembrances of Frederika had lit both their fires, and it was well over an hour before they were extinguished, and they rolled to their sides of the bed.  
 
    Ruby ran her fingers through her damp hair. “Well, that was fun.” 
 
    “Yes, it was,” Bennett said, sniggering.  
 
    “So, how long were you in Amsterdam?”  
 
    “Um…fifteen years.” 
 
    Ruby moved to her side and propped herself up on her elbow. “And I’m guessing you became one of Frederika’s clients.” 
 
    “Yes, for seven years until she was murdered.” 
 
    “She was murdered?” 
 
    Bennett rolled to face Ruby. “Remember what I said about the two husbands who liked to watch?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Well, one of the two gentlemen put a knife in Frederika’s back. If I had to guess, he probably grew weary of watching Frederika get his wife where he couldn’t, but he told the sheriff that he’d come home to find his beloved in the throes with another woman. Since homosexuality was immoral and illegal, he took it upon himself to carry out their death sentences.” 
 
    “He killed his wife, too?” 
 
    “Oh yes. He slit her throat,” Bennett said, frowning. “No charges were brought against him, and he was set free to live his life, which I took a few days later.” 
 
    “You killed him?” 
 
    “Frederika didn’t have an evil bone in her body. She was thoughtful and polite, just a businesswoman running a business, and she didn’t deserve to die like that…and I won’t apologize for what I did.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to.” 
 
    “Good.” Bennett let out a long breath and softly smiled. “And thank you. I haven’t thought about her in forever, and those are splendid memories, ones I wouldn’t have recalled if it hadn’t been for your incessant curiosity.” 
 
    “Is that your way of saying I shouldn’t ask about the others?” 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “You said you were in love eight times, but we only made it past Desiree before you brought up Frederika.” 
 
    “Oh. You are correct, but aren’t you tired?” 
 
    Ruby giggled. “Actually, I think I’ve got my second wind.” 
 
    “Damn, that makes two of us.” Bennett climbed out of bed, putting on a robe before picking up her cup of green tea. “How about I make us a few cups of this that aren’t ice cold, and then I can fill you in on the rest of my failures? As long as you’re not expecting any more lascivious details, that is.” 
 
    “Not unless you care to share,” Ruby purred. 
 
    Tickled by Ruby’s sultry tone, Bennett sauntered out of the room. “I’ll get us some tea.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A short time later, with steaming cups of tea on the nightstands, Bennett mounded some pillows behind her back and got comfortable. “Are you sure I can’t just give you a list of their names and be done with it?” 
 
    “You can if you like. I’m not sure that’ll stop me from asking questions though,” Ruby said with a shrug. “It’ll probably just add more.” 
 
    Bennett’s face creased with amusement. “That’s a veiled threat if ever I heard one.” Bennett reached for her tea, taking a sip before returning it to the nightstand. “All right. So, after my wash out with Desiree, Max and I traveled to the Netherlands, as you know, and then returned to England in 1695. In 1702 we traveled to Spain, and then in 1718, we moved to Italy where, two years later, I met, fell in love with, and eventually turned a woman named Carina Marchesi…who killed herself shortly afterward.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. Why?” 
 
    “Because as much as you think you’re prepared for something like this, that’s not always the case. We were together for almost four years, and I had kept nothing from her. Carina knew all about what I needed to do to survive. She knew my ability to walk in sunlight was unique, and she knew that even though she’d seen me go a few days without having to feed, that wouldn’t be the case for her. I’d had years to come to terms with things, years to hone my willpower, years to discipline myself, but that restraint isn’t something that happens overnight. 
 
    “We spent months talking about it, months of me hammering home the reality of what she was asking, and in the end, I gave in to her wishes and turned her. Unlike Desiree, Carina didn’t become mean, or greedy, or arrogant. She became withdrawn. She was a vintner’s daughter, used to walking down rows and rows of grapes in the daylight, and now she had to travel those acres under the moon like a ghost. The hunger I took endless hours describing to her bested her every step of the way. She’d try to refuse to feed, pushing herself to a point none of us ever want to reach, a point when sensibilities cease to exist and a beast, untamed and voracious, escapes, and Carina’s beast did escape. Time and time again, savage and starving, she’d attack her prey like a crazed animal. No one survived, and with each death, another part of her died with it, until late one night, she crept to the tower in Max’s castle, locked herself in, and waited for the sun to rise.” 
 
    “That’s so sad.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Bennett said, picking up her tea to take a sip. “But I still hadn’t learned my lesson.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Some fifty years after that, 1775 to be exact, I met and fell in love with a woman named Petrissa Schubert. We were in Germany, and she was the daughter of an apothecary…um...sorry, a pharmacist. She was blonde and buxom and was as easygoing as the day is long.” Bennett chortled under her breath. “There it is again, hindsight being twenty-twenty.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Cutting to the chase, we were together for six years. For the last three, she pleaded, begged, and did everything under her power to cajole me into turning her. Eventually, again, I put my reservations aside and did what the woman I loved wanted, and this disease decided to enhance her easy-going nature.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “She became quite the whore.” 
 
    Ruby suffocated her first laugh, but the second and third escaped. “Oh, my God. Seriously?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Bennett said with a snort. “This woman I’d fallen in love with was now opening her legs to anyone who cared to have a go, female or male, and I was devastated. I no longer wanted anything to do with her, and I hid myself away for months. I lost myself in books, sleep, and enough alcohol to pickle my liver into atrophy if I’d been mortal until Max dragged me out of my doldrums and my drunkenness.” 
 
    “Is she still alive?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s part of Simeon’s clan now, and I’ve heard she’s still as indiscriminate as she is active.” After several silent seconds ticked by, Bennett said, “You’ve got the furrow between your eyes again.” 
 
    “I was just thinking. You said she was…well, promiscuous, and she was with men, so what about children? Can vampires have children? Oh crap. Do you still get your period?” 
 
    “Heaven forbid,” Bennett said, raising her voice. “Could you imagine having to put up with that for over four hundred years? I’d have sought out the closest guillotine and pulled the lever myself.” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t have,” Ruby said, lightly slapping Bennett on the arm. 
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” Bennett said, her eyes sparkling with merriment. “And to answer your question, when a woman becomes a vampire, that part of her body stops working. Men, on the other hand, remain their procreative selves for a few decades before time takes over and drowns all their little swimmers.” 
 
    “So, they can father children?” 
 
    “Yes, and they have numerous times over the centuries. Fortunately, the trait isn’t carried on. The children never showed any signs of vampirism and lived normal lives.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    Ruby paused long enough to take a breath. “Okay, so what about the other four?” 
 
    “The other four?” 
 
    “You said you were in love eight times, and tossing in Eliza, that only makes four.” 
 
    “Lucky me, you’re keeping count,” Bennett said, adjusting her pillows. “All right, so after Max ordered me to start living my life again, we left Germany in 1790 and moved to his chateau in Liege. That’s in Belgium, by the way.” 
 
    “I know where it is. Thanks.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Bennett said, dipping her head. “So, as I was saying, we settled in, and since I had no desire to ever see another mortal woman again, I stayed as far away from the mortal population as I could. I was done with mortals. I was completely and utterly done with them, and since lesbians weren’t exactly advertising the fact, I thought I was safe from ever falling in love again. Except, late one afternoon a few years later, I was walking the grounds and came upon the groundskeeper’s daughter. Her name was Odylia Wouters, and in one look, I knew she was a lesbian. I’m not sure who first came up with the term gaydar, but I can tell you it’s been around for a hell of a lot longer than the past few decades. 
 
    “In any case, as much as I didn’t want to fall in love again, love had other plans. I began touring the property almost daily, and she’d be there, weeding the gardens or picking fresh flowers for the chateau, and we’d strike up a conversation meant to last a minute, but it didn’t end for hours. Since she and her father were part of Max’s staff, she, of course, knew I was a vampire, albeit a special one. It never seemed to bother her, though, and as they say, one thing led to the next. Odylia wasn’t the prettiest woman or the smartest or the thinnest, yet she was one of the kindest people I’d ever met. She was the freshest of breezes on the most beautiful summer day you can imagine, and I wasn’t about to destroy that, and thankfully I didn’t have to.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Odylia didn’t want to be turned. She didn’t want any part of it. She was content being my lover and my partner, so that’s what we became. Of course, her family would never have understood, but Odylia didn’t want to leave the area either. So, I began traveling about, eventually purchasing a small chalet in Ghent, a city west of Liege. The property was well off the beaten path, and after telling her parents that she’d now be acting as my housekeeper and cook, we moved there in 1793. We lived there for nearly twenty-five years, and the first twenty of those were probably some of the happiest in my life. I had a woman I loved. We had gardens surrounding our little home where she’d putter and plant, and my interest in art grew by leaps and bounds. It was the perfect co-existence until time does what time does. Odylia would look in the mirror and see gray hair and wrinkles and a few more pounds, and then she’d look at me and see none of the above. That type of thing didn’t matter to me. None of it mattered to me because I loved her, but it did to her, and her mood turned foul. One day I awoke to a note telling me she’d gone back to Liege to be with her family. She could no longer love someone like me, and I wasn’t to follow, or she’d reveal my secret to all who would listen. So, that’s what I did. I didn’t follow her, and I stayed in Ghent for another year before meeting up with Max in England.” 
 
    “Is that where you met Eliza? By the clothes she was wearing at the party, it had to be right around the same time—yes?” 
 
    “You are correct. She was next,” Bennett said, taking a deep breath. “Around about 1852, after our first Rapture exhibit, Max and I left Paris and traveled to Boston. Max had connections everywhere, and by then, he had a few properties in the States. He also had several bankers, one of which is whom we were visiting. The man was wealthy and had a slew of servants, one of which was Eliza Johnson.” 
 
    “She was a servant?” 
 
    “Yes, but not a slave. She wasn’t owned by those people. She worked for them, and from what I witnessed, as little as I did witness, they seemed to treat all their people well.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Anyway, two years later, when Max and I returned to Europe, Eliza came with us. Thinking back, though, our relationship was doomed from the start. In all my love affairs, subterfuge always played a part. We were, after all, lesbians, and back then, society wasn’t very accommodating when it came to alternative lifestyles. Unfortunately, with Eliza, that was taken to a whole new level.” 
 
    “Because she’s black,” Ruby said quietly. 
 
    Bennett nodded. “Yes, and since neither of us wanted to live hidden behind the walls of one of Max’s castles or live elsewhere and pretend she was my servant, we moved to La Rioja, which is in the north of Spain. Years before, Max had purchased a vineyard in that area. The property was enormous, and while it would be years before the vineyard would reach its potential, as always, Max had planned ahead. Smack dab in the middle of that nowhere place he had a hacienda built, along with a few cottages where his people could stay when he was there. Again, since it was off the beaten path and away from prying eyes, Eliza and I moved into one of those cottages. The area was beautiful, as was the weather, and life was good for about two years until Eliza’s need for new started straining things.” 
 
    “Her need for new?” 
 
    “I believe the term nowadays is compulsive shopper,” Bennett said, her eyes pleating at the corners. 
 
    “Ohhh.” 
 
    “In a way, I could understand it. She’d come from a poor family, and they never had much, and now that she was with me, money wasn’t a problem.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    “We started arguing about it. Eliza was forever visiting the towns and villages in the area, sometimes gone for an entire day, and when she’d return, she’d be loaded down with trinkets and decorations we had no space for. Even the amount of food she bought usually spoiled before we could eat it all, yet that didn’t stop her from buying more. She was buying just to buy, and that’s when she began demanding I turn her because why buy…if she could just take things?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Like the others, Eliza knew what I was, and from the get-go, I told her I’d never turn her. If that’s what she wanted, our affair would end. I’d erase her memories and move on. She swore to me she never wanted to be like me, swore to me she’d never ask, and she actually told the truth. Eliza didn’t ask. She commanded.” 
 
    “That’s ballsy.” 
 
    “Yes. She shrieked and ranted and raged for days. Doors were slammed, dishes were broken, even food was thrown a few times, but I stood my ground, and then she did something I didn’t see coming. One night during one of her tirades, she picked up a kitchen knife and drove it into her chest.” 
 
    “She did what?” 
 
    “Suddenly, the woman I loved was in my arms. Her dress was rapidly becoming soaked with blood, and I had to make a choice. Let her die…or turn her.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “I knew if I turned her, she’d become a monster. The signs were already there, for Christ’s sake, but I couldn’t bring myself to let her die. And as I knew she would, when she awoke a vampire, Eliza became as she is now. Vindictive and greedy…a true sociopath.” 
 
    “I’m taking it you didn’t stay together for too long after that.” 
 
    “No. Not at all. With her newly found strength and senses, Eliza began seeking out the wealthy, and after draining them dry and ripping out their hearts, she’d abscond with all their jewels and money. She’d come back covered in blood, bleating about their lame attempts in asking for mercy, and then the next night, she’d do it all over again. So, a few months after I turned her, I arranged safe passage for Eliza, and put her and her stolen belongings on the first ship sailing back to England out of Bilbao. From there, I found out she took another ship back to the States, and traveling to Boston, she proceeded to dismember the family she’d worked for. Husband, wife, four children, and three servants all dead and for absolutely no goddamned reason other than she could,” Bennett said, glancing at Ruby. “Look up monster in the dictionary, and you’ll see a picture of Eliza. I guarantee it.” 
 
    “I believe you, and I’m kind of hesitant to ask about numbers seven and eight. I mean, yikes.” 
 
    “They were practically angels compared to Eliza. Actually, Clara was an angel. She was sweet and demure…a school teacher if you can believe that.” 
 
    “How in the world did you meet a school teacher?” 
 
    “In a book shop, of course,” Bennett said, smiling. “It was 1888, and I was living in the northeast of England in a place called Staithes. It was a fishing village with the most beautiful harbor and cliffs I’d ever seen. I lived up on a hill, away from the daily goings-on in the village, descending only when I needed supplies. One day I walked into this tiny book shop, and Clara was there. She was very prim and very proper. She had her hair up in a tight bun, and she was wearing the plainest dark brown dress imaginable. There were no embellishments, and if the neck had been any higher, it would have covered her face, and I couldn’t help but wonder why someone as cute as she would try to downplay that fact. It wasn’t until several months later when she explained she dressed like that so she wouldn’t attract men.” 
 
    “Oh. Smart woman.” 
 
    “She was. We started out as friends, talking about books and food and the like before things turned a little more serious. Most in the village viewed her as a spinster. She was thirty-six and rented a room in a boarding house near the school where she taught, and one night I was walking her home, and it started raining. The skies literally opened up, and by the time we reached the stoop, we were drenched. She was laughing. I was laughing and then…then we were kissing.  
 
    “Clara knew her inclination was toward women, yet before meeting me, she’d never run across another with the same train of thought, and for a split-second, I could sense her fear, and then it disappeared just as quickly. She was the only one who didn’t know I was a vampire prior to our affair starting, and we were lovers for nearly a year before I finally told her. She was angry. She was afraid. She was confused, and she was conflicted. She loved me, and she knew I loved her, but suddenly there was something else to contend with that…well, there’s really no way for anyone to prepare themselves for that bombshell.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “She broke it off with me and said she never wanted to see me again, and since I’ve never had stalker on my résumé, I did what she asked. I sequestered myself in my little home on the hill and ventured into town only when necessary. Three months later, she showed up at my house late in the evening. She told me she loved me and wanted to be with me, except we could never live under the same roof. Clara had no family to speak of, and back then, a woman moving to another area on her own was difficult, so we basically had a ten-year affair, ending when, like Odylia, Clara grew older, and I did not. She became self-conscious, so much so she wouldn’t allow me to kiss her or hold her anymore, not that I cared about that. I was in love with her, and I enjoyed her company. She was still Clara to me, but she didn’t believe me. She grew angrier as each day passed, and slowly but surely, our affair ended, as did our friendship.” 
 
    “Wow, you sure didn’t have a lot of luck with relationships.” 
 
    “You are correct,” Bennett said, a frown forming. “I’ve turned numerous mortals into vampires over the centuries, numerous ones, yet my failures always revolved around those who I loved.” 
 
    “That’s sad.” 
 
    “It is what it is,” Bennett said with a sigh. “And while they say that three times is the charm, for me, it was eight, ending with a woman named Maeve O’Sullivan. The year was 1930, and Max and I were visiting one of his friends in Cornwall. Aldrich is one of the firsts, and like most of them, he came from wealth, and it showed. From his home to his clothing, everything was opulent, and once we got settled, Max mentioned how much he liked the suit Aldrich was wearing. I swear Aldrich’s chest got three times larger, and he began raving about this local tailor he’d found. The man was an immigrant from Ireland, and not only was he talented, but he also had no issue rearranging his hours to fit Aldrich’s needs.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Aldrich couldn’t go out during the day.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right—duh,” Ruby said, tapping her forehead. “I forgot. You were the only one.” 
 
    “As far as anyone knew I was,” Bennett said with a glint in her eye. “Also, this was during the Great Depression, and people would do anything to put food on the table, so Aldrich arranged a time when we could all visit the shop. Now, by this time, women had begun to wear trousers, so Barnaby O’Sullivan had no issue making my suit, but he was dreadfully uncomfortable taking the measurements, so he called his daughter in to do the deed.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Maeve?” 
 
    “Right you are,” Bennett said, bobbing her head. “We went into a back room so I could step out of my clothes, and before she’d taken the last measurement, I knew her proclivity matched mine. She kept letting her fingers linger longer than necessary as she wrapped the tape around my bust or when she measured for the inseam of my trousers, and she positively couldn’t stop talking about my bra.” 
 
    “Your bra?” 
 
    “Up until the late nineteenth century, women wore corsets or a chemise. What you know as a bra didn’t become all the rage until the late 1920s, and even then, most working-class women didn’t wear them. Remember, this was during the Great Depression, and spending what little money you had on something as frivolous as a bra wasn’t done. In any case, like I said, she couldn’t stop chattering on about it, even suggesting that perhaps one day I could assist her in trying one of mine on.” 
 
    “Seriously? Talk about coming on strong.” 
 
    “Yes. Of all the women I’ve known, Maeve was definitely the most forthcoming,” Bennett said, shooting Ruby a look. “That is, until I met you.” 
 
    “Ha ha.” 
 
    “It’s true. Other than some lady vampires I know who make their desires crystal clear, I’d never had a mortal come on to me like Maeve or you.” 
 
    “I liked what I saw,” Ruby said, shrugging. “And apparently, Maeve did, too.” 
 
    “Yes, it seemed she did.” 
 
    “So you hooked up?” 
 
    “Eventually. A few weeks later, we saw each other again when she and her father came to Aldrich’s estate to deliver the clothes and make any final adjustments. Whilst the men were in one room, Maeve and I retired to my quarters so I could try on what I’d ordered, and it was then when she unequivocally announced she found me deliciously appealing.” 
 
    “Wow. She does sound like me.” 
 
    “I told you so,” Bennett said, snickering. “It had been over thirty years since I’d ever dared imagine having another relationship with a mortal, yet there was something about Maeve that made my heart smile. Her candor was refreshing, and she truly seemed to be a good person.” Bennett took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “A month later, we met up at her father’s shop late one night, and even though I wanted nothing more than to bed this woman, I didn’t. Instead, I sat her down on a cot and told her all about myself. I knew I could erase her thoughts if things went badly, yet what I didn’t know was Aldrich had already shared our secret with Barnaby, and he, in turn, had shared it with his daughter. Therefore, there was no surprise, no anger or fear, and we became lovers that night, and when Max left Cornwall three weeks after that, I stayed behind. At first, I rented a room in town, but that didn’t allow us the privacy we needed, so I moved into a small cottage on Aldrich’s property. We were together for almost two years before Maeve began hinting around that she’d like to be turned. I explained my resistance and made it quite clear I’d never do it, so one night, she sought out one of Aldrich’s men, and he did what she asked.” 
 
    “Oh, my God. What?” 
 
    “He bit her and then broke her neck, and a few hours later, Maeve strolled into my little cottage with blood lust in her eyes, and she was never the same. Her genuineness all but disappeared, and she became flamboyant and showy, and now with virtual invincibility on her side, she took speaking her mind to an entirely new level. The candor I once saw as uplifting turned into vulgar comments and crude suggestions, and since blood, as I’ve explained, heightens senses, it wasn’t long before Maeve wanted to…um…to broaden her lifestyle.” 
 
    “Meaning she started sleeping around?” 
 
    “Sleeping around, threesomes, foursomes…you name it, and Maeve was up for it. And at first, I went along.” 
 
    “You did?” Ruby said, her voice raising an octave. 
 
    Bennett laughed. “I’m not a prude, and with the right partners, it can be enjoyable. And as long as it didn’t involve men, I had no problem with it, except Maeve developed a taste for bondage.” 
 
    “Oh, I am so not into that.” 
 
    “Neither am I, but Maeve got off on it. She enjoyed inflicting pain on others, whipping them until they bled or strapping them down, and doing whatever she wanted. For her, it was all about control, except there was one person she couldn’t control…which was me. That led to countless arguments until I’d finally had enough. I bade her farewell and left her with Aldrich’s lot, convinced like never before that I would not, under any circumstances, fall in love again.” 
 
    “And how’s that working out for you?” 
 
    Bennett narrowed her eyes. “Quite well. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because love isn’t something you can control. You’ve proved that. How many women have burned you, yet someone comes into your life, and without warning, it just happens. You can’t stop it.” 
 
    “It’s not about stopping it. It’s about not acting on it,” Bennett said, her brow creasing. “It’s about remembering the pain that comes when your heart is broken and when everything you imagine to be true becomes false. It’s about walking around in a funk for decades, replaying in your mind every second of every minute of every day spent with someone you loved, trying to figure out what you did wrong, and realizing it was because you had faith. Faith in promises made by those you loved, yet as soon as they were turned, they became monsters or killed themselves, subsequently putting their death or the deaths they caused on my shoulders. Faith in believing love could be enough, that the passage of time wouldn’t sway someone’s feelings, yet it does, and it did…and it hurt.” Bennett exploded out of bed and glared at Ruby. “You’re right. I can’t stop love from happening. I can, however, make sure I’m fully prepared to walk away from any relationship when I sense even the inkling of something more than lust, so if you think you and I are going any further—” 
 
    “I don’t,” Ruby said, raising her voice. “Bennett, my eyes are open. Okay? We’ve talked about this. I’m in it for the sex because it’s good, and it’s fun. I know you’re not in love with me. You don’t have any room in your heart for me.” 
 
    “You’re right. I don’t.” Bennett marched to the door, stopping for a moment to look back. “And I’ll be damned if I ever have a hand in turning another woman into something unrecognizable, because that’s what’s excruciating. To see someone with so much life in them, someone so vibrant, so beautiful, so smart, and so goddamned witty, suddenly morph into a barbarian right before my very eyes. I’d sooner die than let that happen again.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    New Year’s Day has its traditions, just like the Eve before it. In a few counties such as Spain and Turkey, it’s thought wearing red underwear will bring prosperity for the next year, and in Ecuador, it’s believed walking an empty suitcase around the block will bring a travel-filled year. Some of those living in the UK, Canada, and the Netherlands celebrate by taking a frigid-water swim, and in the United States, the traditions are endless. Some attack shopping malls with fervor while others spend the day packing up their Christmas decorations, and then there are the countless droves that use the holiday to recover from the night before. Hungover and bleary-eyed, they plant themselves in front of flat-screen televisions, starting their day with parades and ending it with an uninterrupted stream of football games until their dinner of pork and black-eyed peas is ready. 
 
    Neither hungover nor bleary-eyed, Ruby drummed her fingers on her leg, paying no attention to the second or was it the third football game flickering on her TV. After Bennett had stormed out of the bedroom, she didn’t return for a few hours, and with no words being spoken, she turned her back on Ruby and fell asleep. Ruby’s slumber didn’t come easily, and before the sun came up on New Year’s Day, she gathered her things, threw on enough clothes so she wouldn’t be arrested for indecent exposure, and crept back to her apartment. 
 
    It was now late in the afternoon, and having taken a few extra days off, the last thing Ruby wanted to do was spend them alone. She also knew she needed to tread lightly. She’d had a hunch, and it played out. The nerve she struck lit Bennett’s fuse in an instant, and it was a fuse Ruby couldn’t afford to light again. Ruby had a lot more questions, and risking their physical relationship wasn’t something Ruby was willing to do, at least not yet. After all, she wasn’t lying about the sex. It was good, and it was fun. 
 
    Ruby’s mind wandered, and when her lower half announced itself with a throb, she shifted in her chair. Chuckling, she reached for her beer, stopping mid-stretch when someone knocked on her door. Ruby got up, and when she peeked through the peephole and saw who it was, she couldn’t open the door fast enough. “Hi there,” she said, the timbre in her voice as cheerful as her expression. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Bennett said, drinking in the view of Ruby in skintight jeans and a loose-fitting sweater. “You’re looking well.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I…uh…I was a little surprised to wake up alone this morning.” 
 
    Ruby hesitated for a moment. “Oh…um…well, I thought after how we ended our chat last night, you’d maybe want some time alone instead of being endlessly questioned like you were on trial or something.” 
 
    “If I didn’t want to answer your questions, I wouldn’t have. It was just a long day, and dredging up the past hit a few nerves, which is why I’m standing here right now. I wanted to apologize for my actions last night…or rather this morning. I shouldn’t have treated you like that, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It was as much my fault as it was yours. I mean, if I were a cat, I would have died a long time ago, what with the amount of curiosity I have.” 
 
    Bennett smiled. “Of that, I can’t really disagree. You take inquiring minds to a whole new level.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “It’s all right. I’ve become used to it.” 
 
    A few silent and somewhat awkward seconds passed before Ruby stepped back. “Would you like to come in?” 
 
    Bennett eyed the low ceiling in Ruby’s apartment. “I fear that could end in a concussion, but if you’re up for it, I’d like to take you out for an early dinner. Make up for my lack of etiquette last night. What do you say?” 
 
    Ruby’s face lit up. “I say that’s a great idea. Let me just go put on some shoes, or do I need to change?” 
 
    “No, you’re fine. I was thinking of something casual. Italian?” 
 
    “That works. Give me one second.” 
 
    Ruby hurried to her closet, and tugging on a pair of knee-high boots over her straight-leg jeans, she swept her wallet, phone, and keys into her purse and was back at the door in nothing flat. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “I see that,” Bennett said, stepping aside so Ruby could lock the door. “Someone must be positively starving.” 
 
    “You said Italian, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    Ruby flashed a quick grin. “Well, I’m kind of hoping I’m going to need the carbs.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m impressed.” 
 
    Ruby looked down at her cream-colored sweater. “Why? Because I’m not covered in splotches of marinara?” 
 
    “No. Because we walked from the brownstone, spent twenty minutes in the car getting here, and have made it through not only an appetizer but halfway through our meal, and you’ve yet to ask a question. Pacing yourself?” 
 
    “More like knowing what side my bread is buttered on.” 
 
    Bennett cocked her head to the side. “Meaning?” 
 
    “Meaning, I’d rather not go back to my empty apartment tonight, and I’m hoping by curtailing my endless curiosity, I won’t.” 
 
    “I told you. I wouldn’t answer your questions if I didn’t want to. It was just that between seeing Desiree and Eliza at Max’s and then filling you in on all my failed love affairs, it struck a nerve. That’s all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ruby said, twirling her fork in her dinner of linguine with roasted tomatoes and clams. “And this is delicious.” 
 
    For a while, both returned to their meals until Bennett abruptly put down her fork. “Okay. I can’t handle it.” 
 
    Ruby looked up. “Yeah, I was surprised you ordered that,” she said, pointing to the bowl of shrimp scampi linguine in front of Bennett. “You almost always get a steak.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about my dinner. I’m talking about your silence. That little furrow of yours has come and gone a few times, yet you’ve kept quiet.” 
 
    “I’m trying to behave,” Ruby said, reaching for her wine. 
 
    “So, you have a question, but you don’t want to ask it for fear you won’t be getting any tonight? Is that it?” 
 
    Ruby said a quick prayer, thanking God for giving her enough time to swallow her wine before it came out her nose. “Um…blunt, but yes.” 
 
    “I appreciate your honesty,” Bennett said, smiling. “What say we meet halfway?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Ask the question that’s been on your mind since we’ve sat down. Once you do, you don’t ask another for, let’s say, for a few hours? That way, that little ridge between your eyes goes away, and the evening pans out like we both want it to. How’s that?” 
 
    “Oh, that so works,” Ruby said, sitting forward in her chair. “Because you’re right, I do have a question.” 
 
    “Imagine that,” Bennett said, picking up her glass. 
 
    “So, here’s the thing. It sounds like you’ve crashed and burned with a lot of mortal women. Why not stick to your own kind?” Ruby winced almost instantly. “Okay, that sounded way wrong, but you know what I mean. Why not just find a nice vampire to settle down with because they can’t all be like your exes. I mean, you aren’t nasty or arrogant, and Max wasn’t either, so it can’t be an inherent trait for all of your kind—right?” 
 
    “You do realize that was two questions, don’t you?” 
 
    “Was it?” Ruby squeaked. 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, taking a leisurely taste of her wine. “And I’ll answer them in reverse order. No, being obnoxious and vile isn’t intrinsic to our kind. Like I told you before, this disease brings with it powers and strength, and in the wrong hands or the wrong mindset, it enhances certain morals or lack thereof. As far as becoming involved with one of my own kind, I’ve had literally hundreds of affairs with lady vampires; however, love never played a part in any of them. I can’t explain why. It’s just never happened. You said it yourself. Love isn’t something you can control or create. It either exists, or it doesn’t. You can’t force the issue.” 
 
    “But you can deny it. Isn’t that what you said you would do if you felt those feelings again? Deny them?” 
 
    Bennett set down her glass and folded her arms across her chest. “I also said I’d answer one question, and you’re now up to three. Care to retract…or has our evening ended?” 
 
    Ruby didn’t have to think twice. “Um…forget I asked.” 
 
    “Asked what?” Bennett said, smiling a knowing smile. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two nights later, Bennett stood in her kitchen, sucking on the tube protruding from a bag. Once she’d consumed the last drop, she opened the small fridge long enough to dispose of the plastic pouch in the hazardous waste container delivered with every shipment. Bennett stopped, her eyes locking on the other bags on another shelf. For the last week, she’d had a distant ache in her temples, a dull throb that seemed to come and go. It didn’t matter the time of day. It didn’t matter what she was doing, and the only thing that seemed to dull it, if only momentarily, was when she fed.  
 
    Bennett closed the fridge and stood in the dark, waiting for the pain in her head to go away, and a minute later, it did. She checked the clock on the stove, and when she saw it wasn’t even ten, Bennett grabbed an open bottle of wine from the counter and went back to the bedroom. 
 
    “I brought more of this,” Bennett said, holding up the bottle. “But if you prefer tea or water, I’ll go get some.” 
 
    “No, that’s fine,” Ruby said, keeping a watchful eye on Bennett. “It’s still early.” 
 
    Bennett set down the bottle and headed for the bathroom. “Be right back.” 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Bennett said, stopping in the doorway. 
 
    “That’s the third time today you’ve gone to…to have some blood. It’s usually only once a day. Isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve been feeling a little off lately.” 
 
    “Are you sick? Can you even get sick?” 
 
    “No, I’m not sick,” Bennett said as she put some toothpaste on her brush. “And I can’t get sick. Like I said, I’m just feeling a little off. That’s all.” 
 
    Ruby moved to Bennett’s side of the bed and refilled their glasses. She slid back to her side, and when Bennett emerged from the bathroom, Ruby watched as Bennett stripped out of her robe and climbed back into bed. “I filled your glass.” 
 
    “I see that,” Bennett said, picking up the goblet. “Thank you.” 
 
    A few moments of silence passed between them until Ruby broke it. “Do you ever get bored?” 
 
    “Is that a friendly way of saying you’re done with me?” 
 
    “No,” Ruby said, catapulting into a sitting position. “I don’t mean like that. I mean…living for so long.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Bennett said, setting her glass aside. “Even with the ever-changing world of literature, cinema, and art, there have been a few times over the centuries when I considered offing myself.” 
 
    “Really? What changed your mind?” 
 
    Humor touched Bennett’s lips. “I decided to bide my time and see how it’s all going to end. Which man will finally put his finger on the button that will kill us all?” 
 
    “You think a man will end the world? Isn’t that a little sexist?” 
 
    “It’s a lot sexist, and historically, there’ve been many women who’ve started wars or at the very least led armies to continue ongoing ones or invade other countries. Elizabeth I of England, Isabella I of Spain, Catherine the Great, and if you want to go back further in time, Zenobia of Palmyra not only conquered Roman Arabia, she invaded Egypt and Anatolia. Demagogues undeniably come in both genders; however, when it comes right down to it, when it comes right down to destroying the world because of greed or pride or religious beliefs, or the need to simply dominate, no, that will be a man.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, flinching back her head. “Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “A little. Like I said, it’s definitely sexist.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but don’t take it the wrong way. I don’t hate men. Quite the opposite, actually. I like men. I find them enjoyable company, but I’ve also lived a long time. I was around when only men could get an education or own property, and a woman’s worth was measured only by her ability to birth children or fix a roast. I watched as the suffragettes marched, demanding the right to vote when it should never have been a question. And when World War II ended, and the men came home, the women who had taken up jobs as nurses or manufacturing ammunition, building planes and ships, and driving supply trucks, were suddenly once again forced to take a back seat to the men. So, yes, I suppose, in a way, I am sexist, but it’s not without merit. Trust me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Good,” Bennett said, rolling closer to Ruby. “And now that we have that out of the way, care to trust me a little more? Say…with your body?” 
 
    Ruby smiled as she climbed on top of Bennett. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    The kiss began slowly, a casual start to something that would soon be far from casual, and when Ruby parted Bennett’s lips with her tongue, Bennett welcomed the invasion. When the woman was beautiful, and Ruby was, and when the woman was good in bed, and Ruby was, there’d never been a time when Bennett’s body hadn’t reacted. She’d get wet and wanton, and her body would pulse, and she’d return the lust with the same ferocity, except at the moment, Bennett wasn’t wanton or wet, and the only pulse was the one she could hear throbbing…in Ruby’s neck. 
 
    The whoosh of the blood flowing through the pale blue vein summoned Bennett. Suddenly, she ached to sup on it, to taste the rich, red juice, and experience the rush, the stir…the raw power. Bennett’s fangs extended in anticipation, and for a moment, she was powerless to retract them. This disease was cruel. An almost invincible opponent, for centuries she had been damned by its desire, and as shocked as she was that her beast had reared its ravenous head, it was not a beast easily tamed. Bennett homed in on her own heartbeat, and focusing on the cadence it provided, Bennett’s concentration won out. Her canines retracted, and with the urge to still sink her teeth into Ruby’s neck causing her heart to race and her mouth to water, Bennett pulled away from Ruby, scrambled out of bed, and snatched up her robe. “You need to leave.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Ruby said, sitting up. “I thought we were going to—” 
 
    “Ruby, please, just go.” 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “Goddammit, Ruby,” Bennett screamed. “Get your stuff and get the fuck out of here. Now!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lisa had barely slipped the van’s transmission into park before the passenger door flew open, and Bennett climbed inside. Lisa opened her mouth to speak and shut it just as quickly, unconsciously recoiling when Bennett looked her way.  
 
    For a split second, Lisa was shocked, and a heartbeat later, she was smiling. Although she didn’t think it was possible, Bennett looked even more beautiful with blue eyes. “What’s with the full vamp?” Lisa said, trying her best not to stare. “It’s not like you to show off.” 
 
    “I’m in trouble.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? And what’s with me having to drive all the way to the gallery on a Friday night to get the van? Why couldn’t we use my car?” Lisa said, swiveling in her seat. “And better yet, why didn’t you just call Gus to drive you to wherever you need to go at this time of the night?” 
 
    “Because Gus isn’t trained in this. He wouldn’t have been safe…and neither are you,” Bennett said quietly. “Did you bring the zip ties?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lisa said, frowning. “I grabbed them from the storeroom at the gallery. Why?” 
 
    “Because I need you to tie me up,” Bennett said, climbing between the seats to get to the storage area. “And do it now.” 
 
    Lisa’s frown flipped upside down in a second. “I think we need to know each other a little better before we get into the kinky stuff. Don’t you?” 
 
    “Damn it, Lisa. This isn’t a joke,” Bennett shouted. “I’m on the cusp of starving, and when that happens, no one is safe. Bind my wrists, call Brookhaven, make the arrangements, and get me the hell there as fast as you can.” 
 
    “What do you mean you’re starving? Bennett, I had a five-week supply delivered—” 
 
    “You mean these?” Bennett reached into her pocket and tossed a wad of empty bags in Lisa’s direction. “They’re expired.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” Lisa slipped between the captain’s chairs and knelt on the carpeted floor of the van. She turned on the overhead light and picked up a bag. “Bennett, it says right here this is good for another thirty days.” 
 
    “Look at the label under the label.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” Bennett yanked out her phone, and turning on the flashlight, she held it behind the bag Lisa was holding. “Look again.” 
 
    Lisa looked at the label now backlit by Bennett’s phone and saw another label covered by the first. “What the hell?” 
 
    “And they’re all like that. I checked the ones in the fridge and the ones in the hazmat container. Someone relabeled them, and they’re all expired. I have had nothing but that in over four weeks, Lisa, and tonight it was all I could do not to sink my teeth into Ruby’s neck,” Bennett said, her expression darkening even further when she caught a whiff of blood. “Christ, are you bleeding?” 
 
    Lisa screwed up her face, and then a second later, she looked down at the Band-Aid wrapped around her finger. “I…uh…I cut myself earlier tonight on a knife when I was washing dishes.” 
 
    Bennett fisted her hands, taking several deep breaths to fight off the demon she felt awakening. “Lisa, for the love of God, bind my wrists. I’m not sure how much longer I can fight this.” 
 
    “Bennett, you’re scaring me.” 
 
    “Then do as I say,” Bennett said, holding out her hands. “Restrain me because I cannot control it much longer, Lisa. I just can’t.” 
 
    Lisa had never heard terror in Bennett’s voice, and a chill ran down her spine. Fumbling between the seats for the package of zip ties, Lisa pulled one out and cinched it around Bennett’s wrists. 
 
    “Pull it tighter and then put on another.” 
 
    “Bennett—” 
 
    “Goddammit, Lisa. Do it.” 
 
    Lisa blinked back her tears and did what Bennett asked. “There. How’s that?” 
 
    Bennett held her hands up to one eyehook welded to the side of the van. “Now, tie them to this.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Bennett looked over at Lisa. Her eyes were shiny with tears, and Bennett’s misted over as well. “I’m sorry, but this is necessary, Lisa. Please just do as I ask. You’re not hurting me. You’re saving me and everyone else around here from me. I’m sure your father told you what could happen if—” 
 
    “He did.” 
 
    “Good, then stop arguing and do as I say.” 
 
    Lisa shuddered in a breath, and once she’d shackled Bennett with zip ties to the hook, Lisa sat back on her haunches. “What now?” 
 
    “In the inside pocket of my coat is a box. I need you to get it and open it.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Lisa had never been frightened of Bennett, but she couldn’t help but keep one eye on her as she reached over and pulled what looked like a box for a necklace from Bennett’s coat. Confused by its thickness, Lisa shot Bennett a look before opening the top, and Lisa’s hands began to shake when she saw what was inside.  
 
    Failsafe is what her father had called it, put into play years before when a vampire went on a blood lust-induced rampage. He, like Bennett, had lived off the grid, and having fallen into a well, when he finally climbed out, starved for blood, and unable to control himself, he massacred his own family. Since then, all those living independently were delivered a package every year with a fresh supply of something all prayed they’d never have to use.  
 
    “Is this what I think it is?” Lisa said, her eyes fixed on the two syringes. 
 
    “Yes, and you’re going to need it when the time comes. The clear one is a fairly strong sedative. It should keep you safe long enough to get away once you cut off the restraints.” 
 
    “Okay, so you’re scaring me again.” 
 
    “That’s why there are two. If I don’t calm down, if you don’t believe I’m lucid enough to bring you no harm, you’re to use the blue one. That will bring down an elephant at a full charge, and our chemists have added something that will send me into convulsions for a few minutes, so it will definitely buy you the time you need.” 
 
    “Jesus. Seriously?” 
 
    “I’m being deadly serious, Lisa. Now get up front, and let’s get moving. We don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    Lisa slipped between the seats and pulled out her phone. “Wait,” she said, looking back at Bennett. “Why go to Brookhaven? Can’t I take you to Max’s?” 
 
    “Max and his people are in Norway. There’s no one there but the staff and a few stragglers, and I’d end up killing them all. They aren’t strong enough to fight me, Lisa. You just need to get moving and call Brookhaven on the way. Tell them I’ll need two.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Extreme. Of all the things her father had taught her about vampires and guardians, this lesson was the only one Lisa had always felt as extreme. Now, she didn’t. Now, sitting in the back of the van was a vampire panting like a deranged animal. More than once, she’d checked the rearview mirror to see Bennett fighting against the restraints. More than once, Lisa had heard growls, low and angry, rise from the woman’s throat, and on the few occasions when their eyes had met in the mirror, Bennett’s were flaming blue, and her fangs were glistening in her snarl. 
 
    Lisa slowed the van and pulled up to the gated service entrance at the back of the building. A stone fence surrounded the property, and its archaic appearance added to the aura of creepiness that seemed to encompass buildings as old as this one. It was now after midnight, so there wasn’t a soul around, and putting the van in park, Lisa almost turned off the engine until she remembered Bennett’s warning. Leaving the van running, she took the wooden box from the passenger seat and slipped into the back, keeping her eyes on Bennett the entire time.  
 
    Bennett sat with her eyes closed until the scent of a human reached her. It was near, and it was food, and lurching out of her stupor, she thrashed about, growling like a crazed wolf.  
 
    “Easy girl,” Lisa whispered, pulling the clear syringe from the box. “This is just going to calm you down so we can talk.” 
 
    Bennett fought against the ties binding her to the van, and as she kicked and struggled, Lisa moved swiftly. She stabbed the needle into Bennett’s thigh, pushing the plunger until it hit bottom. A minute later, Bennett’s eyes returned to brown. 
 
    “Are you with me?” Lisa said, putting the syringe aside. 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, clearing her throat. “For now, I am, although I can’t promise for how long. It’s there, but I’m fighting it.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll make it quick. We’re here, and they texted to say they’ve cleared a path. Go through the double doors in the back, and there’ll be stairs to your right. Go to the fourth floor, make another right, and at the end of that hallway, go through the door on your left. They’re in there.” 
 
    “All right. Cut me free, but not the ones on my wrists. Only the one holding me to this hook.” 
 
    “Shit,” Lisa said, looking around. “I don’t have a knife.” 
 
    “There’s a dagger in my boot.” 
 
    “Of course, there is,” Lisa said, snorting out a nervous laugh. Keeping one eye on Bennett, Lisa got the dagger out of the sheath riveted to Bennett’s boot, and with the confidence that comes from believing the worst was over, Lisa cut through the tie keeping Bennett bound to the van.  
 
    Dulled by the sedative, Bennett’s thoughts were slower than Lisa’s action. The drug had calmed the beast long enough for clarity and a bit of conversation, but feeling as if she was trying to stop the ocean’s waves from reaching the shore, Bennett gave in for a split-second, and that’s all it took. In a flash, she was lunging at Lisa, craving what was pumping through her veins, and even when Lisa’s head hit the driver’s seat, and she cried out in pain, Bennett didn’t stop.  
 
    As soon as Bennett was on top of her, Lisa knew there was only one thing to do. Bennett was far too strong and far too crazed, and with the other syringe out of reach, Lisa white-knuckled the dagger and buried it in Bennett’s stomach. The blood was instant, coating Lisa’s hand and clothes as it flowed from around the blade, and as Lisa hoped it would, the Bennett she knew came back to her. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” Bennett said, sitting back on her haunches. “You stabbed me.” 
 
    “I’ll apologize later.” Lisa tossed the dagger aside and crawled over to open the side door. “But for right now, you need to get out of here before you turn again. Will you make it with that wound?” 
 
    “Yes…yes, I’ll make it,” Bennett said, getting out of the van. “But don’t cut these off yet. Go up front. Lock the doors and open the window just far enough for me to get my hands through, and once you cut these ties, you step on the gas. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “Trust me. You don’t have to tell me twice.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shortly after three o’clock Saturday morning, Bennett stood in her shower, washing away the dried blood from her knife wound. It had healed, and so had she, the lust for blood long since extinguished by the two souls she’d sent to Heaven. There had been a tinge of remorse, a hint of shame for the act she’d committed, yet in her heart, there was also peace born from mercy. It was an odd combination, but it was one she could live with. 
 
    Bennett stepped from the shower, and pulling in a deep breath, she held it for a moment before letting it out. Infused with the power stemming from an Omega feed, it took the twelve-mile run back to the brownstone to temper the intensity flowing through her veins. She had finally gone from feeling like a twelve-cylinder Ferrari to an eight-cylinder Mercedes, but no matter the cylinder count, Bennett was still firing on all of them.  
 
    Naked, Bennett padded into her bedroom and opened the bottom drawer of her bureau. She lifted the velvet cloth and viewed the collection below it. They were definitely a perk of living in the twenty-first century, and her eyes traveled down the assortment until one caught her eye. Bennett took her time as she weighed her options. She knew it would help, and she knew it would feel great, but would Ruby think the same?  
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Bennett said under her breath, gathering a few items from the drawer. 
 
    A few minutes later, wearing only her robe, Bennett climbed the steps and rapped lightly on Ruby’s door. She listened intently, homing in on the sound of Ruby’s heartbeat, and when Bennett heard it gradually speed up, she waited patiently in the dimly lit corridor. 
 
    Someone knocking on her door dragged Ruby from her sleep, and flicking on the light, she blinked away the spots before her feet found the floor. She tiptoed over and peered through the peephole, and when she saw Bennett standing in the hall, Ruby quickly opened the door.  
 
    “Hey there,” Ruby said, looking the woman up and down. “Everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes. I…um…I wanted to apologize for earlier, and I was wondering if you’d be up for something like this.”  
 
    When Ruby saw what Bennett had been hiding behind her back, there was no containing her grin. “Sure, I’m game,” Ruby said, stepping aside so Bennett could enter. “Just watch your head, although I don’t think we’ll be standing for long.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett walked up the drive to Max’s house, removing her Ray-Bans when she neared the door. Electronic shutters typically found only in states plagued by hurricanes were covering the windows, and instead of vampires guarding the entrance, two heavily armed guardians stood at the ready. They smiled, seeing her familiar face, and opened the door without so much as blinking.  
 
    The house was still, and the aroma of the freshly cut flowers displayed in crystal vases filled the air. Bennett acknowledged the few guardians roaming about with a tip of her head, and thankful Simeon wasn’t anywhere to be seen, Bennett strolled to the study. She walked in to find Max sitting in his usual spot behind his desk. “What’s going on, Max? At the party, you made sure I knew to avoid coming over while Simeon was visiting, and then you text me bright and early this morning and tell me to get over here.” 
 
    “I texted you bright and early because Simeon and his flock are fast asleep, and you and I need to talk.” 
 
    “Okay? So what’s so important that you’d cancel your trip to Tromso? You look forward to it all year long.” Out of the corner of her eye, Bennett sensed movement, and her eyes became slits when she saw the man standing by the fireplace. “And who in the hell are you?” 
 
    “Bennett, I’d like to introduce Dr. Landon Prescott,” Max said, getting to his feet. “He’s a member of Napoleon’s coven, or rather was.” 
 
    With her starve still fresh in her mind, Bennett’s eyes flamed blue in an instant. Her fangs extended, but before she could launch herself at the man, Max was standing by her side.  
 
    “Take it easy, Bennett,” Max said, placing his hand on her arm. “He comes in peace.” 
 
    “That’ll be the day,” Bennett snapped. 
 
    “Please, just take a seat, and I’ll explain everything,” Max said, motioning to a chair. “I promise. There are things you need to know.” 
 
    Bennett’s attention returned to Max, and as her eyes changed back to brown, she sat down. “Fine. I’m sitting. Now, why aren’t you in Norway, and why is one of Napoleon’s swine here?” 
 
    Max waved Landon over, and once the man sat down, Max began to speak. “I no sooner landed when I received a message from Dr. Prescott. Upon reading it, I bid most of my flock a quick farewell, chose a few who would return with me, and we came back immediately. As for why he’s here, it seems he possesses something that both you and I pride ourselves on.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Bennett said, draping one leg over the other. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Compassion,” Max said, dropping into his chair. “Unlike his previous patriarch, Landon here doesn’t see the need to wipe out civilization merely on a whim, or rather an insane attempt to gain the upper hand over those he loathes.” 
 
    “What in the hell are you talking about? You’re being as cryptic as your bloody text.”  
 
    Max pulled in a long breath. He had hoped for a better time and place to share these secrets. One would finally answer a question she’d had for centuries, and the other had saved Bennett from the council’s wrath when she’d threatened Napoleon and brought him the heads of his men. Unfortunately, Max had held onto the secrets for far too long. He’d told himself time and time again it didn’t matter, but duplicity between him and Bennett did matter, and Max had been duplicitous for decades on one truth…and for centuries on the other. 
 
    Max opened a file folder on his desk, and pulling out some papers, he slid them to Bennett. “That’s a DNA report on you that was in Napoleon’s possession until Landon sought sanctuary here last night.” 
 
    “A DNA report?” Bennett said, looking at the data. “How’d he get this?” 
 
    “From the blood you left behind after that trap fell on you.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Bennett said, putting the report on the desk. “So what? You ran a similar test on me years back when you were trying to trace everyone’s ancestry. It showed my people were Spanish, Welsh, and English, but nothing else showed up. You would have told me.” 
 
    Max frowned. “That’s where you’re wrong.” 
 
    Landon perked up in his chair, looking back and forth between Bennett and Max, before settling on Max. “You knew?” 
 
    “My good man, Napoleon has a staff of less than a dozen scientists. I have well over a hundred in my employ. Of course, I knew.” 
 
    “All right,” Bennett said, holding up her hands. “Someone needs to tell me what the hell you two are talking about.” 
 
    “We’re talking about your DNA, Bennett. It seems you possess the marker for the Black Death,” Max said, pointing to the paper. “It means that one of your ancestors contracted that ghastly disease and then somehow survived. Whatever it did to their genome was passed from generation to generation, leaving that marker behind.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “May I cut in?” Landon said. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Max said, waving his hand. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Landon inched to the edge of his seat. “Once Dr. Izzo discovered the marker in your readout, he tested every available vampire in Napoleon’s coven. None of them possessed it, and he hypothesized that since it was so rare and daywalkers appear to be equally as rare, it could very well be the reason you can withstand the sun’s rays and the rest of us can’t.” 
 
    “But you’re just guessing,” Bennett said, picking up the paper. “This could mean nothing, and even if you were right—” 
 
    “He is,” Max said. “My scientists believed the same thing; however, instead of testing the DNA of those who couldn’t walk in the sun, they tested the blood of those who could. I reached out to Hector, and at the risk of showing my hand, it took a series of very long and extremely tedious conversations until I learned where he’d buried the bodies of those two daywalkers Napoleon and Simeon had tortured to death. Believe it or not, Hector put them in the family plot alongside his parents.” 
 
    “That was nice of him.” 
 
    “Hector has his moments,” Max said, smirking. “Anyway, I sent a team of scientists to Barcelona to dig up the remains, and once they ran the tests, they discovered each of those men had the same marker as you do.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’ll get back to the fact you didn’t tell me a few decades ago you were trying to discover what made me tick,” Bennett said, giving Max a dirty look. “But even if this is the answer, so what? It’s not like you could just shoot someone up with the bubonic plague, for Christ’s sake. The immunity would be inherited, not instant.” 
 
    Landon whipped his head toward Bennett so quickly, the movement caught Max’s attention. He tapped on his desk to draw Landon’s eyes back to him and smiled. “Bennett is quite intelligent.” 
 
    “Yeah, I see that,” Landon said, resting back in his chair. “And you’re right, Miss Archer. It wouldn’t be instant, but that doesn’t seem to matter to Napoleon. He ordered me to replicate the disease. His plans are to infect mortals with it, and once those who survive have children, he’ll turn them into vampires, or rather daywalkers, which is why I’m here. The man’s insane, and I don’t want any part in helping him with this. Like I told Max, I would have been here sooner, but I had to make sure I wasn’t being watched while I destroyed all the data they had on you. Every single drop of your blood Izzo had stored away is also gone. And before I left last night, I poured acid on the rubble they’d collected from the building, so it’s been eradicated as well.” 
 
    “But Napoleon still knows about it, and so does this Izzo bloke—right?” Bennett said, eyeing Landon. 
 
    “Izzo’s dead. Napoleon killed him when Izzo called Napoleon insane.” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised?” Bennett said, looking to Max. “But that still leaves Napoleon. What’s to stop him from pursuing this even without my blood? All he needs is the marker and a few good scientists. For that matter, what’s to prevent him from telling this to the council? I mean, most would give anything to see the sun again.” 
 
    “Greed will prevent Napoleon from telling the council anything. He can’t very well share what he knows without lessening his own chances to be the king of the kingdom,” Max said. “And as far as a few good scientists, to recreate a disease that killed upward of two hundred million people, he would not only have to find some excellent scientists trained in duplicating the deadliest of diseases, he’d also have to find some with the same mindset. I doubt there are many who would want to annihilate the masses simply to give someone the ability to apply sunscreen.” 
 
    Bennett processed every syllable Landon and Max had spoken. “Not that I want to take this insanity any further, but knowing Napoleon like we do, there’s still a way he could get his hands on people with the same marker. DNA reports are all the rage today. What’s preventing him from somehow getting into a database and searching for it? Once he finds someone, all he has to do is turn them, and he has a daywalker.” 
 
    “Luckily, Napoleon has never dabbled in any other businesses except for bars, drugs, and the occasional brothel, so he has no easy way to get into the companies tracing ancestries. There’s no corporate connection between his businesses and those, so he can’t simply waltz in and ask for the information. He’d have to infiltrate them, which could take years, and Napoleon could literally spend decades without finding a thing. Eventually, I’d hope, he’d just give up or, God willing, he’d finally meet his maker, and we’d be done with his lunacy once and for all. Obviously, it’s not foolproof, but it gives us quite a bit of time.” 
 
    “And the council knows nothing of this?” 
 
    “No, not about this subject,” Max said, shaking his head. “If you remember, because you’re a daywalker, I needed their permission to even run your DNA for genealogical purposes since research on daywalkers is forbidden, and I’ve put myself into a slightly gray area by running these additional tests. But, there’s no point in telling them anything. We won’t murder hundreds of thousands, if not millions of people, for a cause such as this. It’s not worth it. Therefore, this stays with us.” 
 
    There was something in Max’s tone that vexed Bennett, and several seconds passed before she spoke. “Right, well then that leads us back to why you didn’t tell me about this years ago, or were you hoping to become king of the kingdom?” 
 
    “That couldn’t be further from the truth,” Max said, setting his jaw. He pressed a button on his phone, and Victor came into the study a minute later.  
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Victor, would you be so kind as to show Dr. Prescott around the house a bit? He needs to get his bearings since he’ll now be calling this home.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Victor said, waving his arm toward the door. “Right this way, Dr. Prescott.” 
 
    “Oh, before you go,” Bennett said, pivoting in her chair. “How long were you with Napoleon?” 
 
    “Ninety-seven years next month. Why?” 
 
    “In all that time, did you ever hear him speak of an army he may be building?” 
 
    Landon’s shoulders fell. “I’d have to say we all can agree Napoleon has a lot of issues, and trust is at the top of that list. Other than Ivan, no one in the coven knows all the goings-on. I heard some scuttlebutt over the years about him wanting an army, but they were only rumors as far as I know. I never saw or heard anything that would make me believe otherwise.” 
 
    “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    “Any time.” Landon began to follow Victor, only to turn back around and return to Bennett. “I almost forgot. Does this belong to you?” he said, reaching into his pocket. “I found it while I was prepping to destroy everything. It was stuck to some wood.” 
 
    Bennett held out her hand, and a second later, she was looking at the Pride pin Fallon had given her. “Yes,” Bennett said, raising her eyes. “Yes, it was a gift, and I thought I lost it. Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem,” Landon said, flashing a smile. “And now for that tour.”  
 
    Before the door closed, Max was on his feet. “Care for a drink?” he said, pulling the stopper from a crystal decanter. 
 
    “It’s eleven in the morning, Max. A little early, don’t you think?” Bennett said, slipping the pin into her trouser pocket. 
 
    “I think I can drink whenever I’d like. It’s not as if time truly matters to us.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyebrows drew together. “What’s still weighing on you? Are you embarrassed you had to fess up about testing my blood in hopes of becoming a daywalker, or is it the fact that Napoleon now knows the secret, too?” 
 
    Max filled a crystal tumbler with a fifty-year-old single malt scotch and returned to his chair. He took a sniff of the rich, spicy liquid before taking a sip, and as the flavors of clove and orange peel faded in his mouth, he looked at Bennett. “I never gave you any details about when I found you in Bonn, but they are as carved into my memories as David’s physique is in Michelangelo’s masterpiece. I remember the smells. I remember the dampness, and I remember when I found you, you were naked.” 
 
    Bennett felt just a modicum of heat rush to her cheeks. “Right, well, that’s slightly embarrassing, but I don’t see the point of this.” 
 
    “You were hanging by your wrists, completely covered in your own blood and…and other matter, and when I freed you from the shackles and lowered you to the floor, I caught sight of the birthmark above your left breast.” 
 
    “So, you checked me out. Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” Max regarded Bennett for a long moment before he undid the button on his smoking jacket and began unbuttoning his shirt. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Bennett said, sitting forward in her chair. 
 
    “Showing you this,” Max said, opening his shirt. “Birthmarks are rarely hereditary; however, some do run in families. When I was a lad, I asked my father about it, and he told me that this one ran in his family for as far back as anyone could remember. Simply put, if you had Lumley blood in your veins, this mark will be on your chest.”  
 
    Bennett's eyes darted from Max’s birthmark to his face and then back again. “You think…you think we’re related?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for that sample of your blood, hoping to find out what made you a daywalker, Bennett. I asked for it because I needed to confirm your ancestry and prove beyond a shadow of a doubt something I already knew. I had my blood tested as well, and from what my scientists have told me, you’re my granddaughter…about three generations back.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s ridiculous,” Bennett barked. “Your scientists need to either get their heads examined, Max, or buy new DNA sequencers. There’s no way you can be my…what…great-great-great-grandfather? First, you’re gay, and second…” Bennett paused to do the math. “And second, you’d have already been a vampire by then. You couldn’t have produced a child.” 
 
    “You know very well that male vampires are still potent for several years after being turned, and as for me being gay, back then I was more a monster than a man. The only outlet I consistently had at my disposal was the brothels, and believe you me, I had my fair share of those women.” 
 
    Bennett peered at Max for a long moment before getting to her feet to get a drink. She mulled over everything Max had told her while she poured a splash of scotch into a glass, and when she returned to her chair, Bennett took a sip of the expensive liquor. She was trying to decide what was more aggravating. Was it because for over two decades, Max had failed to share the truth about how one blip on the readout of her DNA explained her daywalking ability? Or was it because Max had kept the secret about their true relationship to himself for over three centuries? 
 
    “Your bloody scientists have to be wrong,” Bennett said, slamming her glass down on the desk. “If you and I were related, the sun wouldn’t affect you, and it does. Should I open a shutter to prove my point?” 
 
    “Bloody hell, woman, you’re letting your annoyance overshadow your intelligence. You and I both know that DNA comes from both sides of a family tree, and in a branch of yours was a Black Death survivor. I understand you may be a little upset at the mo—” 
 
    “I’m not upset, Max. I’m bloody confused. Why tell me now—eh? Why suddenly bring all this crap to light? I mean, it’s not like you cared to share it for the last three-hundred-plus goddamned years. And who cares if someone way back when ended up with your sperm and that eventually led to me? It makes no difference.” 
 
    “Yes, it does because that’s the only thing that stopped the council from sentencing you to a forced fifty-year sleep.” 
 
    “What?” Bennett said, jumping to her feet. “Napoleon and Simeon tore me to bloody pieces, and all those bastards got was a slap on the hand and a ten-year kip.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, Bennett, that’s because blood is thicker than water,” Max snapped. “Napoleon is an heir to an original, and whether he ever gets to plop his scrawny arse into one of our chairs doesn’t matter. The point is, he is blood. When you threatened him, you stepped over the line, Bennett. Way over the line. The council wasn’t livid. They were enraged, and even though they may still fear you and your kind, they couldn’t stand idly by and watch you ride roughshod over the son of an original. Bennett, we both know why you were given a seat on the council, and over the years, you’ve used it to your advantage. I’m not saying I fault you for it. I don’t. I applaud that you took it upon yourself to protect others like you, if there are others like you, but that fear only goes so far.” 
 
    Bennett’s face fell. “I thought they respected me.” 
 
    “They do. You’re intelligent and have proved your worth time and time again, but you didn’t earn your seat because of blood. You earned it because of brawn, and it’s that brawn that made them see red. The only way I could stop them from rendering such a verdict was to tell them the truth about our…um…our connection.” 
 
    “So they all know I’m your great-whatever granddaughter?” 
 
    “Yes, it was the only way.” 
 
    Bennett leaned forward in her chair. “And?” 
 
    “For a few minutes, they were actually excited about it, happy to hear I had family in the family, so to speak, and then things took a turn.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “When Etienne came up with the idea for the council, he pictured it much like a pie. Sliced into equal proportions, each original would have no less and no more than the others. As you well know, most of the originals have offspring, yet it doesn’t matter how many children they have because they still only have one seat at the table. However, even though one’s last name is Archer, now there are suddenly two people sitting on the council with Lumley blood in their veins.” 
 
    Bennett huffed. “At the risk of repeating myself, Max, so what? It’s not like you and I ever opposed each other on any vote taken, and everyone has their alliances. Concepcion sides with Simeon more times than not, and Yannick and Garrick usually side with you. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “It’s not about the votes, Bennett. It’s about the power,” Max said, leaning in. “You know each coven’s breadth is monitored. That way, no one flock can get so large as to present a threat to the others, and that’s what Simeon latched onto.” 
 
    “Simeon? Are you saying he knows about all of this, too?” 
 
    “Of course, he knows. He’s a member of the council, and a thunderous one at that,” Max said, sighing. “He expeditiously pointed out that because you and I are related, it means if we combined our covens, it could very well dwarf the others, and if we were so inclined, attempt a coup.” 
 
    Bennett was finding it hard not to smile. “First, I don’t have a coven. I only represent the daywalkers. I am not their leader, and second, you and I would never attempt a coup. That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “I agree,” Max said, flicking his eyes toward the ceiling. “But Simeon’s had a burr under his saddle since you beat him at that blasted chess game, not to mention his barbarian tendencies whenever he’s within spitting distance of Napoleon. Fortunately, the council knows it can’t very well snatch back your seat due to this recent development because of the daywalker situation. They were willing to risk forcing you to sleep for fifty years, but they aren’t willing to risk taking away your chair permanently. That is a can of worms they do not want to open, and other than this one slight indiscretion, you’ve never given them cause to doubt your integrity, so there’s no reason to now.” 
 
    Bennett casually sipped her drink, looking nowhere in particular as she thought about what Max had said. Suddenly, her eyes snapped back to Max. “Cause.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What if I did give them cause? Let’s say, go on a rampage and slaughter a horde of mortals. Would that change their minds about me? Would that force them to take away my seat or…or sentence me to a century of sleep?” 
 
    “You would never do that,” Max said, rejecting the idea with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Just answer the damn question, Max. If I were to suddenly lose control and blatantly kill mortals without care or concern that I’d be seen, what do you think the council would do?” 
 
    Max paled. “Honestly?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They’d most likely do both, but it would be a millennium of sleep, not a century. What with the Internet now, word of such an attack would be global within hours, and an act such as that could very well destroy all that we’ve built, so the punishment would be grave.” 
 
    Bennett took a moment before getting up to refill her scotch. “Now, everything makes sense.” 
 
    “What are you going on about?” Max said, giving Bennett a half-glance.  
 
    “I was wondering why someone would want to starve me, and now I know why…and now I know who.” 
 
    “Starve you?” Max said, spinning around. “What in the hell do you mean, starve you?” 
 
    Bennett looked at the decanter in her hand and then promptly filled Max’s glass to the top. “I have a feeling you’re going to need that.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max hung up the phone and then drained what remained in his glass. “It seems our delivery driver had a fender bender that morning, and it took some time to get it sorted. I suspect that’s when someone switched the boxes.” 
 
    “Were there any others?” Bennett said, sitting forward in her chair. “Did you check with—” 
 
    “Everyone else’s delivery was without issue. Yours was the only one tampered with.” 
 
    “Which means it was Napoleon, and most likely Simeon, too.” 
 
    “Simeon? That’s quite a stretch.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. How else do you explain why Simeon suddenly announced he was coming for a visit, a visit scheduled precisely when he knew you and yours would be in Tromso? You do it every year, Max. Everyone knows you do.” 
 
    “Look, I won’t argue that Simeon and Napoleon are thick as thieves, but if you’re suggesting Simeon is the mastermind behind—” 
 
    “I’m not. He’s just a pawn. Ever since I beat Simeon at the ludicrous chess game, everyone knows how the man feels about me, especially Napoleon. What I’m saying is Napoleon used that to his advantage, blew it out of proportion, and turned a sore loser into someone who wants nothing more than to see me gone.” 
 
    “And you believe together they planned this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. What I do know is that everyone takes whatever Napoleon spouts with a massive amount of salt, except for Simeon? If he were here to report it all back to the council, report that I’d gone on a rampage, would they then take it seriously? And, if he told Napoleon you and I are related—” 
 
    “Bennett, you know whatever is discussed amongst the council stays amongst the council until they have made a formal announcement. Even for Simeon, to breach that etiquette would be an inconceivable stretch.” 
 
    “It makes sense, though, doesn’t it?” Bennett said, crossing her legs. “They’ve both loathed me for centuries because I’m a daywalker. You can’t dispute that.” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” 
 
    “But it’s not the daywalking Napoleon tries to cram down the council’s throat every chance he gets. It’s the fact I have a seat on the bloody council. He’s spent centuries caterwauling that I have no right to that chair. Simeon has spent centuries trying to sway the council so his BFF can get a seat in hopes they can finally shift the power, finally swing the votes enough so they can take over the bloody world, and now my DNA makes all that moot. Max, the wind hasn’t just been taken out of Napoleon’s and Simeon’s sails. Their bloody masts have fallen into the water. The only way they could get me off the council now would be if I did something so heinous it could never be forgiven…and I almost did.” 
 
    Max let out a long breath, scrubbing his hand over his face as he rested back in his chair. “I’ll reach out to everyone except for Simeon and arrange for another Zoom call. I’ll tell them what’s happened and what we suspect and then see where we go from there.” 
 
    “No, don’t.” 
 
    “Bennett, I have to tell them.” 
 
    “I know. I would just prefer you wait until I talk to Napoleon.”  
 
    “Talk to him or kill him?” 
 
    “I’m tired, Max,” Bennett said softly. “I’m tired of fighting a fight I cannot win. You said it yourself, blood is thicker than water, and it doesn’t matter if I’m your great-whatever granddaughter. Napoleon is Etienne’s son, and that holds more weight. Even if the council sentences him to a lengthy sleep, nothing will have changed when he awakens unless I give up my seat. I remove the conflict, and there’s nothing left to fight about.” 
 
    “No,” Max said, sitting straight in his chair. “I will not allow you to do that. You’re too important—” 
 
    “If you’re worried about the daywalkers, don’t be. This doesn’t have to be instantaneous. I’ll talk to them, assure them you can represent their interests, and—” 
 
    “Bennett, that would be like having a Rabbi represent the Catholics at the Vatican or a Caucasian in charge of the NAACP. It won’t work.” 
 
    “It has to work because I’m done with this, Max. I really am. I’m tired of constantly putting into place more and more safeguards so that bastard doesn’t harm someone I care about. There are a few bad apples amongst my daywalkers, but the majority only want to live their lives, so give them some credit, Max. They will accept this. It’s just going to take some time. All I ask is you give me your word that you’ll never reveal their names or locations. It’s the glue that keeps everything together, Max, and without it…without it, I’m not sure what would happen.” 
 
    “What about putting another daywalker in charge? Surely you have someone—” 
 
    “And not only rob them of their anonymity but put them in Napoleon’s and Simeon’s crosshairs, too? Is that what you’re asking me to do?” 
 
    “No, of course not. I just seriously doubt your kind will agree to this,” Max said, easing out a long breath. “But, if you want to make a few phone calls and see what they say, I suppose I’ll have no recourse but to abide by their vote. Though, I still think you’re making a mistake.” 
 
    Max became lost in his thoughts as he tried to wrap his head around what Bennett planned to do. Well over a minute passed before he realized Bennett hadn’t said a word. He looked at her and scowled when he saw her disarming grin. “I see nothing whatsoever funny about this conversation.” 
 
    “That’s because you don’t know what I know.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “It’ll take more than a few phone calls, Max.” 
 
    “Whatever are you—” Max’s mouth was still open, yet he couldn’t force out a word. Bennett’s grin grew larger with each passing second, and Max cleared the frog from his throat. “Um…dare I ask—” 
 
    “Just shy of seven hundred.” 
 
    Max rocked forward so quickly the arms of his chair banged against the desk. “What?” 
 
    “Six-hundred-ninety-six at last count.” 
 
    “Christ.” Max snatched up his glass and emptied it in a gulp. “I had no clue there were that many,” he said, setting the tumbler down. “How in the hell did you ever find them?” 
 
    “They found me, and they’ve been finding me for centuries. It’s rather odd, really. We’re almost drawn to each other,” Bennett said, her brow wrinkling. “Anyway, after Simeon and Napoleon butchered those two men, any vampire realizing the sun didn’t hurt them wasn’t about to announce it. They crept from their covens, and eventually, they found me or another daywalker who would lead them to me.” 
 
    “Seven hundred,” Max mumbled. “That’s quite a force you’ve got there.” 
 
    “It is, which is why I need your word that if or when you learn any of their identities, you protect them.” 
 
    “Of course, I give you my word, but I still think you’re making a mistake. I truly, truly do.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Bennett said, straightening her backbone. “Max, last night, I almost sunk my teeth into Ruby’s neck, and I would have…I would have…” Bennett bowed her head, allowing her tears to well for a few moments before she blinked them back and looked up. “And I would have killed Lisa, and if I had done that, there would have been no one safe from my rage, Max. No one. I’m not positive Simeon was involved every step of the way, but this has Napoleon written all over it, and I will not risk him pulling another stunt like this again, or worse, going after someone I care about just for spite. It’s not worth it.”  
 
    “He is a malicious bastard. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    “Which is all the more reason that I need to do this. Everyone knows two issues are driving Napoleon’s antics. The first was the council’s decision not to give him Etienne’s chair, which I had nothing to do with, and the second I had everything to do with because his second gripe is with me…and only me. Remove the fuel, Max, and there’s no fire.” 
 
    “That still leaves his father’s chair.” 
 
    “True, but that’s got nothing to do with me. You and the council will have to handle that.” 
 
    “Oh joy.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby pushed away the weight of sleep, clearing her throat as she opened her eyes. Light streamed in from the open drapes, and with a groan, Ruby rolled to her other side only to groan again when every muscle in her body seemed to announce itself. She reached out across the bed, not all surprised to find it empty. Ruby forced her eyes open again, and when she saw the state of her apartment, she giggled. 
 
    The quilt was in a jumble at the foot of the bed, and the fitted sheet had come loose. An empty box of wine was sitting on the nightstand, and the strap-on and bottle of lube were lying on the floor. 
 
    Ruby fought her way out of the sheets and sat on the edge of the bed for a moment. She blinked away her sleep, running her fingers through her hair as she checked the time. Tickled she had slept until one, Ruby set up her coffee maker and, unable to stop herself, she put most of the apartment back in order before she picked up the strap-on and went into the bathroom. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Courtesy of Max, Bennett’s little refrigerator was refilled with fresh blood, and what remained of the tainted was packed up and handed off to Gus with orders to return it to Max. With the starve still fresh in her mind, Bennett sucked down one bag before pouring herself some wine and settling on the sofa. She stretched out and crossed her legs at the ankles, and before Bennett completed her first thought, Xi was on her lap. 
 
    “How would you feel about taking a trip, boy?” Bennett said, scratching Xi’s neck. “South of France? Monte Carlo? Egypt? Did you know they used to worship your kind in Egypt? Thought you were quite the cat’s meow, no pun intended.” 
 
    Xi’s throaty rumbling was all Bennett had to hear, and content in giving him attention, Bennett petted and rubbed and petted some more until there was a knock on the door. The sound caused Bennett to jump, and Xi followed suit, except when he did, he dug his claws into her thigh and launched off of her like a rocket.  
 
    “You little bugger,” Bennett said, rubbing her leg as she stood up. “Thank God I’m healing quickly again.” 
 
    Bennett opened the door and smiled when she saw Ruby in the hall. A second later, the whites of her eyes became fully visible when she noticed the strap-on dangling from Ruby’s fingertips.  
 
    “I think you forgot something when you left.” 
 
    “Get in here,” Bennett said with a laugh, taking the toy from Ruby as she walked by. “And please tell me no one saw you.” 
 
    “Halls were empty, and I cleaned it, by the way, although there’s not much of this left,” Ruby said, handing Bennett the almost empty bottle of lube. “So you may want to add that to your grocery list.” 
 
    “Is that your way of saying we may need more of it in the future?” Bennett said, setting the things aside. 
 
    “No, it’s my way of saying we could need more of it in the future, but not unless you tell me what happened last night. One minute you’re demanding I leave your apartment, and the next, I’m spending four hours being taken by you in all kinds of ways. I’m not saying I minded, Bennett. Hell, you know I didn’t mind, but seriously…what the fuck went on last night?” 
 
    Bennett released a drawn-out breath and motioned toward the sofa. “Have a seat. I just opened a bottle of Syrah. Would you like a glass?” 
 
    “Um…yeah. That would be great.” 
 
    “Good. Be right back.” 
 
    Bennett returned a minute later and handed Ruby a glass. Sitting down, Bennett tucked one leg under her as she looked at Ruby. “Look, as much as this life allows me to be, I’ve always tried to be honest. I realize that what I’m about to say could end what we have, and that’s fine, but I told you I’d be honest with you, and I won’t stop now.” 
 
    “Okay?” Ruby said, keeping her eyes on Bennett as she took a sip of her wine. 
 
    “It seems someone sabotaged me. The blood supply I had here was well past its expiration date, and I’d been maintaining with it for nearly a month. When I ordered you to leave, it was because I was on the verge of a starve.” 
 
    “Do you mean like what you described after Max found you in that dungeon?” 
 
    “Exactly. I didn’t know why suddenly I couldn’t control my…um…my instincts, but once I felt them rise to the surface, I knew I had to get you out of here for fear if I didn’t, I’d hurt you.” 
 
    Ruby took another taste of her wine and thought about what Bennett had said. “By hurt me, you mean bite me?” 
 
    “Yes…or worse. Actually, most likely, it would have been worse.” 
 
    “Are you saying all of this to scare me?” Ruby said, eyeballing Bennett. “I mean, so that you can just break this off? Tell me to move on?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not. You asked what happened, and I’m telling you. To sugarcoat it would mean to lie, and you are involved with a vampire, so you have the right to know the truth.” 
 
    “And afterward? You were so amped up when you got to my place. What the hell happened?” 
 
    “What do you think happened? I’ve explained myself enough that you should know—” 
 
    “Oh, you fed…and not out of a bag.” 
 
    “That’s correct.” 
 
    “But how? Where?” 
 
    “The where doesn’t matter, and the how was with Lisa’s help.” 
 
    “Wait. You demand I leave, and then you call her? Last time I checked, she’s a mortal, too.” 
 
    “She’s also one of my guardians. I knew she would do what I asked, and since…and since I’ve known her for so long, I knew…um…I knew I’d take every precaution to make sure I wouldn’t hurt her. And after everything was said and done, I came back here, got cleaned up, and then knocked on your door.” 
 
    “And I became that outlet you talked about. A way to burn off the energy that you get when you feed like that.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s why I prefaced this by saying if you want to end our relationship, that’s fine. You deserve more than a vampire who likes to bed you just to burn off energy, and I’m ashamed that I exploited you like that last night. It was way over-the-top.” 
 
    “You didn’t enjoy it?” 
 
    “What? No, of course I enjoyed it, but—” 
 
    “Bennett, I went into this friends-with-benefits relationship with my eyes open. You made it clear you didn’t love me, and I’m good with that. You made it clear what we have is about sex only, and I’m good with that, but what you just said proves you do at least care about me a little, and that goes a long way. And you really have to stop assuming that you’re the only one using someone in this relationship. Hello? I didn’t slam the door in your face last night, and I didn’t say no, so if you’re on some sort of guilt trip, I sure as hell hope you bought only one ticket.” 
 
    Bennett shook her head. “Perhaps you didn’t fully grasp what I said.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Ruby said, setting her glass aside. “You could have bitten me last night, but you stopped yourself. You could have killed me last night, but you stopped yourself. And, to top it all off, you made sure to get me out of here as quickly as you could so you wouldn’t hurt me. Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “So…so you aren’t…” Bennett looked over at Ruby for a moment. “So, are you saying that everything I just told you doesn’t make you want to run or…or, at the very least, slap me or something?” 
 
    “Bennett, the way I see it, last night, you saved me from a vampire. Why would I be angry or afraid? Like I said, it shows that you care about me.” 
 
    “I do. I don’t…I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “And you didn’t, and that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re almost too good to be true.” 
 
    “What can I say?” Ruby said, shrugging. “I know what I want.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    Ruby’s face split into a grin. “Well…I wouldn’t mind you strapping on that harness again, and afterward, you can buy me a big honking dinner to help replace all the calories I’ve burned off over the past day or so. How’s that?” 
 
    “That is a deal,” Bennett purred. She went to seal it with a kiss only to pull back before her lips met Ruby’s. “Oh, wait. It would have to be a late dinner. Once the sun goes down, there’s something I have to do.”  
 
    “Bay at the moon?” 
 
    “That would be werewolves, and don’t even start asking about them,” Bennett said, giving Ruby the evil eye. “No, I need to go see Napoleon, and there’s a rule about daywalkers showing up uninvited during the day, so I can’t rap on his door until the sun sets.” 
 
    Ruby reached for her drink, only to stop halfway. “Napoleon?” she said, looking back at Bennett. “As in the guy who tried to kill you with that trap?” 
 
    “Yes, and since it’s almost an hour’s drive, between getting there and getting back, I most likely won’t be home until after eight.” 
 
    Ruby picked up her wine and took a leisurely sip. “Okay, so how about this? Instead of calling Gus, let me act as your driver. That way, once your meeting is over, we can go to dinner from there. It would save at least an hour—right?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that won’t work,” Bennett said, a hint of sadness creeping into her tone. 
 
    It took a few seconds for Ruby to catch up, and when she did, she rolled her eyes. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. I’m a mortal, and I can’t be trusted with the super-secret location of vampire lairs. My bad.” Ruby got up, and going over to the strap-on, she picked it up. “I trust you with this, though, so let’s go have some fun before you have to leave.” 
 
    Bennett hung her head, thinking for a minute before she ambled over to stand behind Ruby. “Why don’t we do things the old-fashioned way this afternoon and leave that for later tonight?” Bennett said, taking the toy from Ruby and putting it aside. “I’d hate to have us scrambling about for showers if we lose track of time.” 
 
    Ruby’s face brightened, and she turned to Bennett. “Does that mean I can drive you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bennett said, lowering her mouth to Ruby’s. “But don’t expect a tip.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shortly after six that night, Bennett strode into Napoleon’s house, and the stench of sex, opium, and crack cocaine in the air caused her temples to throb instantly. She glanced around at the various orgies taking place, but before she could take a step, a man wearing nothing but a leather pouch to hide his shortcomings lumbered over.  
 
    The man licked his lips and leered at Bennett. “I think you’re in the wrong place. Ain’t none of us don’t know who you are, and bitch, you don’t belong here. That is, unless you let me have a piece of that dyke ass of yours,” he said, cupping his package. “Then maybe I’ll make an exception.” 
 
    Bennett studied the man for a moment and smiled as she reached for his leather pouch. “I’m all about exceptions, and I have one for you,” she said, brushing the man’s hand away. “I’ll give you the privilege of walking away with your genitalia intact after you tell me where Napoleon is.” Before the man could react, Bennett fisted his privates in a grip worthy of a vise, causing his face to flame and his eyes to bulge. “And now that I have your full and undivided attention, where did you say Napoleon was?” 
 
    “Office,” the man squeaked, sweat forming on his brow. “He’s…he’s…he’s in his office.” 
 
    “Good boy. I knew you could do it,” Bennett said, releasing her hold. “Now go find an ice bucket and soak your stones, although I have to say they honestly felt more like pebbles. Then again, I am a dyke. What do I know?” 
 
    In an instant, the vampire sunk to the floor, and cupping his privates, he curled into a fetal position. Bennett stepped over the whimpering man without missing a beat and made her way through the passel of vampires in the throes of lust. Upon reaching the lengthy hallway, Bennett’s mouth went slack. Four sentinels were posted in the corridor, and all of them had their trousers around their ankles. In front of them knelt men and women providing services that were causing grunts, groans, and moans, and self-absorbed in their pleasure, no one paid Bennett any mind. She moseyed right down the middle of the hall and entered Napoleon’s office as if she had not a care in the world.  
 
    Even though Napoleon heard the door open, he saw no need to stop what he was doing. “If you’re here to be my caboose, grab the lube and join in,” he hollered. “If not, get the fuck out.” 
 
    Bennett blanched. If the sight of Napoleon’s scrawny, pasty white ass wasn’t enough, seeing him shoving his hips against the man bent over his desk almost caused her to vomit. “I’d prefer to skip the train wreck if it’s all the same to you,” she said, closing the door behind her. “Now, why don’t you put away your tiny engine so we can get this over with?”  
 
    “Jesus fucking Christ.” Napoleon stepped back, and snatching his robe off the desk, he tugged it on and whirled around. “Who in the hell let you in here?” 
 
    “Someone who preferred to keep his balls where they dangled,” Bennett said, taking a step. “So why don’t you tell your jailhouse special to leave because the sooner we talk, the sooner I can do the same.” 
 
    “And what in the hell do we need to talk about?” 
 
    “Tell him to leave, Napoleon. This is just between you and me.” 
 
    Napoleon glowered at Bennett for a long moment before whacking the man on his ass. “Get up and go somewhere else until I can get this bitch out of here, and no one fills you tonight other than me. You come back used, and I’ll take your head.” 
 
    Naked as the day he was born, the lanky man pushed himself off the desk and pranced from the room without saying a word. 
 
    “Fine,” Napoleon said, tugging the ties on his robe tighter. “He’s gone. Now, why the fuck are you here?” 
 
    “I’m here because after that last stunt you pulled, I realized I’m spitting into the wind.” 
 
    The tightness in Napoleon’s expression loosened, and he scratched his head. “I have no idea what you’re babbling on about, Archer. What stunt?” 
 
    Bennett looked toward the ceiling for a moment. “I knew you wouldn’t admit to it, but I know it was you, Napoleon, and a lot of innocent people could have been hurt because of your goddamn, stupid payback mentality.” 
 
    Napoleon threw his hands up. “What in the world are you fucking talking—” 
 
    The sound of the door opening caught their attention. Napoleon leaned to look past Bennett at the same time she turned around, and when Bennett saw Ruby stepping into the room, she paled.  
 
    “Ruby, what in the hell are you doing? I told you to wait—” The rest of Bennett’s words died in her throat. 
 
    With her eyes firing blue, Ruby walked around Bennett and glared at the man gaping back at her. 
 
    “Flanna?” Napoleon said in a whisper.  
 
    “Hello, baby brother. Long time, no see.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s something to be said for having been the elephant in the room once before. Even though Bennett was raging, and even though she wanted answers to the hundreds of questions filling her head, Bennett didn’t move, and Bennett didn’t speak. She turned in slow motion, her eyes shifting between the two Durant siblings as she waited for one of them to say something. 
 
    Ruby painted on a syrupy smile as she stared at her brother. “I bet you’re surprised to see me—huh?” 
 
    “I-I…I thought you were dead,” Napoleon said, taking a step. “I’m so glad—” 
 
    “Oh, cut the crap, Napoleon. We both know you were behind the murder of our family.” 
 
    “I didn’t kill them, Flanna. How could you think that?” 
 
    “I haven’t used Flanna since I watched your paid assassins hack our family into pieces, but I picked a similar one. It’s Ruby now. Ruby Miller.” 
 
    “Um…okay, whatever,” Napoleon said, dismissing the subject with a flick of his wrist. “But no matter what you call yourself, you’re crazy if you think I had anything to do with their deaths. I would never do anything like that.”  
 
    “Of course you would, and you did,” Ruby said with a laugh. “You forget, baby brother, I was there.” 
 
    Fear prickled its way down Napoleon’s spine, and like a well-watered crop, sweat sprouted on his upper lip. “I-I don’t…I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Well, you see, that doesn’t matter,” Ruby said, moving a few steps closer. “What matters is what the council is going to think once I tell them my side of the story. And when they believe me, and they will believe me, your ass will never sit in our father’s chair. You murdered an original, Napoleon, and I can’t imagine you won’t get at least a century of sleep for it, and even if the council has doubts about what I tell them, I’m older than you, baby brother. If, down the road, they decide to give any Durant a seat at that table, it’s going to be me. And since they don’t allow high chairs, it seems to me you’ll be scratching for crumbs at my feet for the rest of your pathetic life. How’s that going to feel, Napoleon? Looking up from the floor, begging for us to throw you a scrap or even acknowledge you? I have to say, I’m really looking forward to it.” 
 
    Napoleon took a step back, his eyes betraying him when they found the rack of swords behind his desk.  
 
    “I wouldn’t if I were you,” Ruby said, waggling her head. “You forget who brought me here, and of the three people in this room right now, two of us are daywalkers. You wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    Napoleon’s eyes popped halfway out of their sockets, and then just as quickly, they turned into glittering slits aimed in Bennett’s direction. “You cunt,” he bellowed, his face flaming instantly. “You fucking cunt!” 
 
    “This isn’t about Bennett. True, I needed her to find you, but this is about us, brother. This is about you finally getting what you deserve,” Ruby said, folding her arms across her chest. “And in case you haven’t figured it out, there’s not one goddamned thing you can do to stop me. You can’t best me. You sure as hell can’t best Bennett, and since I’ve said what I needed to say, we’re going to leave now, and you’re going to let us.” 
 
    “That’s what you think,” Napoleon said, reaching for the phone on his desk. 
 
    Ruby’s fangs gleamed between her lips. “Oh, I was hoping you were going to say that.” In a flash, Ruby rushed across the room and grabbed a sword. A second later, she pressed the blade to Napoleon’s throat, nicking his neck in the process. “Oops, and here I was trying to be careful. My bad,” Ruby said, pretending to pout as blood trickled from the wound. “Now, I would prefer not to kill you, Napoleon, but that doesn’t mean I won’t. So, will you allow Bennett and me to leave freely, or do I make a sloppy mess? Because trust me, it will be sloppy.” 
 
    Napoleon’s already pale face lost what was left of its color. “You…you can…you can leave.” 
 
    “I thought you’d say that.” Ruby tossed the sword aside, and striding past Bennett, she cocked her head toward the door. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Neither spoke a word as they walked through the house and down the drive. Ruby hadn’t dared look in Bennett’s direction, and she wasn’t at all surprised Bennett had remained mute, for there was no hiding the rage etched in the woman’s face. Her nostrils had yet to stop flaring. The veins in her temples appeared like dark snakes under her skin, and the heat burning in Bennett’s cheeks had nothing to do with embarrassment.  
 
    Bennett had silently watched the verbal tug-of-war between Ruby and Napoleon because it hadn’t been the only fight going on in the room. The second was Bennett…against Bennett. 
 
    She couldn’t help but feel elated, knowing Napoleon would finally get what was coming to him, and the chair he coveted would never, ever be his. Except, Bennett now knew she’d been but a pawn in Ruby’s plan, and that didn’t sit well. In fact, if Ruby hadn’t been Etienne’s daughter, Bennett would have killed her before they reached her car.  
 
    “I know I owe you an explanation,” Ruby said, unlocking the car with the remote. “I’m sure—”  
 
    In the time it took to blink, Bennett had her hand around Ruby’s throat. “Not another word,” she said, and tightening her grip, Bennett drilled her gaze into Ruby’s. “Not another bloody word. Just get in the car and get us out of here.” 
 
    Ruby sucked in a sharp breath as soon as Bennett released her, and after a few quick coughs to clear her airway, she made a beeline for the driver’s side. Before the passenger door was closed, Ruby had her seat belt fastened and the car running.  
 
    There was little sign of life as Ruby drove from Napoleon’s house. It was far enough off the beaten path that other than a few estates well back from the road, there was nothing to be seen but forest and nothing to be heard except for the sound of the tires on the asphalt.  
 
    “Stop the car.” 
 
    Ruby glanced at Bennett. “What? Why?” 
 
    “Don’t make me tell you again.” 
 
    Ruby guided the car off the road into a small clearing, and before she could slip the ignition into park, Bennett was out the door. She didn’t stop until she was several paces away, and standing in the streams of the headlights, Bennett silently berated herself for stupidly believing yet another woman. She was furious she’d been played so easily, and when she heard Ruby approaching, Bennett's fury erupted. 
 
    “Look, I know you’re—” 
 
    The power of Bennett’s backhand sent Ruby flying across two lanes, and she landed in a heap at the edge of the road. Ruby waited until her head stopped spinning before she got to her feet, and wiping the blood from her mouth with her coat sleeve, she walked back to Bennett. “I suppose I deserve that, and I can’t fault you for being angry.” 
 
    “Angry doesn’t even come close to what I’m feeling right now,” Bennett said, fisting her hands. 
 
    “I can explain.” 
 
    “Which part? The part where you’ve been playing me for months, or the part where you didn’t just go to the goddamned council and tell them you’re alive? Why all the theatrics, Ruby? Why all the fucking subterfuge?” 
 
    “Because I needed to see Napoleon’s face when he realized I was alive.” 
 
    “That makes no sense.” 
 
    “That’s because you weren’t there when he had my family murdered. You weren’t there to see your stepmother run through and your father and brother beheaded. And you weren’t there to hear your sisters’ gut-wrenching sobs as they were being raped and killed. They were fourteen, Bennett. They were babies, and I swore on that day that no matter what it took, I’d make Napoleon pay.” 
 
    “Wait. Is this whole bloody charade about your father’s chair?” 
 
    “No. Of course not,” Ruby shouted. “It started out as revenge, Bennett, pure and simple revenge. I wanted to take Napoleon’s life to make him pay for what he did, but I was a twenty-one with no training in swordplay, no strength, no stamina, nothing to best him, and he was a vampire. By the time I made my way back to our home in Limoges, I knew if I wanted to avenge my family’s murder, then I would have to be patient…and I was. Bennett, it took me years, centuries to get to this point, and there was no way in hell I was about to show my hand to you or the council. Not after all this time. Not after all I had to do to get here.” 
 
    Bennett snickered. “And here I thought Eliza and Desiree were the queens of deceit.”  
 
    “Oh, you can stick that right up your ass, Bennett. You dare stand there judging me when you gave up your freedom to save your family,” Ruby shrieked. “Well, do you want to hear what I had to give up? My virginity to a filthy pig of a man so I could have money to get food, and I lost the rest of my innocence to all the men who followed so I could make my way across Europe in search of my fucking brother. I gave up my integrity when I stole food and money from those sleeping or too drunk to notice and my pride when I cleaned up the slop of others. And when there was nothing else I could give in order to take the next step, I gave up my own goddamned life, Bennett, just so that one day Napoleon would pay for what he did…and you can stick that up your ass, too.” 
 
    Ruby took a step back, and she eyed Bennett up and down. “So, once you figure out how to walk with that load of righteousness you’re carrying, I’ll be in the car.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Napoleon slammed his finger down on the intercom button again. “One last fucking time. Either someone finds Ivan and tells him to come to my office right now, or you’re all dead.” 
 
    The door flew open, and Ivan rushed in wearing nothing but a pair of trousers that hadn’t yet been zipped. “I’m here. I’m here.” 
 
    Napoleon scrunched up his face when he saw the bare-chested man. “Where the hell have you been, and why the fuck aren’t you dressed?” 
 
    “It’s my birthday,” Ivan said, zipping his pants. “You told me I could have the night off and to have as much pussy as I wanted. I thought it was my present.” 
 
    “Well, I have a better present for you,” Napoleon said, picking up a paper from his desk. “And it concerns Bennett Archer.” 
 
    Ivan’s face lit up. “Tell me you’re going to let me kill her,” he said, striding across the room to the desk. “Tell me I can finally run that cunt through.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Napoleon said, handing Ivan the paper. “But I want you to put together a few teams of your best and send them out to kill all the people on this list. Not one lives. Do you hear me? Not one.” 
 
    Ivan scanned the names on the page. “But Archer’s not on here.” 
 
    “And neither is Flanna, but that will come later.” 
 
    “Flanna? Your sister?” Ivan said, twisting his face into something far uglier than the original. “I thought you told me you had your whole family killed.” 
 
    “I did, but it seems the ruffians I hired to do the deed couldn’t count, which leads us to where we are now.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “I want to move up our time frame. Call it a test run,” Napoleon said through a sneer. “When Bennett finds out the people on that list have been murdered, she’s going to come after me with a vengeance. Seeing that she and Flanna have joined forces, I can’t imagine my dear sister won’t be by Archer’s side when she shows up here to take my head. When she does, you and I can take down two birds with one stone.” Napoleon began to titter. “And that’s why my plan is so scrumptious.” 
 
    “What about the council? I thought Archer was off-limits.” 
 
    “She is, and forcing me to sleep for a century is a small price to pay to see Archer’s head separated from her body. You see, my stupid twat of a sister showed her hand. The council doesn’t yet know she’s alive, so no one will be the wiser once those two cunts are out of the way. The council slaps me on the hand for killing Bennett and gives me a hundred years of sleep to think about my wrongdoings, and that gives you a hundred years to grow our army even larger. That way, when I wake up, you and I will take down every fucking original…and the world is ours.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After standing in the bitter January night air for several more minutes, Bennett finally made her way back to the car, and when she shut the door, the vehicle rocked. Ruby steered the sedan back onto the road, and it wasn’t until she’d driven a few more miles that Bennett broke the silence.  
 
    “You spoke of your family’s murder, but you didn’t say how you got away,” Bennett said, her tone flat and cold. “How did you manage that, Ruby? How did you manage to survive when all the others were killed?” 
 
    “Stupid, stupid luck,” Ruby murmured. “It was almost dusk, and Margory and my sisters and I were just sitting in our carriage waiting for the sun to go down so Father and Charles could join us. All of a sudden, our coachman yelled to the horses, and a second later, we were thrown back in our seats. That carriage wasn’t a chariot, and it wasn’t meant to travel at that speed over a rutted road, and going around a turn, one of the wheels went off the path. The door to the carriage opened…and I fell out. 
 
    “It happened so fast. One minute I was sitting on a cushioned bench, and the next, I was tumbling head over heels down an embankment. I ended up in a creek, and once I gathered my wits, I tried to climb back up, but it was too steep. So, I ran alongside the stream in the direction the carriages were going, and it wasn’t long before I heard voices. The slope of the hill had lessened, and enough exposed roots were coming through the dirt that I could climb up far enough to see over the ridge.  
 
    “Five, of what I assumed to be highwaymen, had overtaken our carriages and set them ablaze. Charles and Father were standing in the middle of the road. Their hands were bound, and two men were standing behind them with the tips of their swords pressed against their backs. Father and Charles were pleading…begging for them not to hurt the women, and for a split-second, I thought…I thought everyone would be okay. Highwaymen rarely murdered people. They were robbers, and our carriages were pretty ornate, so it stood to reason they believed us wealthy, and then the next thing I knew, the man standing behind Margory drove his sword through her back, and before she could even take her last breath, he slit her throat. Father screamed. Charles screamed, and then…and then my sisters started to scream. 
 
    “Two of the men had pushed them to the ground and were ripping off their dresses,” Ruby said, blinking back tears. “Father was…he was howling for mercy, howling for them to stop, howling to try to get through to one ounce of human decency, and the men just laughed. They just laughed…” Ruby’s voice trailed off, and she pulled in a long, shaky breath. “Charles was crying and pleading just like my father, and then the one who’d killed Margory went over, spit in my brother’s face, and then took off his head. Before it even hit the ground, he did the same to my father.” 
 
    Bennett winced. “Jesus.” 
 
    “I hung on the side of that hill listening to my sisters’ wails until eventually, the forest got quiet. The next thing I knew, the men were tossing all the bodies into the fire, and that’s when I heard one of them say that Napoleon had paid for six murders, so someone was missing.” Ruby glanced at Bennett. “I almost wanted them to find me. I wanted them to end me because I knew I’d never be able to forget what I’d seen, but it was because of what I’d seen, because of what they did, because of all the rage burning inside of me, I couldn’t force myself to make one sound. Instead, I began trying to think of how I’d get away, and that’s when one of them scoffed, saying something about Napoleon would never know…and a minute later, they rode off into the night.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby’s voice had cracked more than once telling her sobering tale, and while tears didn’t stream down her face, Bennett had seen a few that had found their way. Because of that, Bennett allowed Ruby a few minutes of silence to regroup before Bennett began her inquisition again.  
 
    “How did you do all of this?” Bennett said, turning to Ruby. “Was this your plan from the start?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Ruby said, shooting Bennett a look. “I guess you could say everything just evolved. I knew I needed to find Napoleon, and since it always seemed that the vampires kind of stuck together, I figured if I could find others, I could find him. Margory had loathed vampires. She hated everything about them, but that didn’t mean Father didn’t occasionally drop a name. I remembered him mentioning a man named Yannick Bethune who lived in a sprawling estate outside of Paris, and another named Aldrich FitzAlan, who lived in Cornwall.” 
 
    “That’s what you meant when you said you were all over Europe.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it was 1529, so it wasn’t like I could take a train. Luckily, since Margory had always kept us away from the vampires, none of them knew what I looked like, and since Yannick lived the closest, that’s where I went first. I got a job as a servant and basically kept my head down and listened. Whenever any of the others visited, I hid in the shadows and burned into my memory everything they said. After about two years, I figured I had gotten all the information I could, so I left and moved onto Aldrich. I paid passage for a boat ride to England by sleeping with the Captain and then spent two years scrubbing the floors in Aldrich’s house. It was there I learned of Garrick Neville, so I moved to Eastbourne, and two years after that, I made my way to Spain because, by then, I knew Diego Garza was going to be the key.” 
 
    “Diego? What do you mean by the key?” 
 
    “Yannick, Garrick, and Aldrich had all dropped Diego’s name more than once. I knew the guy was a lothario and played both sides of the field, and—” 
 
    “Wait,” Bennett said, holding up her hands. “Are you even gay, or was that a lie, too?” 
 
    “That wasn’t a lie. I’m gay. I promise.” 
 
    “I’m not sure your promises are worth anything.” 
 
    “I never broke one to you,” Ruby said, looking Bennett in the eye. “Why wouldn’t they be?” 
 
    Through narrowed eyes, Bennett took stock of Ruby for a long moment. “Go on.” 
 
    “Okay, so from what I overheard, Diego not only fooled around a lot, he also liked to talk a lot. It was the other thing they all agreed on, to the point of them being worried that he’d eventually be their downfall because he’d spill the beans to the wrong person.” 
 
    “And you wanted to be that wrong person?” 
 
    “Yes, so off to Spain I traveled. It took me a while to get there and even longer to get in the door of the hacienda belonging to Diego and Concepcion Garza, but late in 1535, I did just that. I bided my time, making sure I always looked my best until I finally turned their heads.” 
 
    “Their heads?” 
 
    Ruby snorted. “You’re not the only one who’s had threesomes.” 
 
    “Christ, are you saying you slept with Concepcion? Wait,” Bennett said, whipping her head to Ruby. “That’s why you turned away when she came into Max’s on New Year’s, wasn’t it? She would have recognized you.” 
 
    “Possibly, although it was over four hundred years ago, and I’m sure she’s had thousands in her bed since then.” 
 
    Bennett fell back in her seat, trying to wrap her head around what Ruby had said. “Okay, but how did you get Diego to talk if Concepcion was there? I wouldn’t think there would have been much talking going on.” 
 
    “There wasn’t at first, except Concepcion was way more into men than women. When someone new was brought in, she liked to…um…sample the merchandise, and then she’d go back to bedding everything wearing trousers until a new girl came along. Luckily, Diego liked me so much that even though he had several women he regularly saw, since I worked in the house, I was always around if the mood struck.” 
 
    “And you say you’re gay?” 
 
    “I disconnected from it. I hated Diego. I hated all of them. I guess you could say it’s like the way hookers do it, just removing themselves from the act and looking at it as a job. But instead of getting paid in money, I got paid in information, and it was worth it. At the end of four years of pillow talk, I knew the name of every original, where most owned homes, and even a few details about vampires themselves. I had every intention of continuing to glean information until Diego up and decided he was tired and was going to rest for a few years. He’d fed on me more than once by then, so the night before he climbed into his coffin to sleep away a decade or so, I made sure he fed on me, and the next night…I slit my wrists.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right,” Gus said, coming down the stairs. “So I have the Xbox set up in Liam’s room, and he’s promised to play Aiden’s game for an hour before Aiden has to relinquish control.” 
 
    “That has meltdown written all over it,” Fallon said, smiling.  
 
    Gus wasn’t at all surprised that Fallon knew the youngest member of the household so well, and it showed on his face. “Aiden is already yawning, so he’ll probably conk out before then. If not, Liam said he’d set him up on the tablet, and if there are any issues, I’m sure you’ll handle it.” 
 
    “Not a problem, Dad.” 
 
    “Did the pizza get here yet?”  
 
    “Yes, it’s in the kitchen,” Cathleen said, coming from the back of the house. “And I put out paper plates, and there’s soda in the—” 
 
    “Mom, you guys do this every month,” Fallon said, chuckling. “And every time you leave, we go through the same thing. I know where the paper plates are. I know there’s soda in the fridge, and I know how to handle my brothers.” 
 
    “Okay, smarty. Do you know where your sister is?” Gus said, opening a closet. 
 
    “Yes, she’s in her room moaning.” 
 
    “Moaning?” Gus said, eyeing Cathleen as he handed his wife her coat. 
 
    “It’s a lady thing,” Cathleen said softly. 
 
    “Oh,” Gus said, slipping into his jacket. “So, have I forgotten anything?” 
 
    “Yes, how to have a good time,” Fallon said, getting up from the sofa. “But I bet if you walk out that door, get in the car, go to the restaurant, order a nice bottle of wine, and have a delicious dinner, it’ll all come back to you.” Fallon pushed her parents toward the front door. “Now, get out of here and enjoy your date. It’s not like we haven’t done this before.” 
 
    “All right, sweetie,” Cathleen said, giving Fallon a peck on the cheek before walking out the door. “Call us if you need anything. You know where we’ll be.” 
 
    “I’ll call you right after I dial 911.” 
 
    Cathleen reeled back around. “Fallon!” 
 
    “Mom, I’m just kidding. Geez, you guys really need to do this more than once a month,” Fallon said, giggling. “And since Dad said your reservation is for seven, and it’s already six-thirty, you need to get the heck out of here. Now go. Have a good time, and stop worrying that the world is going to come to an end while you’re gone.” 
 
    The three exchanged playful squints, and Fallon waited until her parents climbed into their Uber before she shut the door. She stepped back into the living room, spending a few seconds deciding if dinner or studying would come first before Fallon made her way to the kitchen. Sliding two pieces of cheese pizza onto a paper plate, she grabbed a soda and returned to the living room. Thankful her siblings were safely and quietly tucked away in their rooms, Fallon stretched out across the sofa and enjoyed her dinner. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If Bennett wasn’t sitting down, she would have fallen down. “Jesus Christ. You killed yourself?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ruby said, bobbing her head. “I’d come too far to turn back, and since Diego was asleep and would remain that way for several years, everyone assumed he had wanted me turned. I went from kitchen help to a member of his coven in one night, and because they all knew I was one of his favorites, they showed me the ropes. They taught me how to feed and how to steal, how to use a sword and a dagger, and of course, how to plan any traveling so as always to avoid sunlight.” 
 
    “When did you discover you were a daywalker?” 
 
    “Um…let’s see. Diego turned me in 1540, and it was the summer of 1722. So almost two hundred years.” 
 
    “Why so long? I would have thought the rumors about daywalkers would have reached you before then.” 
 
    “You’re assuming I was in a coven, and I wasn’t,” Ruby said, glimpsing at Bennett. “As soon as Diego began his rest, Concepcion left Spain to fuck her way across Europe. That left me in a hacienda full of vampires more than willing to teach me, so there was no reason for me to leave. When Diego woke up in 1555, I stayed for three more years, hoping to get more information out of him, and once I felt the well had run dry, I killed him and moved on.” 
 
    “You killed Diego? But why?” 
 
    “Diego was the one who turned Napoleon. As far as I was concerned, he was as responsible for my family’s murder as Napoleon, and I wanted him to pay for it.” 
 
    “From what Max told me, you didn’t just make him pay. You butchered him.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” Ruby said in a breath. “That night…that night, something inside of me let loose. All my anger, all my resentment, all my hatred, and all the shame I felt for allowing that bastard to fuck me night after night after night overflowed. Once I started stabbing him, I couldn’t stop until there wasn’t enough flesh left to stab.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “I left for France before anyone got wind of what I had done and ran headlong into the start of the French Wars of Religion.” 
 
    “If memory serves, those lasted for almost thirty years.” 
 
    “And it was thirty years of crazy. Catholics and Protestants fighting and massacring and rioting like deranged lunatics, and there was no safe place for someone like me. I was a vampire. I was a woman traveling alone, and I was a stranger, and strangers were no longer trusted. Because of that, I settled in Paris, where I could become part of the crowd. I laid low for most of those years. After all, I was in a city with an ample food supply, and there were more than enough nobles roaming about to rob, so it was the safest place for me. Plus, it gave me time to build up my fortune, map out my plans, and take the next step.” 
 
    “Which was finding Napoleon?” 
 
    “Yep, except that prick never stayed in one place for very long, and by the time I left Paris in 1599, he had all but disappeared. I spent years retracing my steps, years looking for him in every country in Europe, but I could never find him. And I couldn’t risk joining another coven for fear someone had figured out that I was the one who killed Diego.” 
 
    “But they didn’t.” 
 
    “I know, except I didn’t know that at the time,” Ruby said, giving Bennett a side-eyed look. “So, I wandered around Europe for over a hundred years, rubbing elbows with the rich and hiring tutors to further, what at the time, was my limited education. I also learned how to speak English, Spanish, and German, which enabled me to pass myself off as anyone I’d like, and I eliminated my accent in the process. My goal was to become a chameleon, so when I found Napoleon, I’d have a better chance of getting close enough to kill him. But it wasn’t until I was traveling through Germany one night when I realized good things do come to those who wait.” 
 
    “Why? What happened?” 
 
    “I had left Cologne and was on my way to Bonn when the skies opened up. It was a storm like I’d never seen before, and it was all I could do to control my horse. I knew I would never make it to Bonn before sunrise, so when I came upon an abandoned barn, I took shelter inside. Luckily, the roof in the furthest corner was still sound, so knowing I was safe from the sun, I fell asleep. What I didn’t realize or…or what I was too stupid to consider was that the boards on the walls were far from sound. Early the next morning, the warmth of the sun on my face woke me up, and when I opened my eyes, sunlight was streaming through the cracks like a laser burglar alarm in a museum. After that, there was no stopping me. Once I realized the sun didn’t affect me, I knew I could easily blend with mortals. So, instead of concentrating on finding Napoleon, I returned to seeking out the other covens. I figured eventually I’d find my way to him, and since the servants I’d worked with in those homes had long since died, I was pretty sure no one else would recognize me. After all, other than Concepcion and Diego, no one else had ever paid me any mind.” 
 
    “How could you have possibly hidden your true self from other vampires? Between the blood and the lust—” 
 
    “You said it yourself. It’s called control. I was a woman on a mission, and nothing was going to stand in my way. I fed at dawn when the others were in their rooms, and as for the lust, like you, I took matters into my own hands or found a prostitute who would do it for me. I fucked up a lot early on and ended up killing to keep my secret, but things got a lot easier once I learned about compelling. And once the twentieth century came along, there was no stopping me.” 
 
    “The twentieth century?” 
 
    Ruby reached into her coat pocket and handed Bennett a small plastic flip-top container. Bennett didn’t need to open it to know what it held. “Contacts.” 
 
    “Yes, and those cost me a pretty penny. They’re darker than anything on the market. I have them custom-made.” 
 
    Bennett stared at the container for a few more seconds before dropping it into one of the cup holders between the seats. “So why me? How did you even know about me?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, when I first heard your name, I thought you were a man. You’d actually come up in a few conversations through the years. Once when I was working in Hector’s house, and…and twice in Simeon’s, and both times it was in connection with the one original I’d never been able to track down.”  
 
    “Max.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ruby said, smirking. “That man does like his privacy.” 
 
    “Yes, he does.” 
 
    “Anyway, it wasn’t until I was working as a member of Simeon’s staff when I realized you were a woman. He came back from visiting Max in the foulest of moods. He raged for weeks, going on and on about some bitch who had bested him at chess.” 
 
    “So you knew the story before I told you about it?” 
 
    “Not all of it. You filled in a lot of the blanks.” 
 
    Bennett’s jaw tightened. “Of course, I did.” 
 
    “The way Simeon kept going on about you, I figured you were an important part of Max’s coven, and since I couldn’t find Max, I started looking for you. Because I could now pass as a mortal, instead of solely working in the homes of vampires, I began convincing prospective employers to give me jobs which gave me access to tax and property records.” 
 
    “And when exactly was that?” 
 
    “Late 1700s.” 
 
    “So you’ve been looking for me since then?” 
 
    “No. I found your name on some deeds in Vancouver in 1872. By then, I had a wealth of journals containing every tidbit of information I’d ever gathered, so I re-read everything. I began to see a travel pattern because I’d already found deeds under the names of several of the originals. I began backtracking through Europe and the States, seeing if my hypothesis was correct, and by 1940, I knew it was. Between business licenses, tax receipts, and property deeds, and convincing every mortal I could find who had worked for Max to tell me all they knew, I knew you’d eventually go to Seattle and from there to Stockholm, and then to Bonn and from there, to Boston.” 
 
    “Why wait until Boston?” 
 
    “Because other than your name, I knew nothing about you. Even though I’d worked in the homes of vampires, it wasn’t like I was privy to every little detail. For instance, I’d heard enough to figure out there was a huge issue between you and my brother, but I didn’t know what it was. I also knew Napoleon had somehow forced you and Max to move around more than you wanted. That told me that when I found Max or when I found you, Napoleon would eventually show up.” 
 
    “Are you saying you were in all those cities when I was?” 
 
    “Yes. I leased apartments near your galleries and watched you come and go. That’s when I figured out you were gay, which was a definite plus, I gotta tell you.” 
 
    “And how did you figure that out?” 
 
    “Oh please,” Ruby said, shooting Bennett a look. “You practically exude lesbian. I would have had to been blind not to see it.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why you waited until Boston.” 
 
    “Once I realized you were gay, I changed my plans. Instead of hiding in the shadows and following your every move, hoping you’d lead me to Napoleon, I took a different route. In 1949, I left you and Max in England and took a job with the City of Boston in their records division. I spent years digging up everything I could on you, Max, and all the properties and companies you owned. That’s when I found out about the brownstone, so I knew eventually that’s where you’d end up. I left Boston in 1964 and headed to Vancouver, where I purchased a storage unit. I knew I had time, and it was rare I could sleep for more than a few weeks since I wasn’t under the protection of a coven, so I locked myself in and fell asleep until 1984. When I woke up, I spent the next few years catching up on everything I’d missed. I contacted some forgers to get new ID made, and then I took a job in Washington in their archive department, and when it came close to when you’d be returning to Boston, I got the job I have now. It wasn’t long after that when I met Doreen.” 
 
    Bennett stiffened. “Are you saying Doreen is involved in this, too?” 
 
    “No,” Ruby said, shaking her head. “She has nothing to do with any of this. I didn’t even know she was such a geek about vampires at first, but when I found out, I used her…um…enthusiasm to my advantage.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I started asking her questions or posing scenarios, like a game. She was more than willing to play along, and she’d rattle off all the things she’d ask a vampire if she ever met one, and later on, I’d write everything down so I could memorize it. I figured when you and I finally met, it would give me all the ammunition I’d need to appear like your run-of-the-mill mortal.” 
 
    “So she’s unaware you’re a vampire?” 
 
    “She has no clue,” Ruby said, looking over at Bennett. “I covered all my tracks, even down to feeding.” 
 
    “You’ve fed on her?” 
 
    “Absolutely not, but unlike you, I don’t have blood delivered to my apartment, so I have to go out for it. I compel my victims to forget when I feed on them just like you do, unless I push it too far. The only difference is I usually hit a lesbian hangout, hook up with someone, take them into the ladies’ room, and instead of giving them what they thought they were going to get, I bite them and then compel them to forget the whole thing.” 
 
    “I’m assuming by pushing it too far, you mean waiting too long between feeds?” 
 
    “Yes, and when that happened, I’d call in sick with a migraine and head out of town. Just in case I couldn’t stop myself from killing anyone, I wanted to make sure that didn’t happen near where I lived. There are enough gay bars around that I never had a problem finding and then convincing a couple of lesbians they wanted to have a good time with me. They’d take me back to their place, and then I would spend a few days feeding on them. Thankfully, I never killed any of them, and once I had my fill, I compelled them to forget.” 
 
    “And you have no problems with compelling people to forget a day or two of their lives or convincing them they want to have an orgy? Screwing with their minds like that?” 
 
    “Honestly, I hadn’t thought about it until you brought it up that night in the restaurant, but no. It’s not like I had much of a choice, and like you said, if it’s not in their nature, they won’t do it. Sort of like when I suggested that the property management folks convert the attic into apartments. If it weren’t a good idea, they wouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “That was your idea?” 
 
    “Yeah. For my plan to work, I needed to be close to you, and although I’ve killed lots of people over the years, I didn’t see a point in murdering one of your neighbors just to get my hands on their apartment. Through my research, I knew that company basically had carte blanche in taking care of the building, so a few whispered suggestions was all it took to convince them they’d get a bit more bang for their buck if they converted the attic, and they did. With the low ceilings, I also usually had the floor to myself, and since you lived right below me, I could hear you come and go.” 
 
    “And what was your plan exactly? No,” Bennett said, holding up a finger. “Let me guess. You were going to make me fall in love with you, and once that happened, you’d confess your sins, and we’d join forces to bring down your brother.” 
 
    “Initially, yes, except I didn’t know you. Once I met you and listened to your stories, and especially after meeting Lisa, I knew that wasn’t going to happen.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Ruby said, belting out a laugh. “We both know how you feel about her. Remember when I told you I knew you couldn’t love me because you had no room in your heart to love. I didn’t say that because I thought you were incapable of loving someone. I said it because Lisa fills that space, and no amount of denial or fucking other women will make it go away, Bennett. And after getting to know you, it was clear you were a good person, one who had integrity, honesty, and compassion, so I began hating myself for doing what I was doing. It clearly didn’t make me stop, though, so I have to apologize for everything I did to get to this point.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Bennett said, tilting her head. “What else did you do?” 
 
    Ruby sighed. “Napoleon’s goons killed the people in the park, but I was the one who killed the pushers in the alleys.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “If you remember, the first one was right before Rapture. You’d given me enough signs to know you were finally interested in me, and I wanted to be prepared. If we were to have sex, it had to be great sex, and I needed the stamina to give you a run for your money.” 
 
    “Christ.” 
 
    “I killed the second guy because I was trying to force your hand. I thought if you believed Napoleon hadn’t stopped hunting in Back Bay, you’d go after him, and then I could follow you. Unfortunately, that didn’t happen, and after waiting for so long and being so close, my vengefulness ended up getting the best of me. I was running out of ideas. I was running out of patience, and so I switched out your blood supply in hopes you’d believe he’d done it, and you’d finally lead me to him…which you did.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes flashed blue. “Do you have any bloody idea how many people you put in danger by that stunt? Jesus Christ, Ruby, if I had gone on a rampage, I’d have not only killed innocents, it would have put our entire goddamned race at risk. What in the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “I thought you’d just get antsy when you were trying to maintain with the bags. I had no idea you weren’t feeding on anything else. I figured you’d realize the blood was bad before it got as far as it did. I guess that was stupid on my part.” 
 
    “No, what’s stupid is the fact I’m still allowing you to breathe,” Bennett growled, pulling the dagger from her boot. “Although, that’s something I can easily remedy.” 
 
    “I’m not your enemy, Bennett, and if you had watched your children being killed like I had to watch my entire fucking family being massacred, can you honestly say you wouldn’t have done exactly what I did to avenge their deaths?” 
 
    A long moment passed, and Bennett’s eyes settled back to brown. She couldn’t argue Ruby’s point. If someone had murdered her children, Bennett would have moved heaven and earth to make them pay. Bennett slipped the blade back into her boot. “Once you speak to the council, I want you out of my brownstone, out of my city, and out of my life. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Bennett returned to staring out the window and tried to rein in what was left of her anger. A minute later, the phone in her pocket vibrated. Letting out a long breath when she saw the Caller ID, she accepted the call. “Fallon, it’s not really a good time. Can I call you later?” 
 
    “Um…sure, but I just have a quick question,” Fallon said, sneaking another peek through the drapes. “Did you send some of your friends over here?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Other than one minor meltdown when Aiden had to give up on chasing monkeys and bananas so his brother could race virtual cars around a virtual track, the night had been everything Fallon had hoped for. It had been quiet, and it had been peaceful. 
 
    Fallon and Kenna had always been astute students, and upon entering high school, they did what many did not. They immediately began taking AP courses. Although neither had settled on any one profession, Fallon’s mind rarely rested, so courses in Computer Science, English Literature, and Psychology had helped ease the boredom until the end of her sophomore year. That’s when Fallon’s mindset shifted to something else, and that something else was one word. Guardian.  
 
    She had no clue what it would entail, but she knew Bennett, and the courses Fallon chose showed it. World History, European History, and Art History now filled her time, and she loved them all. She hadn’t known she had a passion for the past or for the masters of artwork adored by millions, yet she did. So, absorbed in reading about Michelangelo, when Fallon heard a car door slam, she nearly jumped out of her skin. 
 
    She picked up her phone, and seeing it was only seven-thirty, much too early for her parents to be back, Fallon chalked it up to a next-door neighbor and tossed her phone on the coffee table. She kicked back again and was about to return to Michelangelo when she heard another car door slam, and it sounded like whoever it was, was parked directly in front of her house. Fallon set her book aside, and flicking off the light on the end table, she parted the drapes just a smidge to take a look. The nearest street lamp was a few houses away, but Fallon didn’t need any light…for the four pairs of eyes flaming blue stood out like neon in the night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a split second, Bennett’s heart went from being in her chest to being on the floor, and it was all she could do to gather her wits. She drew in the slowest of breaths and tried her best to keep her tone clear and soft. “What do you mean by my friends?” 
 
    “Vampires,” Fallon said, peeking through the drapes again. “Because a van load of them just stopped in front of my house.” 
 
    “Are you sure they’re vampires?” 
 
    Ruby sat straighter, her grip on the steering wheel tightening when she heard Bennett’s question. 
 
    “Oh yeah. There’s no mistaking those eyes,” Fallon said. “They’re as blue as yours were the night you saved us.” 
 
    “Put your parents on the phone right now,” Bennett said, her backbone now rigid.  
 
    “They’re not home. It’s date night. They went to Giuseppe’s for dinner.” 
 
    “Christ,” Bennett said, running her fingers through her hair. “Okay. Where are your brothers and sister?” 
 
    “Kenna is upstairs, moaning because she has cramps and the boys are in Liam’s room playing video games. Why?” 
 
    “I need you to gather them up and get everyone into the safe room.” 
 
    “But why?” Fallon said, sitting up. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Bennett closed her eyes for a second. Her mind was racing, and her heart was quickly following suit. She pulled in another deep breath and pushed thoughts of Lisa from her mind. “Fallon, sweetheart, are you still thinking about becoming one of my guardians in the future?” 
 
    “Yeah. Absolutely.” 
 
    “All right, then I need you to assume that role right now. I need you to step up, be an adult, and do exactly what I say without any further questions. Can you do that?” 
 
    Fallon got to her feet. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Now, get everyone into the safe room, bolt the door, and do not open it until I am standing right in front of it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, but what about Mom and—” 
 
    “Fallon, I promise you. Nothing will happen to them. Now, do as I say. Text me when you’re all safe in the room, and I’ll call you back as soon as I can.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Ruby said, quickly glancing at Bennett. 
 
    “Do you know where Giuseppe’s is?” Bennett said, hitting another speed dial number. 
 
    “Sure. It’s just outside of Spring Hill. Why?” 
 
    “How long will it take us to get there?” 
 
    “Um…maybe twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Make it ten,” Bennett said, putting the phone to her ear. “Lisa, pick up.” Bennett waited for a few seconds. “Goddammit, Lisa, pick up your bloody phone.” Bennett drummed her fingers on her thigh as the call went to voice mail. “Lisa, listen. When you get this, I need you to drop whatever you’re doing, get to the warehouse, and lock yourself in. I don’t have time to explain. Just do as I say, and call me back as soon as you can. Bye.” 
 
    Bennett scrolled to the next speed dial, letting out the breath she’d been holding when she heard someone pick up. 
 
    “Hi, Bennett. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Gunnar, where are you?” 
 
    “Home. Just hanging out with the family. Why?” 
 
    “I need you to get everyone into the safe room right now.” 
 
    Gunnar didn’t even have to think. “Bridget,” he screamed, scooping up his youngest from the living room floor. “We need to get everyone downstairs now.” 
 
    Bennett listened as Gunnar juggled the phone while he ran through his house, and within a minute, out of breath and standing in the fortified section of his basement, Gunnar placed his phone against his ear. “Done. Now, what’s going on?” 
 
    “All you need to know at the moment is I believe Napoleon is involved. With that being said, if any vampires show up at your house, you’re to follow the protocol I gave you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gunnar said, his eyes drawn to a switch on the console. “But what about—” 
 
    “I’ve already left Lisa a message. I told her to get to the warehouse, and I’m calling Finn as soon as we hang up to tell him to do the same.” 
 
    “Then call me back when you’re done.” Bennett heard a click, and a sliver of a smile appeared when she realized Gunnar had hung up on her. 
 
    Traveling at speeds far greater than the posted limit, Ruby slowed to take a turn. “Why the warehouse?” she said, pressing her foot on the accelerator again. The car was quiet except for a faint tapping, and out of the side of her eye, Ruby could see Bennett frantically texting someone. Ruby didn’t need to ask who. Fear had carved itself into Bennett’s face.  
 
    “Because Lisa and Finn live in apartments,” Bennett said, dialing another number. “They don’t have safe rooms. All they have are the bloody lightbulbs.” 
 
    “Then let’s go to Lisa’s first. We can hit the restaurant after we—” 
 
    “No. I will not risk those children losing their parents. I need to make sure Gus and Cathleen are safe before doing anything else.” Bennett put the phone to her ear again, grateful when she heard the call go through. “Finn, where are you?” 
 
    “At Flannery’s with some friends. Why?” 
 
    “Something is going down, and I have reason to believe you may be a target. I need you to get to the warehouse right now. You’re not to talk to anyone or stop for anyone. You’re to get there, lock yourself in, and wait for my call. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Finn got up from the table and made his way out of the bar. “But what about Lisa and Gun—” 
 
    “Gunnar and his family are safe. I’ve left a message for Lisa, and I just sent her a text, but she’s not answering. She’s probably out with Jimmy, though, so I’ll keep—” 
 
    “Bennett, Lisa broke up with Jimmy weeks ago.” 
 
    For several seconds, Bennett couldn’t move. Speechless, and with the phone pressed against her ear, she sat motionless, trying to understand why Lisa would have lied to her.  
 
    “Did you hear me?” Finn said, raising his voice over the noise on the street.  
 
    Bennett broke out of her thoughts. “I’m sorry, Finn. What?” 
 
    “When we were at the gallery today getting it set up for Monday’s reopening, Lisa told me she was planning to go home and chill for the night. So, I’m going to head over there first and—” 
 
    “You are to do no such thing,” Bennett said, the tone of her voice sharper than her bite. “She probably has her bloody phone muted again, so you’re to stick to the plan.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Damn it, Finn. This isn’t up for discussion. I promise you, I won’t let anything happen to her, but I can’t very well protect her if I have to worry about you, too. Now, get to the sodding warehouse, and call your parents on the way. Assure them everyone is safe, but they’re to take precautions, too. Can you do that?” 
 
    Finn climbed into the taxi and closed the door. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Good. Call me back when you’re safe.” 
 
    Once again standing on the accelerator, Ruby stole a hasty peek at Bennett before she returned her eyes to the road. “What in the world is going on?” 
 
    In the middle of sending Lisa another text, Bennett didn’t respond until she’d sent the message. “Well, if I had to bloody guess, I’d say your brother has decided he’s got nothing to lose.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ruby, pull your head out of your arse,” Bennett shouted as she sent Lisa yet another text. “You strolled into his house tonight and basically told him everything he thought he’d eventually get, he won’t. What in the hell did you think he was going to do? Just sit back and take it?” 
 
    “No, but why go after Lisa and her brothers or Gus and his family, for that matter? Why not just come after me?” 
 
    “Well, first, he doesn’t fucking know where you live, and second, your brother is a stupid, repulsive, vindictive barbarian. You made it blatantly clear I was the one who brought you there tonight, and if I know Napoleon, in his twisted mind, he now believes I’ve had a hand in all of this.” 
 
    “But you didn’t.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” Bennett howled. “It’s called revenge, Ruby. I’m fairly certain you’re familiar with the bloody concept.” 
 
    Bennett stopped long enough to send Lisa two more texts before glaring at Ruby. “Napoleon has loathed me for centuries, and what better way to exact revenge than by killing those I care about—eh? How else do you explain a band of vampires outside Fallon’s house?” 
 
    Bennett’s phone rang, and she picked it up immediately. “Gunnar. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you were right to be worried,” Gunnar said, looking at the monitors in front of him. “There are five vampires upstairs. Four men and one woman, and by the looks of them, they’re definitely Napoleon’s thugs.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because they look like they just stepped out of a bad biker movie.” 
 
    “All right. Well, do what you need to do, and when it’s all over, and you’re safe, call Max. I haven’t had a chance to speak with him yet. Just give him the highlights and ask that he send transport to pick you and your family up. You’ll be safe at his place.” 
 
    “Okay,” Gunnar said, watching the images on the screens. “What about Lisa? Have you spoken to her yet?” 
 
    “No. I keep getting her voice mail. I’m sure Finn is trying her, too, so it’s just a matter of time before one of us gets through to her. Once I get Gus and his family sorted, my plan is to head over to Lisa’s straight away.” Bennett heard another call coming in. “Gunnar, I have to go. Stay safe.” 
 
    Bennett accepted the next call. “Finn, have you reached the warehouse?” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks to a lead-footed cabbie. I’m locked inside the building now and got ahold of Mom and Dad. They’re worried, but Dad knows what to do.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I’ve also been trying to reach Lisa, but still no luck, and I’m starting to worry, Bennett. I mean, I’m blowing up her phone, and she won’t fucking pick up.” 
 
    “Finn, we both know your sister’s annoying habit of muting the stupid thing and forgetting about it, so we need to hold on to that.” Bennett looked at Ruby and whispered, “How much further?” 
 
    “Two minutes.” 
 
    “Finn, I’ve got to gather up Gus and Cathleen from a restaurant and then head over to their house.” 
 
    “Shit, I forgot about them,” Finn said, raking his fingers through his hair. “Are they okay? Are the kids all right?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re locked in the safe room…which reminds me, I need to call Fallon back. Stay safe, and we’ll talk later.” 
 
    Ruby pulled into a parking space at the crowded Italian restaurant, and before she could say a word, Bennett was shoving her mobile at Ruby. “Keep calling Lisa. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Bennett knew she couldn’t charge through the eatery, looking like the world had ended. So, she took a few slow breaths to compose herself and then walked inside, confident and calm. The smell of garlic and tomatoes washed over her, and when the hostess approached, Bennett waved her off and took another step. She looked out across the room, and seeing Gus and Cathleen in a distant booth, Bennett casually made her way to their table.  
 
    Gus saw Bennett first, his smile instant as was Cathleen’s, and then Bennett squatted at the end of the table, and the blood slowly drained from their faces. 
 
    Bennett placed her hands over Gus’s and Cathleen’s. “Everyone is fine,” she whispered. “There’s been an issue, though, so I need you both to come with me, quietly and calmly.” 
 
    Bennett stood, and pulling some cash from her wallet, she tossed it on the table and then led the Rooneys out of the restaurant to Ruby’s car. It wasn’t until they were all inside when Bennett spoke. 
 
    “Again, everything is fine,” Bennett said, turning to look at her ashen back seat passengers. “Fallon has everyone in the safe room.” 
 
    “The safe room?” Gus said, sliding to the edge of the seat. “What’s going on? What’s happening?” 
 
    Bennett momentarily switched her focus to Ruby. “Did you get ahold of Lisa?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    “All right. Go to my contact list. You’ll find Gus’s home address—” 
 
    “I know where they live,” Ruby said, backing out of the parking space. 
 
    It only took a split-second for Bennett to remember that Ruby had been researching her for years. “Of course you do.” 
 
    Bennett turned back to Gus and Cathleen. “I believe that a man…that a vampire named Napoleon is attempting to exact revenge on me, and he’s doing so by hunting down those who I hold dear.” 
 
    “Napoleon? Is that the one you said was the worst of the worst?” Gus said, taking his wife’s hand. 
 
    “Yes, but you needn’t worry. Fallon has stepped up like a champion, and everyone is safe.” Bennett felt her phone vibrate, and her hardened expression softened when she saw the caller ID. “And speaking of the devil.” Bennett accepted the call and put it on speaker. “Fallon, I have you on speaker, and your parents are here with me.” 
 
    “Oh, cool. Hi guys.” 
 
    Cathleen and Gus smiled in unison. “Hey there, honey,” Cathleen said. “Everyone doing okay?” 
 
    “Yep. We’re just hanging out, waiting to find out where we go from here.” 
 
    “That’s where I come in,” Bennett said. “Fallon, other than turning on the light, have you touched anything else in that room?” 
 
    “I plugged in the old Nintendo to keep the boys busy, but even though this computer shit—” Fallon cringed, remembering she was on speaker. “Sorry about that, guys.” 
 
    “It’s okay, sweetie,” Gus said, chuckling. “I’m sure the boys have heard that word before.”  
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” Fallon said. “Um…like I was saying, Bennett, even though all this computer stuff looks really cool, since you didn’t say I could play with it, I haven’t. Is that what you mean?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean,” Bennett said, giving Gus a wink. “But now I need you to play with it.” 
 
    “Cool,” Fallon said, perking up in her chair. “Oh, and Kenna and I are sharing earbuds. I hope that’s all right.” 
 
    “That’s perfect,” Bennett said. “But don’t put me on speaker. Okay?” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “Good. Now, are you sitting at the computer station right now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “All right. On the upper right of the bank of surveillance monitors is a switch. Turn it on.” 
 
    Fallon looked over at Kenna, who nodded in reply. Fallon flipped the switch, and the six screens in front of her came to life. “Whoa. How cool is this?” 
 
    “Should I assume by that remark, the monitors are working?” 
 
    “Yeah, like a dream,” Fallon said, looking from one to the next to the next. “But why is everything on night vision? I mean, it’s like what I’ve seen in movies—you know?” 
 
    “They probably cut the power, but don’t worry. That room is on a separate circuit they can’t get to. And speaking of them, do you see anyone roaming about?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. There are four of them. One’s in the kitchen, one’s in Liam’s room, and two are…crap. Bennett, two vamps are coming down the flipping basement steps as we speak.” 
 
    “It’s all right. Stay calm, Fallon. They can’t get into that room, and believe it or not, that’s exactly where we need them to end up.” 
 
    “Um…huh?” Fallon squeaked. 
 
    “Trust me, Fallon. We need them to pool into the basement, and while we’re waiting for them to do so, is Liam still occupied?” 
 
    “Yep. Glued to his game. Why?” 
 
    “And Aiden?”  
 
    “Sound asleep on the cot.” 
 
    “All right. Now that we have that settled, I need to explain a few things so you know what’s coming. In the basement are a series of lights I had installed, and the switch operating them is on the lower right of the console.” 
 
    “I see three switches. Two white. One red.” 
 
    “The white ones control locks on the doors leading in and out of the basement.” 
 
    “But the power’s out.” 
 
    “No worries. They’re on the same circuit as that room.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Fallon said, looking at the monitors. “And all the vamps are down here now. They’re standing outside the safe room door looking like a heavy metal band with no instruments.” 
 
    “Perfect timing,” Bennett said, smiling. “Fallon, I want you to flip the two white switches but leave the red one alone.” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    “And now for the next step,” Bennett said, briefly looking at Gus and Cathleen. “Are your brothers still occupied?” 
 
    “Um,” Fallon said, looking over her shoulder. “Yep.” 
 
    “Right, well, the next part won’t be pretty, so when I tell you to flip the red switch, I’d prefer if both you and your sister look away from the monitors.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Bennett paused. “Fallon, you’ve read enough about my kind to know what sunlight does to some of us—yes?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Well, that lighting I had installed is going to do the same thing.” 
 
    “You mean they’re going to catch fire?” 
 
    “Wait,” Gus said, placing his hand on Bennett’s shoulder. “If there’s a fire—” 
 
    “There’s no need to worry,” Bennett said softly. “The fire ensnares only the vampire. Think of it like a vacuum or a vortex. The vampires basically become the flames, and once the last ounce of them has turned to ash, the fire has no more fuel, and it goes out. It won’t set anything else ablaze. I promise.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” Gus said, glancing at Cathleen. “That’s fine then.” 
 
    “Did you hear all that, Fallon?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Right,” Bennett said, looking out the window. “Well, we’re still about ten minutes away. So whenever you’re ready—wait. Fallon, to your left is the volume control. Is it on or off?” 
 
    “It’s off.” 
 
    “All right. Leave it that way, and whenever you’re ready, flip the red switch.” 
 
    Fallon looked at Kenna, who again nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Okay,” Fallon said, reaching for the switch. “Here goes nothing.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ruby hadn’t spoken since picking up Gus and Cathleen, and her silence revolved around one thing—shame. The need for revenge had blinded her, tunneling her vision to a point where only Napoleon existed, but that wasn’t the case, and Ruby was mortified. The Rooney's children had been a hairsbreadth away from being slaughtered, and Gunnar Jensen’s entire family could have been killed as well…and it was all Ruby’s fault.  
 
    When they had reached the house, Gus assumed he’d be accompanying Bennett inside to ensure the coast was clear until Ruby turned in her seat, the hue of her eyes ending any argument before it began. Stunned by Ruby’s true nature, Gus and Cathleen sat huddled in the back seat until Ruby returned, and then bolting from the car, they rushed to see their children, adding even more weight to the guilt pressing down on Ruby.  
 
    Things could have gone so differently if it hadn’t been for the observant seventeen-year-old currently wrapped in her father’s arms, and tears stung at Ruby’s eyes. When had she lost the capacity to love like that? 
 
    “That was so cool,” Fallon said, pulling out of her father’s bear hug. “It puts a whole new meaning to going up in flames.” 
 
    “Wait,” Bennett said, scowling at the twins. “I thought I told you and Kenna to look away.” 
 
    “No, you said you’d prefer us to look away,” Kenna said, her grin as bright as her eyes. “So we figured the choice was ours.” 
 
    Bennett’s face darkened for a second, but only for a second. “I think, in the future, I’ll have to watch my words around you two.” 
 
    “Does that mean I have a future?” Fallon said, touching Bennett on the arm. “Because I did good tonight, didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did marvelously,” Bennett said, hugging the girl. “Bloody flipping marvelously.” 
 
    “Hey, Bennett. It looks like we have more company,” Gus called out from the safe room. 
 
    Bennett rushed inside and peered at the screens. “Don’t worry. They’re friends, not foes,” Bennett said, looking at Gus. “Look, I need to get over to Lisa’s. You and Cath pack up some clothes for everyone. Just enough for a few nights, and then those men will take you to Max’s. You’ll be safe there until we get this sorted. Okay?” 
 
    “Sure, but is Lisa all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know, and I really have to go.” 
 
    Bennett flew out of the room and ran past Ruby without saying a word. Taking the steps two at a time, Bennett was next to the limousine in less than a minute. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’m assuming Gunnar got a hold of Max.” 
 
    “Yes, and Max is livid,” Victor said, looking around. “What the hell is going on, Bennett? Gunnar only said you believe Napoleon is involved.” 
 
    “Victor, it’s a long story, but I haven’t been able to get a hold of Lisa and—” 
 
    “Gunnar told us, so Max sent a team over to her place, and another one went to Gunnar’s.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Bennett said through a breath.  
 
    Victor looked past Bennett, and his expression grew dark. “What in the hell?” 
 
    Bennett followed Victor’s line of sight and saw Ruby coming down the porch steps, her eyes still as neon as they’d been minutes before. “She’s Flanna Durant,” Bennett said, turning back to Victor. “And that’s what started all of this.” 
 
    “Flanna Durant?” Victor said, his eyes bulging. “But I thought—” 
 
    “I know what you thought. It’s what everyone thought, but she’s very much alive…and Napoleon knows it.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus Christ. That can’t be good,” Victor muttered. “But how—” 
 
    “Victor, like I said, it’s a long story and one I don’t have time to tell at the moment.” Bennett eyed at her phone for the millionth time. “Right now, I need to get to Lisa’s—” 
 
    “I’ll take you,” Ruby said, trotting up to them. “The limo is blocking the driveway, and if you wait for everyone to jockey the cars, it’s going to waste time. Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    Ruby didn’t wait for an answer, and the flicker of pain Bennett felt accepting the woman’s help was fleeting. A minute later, Ruby was hauling ass down the street while Bennett continued to call and text the woman who owned her heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Foreboding is all about doom, impending doom that makes your heart race, your stomach sink, and your palms dampen. Your mind becomes filled with scenarios of bad or worse or unimaginable, and even though you try to push them away, try to will them away, try to replace them with something pleasing or joyous…you can’t. You just can’t. 
 
    Ruby remained silent during the twenty-minute drive to Lisa’s apartment. She knew there were no words until they found the woman safe, and any assurances she could have uttered would have fallen on deaf ears. Bennett’s eyes had remained riveted on the phone in her hand since getting into the car. She was shrouded in dread, yet the weight of that onyx curtain of uncertainty didn’t envelop Ruby until she turned onto Lisa’s street and saw the block was dark. For a moment, Ruby tried to rationalize it away. A car crashing into a pole could have caused the power outage, or perhaps a tree limb hit a wire, or a squirrel became too curious. It surely wasn’t sabotaged by vampires on the prowl. It surely wasn’t that. 
 
    Upon reaching Lisa’s building, Ruby had barely tapped on the brakes before Bennett had erupted from the car, and Ruby’s eyes misted, watching Bennett fly up the stairs. In a fog of guilt so cumbersome that she could barely breathe, Ruby continued on, searching for a parking space in a world that had suddenly slowed to a crawl. A block away, she found a spot, and shutting off the engine, Ruby took a ragged breath before she climbed out. Hundreds of years before, Ruby had walked miles and miles and miles across Europe, yet this one city block felt like the longest walk she’d ever taken. As she neared the front step, all the lights suddenly came back on, and Ruby had to force herself to keep going.  
 
    A few neighbors stood in the entry, grousing about the hour spent without electricity, and as Ruby weaved her way toward the stairs, one by one, their voices disappeared. Her thoughts had become white noise, culpability drowning out the drone and anguish swallowing up the thrum until there was nothing left to hear other than her heartbeat. It was steady and strong, confirming Ruby was very much alive, yet she didn’t feel alive. She didn’t feel viable. She felt dead. Ruby felt dead and empty. 
 
    She climbed the last flight, mindlessly hugging the wall to make room for the four solemn-faced men on their way out. If she had raised her eyes, dared to acknowledge their existence, Ruby would have had her answer before she reached the landing. Instead, it wasn’t until she stood at the top and looked down the hallway to the open door at the end when Ruby’s eyes overflowed. There were no voices, no sounds of a joyous reunion or condemnations for forgetting to unmute a phone. There was only cold, sinister silence. 
 
    Ruby pulled in a deep breath, and reaching Lisa’s apartment, she took an even deeper breath and walked inside. She’d only managed a few steps when a tsunami of sadness washed over her.  
 
    The apartment was in shambles. Lamps, once on end tables, were shattered on the floor, and the furniture was upended and shoved toward the walls. Streaks, splatters, and puddles of blood were everywhere, and in the center of the room, staged as if on display, was Lisa. Wearing the remnants of what were once lavender flannel pajamas, they had sliced her open from her chest to her groin, and standing proudly in the yawning slash between Lisa’s breasts was a sword bearing the Durant crest.  
 
    “Oh, Jesus Christ,” Ruby said under her breath. “Oh…Jesus Christ.” 
 
    For a long moment, Ruby was transfixed. Bennett was kneeling by Lisa’s side, mindlessly brushing away the strands of blonde stuck in the blood covering Lisa’s face.  
 
    With her lips an inch away from Lisa’s ear, Bennett was murmuring promises, even though she knew her assurances were false. There would be no tomorrow. There would be no more dinners or bantering or art shows, and as Bennett spoke the lies, she struggled to get the words out between her sobs.  
 
    Ruby hung her head, only to raise it a second later. The hum of the world had come back to her, and with it, she could now hear the buzz of the fluorescent lamps in the kitchen, the low whirr of the heat coming from the vents, and the sound of hearts beating…the sound of three hearts beating.  
 
    “She’s alive.” Ruby rushed over, grimacing as she gently extracted the sword. Setting it aside, she fell to her knees on the other side of Lisa’s body. “Bennett, she’s alive. I can hear her heart beating. We can save her.” 
 
    Bennett shook her head. “No. No…it’s too late for that.” 
 
    “It is not too late,” Ruby snapped. “We can—” 
 
    “Goddammit, look at her,” Bennett yelled back. “They fucking gutted her, Ruby, and everything’s broken. They broke fucking everything.” 
 
    Ruby had been trying her best not to pay attention to Lisa’s gruesome injuries, but they had splayed her open like a science class frog. The right side of her face was now a crater, and her limbs were twisted and shattered.  
 
    “But we have to try, Bennett. We have to try.” 
 
    Before Bennett ran into Lisa’s apartment, she believed she had eight more years to change Lisa’s mind. All guardians were given a choice. Finn hadn’t yet to make his, but Gunnar had chosen his father’s path, and upon reaching the age of fifty, he and Bridget could live out the rest of their lives on a healthy retirement package. Lisa had made her choice as well. At forty, Lisa would become a vampire, but Napoleon’s revenge had pushed up that timeline, and as hard as Bennett tried to convince herself to sink her teeth into Lisa, she couldn’t. She just couldn’t. She wanted to remember Lisa the way she was, not the way she’d become when this disease turned her into yet another shrew, another murderer, another unrecognizable bitch whose family would end up hating her or, worse yet…end up dead. 
 
    Bennett turned stoic, her expression as unemotional as her voice. “No, we don’t. We can just let her go…let her die as she lived. Mortal and positively the most perfect person I’ve ever known.” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus Christ, you need to put all that other shit behind you, Bennett,” Ruby shouted. “You can’t predict the fucking future, and you can’t fucking penalize Lisa because you’re fucking scared. She’s going to die unless you do something, and you love her, Bennett. You fucking love her!” 
 
    Bennett blinked to clear away her tears. She had never felt so impotent, so utterly and unequivocally helpless, and when she saw bloody bubbles coming from Lisa’s mouth, Bennett knew the end was near. She didn’t need to talk any longer. She didn’t need to argue the point. Yes, Bennett loved who Lisa was, and she always would. 
 
    She rested her forehead against Lisa’s, her tears falling freely as she listened to Lisa’s breathing, and when she took her last breath, Bennett’s body began to quake.  
 
    Ruby had been concentrating on the heartbeats in the room, and when one stopped, she plunged her hand into Lisa’s chest. “I am not going to let her fucking die because of your stupid baggage.” 
 
    Ruby began to gently squeeze Lisa’s heart, forcing her blood to continue to flow. As soon as she found her rhythm, Ruby called on her fangs to extend, raised Lisa’s crushed arm to her mouth, and sunk her teeth into her wrist. Ruby kept her mouth pressed against the punctures, giving her saliva time to find its way into Lisa’s bloodstream, and minutes ticked by as she continued to feed and to squeeze and to feed some more. 
 
    Held prisoner by her grief, it wasn’t until Bennett sensed movement that she realized what Ruby was doing. Bennett’s grief turned into fury in an instant, and leaping to her feet, she grabbed Ruby by the lapels of her coat. Bringing her to her feet, Bennett sent Ruby sailing across the room and into the wall as if she were a weightless mannequin.  
 
    Before Ruby could right herself, Bennett yanked her to her feet and shoved Ruby so hard against the wall, the drywall buckled. “How dare you touch her,” Bennett roared, slamming Ruby into the wall. “How dare you even look at her.” Bennett shoved Ruby again. “This is all your fault. You wanted revenge. You wanted blood.” Bennett dragged Ruby over to Lisa. “Well, is that enough blood for you? Is it? Is it?”  
 
    Ruby could have easily fought against Bennett, easily defended herself against the pummeling and the rage with strength almost equal to Bennett’s, but Ruby couldn’t bring herself to fight back. She didn’t want to fight back because no amount of punishment Bennett could inflict would ever equal Bennett’s suffering. And if she were to die at Bennett’s hands tonight, the only wish Ruby had was that her death would be slow, for she deserved no mercy, and certainly none from Bennett Archer.  
 
    Incensed by Ruby’s lack of response, Bennett threw Ruby to the floor and straddled her body. She let her fists fly like the blades of a windmill, blood spraying everywhere as she shattered Ruby’s jaw and cheekbones, and even after she sent Ruby into unconsciousness, Bennett didn’t stop until the woman’s face was a bloody mess of flesh. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Max didn't need a book or a class to teach him about body language. Having lived for over five hundred years, he had witnessed firsthand all the tics and tells associated with a person’s mood. Max knew when someone was happy or sad. He knew when they were confused or grieving, and Max knew when someone was forthright…and when someone had something to hide.  
 
    Simeon had arrived late Friday evening. Boastful and imperious, his voice boomed through the house as he greeted Max. His movements were fluid, and his spirits were high, yet a few hours later, it was clear something had changed.  
 
    After a scrumptious dinner and a feed courtesy of Max’s limited staff, Simeon, Max, and Angelique settled in the great room around eight o’clock. Simeon stretched out across a sofa while Angelique perched in a chair, and the conversation had been light and friendly until Simeon’s phone rang. Max noticed Simeon paled within seconds, and then suddenly, the man was on his feet and hurrying out of the room to take the call in private. When he returned, he appeared cheerful, and dropping onto the sofa, he told a few off-color jokes, but as the laughter died down, Simeon turned quiet. Sipping on his drink, he stared off into space, his smile wavering for a few moments before it gave up and became a frown. As the minutes passed, Simeon’s expression grew darker, and as it did, he began to fidget. He shifted on the sofa and then shifted again, placing his drink on the table only to pick it up seconds later, and Max lost count of how many times the man had crossed his legs, only to cross them again the other way.  
 
    Angelique and Max exchanged a quizzical glance, and Angelique answered Max’s silent question with an infinitesimal shake of her head. She had witnessed all of Simeon’s moods, and while Angelique didn’t know why the man was anxious, she knew he was. A cat on a hot tin roof had nothing on Simeon at the moment. 
 
    Max was a breath away from inquiring about the phone call that had changed Simeon’s demeanor when the man suddenly jumped to his feet. Avoiding all eye contact, he abruptly announced he was retiring for the evening. Angelique and Max turned toward the clock in the room in unison, confirming what both already knew. It was only a quarter to eight, and by the time they’d turned back around to question the need for such an early bedtime, Simeon was already bolting up the stairs.  
 
    Max and Angelique traded looks again, and without saying a word, Angelique left the room and trotted up the stairs while Max made his way back to his office. It was then when his phone rang, and the call from Gunnar sent chills down Max’s spine. His first thought was to summon everyone using the intercom wired to speakers in every room, and then Max remembered Simeon’s mood. So, Max calmly called only for Victor and told him all that he knew. With the stealth of a ninja, Victor crept around the house. He quietly enlisted the aid of their newest member, and together, they assembled eleven of what remained of the vampires who’d returned from Tromso. In no time at all, Landon Prescott and half the vampires piled into two SUVs, while Victor and the others climbed into the stretch limousine, and a minute later, they were rushing to the homes of those in need.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At eight-thirty, Max received his next phone call, and it cut him to the core. The team Victor had sent to Lisa’s reported in, and Max barely had time to hang up before his tears fell. He sat in his study with his head in his hands, fraught with sadness, rage, and worry. Lisa was so young, and as a guardian, she should have never been harmed, but as horrifying as the news was, there was something even more horrifying. The amount of carnage Bennett would leave in her wake.  
 
    For several minutes, Max’s phone vibrated on the desk before he finally looked at the display and saw a long list of texts from Lisa’s brothers and parents, each saying the same thing. Max sniffled back his emotions and did the only thing he could. He sent a text back, lying to them all. “Lisa is hurt. Bennett is with her. More to follow.” 
 
    But there wasn’t more to follow because the messages from Lisa’s family had stopped instantly, and that said it all. As long as they didn’t ask, Lisa was still alive...at least in their minds. 
 
    Yet, Max’s phone hadn’t remained silent. Other texts were coming, short little bursts of information that only added to his suspicions, suspicions put there by Bennett. Max pulled in a slow breath, raising his eyes just in time to see the limousine appear on one of the security monitors. He filled his lungs again and then walked to the front of the house with purpose in his step. 
 
    The door opened before Max reached it, and Victor and the Rooney family stepped inside, followed closely by three of Max’s flock. The last of them shut and bolted the door, and planting himself in front of the door, he stood like a Sequoia, blocking anyone from entering or exiting.  
 
    Max held his head high, trying to appear as a gracious host, but when he saw their pale faces and wide-eyed expressions, Max decided airs were unnecessary. “Thank God, you’re all right,” he said to the harried parents. “I was so worried.” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Gus said, shifting Liam just a little. “Everyone’s fine.” 
 
    “Thank God.” 
 
    Angelique had been making her way down the stairs, and hearing the exchange, she quickened her pace. “Max, what’s going on?” she said, reaching Max’s side. “Is something wrong? Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Max held up one finger to silence Angelique and turned to Victor. “Did you have any problems?” 
 
    “No, sir,” Victor said, shaking his head. “Miss Fallon had it quite under control by the time we arrived.” 
 
    Max considered the identical girls in front of him before focusing on one. “You’re a very brave young woman, Fallon.” 
 
    “I just did what Bennett told me to do.” 
 
    Crow’s feet appeared at the corners of Max’s eyes. “Then you’re also a very intelligent young woman.” 
 
    “How in the world can you tell them apart?” Angelique said, her eyes shifting from one twin to the other. “I mean…wow.” 
 
    Max pointed to Fallon’s jacket. “The Pride pin. She was wearing it the night of my party, and I always make it a point of introducing myself to everyone. Isn’t that right, Kenna?” 
 
    Delighted that the man remembered her name, Kenna couldn’t help but stand a little taller. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I don’t think, however, I’ve been introduced to these two young gentlemen,” Max said, gesturing to the boys carried by their parents.  
 
    “This one is Liam,” Gus said, rubbing his sleeping son’s back. “And Cath has Aiden.” 
 
    Max took a step closer, and when he saw Cathleen draw back, he looked her in the eye. “I understand your hesitancy. You and your family have been through quite a lot tonight, but you never have to fear me or the members of my coven. I swear on my life, I will not allow anything to happen to you or your children. I promise. You are safe here.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Cathleen said, cradling Aiden in her arms. “Like you said, it’s been a long night.” 
 
    “No apologies necessary.” 
 
    Max took a step back and motioned for the huddled family to follow. “I’ve had my staff set up a few rooms for your upstairs, and given the circumstances, I had them unlock the adjoining door. That way, your children will be close. Is that all right?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s perfect,” Cathleen said, eyeing the stairs. 
 
    “You look exhausted,” Angelique said, stepping closer. “How about you let me carry him up? I don’t mind.” 
 
    Max sensed Cathleen’s reluctance when he saw her take a half-step backward. He took Angelique by the hand and brought her closer to the Rooney family. “I just realized that I’ve been a dreadful host and forgot to make some introductions. Gus, Cathleen, girls…this is Angelique Chevalier. She’s here for a visit, and I would have to say she’s probably one of Bennett’s closest and most trusted friends.” Max turned to Angelique. “And these fine people are Gus and Cathleen Rooney, their daughters, Fallon and Kenna, and the sleeping lumps are their sons, Aiden and Liam. Gus is one of Bennett’s guardians.” 
 
    Angelique arched an eyebrow and turned to the towering man, her eyes drawn to the menacing scar down the side of his face. “You’re Bennett’s guardian?” 
 
    “Yep,” Gus said, a hint of humor in his eyes. “I kinda forced her into it.” 
 
    “Now that’s a story I have to hear,” Angelique said, chuckling. Catching sight of Cathleen shifting Aiden again, Angelique stepped in front of the woman. “Please, let me take him. Bennett is my best and truest friend, and I would gladly give up my life before I'd allow anything to happen to one of hers.” 
 
    Cathleen took a staggered breath and handed off her sleeping son. 
 
    “Right,” Angelique said, slanting her head toward the stairs. “Up we go. Max, which rooms?” 
 
    “Oh, the blue suite. It’s at the end of the west wing, and if anyone needs food or drink, please let me know. I have kitchen staff that can make you anything you’d like.” 
 
    “Thanks, Max,” Gus said, but as he walked past Max, he stopped and lowered his voice. “Is everyone else all right? Bennett was worried about Lisa.” 
 
    Max stared down at his hands, unable to look the man in the eye for fear his own would overflow. “Get your family sorted, Gus, and if you’d like to talk later, I’ll be in my study. All right?” 
 
    “Um…yeah. Sure.” 
 
    Max stood watching the family ascending the steps until Victor returned to his side. “What is it,” Max said, turning to the man. 
 
    “Sir, there’s something else you need to know. It’s about Ruby Miller.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A buzz found its way through the darkness to Ruby’s ears. It was a constant, annoying, monotonous buzz that had Ruby wincing before she even opened her eyes. That was a task in and of itself. Blood had puddled and dried, sealing Ruby’s eyes closed, and it took a minute of rubbing to break away the crimson cement. Ruby worked her jaw from side to side. The fractures had healed, and all the teeth Bennett had loosened were rooted again, and after blinking away her blurred vision, Ruby sat up. 
 
    She was in the kitchen, surrounded by broken dishes and various pans once housed in the drain rack by the sink. Houseplants were strewn about, their ceramic pots cracked open like eggs, and dirt once housed inside now covered the floor. Ruby knew she hadn’t come into the kitchen under her own power, and upon noticing a sizable dent in the refrigerator, her suspicions were confirmed. Ruby hadn’t walked into the kitchen. Bennett had thrown her in. 
 
    Blocking out the refrigerator compressor's drone, Ruby listened to the other sounds in the apartment, and she bit back her tears. There were only two heartbeats to be heard, and both were much too strong to belong to Lisa. 
 
    Ruby carefully got to her feet. The three mouthfuls of blood she’d taken from Lisa had been enough to repair her broken limbs, leaving behind nothing more than a few aches and scars that would disappear by the morning. Ruby looked out over the bar top and saw Bennett kneeling by Lisa’s side. Ruby searched her pockets to find her phone, and her eyes filled with tears when she saw the time. It had been nearly two hours since they’d arrived at Lisa’s apartment. 
 
    The world no longer existed for Bennett. There were no other people, no other lives, no other concerns, no other cares. Lisa’s death had created a black hole in Bennett’s heart where nothing lived, nothing survived, and nothing existed, and Bennett was glad for it. She didn’t want to see light. She didn’t want to hear a sound. And Bennett didn’t want to feel anything ever again…not ever again. But grief is not kind. It’s punishing and repetitive, almost numbing at times until, in the blink of an eye, there’s so much pain you fight to even breathe. 
 
    Bennett pulled in another shuddering breath, and as she did, she heard a noise. She looked up and saw Ruby, disheveled and covered in dried blood, walking from the kitchen. Their eyes met, and Bennett’s backbone lengthened. “Get out.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you kill me?” Ruby said, taking a step. 
 
    “It won’t bring her back, and you didn’t do this.” 
 
    “But I—” 
 
    “You made a mistake,” Bennett growled. “A tragic, horrible mistake that cost Lisa her life, but taking yours…taking yours isn’t something Lisa would have wanted. She also wouldn’t have wanted me to avenge her death, even though that’s exactly what I plan to do.” 
 
    Bennett stood up, and out of instinct, Ruby backed up.  
 
    “I’m not going to harm you, Ruby,” Bennett said, her tone holding no inflection. “Your brother, on the other hand, will not be so lucky.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Max would never complain about Zoom again. Upon returning to his study, he rang up every council member except Simeon and told them what he knew. They were stunned to hear Flanna Durant was still alive and eager to hear if she knew anything further about her family’s murder. They were appalled Napoleon would send his people to kill children and babies, and they were livid that a guardian had lost her life. Even Concepcion, in all her haughty glory, was saddened by the news of the death of the attractive woman she’d met at Max’s party, so when it came to a vote, their decision was unanimous. Max was to find out if Simeon had any part in the attacks Napoleon had orchestrated, and then they’d deal with him accordingly, as they would with Napoleon once they knew all the facts. The last detail went unanswered. None on the council doubted Bennett would retaliate, and they were hard-pressed to find fault even though they knew they’d have to. 
 
    Having turned off all the Zoom screens filling his monitors, Max had no sooner turned to pour himself a drink when the study door opened. In walked Simeon, flanked by four of Max’s people, and while their clothing was casual, the scabbards strapped to their belts were not.  
 
    Like the vampires sent to protect Gunnar, Lisa, and the Rooney family, they were members of what Max had christened the Elite Sentries. Trained in weaponry and hand-to-hand combat, the eight men and women were the best of the best in Max’s coven, and their duties were simple. They were to protect Max at all costs, along with anyone Max deemed worthy of such protection, and Simeon hadn’t made that list.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Simeon said, marching across the room. “How dare you send these goons to my room armed with swords with orders for them to bring me to you? Who do you think you are?” 
 
    “I’m the man who owns this house,” Max said, glowering at Simeon. “I’m the original who rules this coven, and I’m the one who found Bennett strung up like a gutted animal so many years ago…and that, my friend, has never, ever left my mind. Now, sit down. We have some things to talk about.” 
 
    “I will do no such—” 
 
    “I said sit,” Max bellowed, pointing to the men and women standing behind Simeon. “Or by God, they will make you sit.” 
 
    Simeon blew out a breath and threw himself into a chair. “Now, what in the hell is this all about, and why are you suddenly bringing up that whole Archer thing? Napoleon and I served our time, so you really just need to let that go. Continually revisiting the past is boring, Max. It’s like you’re stuck on stupid.” 
 
    Max splashed some scotch into two glasses, and sliding one across the desk, he kept the other in his hand as he sat down. “You know, I thought I had let it go. Actually, no, that’s not right. I could never let go of what you and that bastard did to her. It’s always there, festering in the crevices of my mind. Every time I look at her, every time I see how far she’s come, every time I see her smile or the kindness in her eyes, yet you almost destroyed her…and that doesn’t bother you. Does it?” 
 
    “Blah. Blah. Blah.” Simeon flicked his gaze upward. “She’s alive, isn’t she?” 
 
    Even though his true self was a hairsbreadth away from making an appearance, Max refused to let it show. “Yes,” he said, studying Simeon. “But someone else died tonight, and that’s what I want to talk to you about.” 
 
    It was all Max could do not to smile when he saw Simeon’s hand tremble ever so slightly when the man reached for his drink.  
 
    “Someone else?” Simeon said, bringing the glass to his lips. “Who?” 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Angelique said, coming into the room. “I raided your wine cellar and took Cathleen a bottle of Cabernet. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all, and you’re actually just in time,” Max said, standing. “Would you like a drink?” 
 
    “I’ll get it,” Angelique said with a flick of her wrist. “Sit. Don’t let me interrupt.” 
 
    “Angel, this conversation isn’t for you,” Simeon said, watching her walk across the room. “Get your drink and leave.” 
 
    “Sorry, no can do,” Angelique said without turning around. “Max wants me here.” 
 
    Blood rushed to Simeon’s face, and he leapt to his feet. “If you want to live to hunt another night, you’ll go back to your fucking room right now. You belong to me, Angelique, and don’t you ever forget it.” 
 
    “That’s not the case, and you know it,” Max said, motioning for Simeon to return to his chair. “She doesn’t belong to you. The originals ruled centuries ago that members of the covens were free to come and go as they please, and Angelique chose to…well, she sort of chose to do both.” Max held up his finger. “But we’ll get back to that in a minute. First, how about you fill me in on that phone call you received earlier tonight? It seemed to put a damper on your mood.” 
 
    “The…the phone call? Is that what this is about?” Simeon said, screwing up his face. “Jesus Christ, Max, it was the caretaker of my home in Montreal. There was a problem with the plumbing, and he called to assure me he’d have it fixed before I arrived.” 
 
    “So you’re saying it wasn’t Napoleon who called you?” 
 
    “Napoleon? Hell, I’m not even sure what country he’s in right now.” 
 
    Max steepled his fingers and pressed them against his lips. “You know, for centuries, I’ve tried to brainwash myself into believing you have some redeeming qualities, yet you continually prove me wrong, and you have again. I know full well Napoleon called you, and by your mood, he told you something bothersome. Mind you, it wasn’t bothersome enough to share with people who could have prevented a tragedy, but it was bothersome nonetheless.”  
 
    “I have no bloody clue what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “And that’s where Angelique comes in,” Max said, waving her over. “Like I said earlier, vampires can choose which coven to join, and while Angelique lived under your roof, she’s been reporting to me since you and Napoleon tortured Bennett almost to death. Of course, until now, there’s been nothing too distressing, but as you’re well aware, she knows all your passcodes. When she dropped by your room earlier, whilst you were busy, she checked your phone. Now…what was that about a plumbing leak?” 
 
    Simeon launched himself out of his chair, and a second later, he had Angelique by the throat. “You fucking bitch.” 
 
    Polly Hastings joined Max’s coven in 1874, and she’d been an integral part of the Elite Sentries for close to a century. Astute and passionate, she enjoyed the intense training. Polly enjoyed the education she’d been given and the decorum Max demanded, and Polly enjoyed sharpening her sword…every single night.  
 
    In an instant, Polly stepped up, and with the precision of a neurosurgeon, placed the cool, scalpel-sharp edge of her sword against Simeon’s Adam’s apple. “I wouldn’t swallow if I were you,” she said, looking Simeon in the eye. “Now, let her go, or you’ll never have to worry about swallowing again.” 
 
    With saliva building in his mouth, Simeon released Angelique, and as soon as Polly removed her sword, Simeon’s Adam’s apple lurched. 
 
    Angelique cleared her throat, her eyes returning to their natural hazel as she tried to curb her amusement. “Well, that was fun. Thanks, Polly.” 
 
    “Any time,” Polly said, brushing her fingers across the back of Angelique’s hand. Polly took her time sheathing her sword, all the while soaking up the view of the woman standing in front of her. “If you need me for anything else, don’t be afraid to call.” The two traded see-you-later grins before Polly returned to her place by the door.  
 
    Simeon snatched up his glass from the desk, and stomping to the credenza, he filled it almost to the rim with Scotch. He took a gulp, and without making eye contact with anyone, he sat back down. Simeon zeroed in on Max and exhaled a peeved breath. “Fine, so Napoleon called me. So what? It’s no secret we’re friends.” 
 
    “Well, as they say, with friends like him, who needs enemies?” Max said. 
 
    “And is that the way you see me now? I’m your enemy?” Simeon said, folding his arms. “Max, I know how much you love to read, but I think it’s time for you to step away from the mystery novels. Just because Napoleon and I chatted doesn’t mean I knew something about the events leading up to Lisa’s murder. Your notion is ludicrous, and I, for one, am done with this conversation.” 
 
    Simeon moved to stand, and Polly and another sentry were standing behind Simeon’s chair instantly. Placing their swords on the man’s shoulders, they kept their eyes on Max for further orders. 
 
    “This is fucking ridiculous,” Simeon squawked, his face returning to scarlet as he sat back down. “Max, I’m telling you right now if you don’t—” 
 
    “I think you’ve told me quite enough, you son-of-a-bitch. I never mentioned who was murdered, and you just did. How did you know it was Lisa Jensen—eh?” 
 
    Simeon’s scarlet complexion withered to ghostly white in a matter of seconds. “You…you must have said her name.” 
 
    “No, Simeon, I didn’t. I suspect when Napoleon called you, he did, and then he told you he was sending his thugs to other homes to do the same thing. Homes with children, Simeon. Innocent children you knew he was going to murder, and you didn’t do one bloody thing to stop him.” 
 
    “You don’t have any proof of that.” 
 
    “I have all the proof I need,” Max said, waving the other two sentries closer. “And now, these very adept people are going to take you downstairs to one of the cells in my basement. We haven’t had cause to use them in well over a century, so expect some dust.” 
 
    “Max—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare say another goddamned word.” Max sprang to his feet, and his eyes blazed blue. “A woman was murdered tonight, Simeon. She was a trusted Jensen guardian in a long line of trusted Jensen guardians, and they gutted her like a fucking fish. And instead of stopping it, instead of drawing on one bloody molecule of decency, you let it happen.” Max looked at his sentries. “Get him out of here, and if he tries anything, take his head. You have my blessing.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett stood under the hot spray in the shower, and on the floor outside the door were her clothes, all indelibly stained with Lisa’s blood. She kept her head tilted back, for at her feet, swirls of red were circling down the drain, forever removing what remained of Lisa’s death and the beating Bennett had given Ruby. It took almost thirty minutes before Bennett finally turned off the taps and grabbed a towel.  
 
    She was still numb, still feeling as if she was looking from the outside in, and that apathy enabled her to be methodical in her thoughts and actions. Bennett knew what she needed to do. She also knew she could very well die…and Bennett didn’t care. How could she ever look at another piece of art without seeing it through Lisa’s eyes? How could she possibly ever stage another showing of Rapture when every phallus would remind her of how Lisa’s eyes twinkled whenever she said penis? And now, even marble floors would be Bennett’s enemy, for the sound of high heels clicking down a hall would only ever bring one vision. 
 
    Before Bennett even opened her closet, she knew what she was going to wear. The trousers were of the finest and softest leathers, and tugging them on, she ran her hands over the smoothness, the cowhide hugging her like a second skin. Next was a snug, spandex tank top, and over it, Bennett pulled on a leather jacket. Short-waisted and fastened diagonally across her chest, Bennett took her time in drawing up the steel zipper, and then reaching into the back of her closet, she grabbed a pair of boots and sat on the bed to put them on. Low-heeled and black, like everything else she was wearing, they, too, were designed with one purpose in mind.  
 
    In combat, it’s essential to never give your opponent an advantage. It was a lesson Bennett had learned a long time ago, and it was one she remembered well. Cropped hair prevented them from grabbing it in a tussle, and snug clothing left adversaries with nothing to latch on to. Leather, treated with moisture repellent, wouldn’t absorb the blood lost by your enemy, so no weight was added to the fabric, and lastly, wherever a weapon could be stored, it would be stored. 
 
    Riveted down the sides of her over-the-knee boots were two long sheaths, and on the forearm and bicep sections of her jacket sleeves were more, each awaiting the dagger they would hold. The placement ensured Bennett would always have a weapon within reach, and getting to her feet, Bennett went to retrieve those weapons. 
 
    As she exited the bedroom, Xi came scampering up the hall, and stopping on a dime, Bennett changed direction. She cleaned his litter box, poured some dry kibble in his bowl, and before Xi could enjoy his nightly snack, Bennett scooped him up and carried him to the sofa. She sat down and looked into his eyes. “There was a problem tonight, Xi, and it’s one I need to handle. Lisa was killed, and I’m going to avenge her death. I can’t not avenge her death. That means there’s a good chance you and I won’t be seeing each other again, so I want to tell you I love you. You’re the best bloody cat I’ve ever had, and even though Max loathes your kind, I promise he’ll take good care of you.” Bennett placed Xi on the floor. “Now, go have your snack and then stink up the bathroom. I love you, sweet boy.” 
 
    As Xi silently slunk his way toward the powder room, Bennett’s eyes misted for a few moments before she blinked away her emotions and moved to the bookcase nearest the hearth. Pushing aside a few novels, Bennett opened a tiny door and punched in a code, and a second later, there was a series of clicks as the electromagnetic locks holding her collection opened.  
 
    Bennett stood in front of the fireplace for only a moment before she removed two rondel daggers and slid the twelve-inch blades into the sheaths on her boots. Four throwing knives were next, and once nested securely on her sleeves, Bennett returned to the bookcase only to stop when she heard the door to her apartment open. She spun around, and it took every ounce of restraint not to launch herself at Ruby. Bennett’s hands turned into fists. “Get the hell out of here before I finish what I started at Lisa’s.”  
 
    “No,” Ruby said, standing her ground. 
 
    Bennett narrowed her eyes, but before she could take a step, she noticed Ruby’s clothes. Like Bennett’s, they were black and skintight, and dangling from Ruby’s hand was a lengthy duffle bag in the same color. “Why are you dressed like that?” 
 
    “Why do you think?” Ruby said, placing the bag on the floor. “I know what you intend to do, and we both know it’s suicide. Napoleon is going to be ready for you, Bennett, and you’ll be walking straight into a trap. And I don’t care how strong you think you are, if you go in alone, you won’t be coming out. I know you want him dead, and I know I’m the reason he killed Lisa, so if anyone else is going to die tonight, let it be me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Let me clear the path. I’ll go in first. I’ll take out as many as I can, and that should give you a better chance of getting to Napoleon.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, stop being so stupid,” Ruby said, taking a step. “I’m a daywalker, Bennett. That means, like you, I’m stronger and faster than Napoleon’s people. I’ve also trained for centuries, so I know how to handle a sword.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you don’t, but do you really think Lisa would want this? Do you seriously think she’d approve of you committing suicide only because you’re too fucking pigheaded to accept my help? Look, I know you hate me. I know this is all my fault, but without me, you’re going to die, and Napoleon is going to live. Is that what you want? Is that how you want all of this to end? With him winning?” 
 
    Bennett kept her eyes anchored to Ruby’s for nearly a minute before she walked over to her. “What’s in the bag?” 
 
    “My sword and a few daggers.” 
 
    “Let me see them.” 
 
    Ruby unzipped the bag, and drawing out a Japanese wakizashi, she placed it in Bennett’s hand.  
 
    “It’s heavy,” Bennett said, testing the weight before she set it aside. “And the daggers?” 
 
    Ruby pulled out four claymores and handed them to Bennett.  
 
    “The blades are short,” Bennett said, balancing one in her hand. 
 
    “Yeah, but they’re sharp.” 
 
    “Mine are sharper,” Bennett said, dropping the daggers back into the bag. 
 
    Bennett returned to the bookcase, grabbed a shelf, and pulled the bookcase away from the wall.  
 
    “What the hell?” Ruby said under her breath. 
 
    “Come here,” Bennett said while she regarded the contents of her hidden collection. “Try this.” Bennett handed Ruby a Japanese katana, its blade six inches longer than Ruby’s wakizashi. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Wow. It’s so much lighter than mine. Custom-made?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you think you can handle it?” 
 
    “Let me see.” Ruby stepped away, and pulling the katana from its scabbard, she swung it several times. “Yeah, that shouldn’t be a problem. I mean, it’s longer than I’m used to, but the difference in weight is worth it.” 
 
    “Good, then put this on while I get you another,” Bennett said, grabbing a back carrying scabbard from a hook. “We can store the swords in your bag until we get to Napoleon’s.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Ruby was wearing a scabbard on her back to hold two swords, and strapped to her calves were two sheathed daggers. As she worked to fasten the ones around her forearms, she saw Bennett zipping up the duffel. “Before we go, I have a favor to ask.” 
 
    Bennett straightened. “I’m not sure you have the right to ask for any favors.” 
 
    “I don’t, but after the beating you gave me, I could use something to help replenish some of my strength. Do you mind if I have some of what you keep in the fridge?” 
 
    “When was the last time you fed?” 
 
    “Early Thursday morning. I snuck out while you were sleeping. Why?” 
 
    Bennett picked up the duffel bag as she pulled her mobile from her pocket. “Forget the stuff in the fridge,” Bennett said, putting the phone to her ear. “We’ll stop on the way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until a member of Max’s staff came to him in 1920 when the idea of using long-term facilities to augment the vampire’s blood supply was put into play. The man was Max’s cook, and his daughter was dying a painful death, and one night he pleaded for Max to mercifully take the girl’s life to end her agony. Upon visiting the overcrowded hospice house, Max stood alongside his servant, watching as the girl struggled with every breath, and when they left an hour later, she was no longer struggling. 
 
    Believing he’d finally secured a way to always keep the covens replete with blood, Max spread the word to the other originals. In no time at all, they contracted to have facilities built to provide care for the infirmed, incurable, and insane. Constructed in the same vicinity as the vampires' homes, they added a few mortal hospital staff to their payroll, and all was well. Drugs kept their victims quiet, and unless the doctors deemed their diseases terminal, the patients woke to live another day. 
 
    For nearly twenty years, those facilities cared for more than the patients they housed, but like most good things, something better always comes along. In 1932, the first blood storage facility was founded in Leningrad, and in 1937, the first hospital blood bank was established in Chicago. Within a few years, blood banks were cropping up everywhere, and while the vampires’ long-term hospitals were no longer in high demand, they continued to provide one thing blood banks could not. Omega. 
 
    Just after midnight, in boots designed for silence, Bennett and Ruby crept down the corridor. The tang of disinfectant hung in the air, yet as they passed some rooms, flowery fragrances found their way to them. Equipment inside whirred and beeped, signaling life still existed beyond the doors, but as far as walking and talking life, there was none. The hub was eerily empty, coffee cups and half-eaten sandwiches confirming people had left in a hurry, and down halls dim and white, were mops protruding from buckets, awaiting the return of the cleaning staff.  
 
    Finally, they ran out of hallway and stopped in front of the last two rooms on the left.  
 
    “What are we doing here?” Ruby said, keeping her voice low as she looked around.  
 
    “We’re here because we need to be at our best tonight, and our best means Omega,” Bennett said, removing the charts from the pockets next to each door.  
 
    Ruby’s eyes widened, but she said not a word.  
 
    Bennett flipped open both charts, ensuring the information matched with what she’d been told on the phone.  
 
    “Sylvia and Jacob Rabinowitz have been married for fifty-two years,” Bennett said as she put back the charts. “They diagnosed Jacob with Alzheimer’s seven years ago, and Sylvia began suffering from the same horrible disease shortly after that. They have four children, nine grandchildren, and three great-grandchildren, none of whom have visited in over a year. Sylvia and Jacob do not speak. They do not acknowledge. They’re fed through tubes, and they lie in their beds, dressed like infants. Their heads are empty of sound thoughts, and they’re imprisoned in a terminal fog they cannot escape from. And tonight, you and I are going to set them free. 
 
    “Sylvia is in there,” Bennett said, pointing to the door nearest Ruby. “You are to be compassionate. You are to be gentle, and you are to show her the utmost respect. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ruby whispered. 
 
    “When she’s gone, use your saliva to seal the wounds. I’ll meet you right here after I do the same for her husband.” 
 
    Without saying a word, Bennett pushed open the door and walked into Jacob Rabinowitz’s room. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the same time Bennett and Ruby were putting Sylvia and Jacob to rest, across town, Angelique was heading up the stairs in Max’s house, only to stop halfway when she saw Gus and his daughters descending. “I was just coming to check on you. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, everything’s fine,” Gus said, starting down. “Between the excitement and the wine you brought Cathleen, she finally fell asleep alongside the boys, but the girls and I are still a little wound up. I remembered what Max said about needing anything to drink or eat, so we thought maybe we’d raid a fridge or something before hitting the hay. I know it’s getting late, though, and we don’t want to inconvenience anyone so—” 
 
    “It’s no inconvenience at all,” Angelique said, smiling. “What would you like? Sandwiches? Snacks? I’m sure we could even round up a four-course meal if you’re hungry enough.” 
 
    “No, we’re just looking for something light. Anything will do,” Gus said. “But I sure could go for something a little stronger than wine. It’s been one hell of a night.” 
 
    “Then I know exactly where I need to take you before I check with the kitchen staff,” Angelique said, waving them to join her. “Follow me.” 
 
    When they reached Max’s study, Angelique tapped on the door before walking inside. “Max, your guests are looking for a bit of libation in the form of something stronger than wine. Do you mind?” 
 
    “Of course not,” Max said, getting to his feet. “But aren’t the girls a little young?” 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Gus said, directing his daughters to sit by the desk. “But I’m not.” 
 
    “Well, I pride myself on a well-stocked bar, Gus. So, what’ll it be?” 
 
    Gus looked over at the row of decanters. “Scotch if you have it.” 
 
    “Heaven forbid I ever run out of that,” Max said, beaming. “I have an eighteen-year-old single malt Glenlivet that I think you’ll like. Please, have a seat. I’ll pour you a glass.” 
 
    Kenna and Fallon plopped down in the chairs facing the desk, and moving another from across the room, Gus placed it between his daughters. “Cath and I wanted to thank you again for letting us stay here.” 
 
    “Oh, please. You don’t need to thank me,” Max said, handing Gus his drink. “I’m just glad you’re all safe.” 
 
    Enjoyment skewed Gus’s features when he took a sip of the liquor. “Wow, this is really good.” 
 
    “I thought you’d like it.” 
 
    Gus took another taste, drawing the courage to ask a question he was almost sure he already knew the answer to. “Um…earlier, when I asked about Lisa…is she all right?” 
 
    Max seemed to deflate in his chair. “Regrettably, no. Napoleon’s people reached her before we could. She’s dead.” 
 
    “No,” Kenna cried out, springing to her feet. “She can’t be. She always let me text her about fashion stuff. Lisa can’t be dead. She just can’t be.” 
 
    Gus wrapped his arm around Kenna’s waist, and a second later, she was wailing in his lap. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I liked her, too,” he said, his voice cracking as he rubbed his daughter’s back. “I liked her a lot.” 
 
    “Did you kill the vamps that murdered her?” 
 
    Max and Gus turned to Fallon, who shrugged at their astonished expressions. “What? It’s not like they’re mortals, and they deserve to die, don’t they? Lisa was innocent. She didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    The two men exchanged looks, and Max took the lead. “The vampires who did it were gone by the time my team got there,” Max said, picking up his drink. “And because of what…because of what had happened, I thought it prudent I send that team to join the one gathering up Gunnar and his family.” 
 
    “They’re safe—right?” Gus said, edging forward in his seat. 
 
    “Yes, yes, they are,” Max said, dipping his head. “Gunnar wanted to head up to his father’s, so I told both teams to go with them. They’ll stay up there until we get all of this sorted. Oskar, Gunnar’s father, is quite familiar with the needs of my kind, so he’ll make sure my teams are safe when the sun is up, and when it goes down, they’ll have eight of my finest protecting them.” 
 
    “Thank God.” Gus took another sip of his drink. “What about Bennett? Does she know?” 
 
    Max pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Yes, she knows, but I haven’t heard from her. I doubt I will until she…uh…until she does what I know she’s going to do.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Make Napoleon pay for what his people did to Lisa.” 
 
    Gus sat straight. “She’s going after him alone?” 
 
    “If I know Bennett, yes.” 
 
    “Then I gotta help her,” Gus said, standing up. “I just a need a car and a…and a gun or a knife or…or…something.” 
 
    Max suddenly felt several inches shorter, observing the man across the way. “I appreciate your concern. I truly, truly do, but Bennett would have my head if I allowed you to chase after her,” he said, waving Gus to sit back down. “She won’t involve anyone else in this unless, of course, the woman you know as Ruby goes with her.” 
 
    “You know, I gotta tell you the truth. You could have knocked Cath and me over with a feather when we realized Ruby was a vampire. We had no idea. Did Bennett?” 
 
    “I don’t know. When it comes to Ruby Miller, it appears there’s a wealth of blank pages to fill in.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At one in the morning, Ruby guided her car to a stop on the side of the road, and flicking off the lights, she looked at Bennett. “Is this close enough?” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll walk from here, and if you’re carrying your phone, mute it.” 
 
    “Already did.” 
 
    Both women stepped from the car, their breath fogging instantly in the frigid January air, and although they didn’t need its help, the moon rode high in the blue-black sky above them. Dried leaves and errant sprays of grass along the side of the road shimmered with frost and surrounded by a dense forest, the only scent was that of pine.  
 
    Ruby opened the trunk, and unzipping the duffle bag, she and Bennett silently armed themselves. As Bennett slipped the last dagger into its sheath, she saw Ruby pull two guns from the bag. 
 
    “You brought guns to a vampire fight?” Bennett said, flinching back her head. 
 
    “They’re dart guns,” Ruby said, handing one to Bennett. “They’re silent, and they’ll knock out anyone within a few seconds. I thought they’d come in handy.” 
 
    “Oh,” Bennett said, slipping the gun into the waist of her pants. “Let’s go.” 
 
    With Samurai swords crisscrossed on their backs and daggers filling their sheaths, they silently walked to the dirt road leading to Napoleon’s hidden estate.  
 
    The two-mile trek up the dirt road was a silent one. Neither felt the need to speak, and with dead foliage littering the rutted path, they kept their eyes aimed at their feet, avoiding anything that could make a sound.  
 
    Upon reaching the gate, Bennett and Ruby vaulted over it in unison, landing on the asphalt on the other side without making a sound. In the distance was the house, and lights shone in every window as if announcing the home’s existence to all who were curious. 
 
    “He’s definitely not trying to hide,” Ruby muttered. 
 
    “No, he’s not.” 
 
    “Well, let’s see what we have,” Ruby said, pulling something from her pocket. Holding the slender monocular to her eye, Ruby adjusted the eyepiece, and taking her time, well over a minute passed before she put it away. “There are two stationed on both the east and west corners and four by the door.” When Bennett didn’t respond, Ruby turned and saw Bennett gawking back at her. “It’s how I used to watch you in Europe when you went to and from your galleries.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You thought it would come in handy?” 
 
    “A girl’s gotta be prepared,” Ruby said, looking toward the house. “Now what?” 
 
    “We can’t very well walk up the drive. How many darts do your guns have?” 
 
    “Two each, and because they’re silent, they only shoot about fifteen yards, so we’ll need to be close.” 
 
    “Okay, that means we’ll have to cut through the trees and take out the corners first. You go west. I’ll go east. Wait for my text, and we’ll attack the front together. And take your time. We can’t risk them hearing us approach.” 
 
    With nothing more to be said, Ruby ducked into the woods on the left side of the road while Bennett did the same on the right. Taking great care with every step they took, the hike to the house was painfully slow and beautifully silent. Dead leaves covered in frost were stepped on lightly, the crunch of their demise happening so slowly that not once did those protecting the house look toward a sound, for there was none to be heard.  
 
    When Bennett reached the edge of the trees, she crouched down for a moment, peeking through the underbrush at the men slouching at the corner of the house. Tickled by what she was seeing, Bennett had to bite her lip, for while they both had swords nestled in their scabbards, they were enjoying a conversation instead of paying attention to their surroundings. After sending a quick text, Bennett stood up, and pulling the gun from her waistband, she took a deep breath and held it. Firing off two quick rounds, a split-second later, the men were slapping their necks, and a second after that, they fell to the ground.  
 
    Still wary of the guards near the entrance, Bennett stuck to the tree line until she reached the tranquilized guards, and after assuring that they’d never wake up again, she opened her phone and sent one text. “Done. You?” 
 
    Ruby slipped her phone from her pocket, glancing down at the headless men at her feet before she returned Bennett’s text. “Yes. How are we doing this?” 
 
    Bennett couldn’t help but appreciate Ruby was allowing her to take the lead. Bennett thought for a second and then texted, “Simplest way. Count to three and then go.” 
 
    Bennett hit send, pocketed her phone, and pulled a sword from its scabbard. One. Two. Three. 
 
    The two women came from opposing corners at speed belonging only to daywalkers, and the sentries at the door didn’t stand a chance. Bennett took the head of one before he could pull his sword from its scabbard, and her other adversary suffered the same fate. With a sword sharper and lighter than any she’d ever owned, Ruby nearly cut her first opponent in half, and taking aim at the second’s neck, she swung at the same time as Bennett. The tips of their swords clinked as they connected, but that didn’t prevent the end result. In less than a minute, Ruby and Bennett were standing in a puddle of blood and body parts.  
 
    Bennett wiped the crimson spray from her face with the back of her hand before silently sliding her second katana from its scabbard. She looked at Ruby, and when their eyes met, no words were needed. Bennett’s held a flicker of compassion, a flicker of latitude releasing Ruby from her pledge to help because behind the door could very well be their end. If Ruby wanted to leave, she could. 
 
    Ruby’s response came in a snort, and filling her lungs with the icy air, she pushed open the heavy wooden slab. With Bennett on her heels, Ruby wasted no time stepping into the brightly lit great hall, and then both women came to an abrupt stop. They were expecting a welcoming committee, but instead of a horde of vampires filling the room, there were only ten.  
 
    Ruby shot Bennett a look. “Okay, so I’m feeling a little underappreciated at the moment.” 
 
    “Me too,” Bennett said, sizing up Napoleon’s people. “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Neither does that,” Ruby said, angling her head to the right. “Who the hell are they?” 
 
    Bennett fixed her eyes on a pile of dead bodies stacked near the fireplace, and scanning the room, she saw another, equally as large as the first, on the other side of the room. “Holy Mother of God. He truly is a fucking barbarian.” 
 
    “What? Who are they?” 
 
    Bennett sighed. “Some were Napoleon’s guardians, and by the uniforms of the others, I suspect he killed his servants, too.” 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Maybe for Omega. They knew they were in for a fight, and they wanted to be prepared.” 
 
    “God, that’s sick,” Ruby said, returning her eyes to the vampires. “Any idea why they aren’t moving?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Bennett said, tightening her grip on her sword. “But since it appears they’re here for a fight, how about we give them one? Are you ready?” 
 
    As soon as Ruby and Bennett took a step, the vampires across the way let out a war cry, and raising their swords in the air, they raced toward the women. The first to arrive was the first to die, the katana in Ruby’s hand slicing through the man’s neck like it was butter. The second and third only made it a step further before Bennett’s sword pierced one man’s heart, and before he’d dissolved into dust, Ruby decapitated the other without even breaking a sweat. 
 
    With bodies at her feet, Ruby backstepped in the scramble, dodging the undisciplined efforts of Napoleon’s people to find her with their blades. She pivoted and pivoted again, fighting off every attempt made to best her. When blood sprayed into her eyes, Ruby blinked it away, and when a searing pain caused her bicep to burn, Ruby let out a gasp and then pushed the pain aside. And as slashed jugulars spewed like macabre fountains, Ruby advanced, forever swinging her swords with lethal accuracy. 
 
    Bennett, too, had to give ground to Napoleon’s people more than once, and then, turning the tide, her legs carried her forward, causing some in front of her to stumble and some to die. She thrust and slashed with the katana in her right hand while using the other to fend off her attackers, and the room was filled with the clank of steel against steel as blades met and met again. Sparks flew, and blood gushed until finally, a hush fell over the room, its silence broken only by the short, ragged breaths of two women covered in blood.  
 
    With their chests heaving, the two women surveyed the room. Slumped on sofas and sprawled across the floor were the carcasses of headless vampires, and the remains of those turned into dust were slowly being absorbed by the river of blood creeping its way across the room.  
 
    Bennett turned to Ruby. “You did well.” 
 
    “Thanks. I like the swords.” 
 
    “Well, if we get out of this, consider them gifts.” When Ruby smiled, Bennett looked down her nose at the woman. “That doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you for what you’ve done, but you were right. I wouldn’t have made it past this room without you.” 
 
    “Understood,” Ruby said, looking around. “Okay, so I know we just battled our way through ten armed vampires, but I can’t help but feel this has been a little too easy. Or is it just me?” 
 
    “No, it’s not just you,” Bennett said, looking around. “I’ve had enough run-ins with Napoleon to know his best fighters weren’t here, and Ivan was nowhere to be seen either.” 
 
    “Ivan?” 
 
    “Big, burly oaf of a man. Defines the word ugly.” 
 
    “Gotcha,” Ruby said, letting out a slow breath. “All right. Where to now?” 
 
    Bennett took a moment and concentrated on the sounds in the house. “I can hear heartbeats below us. There’s an arena one level down they use for sparring. My guess is Napoleon’s hiding there, far enough away from this not to get scratched, but close enough he could listen. Follow me.” 
 
    The two women continued through the house, ever watchful for movement and ever alert for the faintest sound until Bennett stopped in front of a hefty wooden door. She pulled it open, and they lost any chance of a surprise attack when the hinges squealed. 
 
    Bennett turned to Ruby, lowering her mouth to Ruby’s ear. “As far as I know, this is the only way in or out, so this is most likely a trap.” 
 
    Ruby pondered their predicament for a second before pulling two daggers from her sleeves. She slid them between the door and jamb and bent the hardened steel like it was tin. “Not if the door won’t close,” she said, motioning toward the stairs. “Go ahead. I’ve got your back.” 
 
    Bennett drew in a deep breath and crept down the stairs with Ruby acting as her shadow. The nearer they came to the bottom, the more the pungent odor of sweat and dampness surrounded them. When Bennett reached the last step, Napoleon, Ivan, and a dozen heavily armed vampires came into view. 
 
    Like an emperor, Napoleon sat on his carmine throne. With one leg draped over the other, he waggled the one dangling to a beat only he could hear while Ivan stood at the ready to his right with his beefy arms folded under his man boobs. His grotesque dental misfortune filled Ivan’s smile, and gripped in his knobby hands were swords, their razor-sharp edges reflecting in the light. 
 
    “Ivan, it looks like I owe you some more pussy. They did make it this far. Of course, we’ll have to go hunting for some new slit for you since we sucked all the old ones dry, but no worries,” Napoleon said with a flick of his wrist. “There’s plenty of time for that.” 
 
    Bennett took a step, and Napoleon scrambled to his feet, running behind his chair as his twelve sentries stepped forward. Bennett snickered. “Do you honestly think they will be able to kill me?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Napoleon said, his mirth escaping in what sounded like a donkey’s bray. “I don’t want them to kill you, Archer. I want them to capture you and that cunt sister of mine so I can gut you both like your precious Lisa.” Napoleon clapped his hands together. “And oh yes. I almost forgot. I promised Ivan here he could have his way with you, and he said I could watch. I am so looking forward to seeing him fill your snatch.” Napoleon waved his arm. “Boys, make me proud. Catch the bitches and bring them to Daddy.” 
 
    While Ivan remained at Napoleon’s side, the twelve sentries rushed Bennett and Ruby. The two women flew out of the stairwell, and within seconds, they were fending off their attackers. Standing back-to-back, Ruby and Bennett swung one of their swords feverishly while using the other as a shield, and within a minute, four of their adversaries were dead. Sparks flew as blades connected with blades, and Napoleon’s men grunted as they used all their strength against the daywalkers. But wide swings of swords leave bodies unprotected, and that was their mistake, for when Ruby and Bennett swung as one, two more were sliced in half.  
 
    Six against two were much better odds, and with the floor covered in blood, no one’s footing was sound any longer. The only difference was the men continued to act independently, and Ruby and Bennett did not. Several times, the women slipped in the blood, their fate in the hands of the one still standing, and each time, they pulled each other to their feet and continued to fight.  
 
    Bennett hissed out in anguish once when a sword found her leg, leaving a gash almost to the bone, and Ruby fared only slightly better when a dagger sliced open the side of her face. There were other slashes and punctures, near misses that removed a bit of flesh or tore through muscles toward the organs below, but having had Omega feeds, the daywalkers were unstoppable.  
 
    Ruby and Bennett ignored their own pain and the blood they were losing. Resolute, they fixated on their attackers, advancing and parrying, switching from offense to defense in the blink of an eye until only one of Napoleon’s sentries remained. His eyes were wide, and his mouth was open as he gasped for air, and in the time it took him to decide who he’d attack…he was dead. 
 
    Bennett swung the sword in her right hand, and Ruby took aim with the one in her left, and as Ruby decapitated the man, Bennett bisected him at the waist. His head landed with a thud, and like a collapsing tower of cards, his torso and lower half fell to the floor. 
 
    Bennett glimpsed at Ruby, stunned to see the woman’s face covered in blood. “Christ, are you all right?” 
 
    Ruby hid her amusement. Although no gashes were carved into Bennett’s face, it was coated in the blood of their assailants. Ruby spat out the blood that had leached into her mouth and wiped her lips with the back of her hand. “Yeah, I’m fine. Worse than it looks.” 
 
    Bennett nodded and focused on Napoleon as she stepped over the first body in her way. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it appears you’ll need to find more than just a few new slits now. Honestly, though, I don’t think you’ll have the time.” 
 
    “That’s what you think. I was hoping not to waste the first appearance of my pets on the likes of you bitches,” Napoleon pulled a remote from his pocket and pressed a button. “But, oh well.” 
 
    The double doors stationed around the arena came to life. The metal panels receded into the ceiling, exposing the barred cells behind them, and as they did, the sound of heartbeats became deafening. 
 
    Ruby stepped closer to Bennett. “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    Bennett looked from one cell to the next. Behind the iron bars stood emaciated, leathery beings, the skin on their faces hanging from their jowls like it was melting off. They wore nothing more than tatters, soiled and stained clothes decades old, and around their necks were black collars, each displaying a luminous cardinal-red light. Like statues, they stood looking back at the women through eyes void of life. 
 
    It took Bennett a few moments before she figured out what the cells contained, and when she did, all the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. “It’s his bloody army.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re vampires,” Bennett said under her breath. “And by the looks of them, he’s been starving them of food and blood.” 
 
    Ruby swallowed hard. “Oh…shit.” 
 
    “And now that I have your attention,” Napoleon said, raising his voice. “Please allow me the time to gloat. I mean, seriously, talk about two birds and a stone. Although I have to say Flanna is just icing on the cake.” Napoleon rubbed his hands together in glee and threw himself onto his throne. “After all these years, after all the endless accolades I’ve had shoved down my throat about Max’s pet cunt, I finally have you right where I want you, Archer. Helpless.”  
 
    “You think I’m helpless,” Bennett said, adjusting her grip on her swords. 
 
    “Not yet, but soon.” Napoleon looked up at Ivan and held out the remote. “Care to do the honors?” 
 
    Ivan snatched the remote from Napoleon and pressed his ham-shank-sized thumb on a button. Around the room came a series of electronic clicks, and one at a time, the cell doors opened. 
 
    In an instant, Bennett and Ruby widened their stances, preparing to be rushed, except the skeletal vampires didn’t move. They didn’t even blink. 
 
    Napoleon tittered like a schoolgirl. “Don’t be so twitchy, bitches. They won’t move until I press this button,” he said, his bony finger aimed at one on the remote. “If you haven’t heard, shock collars can do wonders, and it’s taken me decades to have my pets trained to obey my every command. They know when to heel. They know when to fetch, and they know when to attack, and once those lights on their collars turn green, they will attack you like a pack of rabid dogs.” 
 
    Bennett took stock of the room and cracked a smile. “And what’s going to stop them from coming after you—eh? The only way out is up the stairs behind me, and that ape of a man standing next to you is no match for us.” 
 
    Napoleon opened the collar of his snug polyester shirt and tapped on the yellow light affixed to his leather choker. “This, and Ivan is wearing one, too, but alas, you and that whore of a sister of mine aren’t. Pity.” 
 
    Napoleon flung one leg over the other, a crooked smirk smearing across his face as he held up the remote. “I do have to say it’s a shame I won’t be able to watch Ivan eat you out, Archer, but that doesn’t mean I can’t watch you being eaten, because trust me…my pets are frightfully hungry.” 
 
    All the lights suddenly changed from red to green, and the starving vampires came to life. Guttural growls erupted from within the cells, and hundreds of eyes, once dull, ignited like a wildfire, the blue as radiant as it was ruinous. 
 
    Bennett and Ruby traded looks, and Bennett said what they were both thinking. “Run!” 
 
    Ruby charged after Bennett, and they took the steps two at a time as the riot behind them grew thunderous. Like gazelles being chased by a pride of lions, they raced through the great hall, hurdling bodies and furniture as they went. Ruby slipped on some blood, and going down hard, she cracked her head on a table. The blow knocked the wind out of her, forcing her to catch her breath while she tried to clear the cobwebs, and then suddenly, her hand was in a vise. A second later, Ruby was yanked to her feet, and a few seconds after that, Bennett and Ruby were bolting from the house. 
 
    Until that moment, Ruby’s movements had mirrored Bennett’s, but their thought patterns changed once outside. Bennett dashed toward the forest while Ruby sprinted for the drive. 
 
    “No, Ruby, this way,” Bennett called out, sliding her swords into the scabbards on her back. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I don’t have time to explain,” Bennett yelled, waving her arm. “Come on.” 
 
    Ruby filled her lungs, taking the time to sheath her swords before she raced after Bennett. They broke through the edge of the woods, and as branches and underbrush thwacked at their faces, hands, and legs, Ruby and Bennett swerved, weaved, and darted their way through the trees.  
 
    Neither needed a vampire’s hearing to be aware of the commotion behind them. The crescendo of grunts, snarls, and slobbery growls continued to build, and Bennett and Ruby continued to run. One minute turned into two and then into ten until Bennett slowed, and Ruby caught up.  
 
    “Why…why didn’t…why didn’t we try to make it to the car?” Ruby said between gasps.  
 
    Sucking in as much air as her lungs would allow, Bennett stopped behind a massive hickory tree, bending over at the waist to catch her breath. A few seconds later, she raised her eyes. “Because there’s nothing for them to feed on in the car except for us.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Bennett stood straight, pressing a finger to her lips for a moment. “Those bloody things are starving, and they’re going to kill anything in their path.” 
 
    “Tell me something I don’t know.” 
 
    “By coming this way, we’ve put food other than us in their path. It should slow them down.” 
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
    “Ruby, having recently been starved myself, I can tell you those things are homing in our heartbeats, and in this forest exists hundreds of heartbeats. Deer, raccoon, rats, mice…even squirrels, and while I’m sure ours are beating the loudest, we may be able to thin the herd by bringing them this way. My plan is to run in a big circle, drawing them further into the woods, hopefully enlarging their buffet before we make our way back to the car. All right?” 
 
    Ruby bobbed her head as she sucked in more air. “That sounds like a fucking perfect plan to me. Lead the way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The plan was almost fucking perfect. With the forest alive with wildlife, the chaos chasing Bennett and Ruby had been reduced to a dull roar, and for a short while, they jogged comfortably through the thicket. Unfortunately, each time Bennett tried to veer them toward the road, the grunts and growls grew louder, forcing the women deeper into the forest. 
 
    Saplings, barren of leaves, yet gathered in clusters were everywhere, and fallen branches and impenetrable vines blocked their way more than once. Both had no choice but to use their daggers to slice through the thicket, for swinging a sword was impossible, and it wasn’t long before their jog slowed to a walk. The snarls of starving vampires still echoed through the trees, and then suddenly, the snarls turned rabid. 
 
    “They must have found a deer. That should keep them busy for a while,” Bennett said, looking around. “We need to go left.” 
 
    Ruby stepped where Bennett stepped and swerved where Bennett swerved, and it wasn’t long before they were jogging again. A few minutes after that, they hit a full-out sprint.  
 
    Ten minutes passed before Bennett burst from the forest onto the road, and a second later, Ruby did the same. Both doubled over, pulling air into their lungs for several seconds until Bennett stood straight and looked up at the stars to get her bearings. “The car’s that way,” she said, gesturing to her right. “Maybe three or four miles. I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    The Omega feed had enabled their wounds to heal and had given them the strength they needed to best all Napoleon had thrown at them, but even vampires can’t always escape exhaustion. Their muscles were heavy and tight, and with each breath, their lungs burned, yet they forced themselves to trudge up the road. Death was following them…and they both knew it. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Bennett stopped, and a razor-thin smile broke through her weary expression. “There’s the car.” 
 
    Tired muscles and burning lungs no longer mattered, and breaking into a trot, they headed for their salvation, only to come up short when they saw someone had slashed the tires on Ruby’s car. 
 
    “Fuck,” Ruby said, looking at her car sitting on rims. “Now what are we going to do? Unless we go back and become deer hunters, I’m not sure I have the strength to keep running. Maybe we can hide?” 
 
    “Not unless we can stop our hearts,” Bennett said, frowning. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Bennett’s ragged breaths fogged in the air as she looked across the road at the dense forest. “We’re going to have to try our luck in—” Suddenly, everything grew brighter, and turning toward the light, Bennett saw a car barreling down on them.  
 
    Ruby and Bennett raised their hands, shielding their eyes from the high-beam LED headlights as the car drew nearer, and just as the sedan zoomed past Ruby’s car, the driver hit the brakes, and the car skidded to a stop a few yards away. The passenger rolled down, and a voice rang out, “Hey. You guys need a ride?” 
 
    Bennett snapped her head to the left and gaped at Ruby, and when she saw the woman’s tooth-filled smile, Bennett took the longest, shakiest breath of her life. She turned back toward the sedan, her skin tingling with goosebumps, and as Bennett crept toward the car, her heart beat faster and faster with every step she took. Reaching the passenger window, Bennett bent down to look inside, and it was all she could do to whisper one word. “Lisa?” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Napoleon raised his eyes when Ivan strode into the room. “Did you let the others out of the keep?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I still don’t get why you locked up our best and let our worst fight Archer. Why didn’t we just give her everything we got? We could have killed her.” 
 
    “That bitch is too good and too strong, and since we don’t have enough collars to go around, I made sure that if I had to release my army, the best of my people would live to fight another day. As for the ones who didn’t, ask me if I care.” 
 
    “Oh,” Ivan said, moving to the desk. “And speaking of them, I got the rest carrying our dead outside. I figure the sun will take care of them in the morning.” 
 
    “That it will. And our mortal contingent?” 
 
    “I got them being put into a pile behind the house. Figure we can have a bonfire.” 
 
    Napoleon’s features twisted into a malicious smile, his eyes remaining on his laptop screen. “Oh, I do hope we have some marshmallows in the pantry.” 
 
    “So, they dead yet?” Ivan said, moving so he could see the screen. 
 
    “No, fucking Archer is a little smarter than I gave her credit for. She led our pets into the woods. They slowed down for a while, probably sucking down a few rats, but they started to give chase again a minute ago. If I had to guess, I’d say our army has had enough of the appetizers and now want the main course.” 
 
    “Where are they now?” 
 
    “They just made it back to the car.” 
 
    Ivan honked out a villainous laugh that resounded in the room. “That ain’t gonna help them.” 
 
    “No, it won’t,” Napoleon said, still glued to the images on his screen. 
 
    For a few seconds, Ivan watched the red and yellow blips on the screen. “Um…boss. The red dots are our people—right?” 
 
    Napoleon let out a long breath and sent Ivan a look. “How many times do I have to explain this to you? Our pet’s collars not only control them, but they also track them, and that’s what all those lovely red spots are on the screen. Since our pets are practically bloodless and Archer and Flanna are not, thanks to thermal imaging, these two yellow smudges near the edge of the road are the heat signatures of Archer and my sister.” 
 
    “So…um…what about that one?” Ivan said, tapping the top of the screen.  
 
    Napoleon peered at the display. He pulled it closer to his face, eyeing the yellow smudge that seemed to be moving faster than humanly possible. “No worries, my friend,” Napoleon said, rocking back in his chair. “It’s just someone driving down the road. Mortals can be stupid little twits, but no one is going to pick up a couple of hitchhikers in the middle of bumfuck nowhere at this time of the night.” 
 
    The two men continued to watch the screen, the mass of red dots becoming larger and larger as Napoleon’s army came together, but Napoleon began slamming his fists on the desk when the third yellow smudge stopped. “What kind of fucking moron is going to stop in the middle of fucking nowhere to pick up a couple of fucking women carrying fucking swords?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Revenge had never been Bennett’s bedfellow before tonight. When Napoleon and Simeon had tortured her, she had merely wanted justice, an acknowledgment by the council of the wrongdoing, and a punishment fitting the crime. Revenge, however, brought with it the need to see someone suffer, and when Bennett left Lisa’s apartment, she didn’t just want Napoleon to suffer. Bennett wanted him drawn and quartered. The rage that followed was Bennett’s fuel. It had enabled her to push aside her hostility toward Ruby and accept her help. It had empowered her with ferocity to fight like she’d never fought before, and it had permitted Bennett to keep other emotions in check. 
 
    When Bennett saw Lisa gazing back at her, Bennett’s emotions didn’t just escape. They became a train wreck. Piling into one another in an endless barrage, grief collided with joy, joy collided with fear, fear collided with hope, and hope ran headlong back into grief, and Bennett felt as if she just stepped off a whirling carnival ride. Lisa was alive, but was she the woman Bennett loved or the woman Bennett would learn to loathe? Was she still honest, or didn’t that matter any longer? Was she still kind, or wasn’t there a point now? Was her wit still as sharp, or had she become cool and calculating, her remarks still edgy but no longer holding one ounce of whimsy? Choked by the fear of what Lisa may have become, Bennett was speechless…totally and utterly speechless.  
 
    “Hi there. You miss me?” Lisa said, ambushing Bennett with an irresistibly devastating grin. 
 
    Bennett’s stomach fluttered as hope made its arrival known, and stuck on dumbstruck, Bennett could do nothing but stare at Lisa like a love-struck fool. 
 
    A few seconds passed before Lisa flashed a perfect row of teeth. “So, am I going to leave you standing by the side of the road, or are you going to get in?” 
 
    Bennett breathed off a little laugh and straightened long enough to pull the weapons from her scabbard. “Put these in the back,” she said, shoving them at Ruby. “I’m sitting up front.” 
 
    The moonlight paled to the glow gracing Ruby’s face, and tossing her own swords in the car, she climbed inside. Ruby took an easy breath, and it was the first easy breath she’d taken since entering Lisa’s apartment hours before. No longer choking on the acrid taste of her self-loathing, Ruby couldn’t contain her glee. Nothing would ever erase her mistakes or rebuild Bennett's trust in her, but Lisa was alive, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Spellbound by the woman sitting behind the wheel, it took several seconds before Bennett spoke. “I thought…I thought you were dead.” 
 
    “Me, too! Let me tell you,” Lisa said, waving her hand. “But then I woke up, and geez Louise, was I a mess. It took me two, count them, two showers to get all the blood off, and I ruined my favorite towels in the process. I mean, I got out after my shower and dried off, only to see blood on the towel, so I had to hippity-hop back in and wash all over again. It took like forever. And, of course, then I had to get dressed, and I don’t know if you know this about me, but it usually takes me like hours to settle on something…and then I remembered, silly me, it wasn’t like I was going out for a night on the town—duh. So I just tossed on some jeans and a sweater. Do you like them?”  
 
    Bennett tilted her head ever so slightly, studying Lisa for several seconds before looking back at Ruby. Their eyes met, and when Ruby pressed her lips together, it was clear they’d come to the same conclusion. 
 
    Contrary to popular belief, Bennett and Ruby knew that when newly turned vampires first opened their eyes, blood lust was not yet on their minds. Much like allergic reactions to chemicals, foods, or flora, when mortals awaken as vampires, their experience differs. Some are annoyed by sounds they’d never heard so clearly because now they were being drilled into their heads like woodpeckers against a tree. Some are blanketed in fear so intense their limbs shake, and their eyes tear, and others are so profoundly in shock, they don’t move for hours. And then there are the ones who awaken youthfully euphoric. Delirious from the power they’ve yet to harness and exhilarated by the rush of absolute immortality flowing in their veins, their energy seems endless. Quite literally, they are high…and Lisa was positively soaring. 
 
    Lisa didn’t miss the exchange of amused looks between her front and back seat passengers, and she squinted at Bennett. “What?” 
 
    As Bennett tried to find the words, Lisa looked back at Ruby, and something in the rear window caught her eye. “Hey guys,” she said. “What’s with the bushel of dried jalapenos coming our way?” 
 
    Bennett and Ruby reeled around and then just as quickly faced front. “Lisa,” Bennett said. “We need to go.” 
 
    “Okey dokey,” Lisa said, tapping on the screen on her dashboard. “GPS armed and waiting for further instructions. Now…where do you want to go? I’m a little hungry. You guys hungry? I’m not sure anything is open, though, so—” 
 
    “Lisa, please just drive,” Bennett said, casting a hasty look over her shoulder at the rapidly approaching legion of blood-thirsty ghouls. “We can figure that out once we’re moving.” 
 
    “But I can’t type in the address if—” 
 
    “Lisa,” Bennett said sternly. “Hit—the—gas.” 
 
    A split second later, Bennett and Ruby were thrown back in their seats when Lisa pressed the accelerator to the floor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few miles down the road, Lisa cast a fleeting look at Bennett. “So, what’s with all the blood, or does your ginger like it kinky? Not that I’m judging, mind you. Who am I to judge—right? What you two do in the privacy of your boudoir is no business of mine. No siree, Bob. No judgment here.” 
 
    An oncoming car began flashing its high beams as it approached and then laid on the horn as it whizzed past. 
 
    “What the frick is wrong with him?” Lisa said, checking her side view mirror. “Moron.” 
 
    Bennett pressed her lips together for a moment. “I believe…um…I believe he was just trying to tell you that you’re driving without lights. It’ll probably draw less attention if you turn them on.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all” Lisa said, flipping on the lights. “Oh, my God. I almost forgot. You wanna see something super cool?” Lisa slid her glasses to the tip of her nose and began looking over them and then through them like she was bobbing for apples. “I can see perfectly with or without them. How off the hook is that?” 
 
    “Then why are you wearing them?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” Lisa said, shooting Bennett a look. “I flipping rock in glasses.” 
 
    Ruby tried and failed to suppress her amusement, and Lisa glanced in the rearview mirror. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Ruby said with a wave of her hand. “Don’t mind me. Pretend I’m not even here.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Lisa said, returning her eyes to the road. “I wasn’t looking for you, anyway.” 
 
    “Which reminds me,” Bennett said, shifting in her seat. “How in the hell did you find us?” 
 
    “Because I’m a super-duper-smart cutie patootie, that’s how,” Lisa said, raising her chin. “Like I said, when I woke up, I was one gooey mess. I had to take two, count them two showers because—” 
 
    “You saw blood on the towel. You told us that.” 
 
    Lisa pursed her lips. “I was recapping.” 
 
    “My apologies,” Bennett said, dipping her head. “By all means, continue.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Lisa said, flashing a cheek-to-cheek smile. “Anyway, like I was saying, after my two showers and finding something to wear, I tried to call you, but someone had stepped on my phone. Do you believe it? Someone stomped on it, and it wasn’t even a year old. I was crushed. I mean, I was seriously devastated.” 
 
    Bennett bit the inside of her cheek to squelch the grin that was fighting to get out. “I’m sure you were.” 
 
    “I was,” Lisa said, casting Bennett a quick look. “Bigly.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” 
 
    “Well, since I don’t have a landline because, I mean, like no one has a landline anymore, I jumped into my car and zipped over to the brownstone.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyebrows drew together. “You went to the brownstone?” 
 
    “Yep, and I hope you don’t mind, but when you didn’t answer, I used my key and let myself in. Of course, I made myself known—duh. I mean, holy moly, there was no way in heck I wanted to find you and what’s-her-name going at it like lesbo bunnies. No way, José. Soooo, coming up empty, I chatted with Xi for a few, gave him some food, and then, of course, I had to clean up the litter box because he can be quite the stinky kitty at times. Pee-ew. You know?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m quite aware of Xi’s toilet habits,” Bennett said, humor dancing in her eyes. “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, since you don’t have a landline because, seriously, who has a landline anymore, I kind of paced around your place for a while until I remembered about the cell phone we use at the gallery. So, I jumped back into my car, zipped over to the gallery, and called you from there,” Lisa said, shooting Bennett yet another look. “But you didn’t pick up. Nope. Here’s Lisa back from the dead, and you’re off playing Candy Crush.” 
 
    Bennett bit back a laugh. “Trust me, I wasn’t playing any games.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” 
 
    “So…you still haven’t told me how you found us?” 
 
    “I used the Find My Friends app on the phone, silly,” Lisa said before briefly looking in Bennett’s direction. “Oh yeah, before I forget, there’s something I just gotta ask you. How’s it feel to know you’ve been boinking your arch enemy’s sister? I mean, that must have been super special—huh?” 
 
    Bennett recoiled in her seat. “How did you—” 
 
    “I called Max while I was coming to find you. I figured if anyone knew what the heck was going on, it would be him. I mean, one minute, I’m all comfy in my apartment, and the next, I’m getting shish kebobbed. Kind of takes a girl back a step—you know?” 
 
    “Lisa—” 
 
    “Speaking of steps, boy oh boy, you should have seen me fight.” Lisa took her hands off the wheel, throwing a few air punches before retaking control of the car. “Sure, they ended up winning, but not before I gave them a few karate chops and kicked their balls into their stomachs. And I have to tell you, vampires’ faces get really, really red when you do that, in case you didn’t know, and man did their eyes get big.” Lisa stole another hasty look at Bennett, and a second later, she slapped Bennett on her thigh, the sound of which was like a whip cracking. 
 
    “Ouch,” Bennett said. “What the hell was that for?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever tell me it would be like this?” Lisa said, waving her arms about for a second. “I am so pumped right now. It’s like I have more energy than when I was a kid, and my mind is going like a zillion miles an hour.” 
 
    Ruby and Bennett exchanged looks again, and again, Lisa caught it. “Okay, what now? Am I talking too much? I mean, I feel like I’m talking a lot, but I have lots to say, and you can’t say things if you don’t talk—right? Besides, you guys are like dumb and dumber right now. What’s wrong? Bat got your tongue?” 
 
    Lisa exploded into laughter, slapping the steering wheel more than once before she reined in her cackling. “Bat got your tongue. Get it? It’s a pun.” Lisa pounded on the steering wheel again.  
 
    What had started out as a modicum of hope for Bennett had just increased tenfold. Although temporarily juvenile and definitely amplified, Lisa had kept her blithesome spirit, and she wasn’t shouting orders or planning someone’s demise. Lisa was simply being Lisa…or rather, a greatly exaggerated version of Lisa. That, in and of itself, gave Bennett even more hope.  
 
    “Come on,” Lisa said, pounding on the wheel again. “What’s going on with me? I mean, if this is normally how it feels, I’m getting myself a bigger apartment because I’ll be able to clean that bad boy in nothing flat. Zim. Zam. Zoom.” 
 
    “You’re high,” Bennett said, finally letting her grin escape.  
 
    “Ya think?” 
 
    “It’s an after-effect. It’ll be gone in a while.” 
 
    Lisa turned serious and cast a quick look at Bennett. “And then what?” 
 
    Bennett’s grin faded. “We’ll face that when we get to it, but for right now, just head to the warehouse.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lisa prattled on somewhat endlessly during the drive. Mostly nonsensical ramblings of a woman still dealing with her newfound life, but by the time they reached the warehouse, Lisa had gone quiet.  
 
    The three exited the car, and Ruby and Bennett returned the swords to their back scabbards. As they did, both appraised their surroundings, ensuring none of Napoleon’s people were lurking in the shadows. Seeing no movement and hearing no heartbeats, Ruby and Bennett exhaled their relief in unison. 
 
    “Why are we here?” Lisa said, looking around. 
 
    “Have you spoken to your family yet?” 
 
    “No. The cell service was going in and out when I was talking to Max, so he said he’d call them. Why?” 
 
    “Because everyone is at your parent’s house except for Finn, and I’m sure at least one member of your family would like to see for themselves you’re okay. He’s inside.” 
 
    Lisa’s face brightened instantly. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes, really. Come on.” 
 
    Finn had just finished his twentieth lap of every aisle in the warehouse when he heard the electronic bolts on the door being thrown. He stopped in his tracks, and when he saw a familiar head of blonde hair, Finn raced to the door.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” he said, his arms opening as he ran to Lisa. “Happy doesn’t even come close, sis. It doesn’t even come fucking close.” 
 
    Finn almost knocked Lisa over when he threw his arms around her, and unwilling to let go, he kissed her cheeks over and over again. “I love you so much, sis. Christ, when I thought we lost you…” 
 
    “I’m here,” Lisa said, inhaling a whiff of her brother’s trendy cologne. Lisa had hated it once. She didn’t any longer. “I’m here, Finn, and I’m okay. Bennett had to turn me, though, but she saved my life by doing it.” 
 
    Bennett and Ruby traded looks, but neither said a word. 
 
    “And that’s all that matters, Lisa,” Finn said. “We all knew this was what you wanted. It’s just a little earlier than expected. That’s all.” 
 
    “So you’re okay with it?” 
 
    “You’re alive, Lisa. So you have to suck down some O positive every once in a while. Who cares? You’re still my sister,” Finn said, taking in Lisa’s face. “And you don’t look any different to me.” 
 
    Lisa extricated herself from her brother’s bear hug and summoned up a thin-lipped smile before taking a step back. She leaned against one of the racks, and a moment later, Lisa sunk to the floor. 
 
    Finn and Bennett were at Lisa’s side in a flash.  
 
    “Jesus, what’s wrong?” Finn said, giving Bennett a half-glance. “Bennett, what’s wrong with her?” 
 
    Lisa raised her eyes and looked at Bennett. “It’s happening, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    “I know you are, but I’ve got you, Lisa. I’ll help you get through this. I promise,” Bennett said, holding out her hand. “Now, up you go.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Finn said, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “She has to feed, Finn,” Bennett said as she helped Lisa to her feet. “I was hoping we’d have time to get you to Max’s before then, but will you be okay here until the sun comes up? You’ll be safe after that.” 
 
    Finn looked at his watch. “Sure, I’ll be fine. Sun’s usually up around seven, and that’s only four hours away. Now that I know Lisa’s all right, maybe I can catch up on some sleep.” 
 
    “What about the gallery?” Lisa said, looking from her brother to Bennett. “Tomorrow’s Monday. We’re supposed to reopen on Monday—remember?” 
 
    “The gallery is the least of our worries at the moment, Lisa,” Bennett said softly. “We can’t think about that right now.” 
 
    “Maybe you can’t, but I didn’t spend the last decade building up a client base only to shut the doors on one of your whims,” Lisa said, flicking her hand in the air. “Oh, that’s right. Your last whim only affected our schedules, so you could get a little somethin’ on the side—huh?” Lisa zeroed in on Ruby and wrinkled her nose. “And in case anyone’s forgotten who that little somethin’ was, she’s standing right over there.” 
 
    Finn gaped at his sister and then leaned in closer to Bennett. “Um…is she drunk because she’s usually not that ballsy?” 
 
    “She’s not drunk,” Bennett whispered. “More like…um…a bit discombobulated. Just play along. It’s easier.” 
 
    “Um…okay.” Finn turned back to Lisa. “I have an idea, sis. How about this? Why don’t I stop by the gallery when I leave here and put up a sign saying we’re closed for redecorating or something? Will that work? 
 
    “What about the answering machine?” 
 
    “I’ll change the message.” 
 
    “You hate doing those messages.” 
 
    “I’ll bite the bullet today,” Finn said, tickled by the exchange. “Okay?” 
 
    Lisa rolled her eyes. “I suppose.”  
 
    “Right, well, thanks for coming to the rescue, Finn,” Bennett said, patting the man on the back. “We wouldn’t want our clients feeling unappreciated.” 
 
    The sparkle in Bennett’s eyes matched that in Finn’s. “Not a problem, boss. Just take care of my sister. I’ll handle the gallery.” 
 
    Bennett slipped her arm around Lisa’s waist when she saw her begin to sway and then looked over at Ruby. “I need you to drive.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Wait,” Finn said, sending a scowl in Ruby’s direction. “Max told me who you are and that your fucking brother—” 
 
    “Finn, now’s not the time,” Bennett said, touching the man’s arm. “There’s a lot you don’t know. All right?” 
 
    It took more than one deep breath before Finn could look Bennett in the eye. His emotions were all over the place, and rage toward Ruby Miller was now at the forefront. But to be a guardian took trust from both sides, and Finn had never doubted Bennett, and he wasn’t going to start now. “Okay,” he said, holding his head up high. “But we’re all going to want answers.” 
 
    “And you’ll get them, I promise.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At the end of a desolate road close to the warehouse was an abandoned junkyard, and as Ruby shut off the car, she looked around. Once used to keep trespassers out, the cyclone fence was now sagging from posts covered in rust and drifted in mounds along the bottom were piles of litter. Inside the fence was junk, old and new. Some had been there for years, the rusty carcasses of cars and refrigerators blanketed in leaves, grime, and vines, while nearer the fence was a hodgepodge of tires, mattresses, and discarded appliances that had been brought there more recently. After all, why pay to have junk hauled if it could be left where no one would care?  
 
    Ruby raised her eyes to the rearview mirror. “Is this okay, or should I park somewhere else?” 
 
    “No, this is fine.” Bennett opened the car door, and taking Lisa’s hand, she helped her from the car. Giving her a quick, reassuring smile, Bennett bent down and looked at Ruby. “I want you to stay here. We shouldn’t be too long. All right?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m positive. Wait here.” 
 
    Bennett shut the door and led Lisa through the junkyard to the fence at the back. Slipping through an opening, they continued through some tall grass until Bennett finally stopped behind a tree and crouched down. “I need you to stay here for a moment.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I’ll be right back. Just stay here. Don’t move. Okay?” 
 
    “Um…okay.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    Lisa didn’t move because Lisa couldn’t move. When she’d awoken in her apartment, what little sound existing was deafening. The fridge didn’t hum. It thundered like an outboard motor. The lights didn’t buzz. They hissed like a thousand snakes, and even the ticktock of the clock on the wall resounded like a bass drum. Stock-still, Lisa had sat in a puddle of her own blood for several minutes with her hands clamped over her ears, and then she remembered yoga. A student for years, yoga had taught her how to relax and meditate, and using those lessons, Lisa closed her eyes and concentrated on her breathing. The cacophony had slowly faded away, but it wasn’t fading away now.  
 
    There was barely a breeze, yet it was now howling like a cyclone in her ears, and even though the mounds of frozen junk didn’t appear to be moving, the screeches and scrapes were deafening. Grimacing at the thunderous chorus of metal against metal, Lisa closed her eyes and focused on the sound of her own heart, breaking out of her thoughts only when she heard footsteps. A few seconds later, Bennett was kneeling by her side.  
 
    “Are you doing all right?” Bennett said, placing her hand on Lisa’s arm. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. Things got loud for a minute, but it’s better now.” 
 
    “Good. Now, first things first,” Bennett said, gently removing Lisa’s glasses. “You don’t really need these, and they could get in the way, so I’ll hold on to them. All right?” 
 
    “Um…sure.” 
 
    Bennett slipped the glasses into her pocket before motioning to her right. “About twenty paces that way is where some homeless people camp out. They’re asleep, and fairly far apart, so you shouldn’t have a problem. You just have to remember to be quiet.” 
 
    “You’re not going with me?” Lisa softly squeaked. 
 
    The angst in Lisa’s voice was almost too much to take, and Bennett paused long enough to make sure her own anxieties would not seep into her tone before she spoke. “I wish I could, Lisa, but I can’t,” she said, brushing a strand of hair off Lisa’s face. “If I were to go with you, you could easily home in on me, and we’d end up getting into quite a tussle. This is basically a rite of passage, Lisa, and it’s one you need to do alone.” 
 
    “But…but I don’t even know what to do. Do I need to kill them? Do I have to kill them?” Lisa whimpered. 
 
    Bennett thought back to centuries before when she’d asked the same questions of Max. “Unfortunately, first feeds aren’t easily controllable. Eventually, you’ll be able to take what you need without…without ending a life, but I can’t guarantee you it won’t happen tonight, and you can’t worry about that.” 
 
    “But I don’t want to kill anyone, Bennett. Isn’t there another way? What about the bags?” 
 
    Warmth radiated throughout Bennett’s body, the Olympic torch a mere matchstick compared to the flame of her hope. “You and I both know that’s not what you need, and I’m thrilled you don’t want to kill anyone. That means more to me than you can possibly imagine, but it’s going to be all right. I promise.” 
 
    “But I’m scared, Bennett, and I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “You will in a minute.” Bennett pulled the dagger from her boot and drew it against her palm. As her blood pooled, Bennett raised her eyes. “Many, many years ago, I was where you are now, so I’m going to tell you what Max told me. You have an instinct now, Lisa. It’s strong, and it’s undeniable, and once it’s awoken, it will never sleep again. Tonight, I’m going to help you unleash it, and then you need to follow it where it takes you.” 
 
    Bennett dipped her finger into the pool of blood in her hand and brushed the crimson lightly across Lisa’s lips. In an instant, Lisa’s baby blue eyes morphed into neon azure, and her canine teeth extended into fangs. 
 
    “And there it is,” Bennett said softly.  
 
    Lisa sucked in a quick breath. The adrenaline rush was like no other she’d felt before. The screeching of the junk and the howling of the breeze disappeared, and another noise took its place. Lisa turned toward the camp, unconsciously wetting her lips at the sounds of heartbeats and blood flowing through veins. Lisa stood up and wet her lips again. Her new self had arrived. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett crouched in the shadows for twenty minutes until she heard the crunch of frozen ground, and as she stood, Lisa came into view. The cowl neck of Lisa’s sweater was stained with blood, as were her cheeks and chin, and as soon as their eyes met, Lisa dropped to her knees and vomited. 
 
    Bennett rushed over, rubbing Lisa’s back until the heaving stopped. 
 
    “Oh crap,” Lisa said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “Please don’t tell me I have to go back and get some more.” 
 
    “No. You got what you needed,” Bennett said through an unstoppable grin. “Max actually told me this is a good sign. It means you haven’t lost all of yourself to this affliction.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good to hear,” Lisa said, standing up. “You wouldn’t happen to have a wet wipe, would you?” 
 
    Bennett chuckled. “No, but knowing you, I’m sure you have something in the car,” she said, looking around. “And if this were the sixteenth century, I’d leave the bodies where they lay, but I need to go take care of them so as not to sound any alarms. I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t bother. I know the tricks of the trade. I sealed their wounds with my saliva. They won’t even know I was there.” 
 
    Bennett jerked back her head. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “What? Are you saying I had to kill them?” 
 
    “Well, no…no, of course not, but…but how could you not have?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lisa said, shrugging. “I just listened to their heartbeats, and when they began to get weak, I stopped.” 
 
    “You stopped.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Just like that, you stopped.” 
 
    “Bennett, did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Tongue-tied, Bennett gawked at Lisa. She hadn’t done anything wrong. Lisa had done something Max had thought impossible…and there was no stopping Bennett’s hope now.  
 
    “No, you didn’t do anything wrong, Lisa,” Bennett said, taking Lisa’s hand. “Now, let’s head back to the car and get you tidied up.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby stepped out into the cool night air as soon as she saw Bennett and Lisa approach. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    “Yes, everything’s fine,” Bennett said. “She just needs to get cleaned up.” 
 
    “I have some wet wipes in the glove box,” Lisa said, jogging to the passenger side.  
 
    Ruby stepped closer to Bennett. “She seems okay.” 
 
    “More than okay, actually,” Bennett said, keeping her voice low. “She didn’t kill them.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “She said she didn’t kill them. She stopped when she heard their hearts grow weak and moved to the next. On the walk back, she said there were three, and they’re all still alive.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Apparently not as impossible as we thought,” Bennett said, keeping her eyes on Lisa. “But I think she should have. She’s still tired and a little peaked. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Ruby observed Lisa for a long moment. “Yeah, she’s pale, and she shouldn’t be. Then again, if she didn’t have Omega, that could explain it.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Bennett said, her eyes never leaving Lisa. “And it looks like she’s finished, so let’s get out of here, and I’ll call Max on the way. See what he thinks.” 
 
    Bennett and Lisa climbed into the back seat, and as Ruby started the car, she glanced in the rearview mirror. “So, where to? Max’s?” 
 
    “No, the brownstone,” Bennett said, pulling her phone from her pocket. “We’ll be safe there.” 
 
    “Sorry, Bennett, but that won’t work,” Ruby said softly. “Sure, you and I will be okay, but Lisa now needs to avoid sunlight. She’ll be much safer at Max’s.” 
 
    “True, except Lisa’s a daywalker, so she’ll be fine at the brownstone.” 
 
    In unison, Lisa’s and Ruby’s eyes doubled in size, and as Lisa swiveled toward Bennett, Ruby whipped her head around. “What?” 
 
    A knowing smile graced Bennett’s face. “Earlier, Lisa told us she went over to the brownstone looking for me. If she weren’t a daywalker, she couldn’t have even got close to the building without having her skin sizzle.” 
 
    “The fucking light bulbs,” Ruby said, slipping the car into drive. “I totally forgot about them.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Lisa said. “And I’m the one who orders the freaking things.” 
 
    “And now that we’ve got that out of the way, I think I should call Max and try to bring him up to speed,” Bennett said, tapping on her phone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean she didn’t kill them?” Max said, jumping out of his chair. “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “So says you, but it appears Lisa didn’t get that memo,” Bennett said, laughing under her breath. She looked over at Lisa, and when she saw her eyes closed, Bennett lowered her voice. “But I think maybe she needed to.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “She’s tired, Max, and her color hasn’t returned. Right now, I think she’s asleep.” 
 
    “After her first feed?” 
 
    “My point exactly.” 
 
    Max dropped into his chair and scrubbed his hand over his face. “Well, if I had to guess, and this is only a guess, Bennett, it probably does have something to do with Omega. I mean, I’ve never heard of anyone’s first feed not ending in a frenzy and in a death, which means we all started with the most potent blood there is, except for your lovely Lisa.” 
 
    “What does that mean? Are you saying she has to kill?” 
 
    “Give me a moment.” Max tipped back in his chair, and while he pondered the question, he drummed his fingers on the desk. “She told you she could control herself—right?” 
 
    “Yes. She said she healed their wounds, and they wouldn’t even know she was there.” 
 
    Max thought for a moment. “We’re in uncharted territory here, Bennett, but if you’re sure Lisa can control herself and won’t attempt to drain you dry, just let her feed on you.” 
 
    “On me?” 
 
    “Yes. Since you’re the one who turned her, you’re Lisa’s master, and that connects you. Your blood will be just as powerful as Omega to Lisa, and it will get her where she needs to be. Problem solved.” Several silent seconds passed, and Max checked his phone to see if the call had dropped. “Are you still there? Did I lose you?” 
 
    Bennett’s heart ached. She knew full well that a master’s blood was potent, and she also knew it wasn’t her blood Lisa needed. “No, I’m here,” Bennett murmured. “It’s just…it’s just been one hell of a night. That’s all.” 
 
    “Well, thankfully, Napoleon can’t do a thing until the sun sets again. I’m going to reach out to the council and tell them what we know, and then you and I can touch base later today and figure out our next step. However, for now, just go home, take care of Lisa, and then get some rest. It sounds like you need it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few minutes before four on Sunday morning, Ruby pulled into a parking space in the alley, and before she could turn off the engine, Bennett signaled she wanted to speak to Ruby outside. A minute later, they were huddled next to the car. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ruby whispered. 
 
    “When we get inside…when we get inside, I need to ask you a favor.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Max thinks, like we do, that because Lisa didn’t experience an Omega feed, she’s struggling a bit, but there’s an easy fix. When we get inside, I’d like you to allow her to feed on you.” 
 
    Ruby hung her head, and taking a slow breath, she straightened. “If you want her to kill me, then so be it.” 
 
    “What? No. Jesus, that’s not what I meant,” Bennett said, giving Ruby a dirty look. “You’re the one who turned her, Ruby, and as much as I hate to admit this, she needs you right now. Not me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Bennett threw up her hands. “Ruby, I know you weren’t a member of a coven, but surely someone had to tell that a master’s blood is as strong as Omega.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but…oh, shit.” Ruby’s mouth fell open. “Bennett, you’ve got to believe me,” Ruby said in a rush, touching Bennett on the arm. “I swear to God, when I did what I did, I had no ulterior motive. I was just trying to save her life. I wasn’t thinking about anything else. You have got to believe me.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “I watched you tonight,” Bennett said quietly. “I watched you do everything in your power to help save Gus and his family. I watched you save Lisa’s life. I watched you allow me to beat you within an inch of yours without so much as raising a finger. I watched you fight alongside me, and never once did you back down or…or be less than I know you are. I won’t lie and say I’m not conflicted by my feelings toward you, but right here and right now, you haven’t given me any reason to believe that you’re a woman who wanted anything more than just to avenge the murder of her family.” 
 
    “That’s all I ever wanted. I swear to you. That’s all I ever wanted, and if Lisa has to kill me—” 
 
    “She won’t. She can stop herself,” Bennett said, sneaking a peek at the woman sleeping in the car. “The only question is how in the hell are we going to get her to feed on you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once they arrived at the brownstone, Lisa thought it would be the last she’d see of Ruby, but when they reached Bennett’s apartment, Bennett ushered them both inside. Less than pleased, Lisa made a beeline for the sofa and glared at Ruby under her eyelashes. 
 
    “I don’t know about you two, but I could use a drink,” Bennett said, going into the kitchen. “Anyone else?” 
 
    Ruby walked over to the fireplace and set down the duffel bag containing their weapons. “I’ll take one.” 
 
    “Well, you may as well make it three,” Lisa said, flicking an invisible piece of lint off her jeans. “Don’t want to be a party-pooper.” 
 
    Bennett looked up. “I can make tea if you’d prefer.” 
 
    “What I’d prefer is to feel a little less washed out,” Lisa muttered. “I thought I was supposed to feel like a superhero or something after I fed.” 
 
    Bennett frowned, and carrying the three goblets of Merlot into the living room, she gave one to Ruby and handed Lisa another. “You are,” she said, sitting on the edge of the coffee table. “Except it appears that while your forethought in wanting to save those men’s lives was commendable, you didn’t get what you needed. Max believes that Omega is required to put things fully in motion, and I think he's right. Without it, even though the blood you consumed tempered your appetite, the fact you’re sweating right now tells me you’re still hungry.” 
 
    “I’m…I’m doing okay.” 
 
    “No, you aren’t, and by trying to deny it, you’re only going to end up making matters worse.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You know how,” Bennett said softly. “You saw me when I was starving.” 
 
    “But I fed,” Lisa said, sitting up. “I did.” 
 
    “I know, Lisa, but it wasn’t enough. Thankfully, though, since it appears you can control yourself when it comes to being greedy or…um…sloppy, there’s something we can do right now to get you where you need to be.” 
 
    For a moment, they held each other’s gaze before Lisa got up and headed for the kitchen. “Well, I guess it’s time I learn about this stuff,” she said, opening the tiny fridge. “Can I put it in a glass, or is sucking it out of the bag the in thing to do?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Bennett said, going over. “Lisa, that won’t work. It’s not strong enough.” 
 
    “But you just said we had something to get me over the hunger.” 
 
    “We do, but it’s not transfused blood. It’s…um…it’s blood drawn from your master, the one who turned you.” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Lisa said through her giggles. “Talk about Karma. You always refused to feed on me, and now I get to feed on you. Too funny.”  
 
    When Bennett bowed her head, Lisa beamed. “Well, come on. Don’t be shy,” she said, crooking her finger. “Roll up that sleeve of yours. Baby’s got the munchies.” 
 
    Bennett raised her eyes. “It’s…um…it’s not me you need to feed on.” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s not—” Lisa’s words died in her throat, and snapping her mouth shut, her smile dissolved. She peered at Ruby, and seeing that the woman’s somber expression now matched Bennett’s, Lisa’s nostrils flared. “Are you saying…are you saying she’s the one who turned me?”  
 
    No longer able to make eye contact, a sour taste formed in Bennett’s mouth, and she doubted it would ever go away, for this truth was bitter. “Yes.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why in the world didn’t you do it? You knew my choice, Bennett. You’ve always known my choice.” 
 
    “I just…I just...” 
 
    “You just what, Bennett?” Lisa said, slamming her hands on her hips. “You just decided to sit there and watch me die? You just decided that because I was in no shape to argue, it didn’t matter what I wanted?” Bennett averted her eyes, and Lisa’s pale cheeks fused with blood. “Well, screw you, Bennett. Screw you.” 
 
    Lisa marched over to Ruby and eyed her up and down. “Well, it seems I owe you my life…master.” 
 
    Ruby winced. “It only means I’m the one who turned you. That’s all.” 
 
    If looks could kill, Ruby would have been a pile of dust on the floor. The room became ominously silent for what seemed like forever before Lisa stomped away to retrieve her wine. After downing the glass in one swallow, she returned to Ruby and looked her straight in the eye. “Care to share a vein?” 
 
    Thankful her back was to Bennett, Ruby pushed up her sleeve. 
 
    “No, not the wrist,” Lisa said, invading Ruby’s personal space. “I want your neck.” 
 
    Lisa brushed aside Ruby’s hair and calling on her fangs to extend, she locked eyes with Bennett before plunging her canines into Ruby’s neck. She remained riveted on Bennett for a few more seconds, but as the carmine ambrosia began entering her system, Lisa became a slave to the flavor. She closed her eyes, placing her hands on Ruby’s hips as she took what she needed. 
 
    Again, the adrenaline rush was incredible, and Lisa’s body surged with newly found energy. Her lungs expanded easily, filling to the extreme with every breath she took, and her senses became ultra-keen. She could hear Ruby’s heartbeat and the sound of the blood flowing through the woman’s veins, and her skin tasted not only of salt and sweat, but her jaunt through the forest had left behind hints of foliage and earth. Enthralled, Lisa drank in the nourishment, all the while concentrating on Ruby’s heart, ever mindful that when it slowed, she would have to stop.  
 
    Bennett clenched her fists, enraged by the scene unfolding in front of her. To the unsuspecting, the two women appeared like lovers. Following Lisa’s lead, Ruby had rested her hands on the woman’s hips, and with her head slanted to the furthest point, Lisa’s lips were pressed against Ruby’s neck. Bennett could hear Lisa breathing and imagined the warmth of it washing over Ruby’s neck. Lisa casually placed her hand on Ruby’s back, and out of nowhere, Bennett felt her body react, and her rage instantly turned to fury. “I’ve seen enough,” she said, glowering at the two women. “I’m going to go take a shower.” 
 
    Lisa pulled back, and looking Bennett squarely in the eye, Lisa drew her tongue over the punctures in Ruby’s neck. “Have fun.” 
 
    Ruby flinched when the bedroom door slammed and then backed away from Lisa. “You feel better now?” 
 
    “Yeah, actually I do,” Lisa said, taking a contented breath. “It’s quite a rush, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, but I’m not talking about you feeding,” Ruby said, snickering. “Nice touch with the tongue.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lisa grabbed her wine glass and hurried into the kitchen for a refill.  
 
    “Of course, you do.” Ruby retrieved her glass and placed it on the counter next to Lisa’s. “But what you just did…the tongue thing…Bennett didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “As far as I’m concerned, she deserves a lot more than that. If she wanted me dead, then what I do from here on out shouldn’t bother her in the least.” 
 
    “Oh, stop being so stupid. Bennett didn’t want you to die,” Ruby said, taking the bottle from Lisa. “I forget. What are you, twenty-nine? Thirty?” 
 
    “Thirty-two, and why does that matter?” 
 
    “Because you only have thirty-two years of memories and thirty-two years of mistakes, lessons, and regrets under your belt. Bennett and I have over four hundred years’ worth of all of that crap, and trust me, it weighs you down. You carry it around like baggage, and you think you may lose some of it along the way, but it’s never all gone, especially when someone’s hurt you. When your own damned brother does something so heinous you want to vomit every time you think about it, or when you’ve had your heart ripped out by women who you believed loved you, those things leave scars, Lisa. They leave deep, grisly scars. And the only difference between Bennett and me is that I only have one brother, but Bennett’s heart’s been broken way more than once.” 
 
    “And what does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “Oh, Jesus Christ, what are you stupid? You’ve got to know she’s in love with you.” 
 
    Lisa’s mouth dropped open. For a split second, a smile formed before it gave way to Lisa’s annoyance. The woman standing next to her had been Bennett’s lover for weeks, and apparently, during one of their bedroom romps, Bennett had confessed something Lisa had longed to hear for years. Lisa stared daggers at Ruby. “Well, she has a funny way of showing it. If I’m not mistaken, she didn’t have the big, bad wolf sleeping in her bed for the past month,” she said, giving Ruby an icy once-over. “Then again, if we change the gender, big, bad bitch totally fits.” 
 
    “Call me all the names you’d like. I probably deserve a lot of them, but that doesn’t change the fact she’s in love with you, Lisa.” 
 
    “No, she’s not. If she were, I would have just fed on her and not you.” 
 
    “Lisa, she was afraid. Bennett can appear big and bad and always in control, but she has feelings for you, Lisa. Deep, true, powerful feelings, and they paralyzed her. And don’t think for a minute I believed she was right in what she wanted to do. You wouldn’t be standing here if I did, but you can’t be judge, jury, and executioner when you’ve never walked in our shoes. Do you have a right to hear the truth from Bennett, to hear for yourself how she truly feels about you? Absolutely, but from what I’ve seen, it’s going to be just as hard for her to admit she loves you as it was watching you die.” 
 
    Lisa thought she had an arsenal of reasons for hating Ruby, but it was quickly becoming apparent Lisa was shooting blanks. Ruby wasn’t trying to steal Bennett. She wasn’t trying to fan the flames, so Lisa would go one way and Bennett the other. Ruby was doing what friends do. She was opening Lisa’s eyes to what was right in front of them.  
 
    Lisa’s eyes locked on the two faint red marks on Ruby’s neck, and her posture withered like a punctured balloon. “Crap, and I just fed on you right in front of her.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it was nice, so if things don’t work out between you and Ben—” 
 
    “Don’t go there.” 
 
    Ruby chuckled. “Look, you’ve gone through a hell of a lot over the past few hours. Your emotions have got to be all over the place.” 
 
    “They are,” Lisa said, managing a laugh. “One minute, I think I’m fine, and the next, I’m being bombarded by sounds and thoughts and anger and happiness. It’s like I’m in a washing machine on the spin cycle.” 
 
    “Then do us all a favor. Before you speak to Bennett, get yourself under control. Your body is still adjusting to all the changes, and it’s going to have more to adjust to now that my blood is in your system. Take some time. Get some sleep, and think things through, and for the love of God, stop being stupid.” 
 
    Ruby looked at the glasses of wine and shook her head. “That’s not what I need.” Ruby opened the tiny fridge and pulled out a couple bags of blood. “Let her know I took these. I’m out of here,” she said, going to the door.  
 
    “Are you in love with her?” 
 
    Ruby dropped her chin to her chest, and taking a deep breath, she looked back at Lisa. “Falling in love with Bennett would have been the easiest thing I’ve ever done in my life, but once I saw how she looked at you at Rapture, I knew I didn’t stand a chance. Do I care about her? Greatly. Do I love her? Yeah, in a way, I do. I love who she is. I love she lives by a code. I love she mercifully ends peoples’ lives when all hope is gone, and I love…I love that she’s going to finally find happiness because if anyone deserves happiness, it’s Bennett. Then again, I suppose that last part’s on you.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Attempting to not think about something usually has the opposite effect. Envision an upcoming argument, and you’ll come up with every answer to every imaginable question, except the questions never stop coming. Ponder hitting the lottery and time needed for sleep gives way to all the wonderful things you would do with the money. And trying to convince yourself you were right leads to a laundry list of all the reasons diametrically opposing your righteousness. 
 
    Shortly before five on Sunday morning, Bennett emerged from her bedroom freshly showered. She was ready to announce there were clean sheets on the bed, and she’d take the sofa, except Lisa had already fallen asleep across its cushions. With Ruby nowhere to be seen, Bennett covered Lisa with a blanket, turned off the lights, and slunk to her bedroom. 
 
    Lisa wasn’t asleep. Annoyed and confused, when she heard the bedroom door open, she closed her eyes and feigned slumber. Even though Ruby had left the apartment, her words had remained behind in Lisa’s head, and each reverberation told Lisa what she already knew. She had been stupid and for a lot longer than just the past few hours.  
 
    For twelve years, Lisa had held onto a secret. She had planned to reveal it to her father as they drove to the airport to pick up Bennett Archer, except Oskar’s excitement about the woman’s arrival trumped Lisa’s plans. The last thing she wanted to do was possibly put a damper on the evening, and once Lisa met Bennett, her secret remained a secret.  
 
    It was a cold and misty night, and Lisa debated on getting back into the car until Bennett stepped off the plane, and it was all Lisa could do to keep her wits about her. Bennett was a vision, her hair shining in the moonlight, and with her long stride and worldly aura, she was absolutely the most beautiful woman Lisa had ever seen. Confidence practically oozed from every pore, and when Oskar made the formal introductions and Bennett extended her hand, Lisa’s knees went weak. 
 
    If Lisa’s father hadn’t shared the tales of woe about a woman hurt by so many, Lisa would have let her feelings be known, except Lisa did know about Bennett’s past, and that sowed a field of uncertainty. Lisa always had faith she’d remain honest, kind, and compassionate after becoming a vampire, but what if she didn’t? What if she did become like the others? Did she really want to be yet another in a long line of women who had hurt Bennett so terribly? 
 
    It had only taken a month of working alongside Bennett for Lisa to come to her decision. Bennett was amazing; her blend of decorum and wit constantly bringing a smile to Lisa’s face, and Lisa would have gladly gone sleepless to continue discussing art with the woman. For four weeks, Lisa had floated from the gallery, high atop fluffy white clouds filled with love and hope and dreams, yet each time Lisa returned to earth, returned to the reality of her situation, the answer remained the same. No, she would never hurt Bennett like all the others. Yes, Lisa would still dream. Yes, she would still pine, and yes, she would still cherish every second she spent with Bennett, but until Lisa was turned, and until she was sure she wouldn’t become cunning or cruel or corrupt, Lisa would keep her feelings hidden. She slammed the door to her heart shut with a bang, believing it would remain locked for the next twenty years. Except a maniac had moved up Lisa’s timeline, and her heart was now open…and open wide.  
 
    Lisa rolled over and clasped her hands behind her head. Was the fact Bennett had been prepared to let her die unforgivable? Lisa’s lungs deflated. Right or wrong, Bennett did have her reasons, and while it hurt to know the truth, like Ruby said, who was Lisa to judge? After all, she, too, had done some things she told herself were for the right reasons, even though now Lisa knew she’d been wrong. 
 
    Lisa huffed out a breath. Did it matter that Ruby was the one who turned her? Yes, but then again, was it so horrible not to forgive, not to forget, not to let sleeping dogs lie and enjoy every day of the rest of your never-ending life with the woman you loved? No…and in a big way.  
 
    Lisa smiled to herself, wondering if Bennett had any idea. Had she been so wrapped up in concealing her own feelings that she’d been unaware of Lisa’s? Lisa smiled again when the word clueless came to mind. 
 
    Of course, Bennett being clueless wasn’t entirely her fault. Lisa played a hand in it, talking about dates that weren’t really dates, a somewhat infantile attempt to see if Bennett would be jealous, and she did, but to what end? Lisa’s face fell. To what end, indeed? 
 
    Ruby was right. Lisa was being stupid, and as Lisa felt her eyes grow heavy, she made herself some promises. She promised herself to forgive. She promised herself to be truthful, and Lisa swore an oath on the new life she’d been given. She would spend the rest of it rebuilding a heart broken by those more stupid than herself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shortly before nine on Sunday morning, Lisa opened her eyes. She drew in a deep breath, and as the aroma of coffee made its way to her, Lisa looked to the kitchen. Through her eyelashes, she took in the view of Bennett’s tousled hair and rumpled pajamas. It was an unfamiliar sight to see, and Lisa liked it. She liked it a lot.  
 
    Lisa tossed aside the blanket, grimacing when she saw the dried blood on her sweater. She pulled the fabric away from her skin, and sitting up, her eyes met Bennett’s. “Good morning,” Lisa said, her voice gravely from sleep. 
 
    Believing Lisa would never speak to her again, two simple words had rejuvenated Bennett like no amount of blood ever could. “Um…good morning,” she said, holding up a carafe. “I made coffee if you’re interested.” 
 
    “I’m…um…I’m more interested in a shower if that’s okay,” Lisa said, and folding the blanket, she draped it over the back of the couch.  
 
    “Of course,” Bennett said, pouring some coffee into her cup. “There are extra towels in the linen cabinet, and there should be some spare toothbrushes, too. Use whatever you’d like.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Bennett turned to put the carafe back. “Oh, and given the state of your clothes, if you’d like something else to wear, there are plenty of things in the wardrobe.” Hearing no response, Bennett looked over and saw that the bedroom door was already closed. She sighed. “Or not.” 
 
    Bennett only had snippets of sleep over the past five hours. Tormented by what she had done, vindicated by reasons she believed were sound, and then hollowed out by her own selfishness, slumber’s embrace was fleeting. And when she awoke from the brief respites, she was more exhausted than she’d been. It repeated again and again, driving home what Bennett already knew. Instead of holding onto hope, instead of having faith in a woman who’d never shown one iota of anything other than sheer and utter decency, Bennett had allowed the haunts of her past to pollute her heart. 
 
    With coffee in hand, Bennett went to the windows and pulled aside the drapes. She couldn’t help but snort at the gray, wintery sky, its hue adding to her dismay. If there were ever a day when she needed to feel warm, it was this one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lisa stepped from the shower and wrapping one towel around her head and one around her torso, she used yet another to wipe the steam from the mirror. 
 
    Hours before in her apartment, Lisa had awoken to find herself drenched in blood, and what remained of her lavender pajamas was glued to her skin. After overcoming the clamor caused by her newly enhanced hearing, when she got to her feet, there were a few pangs of pain, so when Lisa reached the bathroom mirror, she held her breath. A second later, her lungs emptied in a whoosh, the remnants of her injuries merely splotches of redness or raised pink scars having yet to regenerate into skin unblemished and clear. But now, even those were gone. 
 
    Lisa ran her finger down her cheek where one of the darkest bruises had been. She pressed on it, and there was no pain, no distant ache from a face once crushed beyond recognition. Lisa drew in a breath as she put her towel aside, and she lazily traced the now invisible scar she’d seen the night before. It had run from between her breasts down to her groin, and Lisa remembered it as thick and gruesome. It was proof of just how brutal her end had been, but all Lisa would ever have was the memory, for like all the others, it had vanished. “Amazing,” she said under her breath. “Like it never even happened.” 
 
    Lisa pulled the towel from her head and ruffled her hair with the terrycloth. She looked around before opening a drawer on the vanity, and she sniggered at the lack of combs and brushes it contained. Lisa owned at least a dozen, but Bennett appeared to own only one, so Lisa took her time drawing the fine-tooth rat tail through her hair, ending with a quick finger comb to brush it back away from her face. 
 
    It was supposed to be one last check in the mirror before finding something to wear, but as Lisa looked at her reflection, a thought popped into her head. “Why not?” Calling on what now existed, Lisa watched in amazement as her fangs extended and her naturally blue eyes morphed into neon. “Wow. No wonder we freak people out.” 
 
    Lisa knew part of her newly found energy was the result of feeding on Ruby. Not only had Ruby’s blood curbed Lisa’s hunger, but it had also brought with it a sense of being reborn. Where once was weakness, now was strength. Where once was confusion, now was clarity, and where once was doubt, now was confidence, and most revolved solely around her love for Bennett. Lisa nodded. There would be no more hiding. There would be no more wondering, and there would be no more waiting. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett sat on the sofa, oblivious that her coffee had grown cold. She had sorted and re-sorted her thoughts, and she still had no clue what to say. She knew she had to tell the truth, confess that Lisa would have died if not for Ruby’s interference. Then again, Lisa already knew that. 
 
    The bedroom door opened, and Bennett looked up, her eyes growing a little larger when Lisa appeared.  
 
    “I’m sorry. You must not have heard me,” Bennett said. “There are plenty of things to wear in the wardrobe. I’m fairly certain most will fit you.” 
 
    Lisa looked down at the black silk robe wrapped around her. “I heard you. That's where I found this,” she said, going into the kitchen to get some coffee. 
 
    “Oh…um…right.” 
 
    They say clothing makes the man, and no doubt clothing can make the woman, too, but the lack of clothing puts a whole new spin on things. Accustomed to Lisa’s professional attire or her crisp blue jeans with nary a worn spot on the denim, the fact Lisa was wearing only a robe was disturbing, but not as disturbing as the woman’s natural beauty. Talk about irritating.  
 
    Bennett had never seen Lisa without makeup before. She’d always worn a hint of eyeshadow that complemented her clothing, and lipstick in pale pinks and subtle reds always colored her lips. Her lashes were always lush and long, and her eyes outlined to define their shape, and now all of that was gone…and Bennett was mesmerized.  
 
    Lisa’s skin was flawless, and fresh-faced from her shower, her cheeks were rosy and glowing. With no mascara to darken them, her lashes were still long, yet they framed her eyes in a fringe of golden tan. And flaxen hair forever worn in a chignon or ponytail was now damp and hanging freely down her back.  
 
    Spellbound, Bennett didn’t break away from ogling Lisa until the woman sat down in a chair opposite the sofa, and by then, it was too late. Lisa’s smile said it all. She took a sip of her coffee before casually crossing her legs. The silk robe parted, exposing a healthy amount of Lisa’s toned thigh, and Bennett scrambled to look anywhere but there. 
 
    “I think it’s time you and I had a talk,” Lisa said. 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Last night, or rather earlier this morning, I was hurt and confused and angry. I couldn’t understand why you wanted me to die and—” 
 
    “I didn’t want you to—” 
 
    “Let me finish, Bennett,” Lisa said, sitting forward. “For me, that’s what it felt like, and then Ruby called me stupid and—” 
 
    “She did what?” 
 
    “Bennett, please. We’ll have decades to interrupt one another, but right now, I need to talk, and you need to listen.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Bennett…please?” 
 
    “Fine,” Bennett blurted. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Like I was saying, Ruby called me stupid, and after she left, I began thinking about it, and she was right. I have been stupid. I did some things I shouldn’t have done, Bennett, but I kept telling myself I was doing most of them for all the right reasons…which, unless I’m mistaken, is exactly what you did.” 
 
    “I’m not following.” 
 
    “Bennett, Dad told me how a few women in your past, like Desiree and Eliza, became…well, less than nice once they became vampires. I’m pretty sure that’s why you’ve fought so hard in trying to change my mind about my choice and why you couldn’t turn me last night. You were afraid I’d become a monster like them—right?” 
 
    “I should have abided by your wishes.” 
 
    “Yes, you should have, but I’m not asking for an apology. I’m asking if what I’m assuming is correct.” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    Lisa’s heart grew ten times larger. “You don’t know how happy that makes me,” she said, putting aside her coffee. “That means you have feelings for me.” 
 
    Bennett swallowed hard. “Of…of course, I have feelings for you, Lisa. I like you. You’re a brilliant curator and a trusted—” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. And Ruby said this would be hard for you, so how about if I make the first move?” Lisa went over to Bennett and looked the woman in the eye. “This is me making the first move.” 
 
    Lisa’s robe had gaped, and Bennett found herself drawn to the curves of the creamy breasts coming into view, and then she felt Lisa’s breath on her face. Bennett’s eyes flew open wide, and clambering to get away, she climbed over the back of the sofa and sprinted to the desk. “Lisa, what the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “I thought that was obvious,” Lisa said, slowly making her way around the sofa. “Bennett, I’m in love with you.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Bennett said, shaking her head. 
 
    “So says you,” Lisa said, her eyes shimmering with whimsy. 
 
    “Lisa…look…what you’re…what you’re feeling is being brought on by the vampirism. It…it amplifies everything including…including certain…um…certain urges that are, no doubt, foreign to you.” 
 
    “Oh, what I’m feeling is far from foreign, Bennett, and as far as doubting goes, you need to stop doubting what I’m saying.” 
 
    As soon as Lisa came within a few feet of her, Bennett dashed to stand behind the desk, rolling the chair between her and Lisa. “What you’re saying is rubbish, Lisa. You’re not in love with me. It’s the vampirism talking. You’ve got to believe me.” 
 
    “What I believe is that you’re describing lust, Bennett, and I’ll admit that’s part of what I’m feeling, but it’s there because I’m in love with you. It didn’t just appear because Ruby brought me back to life. It’s there because it’s been there for years, because I’ve been in love with you for years.” 
 
    “No, you’re wrong. You’re straight, Lisa. You have Jimmy. Remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s part of the things I did wrong, Bennett,” Lisa said, the corners of her mouth sinking. “Jimmy is a friend of a friend, and he wanted to have a woman on his arm because he comes from a very religious family, and he’s yet to find the strength to come out.” 
 
    Bennett paled. There it was. The woman who she had always believed to be honest had just lied, and it was all because Lisa was now a vampire and she had changed. “No, he’s not. You’re lying. You vacationed in Steamboat with him, and you said he wanted to move in with you. You don’t do that unless you’re in a relationship.” 
 
    “Jimmy wanted us to be the next Will & Grace, and I wanted nothing to do with it, which is why I stopped the charade weeks ago. And I went to Steamboat alone. I was having a hard time dealing with your relationship with Ruby, and I thought space would help. It didn’t, in case you’re wondering.” Lisa gulped down a steadying breath. “And I owe you an apology about that. I know you’ve lived for centuries, but these past twelve years have felt like a lifetime to me. Sometimes you’d look at me in a certain way, and that gave me hope, and then at others, you seemed almost oblivious to me. That’s why I agreed to date Jimmy. I wanted to see if it made you jealous, and it did, but it was wrong. I shouldn’t have done it, Bennett, but I couldn’t stop myself from doing it all over again when Ruby came along. I was pissed off, and instead of letting you live your own damn life, I made up that crap about Jimmy and I going on vacation together. I wanted…I wanted to make you feel as miserable as I was feeling, which was wrong of me. It was really, really wrong of me.” 
 
    “I…I don’t believe you,” Bennett said quietly. “Vampirism changes a—” 
 
    “Oh, Lord, have mercy,” Lisa said, flipping her eyes toward the ceiling. “Bennett, not that you need to know this, but because you’re so hell-bent on thinking being turned has somehow changed me from straight to gay, I lost my virginity when I was seventeen to a boy named Todd, and to put it mildly, there were no fireworks. In college, however, I met a girl named Jasmine. That’s when I discovered fireworks, and we were together until I met you. My attraction to you was instant, Bennett. Like getting hit-by-lightning instant, but I knew about your flipping past, and that scared me.” 
 
    “Scared you?” 
 
    “Bennett, my decision to become a vampire has been etched in stone since I was in my teens. You know that, but between my feelings for you and knowing how many times women have hurt you, I suddenly found myself in an impossible situation. On the one hand, I wanted to let you know how I felt because I’d seen you look at me, Bennett, and I know you like me.” 
 
    “Of course I like you.” 
 
    “Yet another nice try, but that’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it,” Lisa said through a you-can’t-fool-me smile. “Where was I? Oh right…and on the other hand, if I had made my feelings known and then became like Desiree or Eliza, I would have just added to your pain, and I couldn’t do that. I just couldn’t. So, I kept my sexuality and my feelings to myself. I knew there’d never be anyone else for me because of how I feel about you, and there hasn’t been. I broke it off with Jasmine as soon as I returned to school, and I haven’t been with another woman since then. My plan was to bide my time, wait until I was a full-fledged vampire, and if I didn’t morph into some kind of maniacal monster, then I’d make my feelings known…which is what I’m doing right now.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Max threw himself back into his chair, scraping his fingers through his hair as he huffed out his disgust. Since the wee hours of Sunday morning, he had called every mortal contact he had in the area, waking them from their sleep to gather whatever intel there was on Napoleon’s estate, except there wasn’t any to gather. Like Max had done with all his properties, Napoleon had erased its existence from prying eyes. There were no plot plans or floor plans in any county or city building, and all the images on Google Earth had been pixelated to remove any details. Even the forest service’s topographical maps were somehow manipulated to remove the structure, so the only thing at Max’s disposal was useless maps showing large splotches of pixelated areas where Max knew a home existed. 
 
    Max drummed his fingers on the desk, and when his eyes settled on the maps covering it, he shoved them aside and got to his feet. He glanced at the decanters on the credenza and then at the longcase clock, deciding that at ten in the morning, coffee was what he needed. He stepped from his office and found Polly and Angelique stationed just outside. 
 
    Both women stood from their chairs as soon as Max appeared. 
 
    “I appreciate your diligence, ladies,” Max said, dipping his head. “Where are the others?” 
 
    “I have them standing guard outside the Rooney’s rooms,” Polly said. “Angie volunteered to keep me company.” 
 
    “Is the house shuttered?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Polly said. “All the windows and doors are covered and locked. No one is getting in or out until you say so.” 
 
    “Good, then there’s no reason for you two to remain by my side. The sun is up, and the house is closed. Go gather up the others, find a guardian or someone in the staff to feed on, and then get some sleep. I’m not sure exactly what’s going to happen tonight, but whatever it is, we need to be at our best.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Angelique said. 
 
    “You two look like I feel,” Max mumbled as he walked past. “Now, go do as I say. That’s an order.” 
 
    Max made his way to the kitchen, his footsteps echoing as he did. He pushed open the swinging door and stuttered to a stop when he saw Gus and Fallon sitting at the table. “After the night we all had, I thought everyone would be asleep until at least noon.” 
 
    Gus instantly got to his feet. “I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to intrude. I’ve always been an early riser, and Fallon takes after me. We just came down so we wouldn’t wake up the others. Fallon figured out your coffee maker, so once it’s done brewing, we’ll grab a couple of cups and then get out of your hair.” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Max said with a wave of his hand. “You’ve saved me the trouble of making it myself, so please sit down and relax. You’re my guests.” 
 
    “We don’t want to intrude.” 
 
    “You’re not intruding.” Max opened a cupboard and took out three mugs. “You’re giving me a respite from a conundrum I’m finding impossible to solve.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Anything I can help with?” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Great Vampire War?” Max said as he filled the mugs. 
 
    Gus traded looks with his daughter. “Um…no. 
 
    “That’s because there’s never been one,” Max said, handing Gus some coffee. “We’ve had our disagreements, of course; squabbles about this, that, and the other, but nothing even close to what Napoleon has done. He’s put us all at risk, and the council agrees I can take whatever steps necessary to stop him.” 
 
    “That’s good. Isn’t it?” 
 
    Max gave Fallon her coffee and sat down. “Yes, except the first part of any siege is to become familiar with the lay of the land, and that’s what I’ve been struggling with for the past several hours.” 
 
    Gus sat up a little straighter. “If you’re talking about where the bastard lives, that’s easy. I took Bennett there. I know exactly where he lives.” 
 
    “As do I, although I’ve never stepped foot on his property. Given my affection for Bennett, Napoleon doesn’t invite me over for tea,” Max said with a shrug. “The problem is, even though I have the address, I can’t seem to find any information on the property itself. There are no plot plans or schematics in the municipal records showing one blasted thing. So, not only don’t I know how many ways in and out of the house exist, I also don’t know if there is more than one way onto the property other than the road leading to it.” 
 
    “That’s easy,” Fallon said. “Just use Google Earth.” 
 
    “A grand idea and one I’ve already taken,” Max said with a bob of his head. “Unfortunately, someone pixelated all the images, so, again, I can’t see one bloody thing.” 
 
    Fallon stared at her coffee for a moment. “Okay. How about a drone?” 
 
    Max pursed his lips. “Are you talking about those remote-controlled planes that seem to be all the rage now?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I don’t have one of those.” 
 
    Fallon’s face lit up, and she sat up straighter in her chair. “But I do.” 
 
    “Why in the world would you have a drone?” 
 
    “Because Dad and I think they are way cool, so Bennett got us one last Christmas,” Fallon said, putting her coffee on the table. “We started by flying it around the park, but now I use it to take videos for the school during football so they can post them on their website.” 
 
    Duly impressed, Max chortled. “Well, now, aren’t you talented.” 
 
    “It’s got a range of about three miles, so as long as the road isn’t longer than that to Napoleon’s house, I could just fly it over and—” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Max said, his voice louder than intended. “That barbarian tried to kill all of you last night, and if you think for one minute, I’d intentionally put you in harm’s way—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be,” Gus said. “Unless Napoleon’s a daywalker, which I’m pretty sure he ain’t, Fallon and I could dance a jig around his place between now and sunset, and he couldn’t do anything to stop us.” Gus’s smile reached his ears, and a second later, he retracted it. “Shit. I forgot about guardians. If he’s got them, then we’d be screwed.”  
 
    “He doesn’t. At least not anymore,” Max said, grimacing. “But Bennett would have my head if I allow you to do this.” 
 
    “Then don’t tell her until it’s done. All we have to do is run home to get the drone and Fallon’s laptop, then we can head up to Napoleon’s, Fallon does her stuff, and we’ll be back in a couple of hours.” Gus stood up and motioned for Fallon to do the same. “Although we will need a car. Got one we can borrow?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A deer in the headlights had nothing on Bennett, and Lisa was having a hard time not allowing her amusement to show. She took a cautious step around the desk and moved the chair out of the way. “Bennett, I haven’t changed. I’m still me. I don’t want to kill, maim, or maul. I don’t want to steal or deceive so I can have treasure chests overflowing with jewels or gold. I don’t want to be the queen of the vampires or…or even rule a coven. I just want to be me…with you.” 
 
    “I…I don’t believe you. This isn’t real. This…this isn’t you.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Lisa said, stomping her foot. “This is the me I couldn’t risk you seeing, the me who’s had a dozen years to hope and to dream, all the while falling more in love with you as each day passed. This is the me who wants to start every day of the rest of her life waking up in your arms, and the me who wants to spend every night for the rest of her life making love with you. This is the me who’s telling you with absolutely no uncertainty that I’m head over heels in love with you, Bennett, and I have been since you stepped off that stupid plane.” 
 
    Bennett drew in a breath and shook her head. “And I’m telling you, it’s not real, Lisa. Trust me, it’s not real, and I refuse to allow anything to happen between us because you’re going to regret it. Now, stop all this foolishness and—” 
 
    “Oh, God, Ruby was right. This is going to be harder for you to accept than watching me almost die, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I would prefer if you didn’t speak with Ruby about me.” 
 
    “All things being equal, Bennett, I’d have preferred not knowing you hooked up with her, but it is what it is.” 
 
    “And you just proved my point.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “That all of this is because of the vampirism,” Bennett said, waving her hands about. “No one in their right mind is going to suddenly profess their undying love for someone knowing full well they were sleeping with someone else twenty-four hours before.” 
 
    Lisa winced. “Okay, so I really didn’t need to know the ETA of your last orgasm, but so what? Are you in love with Ruby?” 
 
    “What? No, of course not.” 
 
    “Then it doesn’t matter. Twenty-four hours ago, you didn’t know how I felt. Twenty-four hours ago, I was mortal. Twenty-four hours ago, I thought I had another eight years before I could finally tell you the truth. And twenty-four hours ago, I was prepared to wait those eight years, but I don’t have to wait any longer. We don’t have to wait any longer.” 
 
    “Damn it, Lisa. There is no we,” Bennett said, walking away. “And if you would just give it a few bloody days, the…the urges you’re feeling right now will wear off.” 
 
    Lisa rushed around the desk and grabbed Bennett by the arm. “Bennett, haven’t you heard a single thing I’ve said? This isn’t about sex. It’s about love. I’ll admit, over the past twelve years, I’ve had lots of dreams that weren’t exactly G-rated, but I’ve had a whole lot of others, too. Dreams about being by your side as we tour the world, about holding your hand in the Sistine Chapel while we treasure the genius of Michelangelo, and by the way, I’ll be blubbering like a fool, so brings lots of Kleenex. And dreams about visiting the Louvre and spending endless months surrounded by the perfection inside those walls. We’ll exchange views on the tragedy displayed in The Raft of the Medusa and then lose our ability to speak as we behold the simple yet exquisite excellence of a woman named Mona Lisa. We’ll be held spellbound by sculptures like Venus de Milo or The Horse Tamers, and as we stand in front of Gabrielle d’Estrées and One of Her Sisters, we’ll have a long discussion over whether or not it’s erotic.” 
 
    Bennett tried to pull her arm away, but Lisa tightened her grip. “And dreams about going to Florence, and we will go to Florence,” Lisa said, playfully narrowing her eyes. “I want to sit at David’s feet, and while I memorize every perfectly sculpted piece of that marble, you’ll be drying my tears because I’ll cry there, too. And in case you’re wondering, I promise I won’t pay too much attention to his penis.”  
 
    The faintest of smiles broke through Bennett’s stern features, and Lisa’s belly fluttered. Bennett was finally listening to her, so Lisa jumped at the chance to continue. “I dreamt that we’ll swim in the Aegean under the moon and explore the ruins in Greece and Rome. We’ll stroll down beaches covered in sand, stone, and shells with a million stars above our heads. And every night when we go to sleep, Bennett, every night when you’re exhausted and grumpy because I’ve dragged you to another museum or beach or both, I’ll show you how much I love you again…because I do love you, Bennett. I do.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes became glassy as she gazed at Lisa. “This can’t be real, Lisa,” she whispered. “This…this can’t be real.” 
 
    “But it is, and it has nothing to do with me becoming a vampire, Bennett. I wasn’t a vampire when you stepped off that plane twelve years ago. I wasn’t a vampire when I stayed late at the gallery just to see your face. And I certainly wasn’t a vampire when I chose to live like a flipping nun for the past twelve years because thinking about being with anyone else was impossible…and it still is. Bennett, this isn’t about me becoming a vampire. It’s about me being a woman in love with a woman, and I’ll be in love with her until the last grain of sand has left the Sahara. It’s just that simple.” 
 
    Other than that one scant smile, Bennett’s expression had remained blank. Frozen by Lisa’s words, suddenly drawing a breath was proving difficult, and when Bennett finally pulled one in, it was ragged.  
 
    For over a hundred years, she had barred her heart, praying love would never find its way in or its way out, except love always finds a way…and it had. It had slipped through those bars when Bennett met Lisa, and over the years, like a flower emerging from a crack in the asphalt, it had thrived. 
 
    She had tried to put distance between them, and hiding behind professional boundaries, Bennett turned down more dinner invitations than she’d ever accepted. Holidays had to be spent alone or with Gus and his family, for it was the only way she could get through those days. And when all else failed, when that damn flower refused to die, Bennett tried to poison it with Ruby. But the truth can’t be poisoned, and the truth was Bennett cherished Lisa more than life itself. 
 
    From what Lisa had said, Bennett’s looks of interest over the past several years weren’t as covert as she had hoped, but Lisa couldn’t hear the heated blood rushing through Bennett’s veins or the way her heart raced whenever they were close. Those could be easily concealed from a mortal, except Lisa was no longer a mortal, and Bennett’s heart began to pound when she saw Lisa’s all-to-knowing smile. 
 
    Bennett had no way to hide her true feelings any longer. She had no way to conceal the longing, the lust...the love. It was there. It was there in every breath she took and in every beat of her heart, and it tinted every glimpse and every gaze. 
 
    “Do you love me?” Lisa said, closing the distance between them. “Or have I read this all wrong?” 
 
    Bennett drew in a stuttered breath. “You…you are far too intelligent for your own good.” 
 
    “Better get used to it,” Lisa said, beaming. 
 
    Bennett’s eyes met Lisa’s, and she swallowed hard. “You…you don’t want to be rich?” 
 
    “No,” Lisa said, her eyes twinkling. “I’ll just mooch off of you.” 
 
    “You don’t want to rule the world?” 
 
    “No. Way too many languages to learn.” 
 
    “You don’t…you don’t want to avenge past wrongs?” 
 
    “No. It sounds like Ruby has cornered the market on that one. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Bennett’s smile grew a wee bit wider. “And…um…and what about jewelry? You need more of that?” 
 
    “I’m more into shoes and clothes, but I don’t need them. I just need you.” Lisa gently ran her finger down the back of Bennett’s hand. “I love you, Bennett. Please let me show you how much.” 
 
    When Bennett saw Lisa reach for the tie on her robe, Bennett brushed her hand away. “No, don’t.” 
 
    Lisa’s shoulders fell. “Bennett, please. Do you really think I came up with everything I just said on the fly?” 
 
    “No, but that can wait,” Bennett said, pointing to the tie. “This cannot.” 
 
    At a snail’s pace, Bennett lowered her mouth and brushed her lips against Lisa’s. Their first kiss lasted but a second, as did the next and the next after that, and then mouths began to linger as long-hidden desires were finally set free.  
 
    Lisa’s lips were sweet and warm and softer than anything Bennett could have imagined, and each kiss left her more breathless than the last. Bennett quivered at the sheer tenderness each time their lips met. She was kissing the woman she loved…and it was glorious. 
 
    One whisper-light kiss was all it took for Lisa’s breathing to quicken. She swooned at the feel of Bennett’s mouth pressed against hers, and a flush of warmth spread throughout her body. Her core throbbed, and her blood heated, and when the tip of Bennett’s tongue slipped between her lips, Lisa’s knees trembled.  
 
    Lisa sank into Bennett as she parted her lips, and as their kiss deepened, Lisa moaned into it. With exquisite tenderness, Bennett’s tongue explored Lisa’s mouth, and although no response was demanded, a response came nonetheless. Lisa possessed Bennett’s mouth as well, and tongues probed and danced, tasted and swept, wandering and conquering until both were gasping for air.  
 
    Bennett pulled away, and when she saw Lisa’s lustful gaze, Bennett swooped down and gathered Lisa into her arms. She carried her into the bedroom without saying a word, and placing her gently back on her feet near the bed, Bennett looked longingly into Lisa’s eyes. It was a question without words, and Lisa answered it by tugging at the tie of her robe. It fell away, and the shimmering silk parted.  
 
    The slow slide Bennett did with her eyes didn’t unnerve Lisa in the least. She adored what the woman was doing, and feeling no need to be shy, Lisa slipped out of her robe and took a step toward Bennett. “You’re overdressed.” 
 
    “And you are positively stunning.” Bennett claimed Lisa’s mouth in a kiss, probing and wet, and as she devoured with her tongue, her hands wandered. 
 
    Over skin warm and smooth, Bennett splayed her hands, moving down Lisa’s back and then up again, and after settling on Lisa’s hips for but a moment, Bennett cupped the soft curves of her bottom. Lisa’s moan was music to Bennett’s ears, and she kneaded and caressed the roundness until Lisa was squirming in her arms.  
 
    Between Bennett’s tongue in her mouth and the woman’s hands fondling her bottom, Lisa was powerless against the bonfire now raging between her legs. Her center pulsed, and as her desire oozed, the fragrant nectar coated her thighs. She craved to be claimed by Bennett, to be branded forever with a love and a touch that would never be erased, and pulling out of Bennett’s arms, Lisa tore open Bennett’s pajama top. “Oh God, I love you so much,” she said, stripping it off. “So…so much.” 
 
    A sensual growl rose in Bennett’s throat as she coaxed Lisa onto the bed. She had wanted to go slow, savoring every taste, every scent, and every touch, but Lisa’s eyes were too much to deny. They were now electric blue for love and lust had annihilated all the control needed for Lisa to keep her true self hidden. Bennett stepped out of her pajama bottoms, and climbing atop Lisa, she slipped one knee between the woman’s thighs. Swooping down for another delirious kiss, Bennett slid her tongue into Lisa’s awaiting mouth, ravaging and possessing as she gently began pressing her knee against Lisa’s center.  
 
    It was instinctual and feral, an intimate dance between two born from their love, and never had either danced it so flawlessly. In tandem, they moved, tongues plundering and bodies moving in perfect harmony as their breathing grew ragged and their skin glittered with sweat.  
 
    Lisa was on the verge of losing her mind to what they were creating, and cupping Bennett’s bottom, she urged her to press harder and faster, and Bennett complied. Again and again, they rocked and arched until, breaking out of the kiss, Lisa raised her leg ever so slightly. She moved against Bennett as the woman was moving against her, and the copious amount of Bennett’s passion matched Lisa’s. Both were slick with the nectar, its heady aroma rising between their bodies and enveloping them in an intoxicating bouquet that was carnal and intimate.  
 
    In her core, Lisa could feel it building, the shuddering sensations growing stronger by the second, and when she pulled in her next breath, she held it…and then it happened. The orgasm that claimed her was like nothing she’d ever experienced before, and raking her nails down Bennett’s back, Lisa cried out in unabashed abandon. Continual waves of her climax pushed ever more desire from her center, and Lisa rode each wave of pleasure until the very end with sensual whimpers and moans spilling from her lips again and again.  
 
    Hovering over Lisa, the sight of her in the throes of an orgasm was all it took to push Bennett over the edge. Closing her eyes, Bennett clenched her legs around Lisa’s thigh, guttural sounds of pleasure rising in her throat as sweet, molten spasms rose from within. 
 
    After the last ripple had faded, Bennett rolled to the side and savored Lisa’s nearness. The room was quiet save for their breathing, and a few minutes passed before Bennett raised herself up on her elbow. Gazing at Lisa, Bennett’s eyes brimmed with tenderness and love. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Lisa opened her eyes, the glow of her smile warming the room. “Oh yeah. Never been better. You?” 
 
    “Never been better.” Bennett kissed Lisa gently on the lips and then became lost in the woman’s iridescent blue eyes. “I need to tell you something.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “I love you,” Bennett said, lightly running her finger down Lisa’s face. “I love your jangly bracelets and those marvelous pencil skirts. I love every perfume you’ve ever worn and every sassy thing you’ve ever said. I love your intelligence and your ideals, your three-inch high heels, and your propensity for breath mints, and I adore how much you love your family. Most of all, though, I love that you somehow found it in your heart to forgive me for my stubbornness, my stupidity, and my lack of faith in you. I should have had faith in you.” 
 
    “Why? I didn’t,” Lisa said, shifting onto her side. “If I had, I would have told you years ago how I felt, and I couldn’t because I didn’t know what I would become. Sure, I think I’m a good person, but you probably thought Desiree and Eliza were good people, and look what happened to them.” 
 
    “So you lost faith in yourself because of me,” Bennett muttered. “Hardly redeeming on my part.” 
 
    “I didn’t lose it, but I wasn’t about to hurt you if things didn’t turn out the way I hoped. And I don’t regret waiting, Bennett. I don’t. I have twelve years of memories with you as a friend, as a boss who was never really a boss, and of a woman who always seemed to make the most out of every day. Twelve years of setting up Raptures and twelve years of joking about penises.” 
 
    “There you go again.” 
 
    Lisa’s mouth curved upward. “My point is, if you want to be forgiven for being stubborn or stupid, then you need to forgive me, too. Like I said before, we’re both guilty of making mistakes. We both hid our true feelings because we both believed we were doing it for all the right reasons.” Lisa’s focus dropped to Bennett’s breasts, and in the next breath, she was climbing atop Bennett and straddling her waist. “And I don’t know about you, but do you honestly want to spend the day talking?” 
 
    Until that moment, neither had taken the time to feast their eyes on the other, but for a few seconds. The urgency of a dozen years of pent-up desire, finally free of constraints, had led to the need to consummate their love in an almost frenzied manner. Now, however, their minds were at peace. Reasons had been spoken, and apologies given and accepted, and the only thing left was to love…simply love.  
 
    Lisa made no secret of her admiration, her eyes raking over Bennett’s naked chest and settling on breasts, full and round. Tipped by dusky-rose peaks that rose and fell with Bennett’s breathing, they were too tempting to resist. Lisa ran her hands over them, and Bennett’s nipples instantly responded to her touch.  
 
    “Jesus,” Bennett whispered. 
 
    Lisa gently kneaded the honey-soft mounds, rasping her thumbs over the tips before circling the beaded edges, and as Bennett’s breathing quickened, Lisa sucked one into her mouth.  
 
    “Oh…God,” Bennett said, threading her fingers through Lisa’s hair. “Oh…my…God.” 
 
    Lisa circled it with her tongue before taking the tortured tip between her lips and gently tugging it, she teased and sucked until it reached pebble hardness. Delighted that Bennett was now writhing under her, Lisa moved in for a kiss, and Bennett answered it in a fierceness that took Lisa’s breath away. Greedily, their mouths ground together, tongues exploring and thrusting until finally Bennett took the upper hand, and pushing Lisa to the bed, Bennett straddled her.  
 
    Bennett feasted on what lay before her eyes. Lisa’s skin was the warmest of ivories, and unblemished, it almost sparkled with a golden luminescence. Her breasts were perfect handfuls, and covering the ripe, succulent swells with her hands, Bennett marveled at the feel. Her eyes were drawn to the pale pink nipples, growing tauter as each second passed, and dimpled and erect, they called to her. Bennett covered one with her mouth, drawing her tongue around the tip for a few moments before she placed one butterfly kiss after another up Lisa’s body. When she reached her lips, Bennett captured Lisa’s mouth in a devastating kiss, before ever so slowly trailing a path with her lips down Lisa’s neck, across her shoulders, and then down her chest.  
 
    Lisa’s heart was racing, and the raw ache between her legs grew more powerful with each kiss. Bennett was lazily making her way down Lisa’s torso, and when Bennett moved lower, Lisa opened her legs. Want oozed and need throbbed, and when she felt Bennett’s breath on her thighs, Lisa let out a sensual moan. She yearned for what was coming, craved to be taken and tasted and titillated, and when Bennett drew her tongue ever so slowly over Lisa’s want-soaked petals, Lisa willingly arched her body. “Oh…yes.” 
 
    The scent of a woman aroused is as heady as it is heavenly, and Bennett was in heaven. Awash in the aroma of Lisa’s essence, Bennett breathed it in as if it were the last breath she’d ever take, all the while eyeing the glistening, dark pink folds. Bennett’s mouth watered for the flavor of that most tender flesh again, and running her tongue up a fold, she relished the taste of the thick nectar. Deliberate in her lack of speed, Bennett explored the peaks and valleys, leisurely licking and lapping…and driving Lisa completely insane. 
 
    With her arms now spread wide, Lisa was white-knuckling the sheets, wantonly lifting her hips each time Bennett tasted her. Shamelessly hungering for all Bennett could give her, Lisa opened her legs wider, and raising her knees, she looked down at Bennett. Her cheeks were shiny with Lisa’s passion, and when their eyes met, there was no need for words. Lisa felt Bennett’s breath on her clit, and then Lisa’s world spiraled out of control. 
 
    Bennett covered the swollen morsel with her mouth and gently suckled it. She nibbled, and then she flicked, and then she sucked again, and it wasn’t long before Lisa began to buck as unrestrained cries of pleasure fell from her lips. As she tended to Lisa’s clit with loving and carnal precision, Bennett tormented Lisa’s entrance with the tip of her finger. Repeatedly, Bennett wiggled her finger at the opening before barely entering Lisa’s moist womanly core until Lisa’s bucks turned wild. In one swift motion, Bennett buried two fingers deep inside of Lisa, and covering the woman’s clit with her mouth, Bennett circled it with her tongue and pressed harder and harder…and harder. 
 
    Lisa suddenly stiffened, her inner walls tightening around Bennett’s fingers for only a second before she was overwhelmed by spasm after spasm of divine release. More heavenly nectar pulsed from her center, spilling onto the sheets and coating Bennett’s fingers and hand, and as yet another wave washed over Lisa, she clamped her legs around Bennett’s hand. Arching her back, Lisa shuddered and squeezed and shuddered and squeezed until finally, spent and breathless, she went limp. 
 
    Bennett gazed at Lisa in wonderment. She’d never seen anything as exquisite as what she’d just witnessed, never imagined a privilege such as this would be hers, and Bennett blinked back her tears. Gingerly, she extracted her fingers, softly smiling at Lisa’s contented coo, and moving up the bed, Bennett rested on her elbow, mesmerized by the woman lying next to her. She listened as Lisa’s breathing slowed, and then Bennett smiled again. They would have until the end of time to love each other, and snuggling against Lisa, Bennett closed her eyes and slept, too. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bennett hadn’t been the original owner of the brownstone, and upon acquiring it decades before, she commissioned to have some changes made. She turned what was once a prestigious single-family home into apartments, for what better place to appear mortal than to live amongst them? The third floor had once housed three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a dressing room, and a small sitting area, but after walls were torn down and erected again, Bennett’s apartment took shape. Resolute that she’d forever be alone, there was no need for more than one bedroom, and its spaciousness matched the master bath. Over the years, she’d updated the bath and kitchen to meet the times, and as Lisa stepped from the shower, she appreciated her surroundings. 
 
    Longer than it was wide, the room was a blend of old and new. Tiny hexagonal mosaics decades old covered the floor, yet the white marble with grains of gray was as pristine as the day they were laid. While the double vanity appeared vintage it was not, and the blue-gray cadet finish accented the floor perfectly. The counter and sinks were modern, the solid surface holding two swooped bowls, and perched over each were brushed nickel, high stem, single-handled waterfall faucets. The modern touch continued in the bath and shower area at the far end of the room, where, behind sliding glass panels, was a large shower area, and on the opposite side of the space was a whirlpool bath. Variegated gray marble tiles covered the walls, and a darker shade on the floor formed an accent. Perched at the ready was a handheld shower mounted on a slide bar, and overhead were twin waterfall showerheads that Lisa could literally spend a week under.  
 
    Lisa stood in front of the mirror and opened the vanity drawer to retrieve Bennett’s one and only comb. She took her time drawing it through her wet hair, and once satisfied with the results, Lisa grabbed her robe from the hook on the back of the door. She padded into the bedroom, and when she saw the state of the bed, Lisa set about straightening the sheets and comforter, glancing around as she did.  
 
    The wall behind the bed was the same blue-gray as the vanity, with all the other walls the shade of latte, and that shade repeated in the area rug covering most of the floor. The furniture was as dark as espresso, and the comforter's jacquard design pulled together all the colors in the room. Windows flanked the bed, their drapes one shade darker than the latte, and the trim throughout was a bright, glossy white.  
 
    Noticing four small sketches above the chest of drawers, Lisa wandered over to look at them. The first thing that caught her eye was the simplistic frames, merely basic squares of black surrounding the drawings. The next was the paper. Lisa could see the fibers in the parchment, and being slightly sepia in tone, she knew they were old. She nonchalantly moved from sketch to sketch, studying the nude, buxom, flared-hip women drawn in various stages of foreplay and intercourse before her eyes finally settled on the signature scrawled in the corners. Lisa read it…and then she read it again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett was setting down her phone when Lisa came out of the bedroom. “I just spoke with Max. He wants us at his place at no later than three, so we can talk.” 
 
    “So much for the honeymoon.” Lisa held up her hands when Bennett’s face turned sour. “Chillax, honey. It was a joke. I’m actually surprised he didn’t want us over there bright and early this morning.” 
 
    “I think he wanted to give everyone a chance to catch their breath.” 
 
    Lisa giggled. “I guess we didn’t get the memo—huh?” 
 
    Bennett’s smile lit up her apartment, and walking around the counter, she pulled Lisa into her arms. “No, I suppose we didn’t.” Their lips met in a gentle massage that was both light and lingering, and it lasted for almost a minute before the buzzer on the coffee maker interrupted the moment.  
 
    “And that would be our coffee.” Bennett gave Lisa a quick peck on the cheek before returning to the kitchen. “Would you like a cup?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Lisa said, sauntering to the counter. “So…um…are those really Gustave Courbet sketches you have in the bedroom?” 
 
    “Please tell me that’s a rhetorical question, or I’m paying you far too much to be my curator.” 
 
    “Ha ha,” Lisa said, taking the cup Bennett was offering. “I was just a little surprised to see them. You do know how much they’re worth—right?” 
 
    Bennett peered down her nose at Lisa. “Yet another silly question.” Lisa playfully scrunched up her face, and Bennett let out a laugh. “Yes, of course, I know how much they’re worth, and before you ask, they’re completely encased in archival glass and framework, and I never hang them anywhere near direct sunlight.” 
 
    “You move them?” 
 
    “Yes, they go with me wherever I live. They were the first pieces of erotica I ever purchased. It’s where I got the idea for Rapture, so I like to keep them around. I also have a rather extensive collection of sketches by Gustav Klimt, but they’re on loan to a museum at the moment.” 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Well, I’m full of surprises, and apparently, so are you,” Bennett said, pointing to Lisa’s damp hair. “I thought you were only going to brush out your bedhead.” 
 
    “I did, except you don’t own a brush, so I took a quick shower. You’re out of conditioner, by the way.” 
 
    “No worries. There’s more under the vanity, but along those same lines, I hope you don’t mind, but I called Ruby and asked her if she’d go over to your place to get a few of your things. Max arranged for the cleaners to tidy up everything, but I wasn’t sure you’d want to go back there given what’s transpired.” When Bennett saw Lisa’s expression grow pensive, she frowned. “I’m sorry. Did I overstep?” 
 
    “No, not really. I just keep thinking I should hate Ruby, but I’m having a hard time doing it. I mean, she’s the reason I’m alive.” Bennett’s sigh was audible, and when she bowed her head, Lisa sighed, too. “I’m sorry. That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “But it’s the truth,” Bennett said, raising her eyes. “And it’s one I have to live with.” 
 
    Lisa walked around the counter and wrapped her arms around Bennett’s waist. “I love you, Bennett, and it doesn’t matter how I got to be what I am now. It really doesn’t. All that matters is I’m alive, and unless I’m overstepping, I think that means we get to be together for a very, very, very long time. Can you live with that?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Bennett said in a breath. 
 
    “Good, then let the other thing go.” Lisa gave Bennett a quick kiss on the cheek before going to refill her coffee. 
 
    “Before you have any more of that, you should have some of this,” Bennett said, opening the mini-fridge. Taking out two bags of transfused blood, she grabbed a couple of tall crystal tumblers from a cabinet. 
 
    “Let me guess. Brunch?” 
 
    “I suppose you could call it that.”  
 
    “But wasn’t what I got from Ruby enough? Do I need more already?”  
 
    “For the first few days, you should actually overfeed. Once we get to Max’s, you’ll be able to feed on one of his guardians, but until then, this can’t hurt,” Bennett said, opening a bag to empty it into a glass. “And by the way, about Ruby, if you ever have to feed on her again, may I ask you use her wrist and not her neck?”  
 
    “What?” Lisa said, batting her eyelashes. “You didn’t like me sucking on your lover’s neck?” 
 
    “You are my lover, and as such, you deserve my utmost honesty,” Bennett said, handing Lisa a glass. “So, no, I didn’t like it. My body, on the other hand, found it quite…um…suggestive shall we say.” 
 
    Lisa’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, I definitely didn’t mean for that to happen. I was just trying to—” 
 
    “Get me angry? Make me jealous?” 
 
    “Kind of infantile—huh?” 
 
    “Yes, but it worked. I was very angry, and I was very jealous,” Bennett said, clinking her tumbler against Lisa’s. “Cheers.” 
 
    Although hesitant about drinking what was in her glass, as soon as Lisa got a whiff, her tentativeness vanished. She drank it all without taking a breath. She set the tumbler down as she licked her lips, and a moment later, Lisa was holding onto the counter to steady herself. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Bennett said, putting her empty glass aside. 
 
    “Um…yeah. Is it always like that?” 
 
    “You mean the surge? Yes, especially when you first start out. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “It’s quite a head rush.” 
 
    Although Bennett managed to keep a straight face, she could do nothing to stop her eyes from twinkling. “Amongst other things.” 
 
    Lisa blushed a blush to end all blushes. “Oh, my God. So that happens, too?” 
 
    What started out as a chuckle quickly became something so much louder, and the darker Lisa’s cheeks flamed, the louder Bennett’s laughter became. “Those were the days.” 
 
    “You mean…you mean…um…you mean what I just felt doesn’t happen to you anymore?” 
 
    “Oh no, it definitely happens. I am, however, slightly more well versed in handling that sensation than you are at the moment,” Bennett said, putting the glasses in the dishwasher. “So, you mentioned brunch. Are you hungry?” Lisa replied by waggling her eyebrows, and Bennett laughed again. “I’m talking about food, you dirty girl.” 
 
    “I know,” Lisa said with a snort. “And yeah, I’m actually starving.” 
 
    “Well, how about I make us a couple of omelets? I’ve got mushrooms, onions, and assorted cheeses. Will that work?” 
 
    “My mouth’s watering already.” 
 
    Bennett looked down at her ensemble, quickly deciding her yoga pants and baggy top would suffice. “Then why don’t you whisk up some eggs, and I’ll head over to Mario’s Bakery to pick us up some freshly baked bread,” she said, going into the bedroom to grab some shoes. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds so good,” Lisa said while she opened and closed a few cabinets. “Mixing bowl?” 
 
    “The cupboard to the right of the sink.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Bennett said, striding out wearing a pair of checkered Vans. “Is there anything else you’d like?” 
 
    “Maybe something sweet.” 
 
    “Okay,” Bennett said, grabbing her coat. “Anything in particular? Sticky buns? Turnovers? Cannoli? Cupcakes? Danish?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Lisa said softly, her cheeks once again tinged with red. 
 
    A joyous smile took up residence on Bennett’s face, and she left without saying a word. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Have you had enough?” Bennett said, reaching for Lisa’s empty plate. 
 
    “Now who’s asking rhetorical questions?” Lisa said, pushing the plate to Bennett. “Please tell me I didn’t just consume like four-thousand calories.” 
 
    “Probably only three, but who’s counting,” Bennett said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Lisa’s cheeks heated. “Bennett, I don’t think I’ve ever eaten that much in my entire life,” she said, her eyes drawn to the white pastry box. “And you need to get that away from me, or none of my clothes are going to fit by the time Ruby gets them here. Geez.” 
 
    “They’ll fit,” Bennett said, putting the box on the opposite counter. “Part of your hunger stems from being turned. Your body is adapting, Lisa. It’s got power it’s never had before, and since you said you hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon, between that and the vampirism, it explains your…um…your—” 
 
    “Gluttony?” 
 
    “I was trying for something a little less candid.” 
 
    “Bennett, you just watched me eat a four-egg omelet, two slices of toast, a sticky bun, a turnover, and a cannoli. I’m a pig.” 
 
    Bennett tipped her head back and laughed. “You’re definitely not a pig, and you had two cannoli. Not one.” 
 
    “If you’re trying to make me feel better, you seriously need to work on your delivery,” Lisa said, pouting. 
 
    “Sweetheart, if there were ever a paradoxical affliction, it’s vampirism. By now, you’re aware it heightens our senses. We can see in complete darkness. We can hear heartbeats and blood flowing through veins, and we’re tremendously faster than the average mortal. It also enhances our ability to taste and to savor, and that partially explains your appetite. It’s like a smoker who quits, and suddenly, flavors are new and delectable.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense.” 
 
    “And along with those things, our metabolism is far greater than mortals, so that gargantuan meal you just consumed won’t add but a few ounces, and those will burn off quickly.” 
 
    “Really?” Lisa squeaked. 
 
    “Yes, but as much as it augments some things, vampirism dulls, slows, and even stops others.” 
 
    “You mean like the fact the last period I had was the last period I’ll ever have?” 
 
    Bennett cocked her head to the side. “How did you know about that?” 
 
    “Max mentioned it one day.” 
 
    “You spoke to Max about that subject?” 
 
    “No, vampires in general. Bennett, once I made my decision, I wanted to learn all I could. Dad told me everything he knew, and once you and Max came back to Boston, I asked if he’d fill me in on the rest. That’s how I know about the period thing.” 
 
    “I’m surprised he would have offered that. Max usually shies away from those types of subjects.” 
 
    “Well, he did blush a lot,” Lisa said, merriment glinting in her eyes. “But he was pretty forthcoming with the rest. Of course, I already knew that we don’t age, and like you just said, we can run really fast, which I cannot wait to try. And…um…oh yeah, he said if I decide to get a haircut, I better make sure I like it because my hair will grow slower now—right?” 
 
    A full-wattage grin took over Bennett’s face. “Well, let’s just say that neither of us has to get a Brazilian wax more than twice a year.” 
 
    “Seriously? Twice a year?” 
 
    “Give or take.” 
 
    “Wow. Talk about fringe benefits. No pun intended,” Lisa said, giving Bennett a wink. “Okay, so what’s the downside? I mean, no periods, no shaving, no aging…it all sounds pretty good to me.” 
 
    “Not really. Don’t forget, just because we don’t age doesn’t mean those we care about don’t. We are forever watching our friends, acquaintances, and sometimes even our families grow old and die. Over and over and over again, either by disease or withered from age, they’re gone, leaving us with our grief again and again and again. Repetitive and unrelenting, it takes its toll. 
 
    “And, as you well know, we need to consume blood. There is no getting around that, and without it, you saw what happened to me. We can morph into monsters we can’t control and create havoc like you cannot believe. Also, you have to remember most vampires aren’t daywalkers. They are forever sentenced to live out their lives in the blackness of night, which weighs on many of them. Life can become dreadfully boring, too. Our kind comes from all walks of life, and some simply don’t have any interests that hold their interest, so time crawls by painfully slowly. It’s why many vampires take extended rests lasting months or even decades just to escape the monotony for a while.” 
 
    “Max said you did that after you sent my parents back to Boston to raise us.” 
 
    “Yes, I did, and if he mentioned that, then you already know about what happens during that time.” 
 
    Lisa nodded. “Yep, he said your…I mean, our bodies basically shut down, and the need for blood becomes dormant. Once we wake up, though, we need to feed.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s why all the covens have secure rooms in their homes so they can be there when we awaken to take care of our needs.” 
 
    “Like one big happy family.” 
 
    “For the most part, yes.” Bennett picked up her phone and looked at the time. “If you’ll be okay for a while, I’m going to go take a shower and put on some clothes. Ruby should be here any minute with yours.” 
 
    “Okay. Go ahead, unless you’d like some company?” Lisa purred. “I could wash your back…or your front.” 
 
    Bennett beamed, and walking around the counter, she gave Lisa a brief, chaste kiss. “You don’t know how much I’d like to take you up on your offer, except Max is requiring our company in less than two hours. With all that’s happened, I really don’t think we should be late. Do you?” 
 
    Lisa tutted. “No, I suppose not,” she said, quickly returning the kiss. “And it’ll give me time to call my folks.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea.” Unable to stop herself, Bennett kissed Lisa again, and this time the kiss wasn’t quick, and it wasn’t chaste. Wet and probing, time stood still until, sighing in unison, their lips parted, and they reluctantly went their separate ways. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time Lisa hung up the phone, her family knew her personality hadn’t changed. Her playful banter had soothed everyone’s minds almost instantly, and hearing that her family was still being protected by some of Max’s finest had eased Lisa’s mind as well. There were worries, of course. Concerns over a maniac named Napoleon and when they’d all be together again, and when they spoke of Lisa’s new life, her parents’ tone carried with it a hint of worry…but just a hint. Lisa had smiled. It was to be expected. 
 
    Lounging across the sofa petting Xi, when a soft knock interrupted Lisa’s thoughts, she jumped, and so did Xi. Launching off her lap, he scampered down the hall as Lisa answered the door. 
 
    Hesitant about the reception she’d receive, Ruby had been standing outside Bennett’s apartment for over a minute before she dared to knock. Bennett had asked her to retrieve some of Lisa’s things, but Bennett wasn’t who worried Ruby. As soon as the door opened, her worries faded ever so slightly. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Lisa said, seeing Ruby loaded with a suitcase, a carry-on slung over her shoulder, and a bunch of clothes on hangers. “You didn’t need to bring everything I own. Geez. Let me take some of that.” 
 
    “You of all people know this doesn’t even come close to the number of clothes you own,” Ruby said, handing off the hangers. “But I wasn’t sure what you needed and what you didn’t, so I grabbed an assortment.” 
 
    “Thanks, I appreciate it,” Lisa said, eyeing Ruby for a second. She was dressed entirely in black, and most of what she was wearing was leather. The observation came and went in an instant, and getting back on track, Lisa draped some clothes over a chair. “And I also appreciate what you said to me last night and what you did for me. I don’t think I ever thanked you for saving my life.” 
 
    “You don’t have to thank me. It was because of me it happened.” 
 
    “Well, I’m thanking you just the same,” Lisa said, gathering up her things. “And now I’m going to get dressed. There’s coffee on if you’d like some.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe I’ll grab a cup.” Ruby took a step and then turned back around. “Hey.” 
 
    Lisa stopped at the bedroom door. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Um…are you and I all right? I mean, I don’t expect a friendship ring or anything, but—” 
 
    “Ruby, to tell you the truth, there’s nothing more I’d like to do than to hate you. I mean, you spent the last several weeks taking up space in Bennett’s bed, and that definitely doesn’t sit well, but you also saved my life, and you didn’t have to. That says a lot, and what you said to me hit home, Ruby. You were right. I was being stupid, so this morning I came clean with Bennett. I told her I love her, and I have so for years, and after a bit of coaxing, she admitted she loves me, too.” 
 
    Ruby stopped herself from throwing her arms around Lisa, but there was no stopping the glow of happiness from lighting up Ruby’s face. It was as genuine as genuine gets. “Really?” Ruby chirped. “Wow.” 
 
    “It was way more than wow,” Lisa said, opening the bedroom door. “Trust me.” 
 
    “Trust you about what?” Bennett said as Lisa came into the room. 
 
    Lisa kept her eyes on Bennett as she set down her things. Now, all dressed in black, Bennett had on a skintight leather shell and equally skintight trousers. Lisa tilted her head, remembering Ruby’s ensemble. “Um…I know I’m new to all of this, but those sure do look like fighting clothes.” 
 
    “They are,” Bennett said, pulling a pair of boots from the closet. “I don’t know what Max’s thoughts are at the moment, but I can’t imagine he’s going to just sit back and do nothing.” 
 
    “About what? You mean about Ruby being Napoleon’s long-lost sister?” 
 
    “Oh, Christ,” Bennett said, her mouth dropping open. “That’s right. You don’t know.” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    Bennett glanced at the clock on the nightstand. “Look, a lot of things happened yesterday, but if I try to explain it all now, we’ll be late. You need to get dressed, and Ruby and I can explain it on the way. All right?” 
 
    “Um…sure.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the first fifteen minutes of the drive, Lisa sat in the back seat, listening as Bennett and Ruby filled her in on what she didn’t know. When they finished, Lisa paled. “He had your entire family murdered?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ruby said quietly, glancing in the rearview mirror.  
 
    “I’m…oh, my God, Ruby, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks. It was a long time ago, but I still have nightmares about it. I don’t think they’ll ever go away.” 
 
    “Which is part of the reason Napoleon went on a rampage last night,” Bennett said, looking over the seat. “On the night Ruby’s family died, she overheard the men drop Napoleon’s name, tying him to the murders. The council has always suspected Napoleon had something to do with it, and now they have proof, and he knows it.” 
 
    “And he came after me because he thought you somehow had something to do with Ruby coming forward?” Lisa said, jerking back her head. “That makes no sense. How would you know she was alive?” 
 
    “He came after you because there was no longer any reason not to. Napoleon’s read the writing on the wall. He knows he won’t be able to escape the council’s wrath this time, and since he’s loathed me for centuries, what better revenge than to eradicate everyone I care about before he’s locked in a coffin for a hundred or more years? And remember, he went after your brothers and Gus and his family, too.” 
 
    “Bastard.” Lisa took a moment and thought over what she’d been told. “And Ruby, you actually stuck your hand in my chest?” 
 
    “Yep,” Ruby said, lifting her eyes to the mirror again. “Your heart had stopped, but I thought if I could keep blood flowing through it, you had a chance. The only thing I didn’t bank on was how long it would take for the change to occur, which led to what came next.” 
 
    “You guys rushing over to Napoleon’s castle to avenge my death.” 
 
    “It’s a faux castle,” Bennett said, snickering. “And like I said, at first, I planned to do that alone.” 
 
    Lisa squinted at Bennett. “Which, by the way, would have been sooo stupid.” 
 
    Bennett turned in her seat, and her laugh lines came into view. “Please don’t feel the need to hold anything back.” 
 
    “Well, it was!” Lisa said, slapping her thighs. “Geez, honey. What were you thinking?” 
 
    “I wasn’t in my right mind, Lisa. You had died in my arms, for Christ’s sake. I was devastated.” 
 
    The car got quiet for a long moment before Lisa broke the silence. “And Napoleon has a secret army of zombie vampires?” 
 
    Amused by Lisa’s rehashing of all they told her, Bennett and Ruby smiled in unison. “They aren’t zombies, but they’re definitely emaciated,” Bennett said. “Which is what makes them so dangerous and why we need to talk to Max. See how he wants to handle things.” 
 
    “But why wait until now? Didn’t you waste an entire day?” 
 
    “Are you saying this morning was a waste?” 
 
    Lisa’s cheeks grew as red as her grin did wide. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Bennett said, her cheeks following the direction of her lips. “And to answer your question, as daywalkers, we’re forbidden to approach a vampire’s home during the day without invitation. It’s one line we do not cross—ever.” 
 
    “Oh, Max never mentioned that.” 
 
    “No reason he would have. He had no way of knowing you’d be a daywalker.” 
 
    “That makes sense.” Lisa paused for a moment to mull over things again. “And Ruby’s been chasing you all over the world for decades?” she squeaked. 
 
    Bennett sniggered. “Perhaps we should have brought some paper so you could write it all down.” 
 
    “Hello?” Lisa said, waving her hands about. “You just told me Ruby had her hand in my chest, you almost committed flipping suicide by trying to take Napoleon on by yourself, and Ruby, it seems, has taken stalking to a whole new level. Not to mention there’s a duffle bag overflowing with weapons in the trunk, and you two are dressed like gladiators with a fetish for leather. Did I leave anything out?” 
 
    A laugh sprang from Ruby, and she shot Bennett a look. “I suppose it is a lot to take in.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as the front door opened, Gus, his family, and Finn scrambled to their feet and rushed out of the main hall to greet Bennett and Lisa. Hugs were given, and cheeks were kissed, and it was a few minutes before the ruckus died down. 
 
    Ruby was the last to come into the house, and she stood off to the side. She knew some of them, but she suddenly felt like an intruder, or possibly even an enemy. Ruby frowned. Time would tell. 
 
    “Christ, no one wears leather like you do.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the woman trotting down the steps, especially those belonging to Lisa. 
 
    “Max mentioned you were here,” Bennett said, opening her arms to welcome Angelique inside. “It’s been a long time.” 
 
    “Too long,” Angelique said, stepping out of the embrace. “And I heard you had some fun last night. You look none the worse for wear though.” 
 
    “I had some help.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Angelique looked at the two other women and moseying over to the redhead. “You must be Napoleon’s sister. Flanna, is it?” 
 
    “I actually prefer Ruby.” 
 
    “Then Ruby it is.” Angelique regarded Ruby for but a second before moving to the attractive blonde wearing horn-rimmed glasses. “And that must make you, Lisa, the newest vampire on the block. All is well, I hope.” 
 
    “All is fine,” Lisa said, sizing up the alluring woman. “And you are?” 
 
    Lisa’s tone was flat and slightly defensive, and noticing how closely she was standing next to Bennett, Angelique connected the dots. “I’m Angelique Chevalier.” Angelique extended her hand, and when Lisa took it, Angelique pulled her closer and lowered her voice. “I’m an old friend of Bennett’s. I care for her deeply, but not as deeply as you do.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Lisa said, her smile instant. 
 
    “I apologize for my tardiness,” Max called out as he came up the hallway flanked by four of his sentries. “I was on the phone with the council.” 
 
    “We just got here,” Bennett said as he approached. “And Angelique has been playing hostess.” 
 
    “Good.” Max gave Bennett a quick hug and then held her at arm’s length. “You look tired. You need to feed.” 
 
    “I know. Lisa’s the only one who’s fed properly. All Ruby and I have had came out of my refrigerator, and it was a long night.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure we can take care of that.” Max looked around and waved Victor over. “Victor, we’ll require a few guardians for a feed later on. Could you please arrange it?” 
 
    “Um…yes, sir. I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    The joy Max felt as he walked over to Lisa added depth to his already handsome features. “You, on the other hand, look astonishingly well for all that’s happened. Any problems? Any issues?” 
 
    “No, Bennett and Ruby have been showing me the ropes. I’m doing okay.” 
 
    “That’s marvelous, and after things settle down, I fully expect you to tell me exactly how you stopped yourself on your first feed. I’m utterly stupefied by how you could have possibly achieved such a thing.” Max turned to Ruby and scowled. “And as for you, utterly stupefied is putting it mildly.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Since the night before, Max’s people were on high alert. The windows were shuttered, security cameras were being monitored, and vampires sat at the ready in front of switches controlling the UV lighting surrounding the house's perimeter. And while four of Max’s Elite Sentries remained by his side, he’d assigned the other four to protect his guests at all costs.  
 
    Leaving everyone else in the main hall, Max and the women went to Max’s office. As soon as the door was closed and his sentries took their position, Max called upon Ruby to fill in the blanks. Condensing as much as she could, Ruby repeated what she’d told Bennett, and by the time she’d finished, Max’s teeth were clenched. “I suppose telling you how foolish you were not to come to the council with all of this rather than trying to take it upon yourself would be repeating what Bennett, undoubtedly, has already said to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I was…I just…I just wanted to pay him back.” 
 
    “Revenge is rarely as sweet as you think.” 
 
    “I know that now. It was stupid, and I was stupid, and…and whatever you and the council decide about my fate, I’ll accept.” 
 
    “Part of the discussion the council had this morning was precisely that, trying to decide what to do with you, Ruby,” Max said, looking down his nose at the woman. “Unfortunately, it’s far too soon, and we have far too many questions to come to any decision right now. We did realize, however, if all of this hadn’t happened, we could very well have ended up in straits much more dire, and I guarantee you we will take that into account.” 
 
    Ruby glanced at Bennett, who looked as confused as she was. “I don’t understand,” Ruby said, turning back to Max. 
 
    “All of us, including me, have always laughed off Napoleon’s threats about having an army, but because of your plan, shall we say, we now know he does have an army, and it’s deadly. If more time had passed, he could very well have grown it much larger and ended up harming so many more innocents than he already has.” 
 
    Bennett leaned forward in her chair. “Why do I think you’re not just talking about the mass murder of his own servants and guardians?” 
 
    Max’s mouth sank at the corners, and the rest of his face followed suit. “Because I’m not, Bennett. I’m talking about the two homes his beasts invaded before the sun came up today.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Max rubbed the back of his neck. “My contact at the local constabulary called me around seven this morning. It seems there were two home invasions last night within a two-mile radius of Napoleon’s stupid castle. A family of four and a widowed lawyer all met their end. They’d been exsanguinated and…uh…mutilated, which is why he reached out to me. It had starving vampire attack written all over it.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Bennett said in a breath. “I didn’t know there were any other homes that close. Damn it.” 
 
    “They’re private and tucked back into the woods like Napoleon’s, and it didn’t only happen here, I’m afraid. About an hour ago, Hector, Yannick, and Aldrich called to say there were similar instances around Napoleon’s homes in Liège, Marseille, and Bristol, and Concepcion called as well. Her people reached out to her this morning, informing her that a small village on the outskirts of Lisbon was also attacked. Seven people were killed, and Napoleon’s hacienda is but a stone’s throw away.” 
 
    “That bastard,” Bennett said, shaking her head. “That no-good fucking bastard.” 
 
    “I agree,” Max said, managing a ghost of a smile. “But the good news is the council has finally and unanimously agreed we need to stop that no good fucking bastard, and we’re to take whatever steps are necessary to do it. Hector, Concepcion, and their people are already on planes heading back to Europe, and they have their clans joining forces across the pond to do what they can. Unfortunately, though, we won’t be able to do the same for a few more days.” 
 
    “I don’t understand?” Bennett said, her eyes locked on Max’s. “Why do we have to wait?” 
 
    “An ice storm hit Tromso, so until the airport reopens, most of my people are stuck in Norway for at least another day, maybe two. It would take almost that long to summon others around the world here, so that leaves me with mostly mortal kitchen help, a few guardians, my sentries, and a handful of vampires. It’s not enough to take on Napoleon’s army.” 
 
    “But if we don’t, people will die. Innocent people will die, Max.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Bennett thought for a moment. “Then I’ll go back tonight and take out as many as I can.” 
 
    “No,” Lisa said, touching Bennett on the arm. “You can’t face an army alone.” 
 
    “She won’t be,” Ruby said. “I’ll go with her.” 
 
    “And me, too,” Angelique chimed in.  
 
    “And if you can lose a sentry, I volunteer as well,” Polly said, stepping forward. 
 
    Max’s jaw fell into his lap. “If you think, for one bloody minute, I’m going to send four women—” 
 
    “First, that’s really sexist, and second, make it five. I’m going with them,” Lisa said, getting to her feet. 
 
    Bennett sprang from her chair. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Why? I’m a vampire. I know how to fight, and I definitely can handle a sword.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere near Napoleon’s. I forbid it.” 
 
    Lisa ever so slowly folded one arm over the other, her eyes locked on Bennett’s as she widened her stance. “You may want to walk that back just a wee little bit.” 
 
    Most in the room were merely staring at the exchange, but Max had to press his lips together to smother his mirth. Bennett’s squared posture had vanished, and an attitude that was, seconds before, authoritarian and mulish had been replaced by one penitent and very, very wary.  
 
    “Um…right,” Bennett mumbled. “Perhaps I should have…um…I should have chosen my words more carefully.”  
 
    Lisa wasn’t about to break the promises she’d made to herself, so she didn’t care who heard her next words. “Bennett, I love you. I’ll be your lover, your partner, and even your wife if that’s what you want, but if you see me as your property, if you see me as someone you need to constantly protect, then—” 
 
    “You haven’t even been a vampire for twenty-four bloody hours, Lisa,” Bennett said, raising her voice slightly. “And I know you’re not my property, but I will not put you in danger.” 
 
    “So you don’t have faith in me—again?” 
 
    “That’s not what this is about, and you know it.” 
 
    “What I know is I’m a vampire now, and since I’m a daywalker to boot—” 
 
    “She’s a daywalker?” Max said, standing up. 
 
    Bennett fixed her eyes on Max. “Yes, it’s true. She is.” 
 
    Max looked back and forth between Ruby and Lisa. When he’d spoken to Bennett earlier that day, she had dropped the bombshell about Ruby being a daywalker. At first, Max was befuddled before he remembered that while Etienne had fathered both, Ruby and Napoleon had different mothers. Ruby’s mother had obviously carried the Black Death marker, and since Lisa, Finn, and Gunnar had the same parents, that meant they could all be daywalkers. Max dropped back into his chair. “Bloody hell.” 
 
    “What?” Lisa said, eyeing Max. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Um…nothing,” Max said with a wave of his hand. “I’m…uh…I’m just trying to take all this in.” 
 
    “And I’m trying to help,” Lisa said, taking a step in Bennett’s direction. “So stop being so stubborn about this and—” 
 
    “I’m not being stubborn,” Bennett shouted. “Goddammit, Lisa. Don’t you remember what they did to you?” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s exactly why I’m going,” Lisa said, invading Bennett’s personal space. “They snapped my arms and legs like they were twigs, Bennett, and I was awake when they did it. They cut me from top to bottom, and I was awake when they did that, too. I only lost consciousness after they stomped on my face. So yeah, I remember almost everything they did, and I’m going to stop them from ever doing it to anyone else again.” 
 
    Bennett sighed. “Lisa, I know you mean well, but…but you’ve never killed anyone.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a first time for everything, and besides, they look more like dried peppers than they do people, so I’ll just think of it as making chili paste.” 
 
    “Please don’t be flippant. I’m being serious.” 
 
    “No, you’re being overprotective, and I love you for it, but you’re not leaving this house without me, Bennett. You’re just not.” 
 
    Bennett drew in a slow breath, mindlessly looking around the room as she did. Like in all his homes across the world, a chessboard was always standing at the ready in Max’s offices, and this one was no different. Thinking back on a time when she’d made another wager, Bennett smirked. “Fine,” she said, her eyes meeting Lisa’s. “On one condition.” 
 
    Lisa placed her hands on her hips. “Which is?” 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bennett marched into the great room. Gus and Cathleen were sitting on one sofa reading some magazines while Finn, Fallon, and Kenna relaxed on others, playing on their phones. “Cath, where are the boys?” 
 
    Cathleen looked up from her magazine. “Aiden is upstairs taking a nap, and Liam is with him. He’s playing on his tablet. Why?” 
 
    “Because we need the room,” Bennett said, shoving one sofa out of the way with her foot. “Just stand off to the side. This won’t take long.” 
 
    Everyone exchanged confused looks, and getting to their feet, they did as Bennett asked. Lisa came into the room a moment later, followed by Angelique, Ruby, Max, and his sentries, and their expressions matched those of Gus and the others.  
 
    “Bennett, what’s this all about?” Max said. “Daylight is burning.” 
 
    “Well, it can burn for a little while longer.” Bennett snatched two rapiers from Max’s collection on the wall, and spinning around, Bennett tossed one to Lisa. There was a collective gasp as the saber flew across the room, and as quickly as they’d inhaled, everyone exhaled when Lisa caught the weapon effortlessly.  
 
    Lisa studied the rapier for a moment. Her training had covered all types of swords, and while the rapier was one of the lightest, it was even lighter now. Lisa looked over at Bennett. “Okay. Um…thanks for the sword, but I’m not sure a rapier is the best choice for tonight.” 
 
    “It’s not for tonight. It’s for right now,” Bennett said, raising the rapier she held. “You knock this out of my hand, and you go with us tonight. I knock that one out of yours, and you stay here.” 
 
    “You…um…you want us to fight?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I could hurt you.” 
 
    Bennett snorted. “Doubtful, but if you’re as skilled as you believe you are, then you should be able to disarm me without so much as causing a scratch.” 
 
    Lisa was head over heels in love with Bennett. That didn’t mean, however, she was immune to being annoyed, and Bennett’s hubris was annoying the hell out of her. Usually, the woman’s swagger warmed Lisa’s heart. After all, having lived for over four hundred years, Bennett had a right to be confident. Still, there’s a very thin line between being confident and cocky, and right now, Bennett was way past cocky. She was assuming she’d win easily based on her own skill, dismissing any possibility Lisa could have skills of her own. Big mistake. 
 
    Lisa took off her glasses and handed them to Max. “Could you hold those for me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Lisa turned back to Bennett as she adjusted the sword in her hand. “All right, honey,” she said, moving a step closer to Bennett. “Then bring it on.” 
 
    Bennett tried to keep her grin to a minimum, and in two quick steps, she advanced on Lisa. Bennett believed her offensive maneuver would take Lisa by surprise, but Lisa parried against Bennett’s attack like she knew it was coming. Sparks flew when the blades met, and when Bennett advanced again, Lisa fended her off…again. 
 
    Secure in her belief she would win the wager, other than her initial attack, Bennett’s moves had been lackadaisical. She’d yet to use her full strength in any swing of her rapier, and unable to stop it, her grin had finally blossomed. Bennett was enjoying their impromptu swordplay, and by the amused looks on everyone else’s faces, their audience was enjoying it, too.  
 
    Like swashbuckling pirates, Bennett and Lisa moved about the room. Their footwork was precise, and each handily avoided the furniture or shoved it out of the way with a kick. Their blades clanked and sparked again and again and relentlessly, Bennett continued her attack, except her grin had disappeared. Lisa was good. Lisa was better than good, and Bennett set her jaw. It was time for this game to end.  
 
    Bennett drew in a deep breath, and her eyes became a sea of blue flames as she called on all her strength. Intent on disarming Lisa, Bennett swung her rapier toward the hilt of Lisa’s sword. The move should have sent the blade flying from Lisa’s hand, except in one quick motion, Lisa swept her blade around Bennett’s. Skillfully disengaging from the attack, Lisa then did something Bennett didn’t expect.  
 
    Like most sports, sword fighting consists of offense and defense, attacks and retreats in a constant back-and-forth, and up until that moment, Bennett had played offense. She’d consistently forced Lisa to regroup or step back, but suddenly Bennett was frantically fending off Lisa’s blade. Repeatedly, Lisa advanced, swinging the rapier with skill and power that stunned Bennett, and when their swords met again, Bennett glided her blade down Lisa’s until their faces were inches apart.  
 
    Sweat beaded on their brows, and their breathing was short and ragged, and when their eyes met, Lisa’s became filled with mischief. “I so want to taste you right now,” she whispered. 
 
    Bennett’s mouth dropped open, and Lisa didn’t waste a nanosecond. She placed her hand on Bennett’s chest and shoved the woman with all her might. Totally forgetting she was no longer mortal, Lisa’s eyes nearly popped out of her head when Bennett flew across the room, slamming so hard into a sofa that the furniture rolled over, carrying Bennett with it. She landed with a thud, the force of which emptied her lungs…and her hand. 
 
    Bennett ignored the tittering in the room. She reached for her rapier, only to be defeated by Max, who had his foot on the blade. “I believe Lisa’s won your wager.” 
 
    “She cheated,” Bennett said, looking up at the man. 
 
    Max belted out a laugh. “Oh, my dear Bennett, when are you going to learn that all’s fair in war and in love,” he said, offering Bennett his hand. “Your Lisa has more than proven herself, so don’t be a sore loser. It’s boring.” 
 
    Bennett got to her feet and stared at Lisa as she approached. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Lisa said, humor dancing in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Bennett said, putting the sofa back on its feet. “But where in the hell did you learn to fight like that?” 
 
    “From me,” Polly said, waving her hand. “I’ve been teaching her for years. She’s frightfully good.” 
 
    “Yes, I just discovered that,” Bennett said, her crow’s feet coming into view. 
 
    “Which means I can take care of myself,” Lisa said, touching Bennett’s hand. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean I won’t still worry.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s no different from me worrying about you…or is it?” 
 
    Bennett’s frame drooped. “No, I suppose it isn’t. I just love you so much.” 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual,” Lisa said, giving Bennett’s hand a squeeze. 
 
    “Yes, well, now that you ladies have solved your differences, we have things to do,” Max said before turning to the others in the room. “Polly, Angelique, please take Lisa upstairs and find her something more appropriate to wear. Gus, I’ll need you and Fallon to join Bennett, Ruby, and me in the office so we can fill them in on what we’ve come up with.” 
 
    “Why are you including them?” Bennett said. “They have nothing to do with this.” 
 
    Max kept the straightest face he could. “That’s where you’re wrong.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The silence in the room was as deafening as it was threatening, and all eyes were on Bennett. Her face was flushed. Her nostrils were flaring, and if there’d been a red cape in the room, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind, Bennett would have charged it.  
 
    Gus and Fallon had spent over an hour near Napoleon’s estate, and in that hour, Fallon had videotaped the entire property from front to back. She had followed the main road to the house, circled the structure from far and near, and zoomed in on anything she believed pertinent. The fruits of Fallon’s labor were now spread across Max’s desk, dozens of photos printed from the video she’d taken, but Bennett had yet to glimpse at them. She was fixed solely on Max. 
 
    “I cannot believe you would put them in danger, Max,” Bennett bellowed. “They are mortals, for God’s sake, and Fallon is a child.” 
 
    “I am not a child,” Fallon said, taking a step. “I may not be as old as you, because seriously, who is, so—” 
 
    “Fallon, mind your manners,” Gus said, resting his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Bennett cares about us. That’s all.” 
 
    “And we care about her.” Fallon shrugged off her father’s hand and marched over to Bennett. “That’s why we did what we did, Bennett. We love you. Don’t you get that? Don’t you get that you’re part of our family? Don’t you get that…that it would destroy us if something happened to you?” Fallon’s voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. “We love you, Bennett, and what’s done is done. You’ve saved our lives twice, so the least you can do is accept that we’re trying to save yours.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes misted over, and she took a moment before she dared to speak. “When did you become so bossy?” 
 
    Fallon’s face brightened instantly. “I’ve been watching you.” 
 
    “Come here.” Bennett wrapped her arms around Fallon and held on tightly. “Thank you for what you did, but I swear to God if you ever do something like that again, I’ll—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Fallon said, giggling as she extricated herself.  
 
    “Well, now that all the fences have been mended,” Max said, picking up a few of the photos. “Bennett, we’ll be out of daylight soon, so you really need to look at these.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, Bennett stood at the desk, dutifully impressed with Fallon’s drone wizardry. The photographs were crisp and clear, giving them a bird's-eye view of the property, and having slowly circled the house with the drone, Fallon had zoomed in on the structure showing them the location of every window and door. 
 
    For the most part, the photos held more good news than bad. There was only one road leading to Napoleon’s house, which meant that anyone traveling it could be walking into a trap. It also ensured that if Napoleon released his emaciated vampires and they had no one to chase, they’d most likely follow that road to leave the property, and traps work both ways. The photos also showed several footpaths around the home, most likely used for evening constitutionals. They were meandering and intertwining, and their layout assured that all who journeyed down those dirt paths would eventually find themselves back at the house and nowhere else. 
 
    Centered on the property directly behind the home was what was once called the castle keep. In medieval times, the three-story fortified tower was sometimes the last refuge for those in retreat. People could hunker down behind the stone walls, peeking out the narrow openings that dotted the facade until help arrived. Once Max and Bennett realized the tower had stayed true to form, they paid no further mind to its existence. The lookouts in the stone had no shutters, so even though it provided mortals with protection, vampires wouldn’t be so lucky if they became trapped inside and the sun came up. 
 
    By far, the best news came in the photos taken behind the house because roughly a hundred yards away was the Assabet River. While the section wasn’t tremendously wide, it would prevent anyone and anything from escaping to the rear, which was important. Even though their mission was to stop Napoleon and his army of starving vampires, they also knew they couldn’t risk exposing their breed to mortals.  
 
    Max wasn’t concerned about the investigations into the deaths that had already occurred. He would grease the palms of the local constabulary, and all reports would point to an animal attack, but there were three homes to the west of Napoleon’s estate, and on the other side of the Assabet River, there were even more. Dotting the landscape in estates large and small, inside those houses were the makings of a massacre…and it would be a massacre. 
 
    Upon learning Napoleon’s monsters had killed innocents, Max and the council agreed that while they had never acted as vigilantes before, they now had a reason to do just that. Mortals living anywhere near one of Napoleon's homes had to be protected, or vampires around the globe risked discovery…and it was not a risk they dared to take. 
 
    The bad news revolved around the forest surrounding Napoleon’s estate because Bennett and Ruby had already attested to its denseness. Even though the crunch of frozen underbrush would alert them if Napoleon’s troops were nearby, the thicket, at times, was almost impenetrable. 
 
    Max looked up from the photographs. “Do you have any idea how many of those things he has?” 
 
    “You mean the starving ones?” Ruby said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Bennett and Ruby traded looks before Ruby spoke. “We didn’t hang around for long, but at least a hundred.” 
 
    “It could even be more than that,” Bennett said. “Like Ruby said, we got out of there fairly quickly. I have no clue as to how large those cells were.” 
 
    Max scrubbed his hand over his chin. “I hate to say this, but we don’t have enough people to do this. Those three homes to the west are the closest, and we absolutely must protect the mortals living inside,” Max said, pointing to the Google map image he’d printed out. “While we’re doing that, his army can basically sashay out the front, and there’s nothing we can do to stop them. Anyone traveling that road will be in danger, and since you said some of those sons-of-bitches fed in the forest, they’ll be far faster and stronger than they were last night.” 
 
    “They may be faster, but they won’t be armed. That’s to our advantage.” 
 
    “Bennett, what you’re suggesting is suicide. We need to cut off all lines of escape for this to work, and we can’t cover both the west and the front with only you five. It won’t work. Armed or not, we are seriously outnumbered.” 
 
    Bennett looked at the photos covering Max’s desk and frowned. Max was right. “I need to make a phone call,” Bennett said as she walked to the door. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Everyone in Max’s study looked toward the door when it opened. Angelique walked in, followed by Polly and Lisa, and all were now dressed for battle. 
 
    Polly had simply added to her attire, her black boots and jacket fitted with numerous scabbards to hold numerous daggers. Angelique’s outfit was familiar to Max, for he’d seen it several times over the centuries. With a penchant for earth tones, the woman’s leather leggings and jacket were walnut brown as were her boots, and protruding from the sheaths affixed to their sides were the jeweled hilts of two daggers. Max’s lips curved into an unconscious smile.  
 
    Ever since she’d awoken a vampire, turned by a man, boastful and self-serving, Angelique had bided her time. Back then, those turned belonged to their masters, so there hadn’t been a place to seek sanctuary, for Angelique belonged to Simeon, and surrounded by the man’s sycophants, she was forced to play along. She was forced to fight by their sides, forced to watch as they pillaged and plundered, and forced to listen to Simeon’s sexist comments day after day after day. And then, Simeon and Napoleon were sentenced to ten years of sleep for what they’d done to Bennett Archer. It was the opening Angelique had waited so patiently for, and the year before Simeon was to be awoken, Angelique sought out Max.  
 
    Max had always been a breath of fresh air for Angelique. He was kind and considerate, and she would have gladly lived under his roof until her dying day, and she had almost proposed that idea when another one came into her head. Angelique knew Simeon would never change. When he was released from his coffin and ruled again, she knew that between his hatred for Bennett and his kinship with Napoleon, they’d eventually hatch another plan.  
 
    Angelique had never asked for any type of payment for being Max’s spy, and since their relationship was covert, payment was nearly impossible. Gifts, however, were simply that. In 1898, during a Christmas celebration in Simeon’s home in Paris, Max presented Simeon with a jade and ivory chess set, and to Angelique, he gave two custom-made daggers. Perfectly balanced and fitted for a woman’s hand, their blades were twelve inches long, and emeralds and green jadeite encrusted their hilts.  
 
    No sooner had Angelique, Polly, and Lisa joined Ruby and Max at the desk when Bennett strode back into the room. “There’s no need to worry about them escaping into the…into the forest any…um…any longer.” Bennett stutter-stepped to a stop because there was one other woman in the room wearing brown leather, and it was that woman who now held Bennett’s awestruck gape.  
 
    Instead of walnut brown, Lisa’s leather attire was more caramel in tone, and while Angelique’s boots reached the woman’s knees, Lisa’s laced-up-the-front pair flared at the top to fit over her knees. But the one difference Bennett was having a hard time prying her eyes away from was the cut of Lisa’s jacket. Slightly more endowed than Angelique, the cropped garment was snug against Lisa’s torso, and with the angled zipper fastened, rising above the V-collar of the jacket were the swells of Lisa’s breasts. Bennett swallowed hard. Damn. 
 
    Lisa wasn’t the only one finding it difficult to hide her amusement at Bennett’s open-mouthed gawk, and Max broke the silence when he cleared his throat. “What do you mean we don’t need to worry about the forest? What have you done?”  
 
    It took a split-second for Max’s words to find her, and when they did, Bennett quickly got back on track. “I’ve taken care of it,” she said, walking to the desk. “So, all we need to do is focus on the front.” 
 
    Max peered at Bennett as she approached, and when he saw the gleam in her eye, Max knew exactly what she had done. It was a line that had never been stepped over before, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Bennett, stop being so bloody stubborn. If this is to work, all of you must be at your very best, and you can’t do that without feeding. I know it, and they know it,” Max yelled, waving his arms about. “And you know it.” 
 
    In order to be at their best, all five women needed to feed before they made their way to Napoleon’s, and while Max had asked Victor to gather guardians to do the deed, Victor knew there were none to gather. The few staff and guardians at the house were but a skeleton crew, and having already supplied what they could to some of Max’s coven a few hours earlier, there was no more to give for at least another day. There were, however, other people in the house willing to lend a vein, and Finn, Gus, Cathleen, Fallon, and Kenna were all standing in the great hall with their sleeves rolled up, ready to do just that. 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Bennett barked. “I will take my chances as is. I will not feed on any of them. They are my friends, Max, and those two girls are only seventeen, for Christ’s sake.”  
 
    “I’m not sure if you know this, but the legal age to donate blood without a parent’s consent is seventeen,” Kenna said, stepping forward. “And I have their consent, so this is like doubly okay.” 
 
    “It is not okay, Kenna, and if you think for one minute I’m going to let anyone—” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Cathleen said, throwing up her hands. “Stop being so melodramatic, Bennett.” 
 
    Cathleen walked up to Lisa, and taking her hand, she led her back to the lounge. Plopping onto the sofa, Cathleen patted the cushion next to her, urging Lisa to do the same before looking over her shoulder. “We aren’t offering ourselves up as human sacrifices, Bennett. All we’re doing is making sure those we care about come back to us. So…anyone else care to join in the bloodletting?” 
 
    Kenna and Fallon exchanged looks, and a minute later, Polly and Angelique followed them to another sofa, passing Finn as they did.  
 
    Finn dropped his chin to his chest for a second, and then holding his head high, he walked over to Ruby. “I wanted to kill you yesterday, but I spoke to my parents earlier. Lisa didn’t share all the details, but she said without you, she wouldn’t be alive.” 
 
    “I was just in the right place at the right time. That’s all.” 
 
    “So am I,” Finn said, holding out his hand. “And this is the right thing to do.” 
 
    Anger had carved itself into Bennett’s features, but that didn’t deter Gus. He ambled over, stopping only once he’d put Bennett in his six-foot-eight inch shadow. “We’re all in agreement on this, Bennett. What we’re doing right now is making sure all of you, and I mean all of you, come back to us. So put away your indignation and your anger. Pack up your principles and stow away the storm that’s brewing inside of you because, right now, you ain’t going to get your way. But when you find that son-of-a-bitch, Bennett…when you’re looking in the eye of the prick who tried to kill my children, I want you to unpack every ounce of that outrage and fury…and let it rip.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In a van loaded with an arsenal of weapons, they made their way to Concord. Snow had begun to fall shortly after they left Max’s at five-thirty on Sunday night, and at first, they were lazy tiny flakes mindlessly floating to earth, and then they weren’t. Ruby had to correct the wheel more than once when a gust of wind pushed them into the oncoming lane, yet as bothersome as the storm was, it also wasn’t. 
 
    Slashed tires had thwarted their escape the night before, but that wouldn’t be the case tonight. The snow was quickly masking the vehicle's obsidian exterior in a coating of white, and four miles from Napoleon’s home, when Ruby guided the van into a small clearing in the trees, it was swallowed up by the whiteness. 
 
    “All right. I want to go over this one more time,” Bennett said, sliding a dagger into her boot. “Last night, it didn’t appear that Napoleon’s army had weapons. He was most likely banking on their hunger to bring about our demise, which gives us an advantage. We approach from the front and walk as one, and you are to kill or incapacitate anything in your path. With no weapons, take their arms or legs first. That will slow them down, so a death strike isn’t absolutely necessary on the first go-round. Our goal is to find Napoleon, get the remote, and shock whatever ghouls left standing into submission. Then, we can kill them at our leisure. However, his coven will have weapons, and the council has given us their blessing to take them down as well. In other words, the only prisoner we’re taking alive tonight is Napoleon…and he’s mine. Spear him, beat him, take a leg or take an arm, but do not take his life. Is that clear?”  
 
    Everyone nodded, and opening the back door, Polly stepped out, and one by one, the others followed. Japanese swords were slid into back scabbards and daggers into sheaths, and as Lisa placed the last blade in her jacket, she looked at the snow settling on her hand. 
 
    Bennett saw Lisa’s blank expression. “If you’ve changed your mind, you can stay in the van, Lisa. You don’t have to go with us. I’d actually prefer if you—” 
 
    “I haven’t changed my mind, Bennett. I’m just wondering why I’m not freezing. I mean, I’m cold, but I’m definitely not freezing.” 
 
    “Extreme temperatures don’t affect us like it does mortals,” Angelique said, closing the van door. “But maybe Bennett is right, Lisa. Perhaps you should stay here. You’re a bloody good swordswoman, but you’re brand new at this and—” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Lisa said, looking up the road. “It’s that way—right?” 
 
    Before anyone could answer, at the speed of a cheetah, Lisa disappeared into the snowstorm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Four minutes later, Lisa arrived at the gates leading to Napoleon’s estate. A few seconds after that, the other four women arrived, and once Bennett gave Lisa a dirty look to end all dirty looks, she instructed her on how to scale the eight-foot-high barred entrance. Lisa watched in amazement as the others were up and over in a matter of seconds, each landing silently in the snow on the other side. Delighted to discover she could now leap like an impala, Lisa took flight, and it was an epic fail. She’d forgotten to angle her jump, so Lisa went up, and Lisa came down…on the same side of the fence. She didn’t need keen auditory faculties to hear the muted cackling coming from the others, and fisting her hands, Lisa made it on her second attempt. She righted herself, smiling as the others smiled back at her, and then side-by-side, they proceeded up the driveway.  
 
    The snow muted their footsteps as they approached the house, and when the structure came into view, they stopped as one. In front of them were over fifty of Napoleon’s zombie vampires, appearing like the Terracotta Army as they stood motionless on the front lawn. From their collars, beacons of red cut through the night, and the only sign of life was their breath as it frosted in the air. 
 
    “Remember what I said,” Bennett said, pulling the katanas from her back scabbard. “Incapacitate them and move on to the next. Napoleon’s coven is no doubt lying in wait, and we can’t afford to expend all our energy on this lot.” 
 
    No sooner had Bennett finished speaking when the mass of red lights turned to green, and a heartbeat later, the pack of starving vampires was charging the five women.  
 
    For all but one, decades if not centuries of instinct are not easily forgotten. The first swings of their blades took off heads, as did the swings after that, and Polly, Angelique, Ruby, and Bennett fell into what appeared to be batting practice. Lopping off legs and arms, they sliced their way through the throng, getting sprayed with blood and tissue as it flew through the air.  
 
    Behind Lisa’s spunk and defiance lurked a modicum of doubt, a sliver of concern whether she could indeed take another life. And if the vampires had looked human, if their faces weren’t drooping like melted wax or their stench not that of the sewer, perhaps Lisa would have thought twice, but she didn’t. 
 
    They say the first time is the hardest, and it was. The slice of Lisa’s blade barely cut into the monster’s arm, but that was the first time, and last time Lisa tempered her strength. The next swing of her sword took the man’s arm off just above his elbow, and his other arm quickly followed, and her aim remained true as she slowly made her way through the beasts. 
 
    It was a melee and a bloodbath, and neither monsters nor heroines escaped unscathed. Luckily, though, the monsters were the only ones to perish. 
 
    Angelique was the first to go down, her foot finding a patch of ice under the snow, and instantly she became chum to the two-legged sharks above her. She cried out when fangs found her calf, and burying her dagger up to the hilt into the beast’s head, he fell to the side, only to be replaced by another as equally voracious. It sank its canines into her thigh, and Angelique let out an agonizing scream, and it was that scream that brought Ruby and Polly to her rescue. Slicing and slashing, by the time they pulled Angelique to her feet, the air around them was fogged by the steam of warm blood flowing from severed limbs. 
 
    Unable to keep her eyes off Lisa for fear the woman would succumb to the beasts swarming around them, Bennett was the next to find the snow. Distracted, she was watching Lisa instead of watching out for herself, and caught off guard, they sacked Bennett like a college quarterback. Piling on top of her, they snarled and snapped like crazed hyenas, their teeth sinking through her clothes to the skin below, and then Bennett suddenly felt the load grow lighter. As each second passed, it became easier to breathe, and when the light of the moon found her, so did Lisa and Polly.  
 
    Lisa offered Bennett a hand and promptly yanked the woman to her feet. “Now is not the time to make snow angels, sweetheart,” she said before shoving Bennett to the side. Lisa deftly removed the legs of an oncoming attacker before turning back to Bennett. “And I love you, so please don’t die. Okay?” 
 
    Lisa pivoted back to the army, and with newly found energy, Bennett took to the battlefield again and fought her way through the crush of starving vampires. Her attention now solely on the horde, Bennett’s strikes were never truer, and as the snow-covered lawn became stained with crimson, steaming like a sewer grate in a New York winter, five women coated in the blood and guts of Napoleon’s supposed army…reigned supreme. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The night became eerily quiet as they stood near the house, and the air smelled of pine and blood. The lawn was littered with the dregs of Napoleon’s skeletal army. Those missing legs, army-crawled through the snow, trying to feed on their fallen brethren, and those armless floundered about like fish out of water for they had nothing to right themselves with. They were harmless now, merely torsos atop which still sat heads. They moved about without aim or purpose, disoriented and vanquished, yet still as rabid as they’d become when their collars had gone from red to green. 
 
    “I know you said they aren’t our goal, but shouldn’t we at least end their pitiful lives now before we go inside?” Polly said, looking to Bennett. 
 
    “No,” Bennett said, assessing the carnage in front of her. “We need what strength we have left for whatever’s in the house.” 
 
    “What about the ones that got away? I saw more than a dozen disappear into the woods.” 
 
    “We don’t need to worry about them,” Bennett said, looking past Polly to the other women lined up next to her.  
 
    Puffs of fogged air escaped their noses and mouths as they tried to steady their breathing, and to Bennett, they seemed like macabre angels. All were dusted in snow, the thin blanket of whiteness covering their hair and clothing, yet amidst the purity were splatters and streaks of scarlet.  
 
    Bennett took a step and noticed the rips in Angelique’s breeches. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Angelique said, looking down. “I’ve healed over. I’m fine. You?” 
 
    “Same,” Bennett said before turning to Ruby and Polly. “How about you two?” 
 
    “We’re okay,” Ruby said, glancing at Polly. “I think we can all agree we could use another feeding, but there’s no way in hell I’m sinking my teeth into what’s left of those things. They’re fucking nasty.” 
 
    “I second that,” Polly said, curling her lip. “Talk about food poisoning.” 
 
    Bennett took another step and stood in front of Lisa. Like the others, she was covered in blood, but Bennett wasn’t in love with them, and it showed on her face. “Christ, are you okay, darling?” she said, touching Lisa on the arm. “You look awful.” 
 
    “Have you looked in a mirror? You’re not exactly date material at the moment.” 
 
    It wasn’t a time for smiles, but Bennett found it hard not to. “Look, I’m not saying you didn’t do well out here because you did, but inside…inside, his people are going to have weapons. They’re going to be stronger than the lot we just faced and—” 
 
    “Bennett, I love you. I love you with all my heart, but you seriously need to learn how to take no for an answer,” Lisa said, looking Bennett in the eye. “We came together to do this, and together we will. I don’t care if they have weapons. I have weapons. I don’t care if they’re stronger than the freakish things out here because I’m a daywalker, and that makes me stronger than them on my worst day. Or am I wrong, Bennett? Did you bring us here knowing we’d all be slaughtered?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “Then stop believing we will be. Have a little faith, Bennett. Have faith in me, and in us, and…and in all of us. That bastard in there is not going to win because Ruby and Polly and Angelique and I all have faith in ourselves and in each other.” Lisa took Bennett’s hand. “The only question is, do you?” 
 
    Bennett looked into Lisa’s eyes and wondered how many times this woman would take her breath away. “Christ, I love you.”  
 
    “Good,” Lisa said, giving Bennett a quick peck on the cheek. “Now, let’s go kick some booty.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lisa had spoken the truth, and when Ruby, Polly, and Angelique followed Lisa and Bennett into the house, they did it confident they would prevail. A moment later, their faith wavered just a little. 
 
    Someone had removed not only all the furniture but the dead as well. The only signs of the murdered guardians and servants were the dried bloodstains on the floor. But it was the living that gave the women cause for concern. 
 
    With swords drawn, across the way were at least thirty vampires displaying fangs in their sneers. Their eyes were blazing blue, and with knuckles white as they gripped the hilts of their weapons, they breathed as one. Standing like statues, they were chillingly patient as they waited for the battle to begin. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Polly whispered. “Why didn’t they come outside?” 
 
    “Not enough collars,” Bennett said quietly, her eyes traveling from one neck of her enemy to the next. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Only a few are wearing the blasted things, so those monsters outside would have come after them, too. They had to stay in here.” 
 
    “So, why aren’t they mov—” 
 
    The room suddenly erupted in war cries as Napoleon’s coven charged the women, and a few seconds later, the fight was on.  
 
    Divide and conquer was the name of the game, and while Bennett stood her ground, Polly and Angelique moved to her right while Lisa and Ruby covered her left.  
 
    Lisa’s first parry was almost her last. As Bennett had predicted, those inside Napoleon’s house were much stronger than those now in pieces on the front lawn. Having underestimated the power of her opponent, when Lisa blocked the man’s first strike, it sent her stumbling backward. It was yet another lesson, and Lisa learned it well. She righted herself, her eyes becoming azure lasers as she attacked the man with a ferocity he wasn’t expecting. Three strikes later, Lisa drove her sword into his heart, and he dissolved into dust in front of her eyes. “Okay, that was way cool,” she said before moving onto the next. 
 
    Across the room, Angelique and Polly advanced and engaged in tandem, and sparks flew as blades connected with blades. Napoleon’s people continued the onslaught in a never-ending back-and-forth, and when their sixth opponent finally met his end, Angelique and Polly were gasping for air. They didn’t stop though. They couldn’t…and neither could anyone else. 
 
    Unyielding in both space and spirit, while Bennett, too, was gasping, each time a limb fell, each time blood spurted from the stumps centered on torsos, and each time another dissolved into dust, Bennett swung her swords even harder. The sooner they perished, the sooner she could find Napoleon, for Bennett had plans for Napoleon, and she had every intention of following through on them. 
 
    Like the others, Ruby was gaining ground, and also like the others, she was growing weary. As a fountain of red poured from the woman’s neck in front of her, Ruby finished the cut, and when the vampire’s body crumpled to the floor, Ruby paused to take a breath. A second later, a searing pain caused her to cry out, and lowering her eyes, she saw a sword protruding from her chest. 
 
    Lisa had just ended the existence of another of Napoleon’s people when she heard Ruby cry out, and in a flash, Lisa was there to behead the vampire who had stabbed Ruby in the back. Lisa yanked the sword from Ruby, and the woman fell to her knees. Blood filled Ruby’s mouth, and as crimson bubbles welled up, she slumped to her side.  
 
    Lisa wasted not a second, and rolling Ruby onto her back, she held her wrist to Ruby’s mouth. “Bite me.” 
 
    Ruby stared back in disbelief, rocking her head from side to side as blood spilled from her mouth. 
 
    “Damn it, Ruby, bite me,” Lisa shouted. “We’re connected, and we will always be connected. Now bite me.” 
 
    “No,” Ruby said, wheezing for air. “I can’t. It’ll…it’ll weaken you.” 
 
    “Oh, crap.” Lisa looked around, and jumping to her feet, she charged one of Napoleon’s men. Instead of taking his head, Lisa took off his arms with precise swings of her swords, and then she grabbed him by his shirt collar and pulled him close. Without hesitation, Lisa sunk her teeth into the man’s neck. The warm nectar of his life flowed into her, and Lisa gulped it down. Repeatedly, she sucked more into her mouth until she felt ten feet tall, and then finishing him with a death strike to his heart, she ran back to Ruby and held out her wrist again. “Now, it’s your turn, Ruby. Take what you need. I have plenty.” 
 
    Ruby’s eyes met Lisa’s for a second, and then licking her lips, she pierced the soft, warm flesh of Lisa’s wrist while the battle raged on around them.  
 
    The noise was deafening. Blades clanged, and guttural grunts and groans echoed in the room as vampires and daywalkers alike called on every ounce of their strength to defeat their enemy. But amidst the chaos, amidst the brutality and the carnage, Lisa remained true to Ruby until the woman had her fill.  
 
    Ruby pulled away, fully healed and fully recharged. She sat up and drew in a deep breath. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Thank me later,” Lisa said, taking Ruby’s hand to help her to her feet. “We have a fight to win.” 
 
    The two women returned to the battle just as Bennett pierced the heart of another, and as he became of a pile of powder on the floor, the eleven remaining members of Napoleon’s coven retreated to the far side of the room.  
 
    Angelique moved closer to Bennett. “Are they giving up?” 
 
    The screech of a hinge in need of oil broke the silence, and the women raised their eyes. With Ivan leading the way, over twenty of Napoleon’s coven emerged from behind a bedroom door and gathered like a pack of crazed wolves at the top of the stairs. Their swords reflected the chandelier’s light, for the blades had yet to be coated in crimson. They were all fresh for a fight. Bennett and the others, however, were not.  
 
    Even though Bennett’s spine remained straight and rigid, the weight of hopelessness pressed down on her, and when her eyes settled on the other women, she fought to pull in her next breath. Daggers and swords had found them all, arms and legs oozing blood from wounds yet to heal, and while they stood defiantly with katanas gripped in their fists, Bennett could see the mask of despair on their faces. She mentally shook her head, and when Bennett took her next breath, it was an easy one. None would give up, of that she was sure, and none would have to. Napoleon didn’t want them. He wanted her. 
 
    Bennett took a step, preparing to set down her swords when the vampires at the top of the stairs parted like the Red Sea. Napoleon appeared, wearing a snug burgundy velvet suit, and the lace of his flouncy white shirt protruded from the sleeves of his jacket several inches. On his head was a steampunk top hat complete with goggles, and hanging down from under the brim like melted strands of mozzarella was his stringy carrot hair.  
 
    Napoleon looked out upon the carnage below him and smirked. “Well, isn’t this a frightful mess. You do know that you and your bitch squad are going to have to lick this all up. That is…if I let any of them live.” Napoleon’s smirk turned into a scowl when he saw Lisa, and he leaned toward Ivan. “I thought you said you killed her.” 
 
    “I-I did, boss. Sliced her like a haddock from stem to stern.” 
 
    “It seems the rumors of my death have been greatly exaggerated,” Lisa said, taking a step. “Care to try again?” 
 
    Bennett held out her hand, stopping Lisa from taking another step. “No. It’s over. You and the others need to—” 
 
    The front door suddenly opened with a bang, and Bennett reeled around with her sword raised. A split second later, her eyes creased at the corners, watching the first of nine masked figures in ninja armor file into the house. Dressed entirely in black, armed to the teeth, and wearing hooded cowls, they took their places behind Bennett and the others. 
 
    Ruby took a step, gravitating toward the icy air now wafting in through the open door. It felt good against her heated skin, the perspiration on her brow drying in a breeze that smelled of pine. A few seconds passed, and then Ruby inclined her head ever so slightly when she detected another scent in the air. The perfume was more than a little familiar, and she fixed her eyes on the masked warriors.  
 
    Some were tall, and some were short. Some were lanky, and some were a bit on the pudgy side. By the fit of their garments, she could tell some were men, and some were women, and even though their faces were hidden, their eyes were not. Ruby looked from one opening in a mask to the next until, halfway down the line, she saw a pair she’d seen before. It was all Ruby could do not to laugh out loud, although a quiet one did escape when she said under her breath, “Shit.” 
 
    One of the armored fighters stepped from the line and approached Bennett.  
 
    “What took you so long?” Bennett whispered.  
 
    The man’s eyes twinkled. “I was caught up in my favorite book,” he said, looking past Bennett. “Should I assume it’s the ponce in the middle of the pack up there we’re after?” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s mine. So is the repugnant fellow next to him.” 
 
    “Oh, goodie,” Napoleon called out from above, clapping his hands like a trained seal. “You’ve brought us dinner, and they were nice enough to bring their own silverware. How thoughtful.” 
 
    “No, Napoleon,” Bennett said, donning a smile worthy of a Cheshire cat as she turned around. “I brought you daywalkers.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Never in the history of the vampires had daywalkers gathered alongside their sun-affected kin for a cause, but as Max had said, desperate times sometimes require desperate measures. Bennett had made only one phone call, and from that, more were made to all who were near. From hidden luggage, clothing rarely worn was worn again, and weaponry carefully concealed behind secret panels was secret no more. They piled into their cars, trucks, and vans, and following the GPS coordinates, they drove to where they were told and did what had to be done. They asked no questions and demanded no reasons for they all would die for Bennett Archer because she had protected them for centuries. 
 
    Around the room, the five women once again held their heads high, gripping their swords in fists of iron with attitudes to match. Above them, the posture of those once confident and courageous seemed to wilt almost instantly, as did Napoleon’s exaggerated simper. He took a half-step backward, and a few seconds passed before his imperiousness returned, and he puffed up his chest. “Well, what are you bloody fools waiting for?” he screeched at those gathered around him. “Kill them. Kill them all.” 
 
    Napoleon’s flock rushed down the stairs, and while Bennett took the stance to fight again, her eyes remained glued on the two men who had descended the steps but then ran in the opposite direction.  
 
    “And what are you waiting for,” the ninja said, jumping in front of Bennett to drive his sword through the heart of the nearest attacker. “We’ve got this, and where I come from, we don’t let the bad guys get away.” 
 
    Bennett was about to argue the point when she saw what the other daywalkers had done. In battle, the front-line comprises those closest to the conflict, and the ninja-armored daywalkers had stationed themselves in front of Polly, Angelique, Lisa, and Ruby. The women had no choice but to step back, and by doing so, they were out of the fray…and a fray it was.  
 
    The daywalkers had easily bested the stragglers of Napoleon’s starving army while they’d trekked from the west through the forest, and they were neither winded nor drained, for the ordeal was, at best, prosaic. Even though none had fought in decades, that didn’t mean they didn’t practice…and practice makes perfect. 
 
    In the ruin of red covering the floor, more was added as the daywalkers buried their blades into skulls, and as the contents of brains began to leak, heads disappeared in geysers of carmine mist. Several vanished into dust when their hearts were punctured, and those who tried to flee were brought down as well. In a fury, swift and deadly, their lives ended in a melee that was as brutal as it was deserved. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett stood in the icy night air behind the house, her eyes fixed on the footsteps in the snow leading to the keep. She chuckled under her breath as she trudged through the snow to the tower, and upon reaching the door, she stopped to listen for a moment. Bennett could hear the soft ping of icy flakes falling around her and the heartbeats of forest life, foraging for food, yet behind the slab of wood, it was quiet. Bennett opened the door and stepped into the keep. 
 
    From Fallon’s photographs, the keep had appeared like those in medieval times. Stone and mortar covered the exterior, and Bennett had expected to find the same inside, but the walls were nothing more than plywood and timber erected to hold the faux stonework. 
 
    The spiral stairs were barely wide enough for one, and sliding her swords into her scabbard, Bennett pulled out two daggers and ascended. She crept slowly and lightly on the dry wooden steps, forever listening for a sound or a heartbeat, and it wasn’t long before both reached her ears. 
 
    Napoleon was bouncing to and fro in front of one of the minuscule apertures in the keep, trying his best to see the ground below. “Where the fuck are they?” he said, repeatedly pushing the button on the remote. “The fucking things are trained to come when I call them and—” 
 
    “In order for them to do that, their ears have to be attached to heads still connected to bodies, and alas, that’s not the case,” Bennett said, reaching the landing. “Your army has gone the way of the dinosaur, Napoleon, which means the only thing standing between you and me…is dear old Ivan.” 
 
    Bennett gave Napoleon a moment to let it sink in before turning to Ivan. “I don’t normally take pleasure, genuine pleasure in killing anyone, but for you, Ivan, I fear, I’m about to make an exception.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that, you fucking cunt.” Ivan let loose of his broadsword, and as it fell to the floor, he whipped two daggers from his belt and let them fly. 
 
    Bennett stepped out of the way of the first, but by doing so, the second sunk into her left thigh up to its hilt. She winced at the pain, a grunt slipping from her lips, and then with eyes blazing blue, she yanked the dagger out. “And now it’s my turn,” she said, tossing it aside. 
 
    Ivan barely had time to retrieve his broadsword before Bennett was upon him. In a vise-like grip, she wrapped her hand around his throat, and as she lifted him two feet off the floor, the sword slipped from his grasp. 
 
    Drawing a katana from her scabbard, Bennett flipped it over, and thrusting it between Ivan’s dangling legs, she drove it into the plywood wall. “The thing about bats you and that piece of shit over there keep forgetting is that a bat’s hearing is exceptional, and the thing about daywalkers is we surpass even bats,” Bennett said, glaring up at the man. “Now…what was it you said a short while ago? You sliced Lisa like a haddock from stem to stern?” Bennett slowly scrutinized Ivan from head to toe. “How about I reverse that? Let’s go from stern to stem…shall we?” 
 
    Bennett released her hold on Ivan, and gravity did the rest. Ivan dropped onto the blade of Bennett’s sword, and his howls echoed in the keep as it sliced him in two up to his chest. Eviscerated, he stood against the wall, his bug-eyes bulging even further as his intestines, like snakes, slithered their way to his feet. 
 
    Bennett had spoken the truth. She had never truly taken enjoyment in killing another, and even though Ivan deserved to die, and he would die, his blubbering wails played on her humanity. Bennett retrieved one dagger Ivan had thrown at her and returned to stand in front of the man. “This is the only mercy I will show you,” she said, placing the dagger in Ivan’s hand. “You can remain like this until the sun comes up and burn alive, or you can plunge this into your heart and end yourself. The choice is yours.” 
 
    Bennett turned to Napoleon, who was cowering against the opposite wall. His face had lost all its color, and by the stain on the front of his trousers, that’s not all he had lost. 
 
    “Don’t k-kill me,” Napoleon said, holding up his hands. “I’m…I’m unarmed and…uh…and I’ve got…I’ve got riches, lots and lots of riches. You can have it all, Archer. All the gems, all the cash…everything just…just don’t kill me. I beg you. Please don’t kill me.” 
 
    Bennett choked back a laugh and bowed her head for a moment. When she raised it again, her smile was wide. “I have no bloody intention of killing you, Napoleon,” she said, taking a step closer. “I told you once not too long ago exactly what I would do to you if you ever harmed anyone I cared about. I don’t know what the council has in store for you, but before they do whatever it is they intend to do, I plan to do precisely what I promised.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett limped her way back into the house with Napoleon flopped over her shoulder, and as she hobbled up the corridor, the great hall came into view. There were piles of dust everywhere, and the corpses of Napoleon’s coven were scattered about. The floor was nothing more than a river of blood and in the puddles of red was a collection of swords, arms, heads, and legs.  
 
    Bennett released her grip on Napoleon, letting him fall to the floor with a thud, and her face softened when she saw Polly standing over Angelique across the way. A split-second later, Bennett’s lungs emptied. They were the only two women in the room.  
 
    “Oh, Christ, no,” Bennett said, her eyes welling with tears. “Oh…Christ…no.” 
 
    “Relax, we’re up here,” Lisa said, looking over the second-floor railing. “Your friends searched the house before they left, but Ruby and I thought we’d do another sweep just in case.” 
 
    “Bloody hell, you scared the crap out of me,” Bennett said, putting her hand to her heart. “I thought you were—” 
 
    “You seriously need to stop trying to kill me off,” Lisa said, giggling as she and Ruby trotted down the stairs. Coming to a stop within inches of Bennett, Lisa gazed at the woman she’d die for in a heartbeat. “You’re stuck with me for a very, very, very long time.” 
 
    “And I’m looking forward to every brilliant minute of it.” Bennett became lost in Lisa’s eyes, seconds ticking by until Ruby’s voice broke Bennett out of her trance. 
 
    “I have to say, I’m a little surprised you didn’t kill him,” Ruby said, motioning toward her brother’s body. “Saving him for me?” 
 
    “Sorry, no,” Bennett said, turning to Ruby. “Napoleon’s all mine. I have plans for him.” 
 
    Until that moment, Bennett hadn’t noticed the state of anyone’s clothing. She took a step back and eyed the women standing in front of her. 
 
    Both looked as if they’d just stepped out of the last scene from Carrie. Their clothes were in tatters, the leather sliced open by blades that had come too close, and Lisa’s blond hair was now more red than flaxen. Ruby’s had darkened to mahogany, and while the hue of her outfit hid the stains of most of her blood loss, Lisa’s did not. Brick red splotches now covered the once caramel-colored material. 
 
    “Jesus, you’re hurt,” Bennett said to Lisa. “You need to feed.” 
 
    “We’re all hurt, including you,” Lisa said, noticing the wound on Bennett’s thigh. “Your friends were kind enough to lend us some veins before they left, though. It was enough to take the edge off, but Angelique needs more than they could give. So, we have to get her out of here, Bennett. The rest of us can wait.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyebrows came together, and she limped over to where Polly was still hovering over Angelique. Kneeling at the woman’s side, Bennett saw Angelique cradling her arm. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about me,” Angelique said, summoning up a poor excuse for a smile. “It’s just a scratch.” 
 
    Bennett eased Angelique’s hand aside and instantly grimaced. The gash in the woman’s arm was so deep, Bennett could almost see through to the other side. “Christ, your arm is practically cut off.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I lost a leg in 1812 during the war in France. This is no big deal. It’ll grow back. They always do.” 
 
    Bennett couldn’t help but snicker. “Yes, they do, but they don’t do it without help.” Bennett got to her feet. “Are any of you up for getting the van?” 
 
    “I can,” Polly said. “What about the gate? Should I crash it?” 
 
    “No. Wait on the other side,” Bennett said, limping over to a window as Polly headed to the door. “I’ll bring her over.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll text when I’m back.” 
 
    Bennett yanked down the draperies and tossed one panel toward Ruby. “Cut that into strips and tie up your brother. I don’t want him causing any trouble, and while you’re at it, gag the bastard. If I never have to hear his sniveling whine again, it’ll be too soon.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Ruby said, picking up the brocade. 
 
    Angelique watched while Bennett began slicing through another drape with her dagger. “What are you planning to do with that one?” Angelique said, the faintest of whimpers slipping from her lips when she shifted position.  
 
    “I’m going to truss you up like a Christmas goose so we can keep you in one piece and get you back to Max’s.” 
 
    “But there aren’t any guardians left to feed on there tonight, Bennett. We used them all. Remember?” 
 
    “You’re not going to feed on a guardian,” Bennett said, ripping more fabric apart. “You forget who Max has stored in his cellar. Since Simeon is the one who turned you, once you feed on him, you’ll be as right as rain by morning.” 
 
    “Damn, I forgot he was even there.” Angelique slouched against the wall and scanned the carnage around the room. “You know, you probably want to pull down a few more of those curtains, Bennett.” 
 
    Bennett raised her eyes. “I’m not sure wrapping you up like an Egyptian mummy is truly necessary. Do you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” Angelique said, shifting her arm slightly. “I was thinking about the cleaners. Thought they’d appreciate it.” 
 
    It took but a moment for Bennett to catch Angelique’s drift. “Lisa,” Bennett said, turning slightly. “Are you up to touring the house one last time?” 
 
    “Um…sure, I can, but we’ve searched twice. There’s no one left alive.” 
 
    “You don’t need to look for the living. You just need to make sure all the blinds, drapes, and shutters are open.” 
 
    Lisa tilted her head. “Can I ask why?” 
 
    Bennett glanced at Angelique before unfurling a cheeky grin. “Because it’s far easier to vacuum than it is to mop. Don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The winter storm had turned a one-hour trip into two, and even though Bennett had texted Max as soon as they’d left Napoleon’s house to let him know they’d all survived, that didn’t stop everyone from rushing the van once they arrived at Max’s. 
 
    Ruby had no sooner pulled up the drive than it seemed like everyone who’d been inside the house was suddenly outside. They yanked open the van’s doors, and when the women came into view, a squall of gasps hissed through the crowd. Everyone’s eyes widened, and then just as quickly, smiles appeared…and remained. 
 
    Max chortled loudly, clapping his hands like a gleeful child when he saw Ruby’s handiwork. She hadn’t seen a need to allow Napoleon to see, move, or hardly breathe, so she had taken something Bennett had said to heart. Ruby had wrapped her brother like an Egyptian mummy in the green and gold brocade.  
 
    Max signaled two of his flock, and they dragged Napoleon from the van with absolutely no concern over his wellbeing. Slung like a sack of grain over the shoulder of one of Max’s sentries, he was carried to a cell in the basement and tossed inside. However, great care was given to Angelique, and Gus gently lifted her from the van like she was an imperial Ming vase.  
 
    With the snow swirling around them, Max quickly ushered everyone into the house, and that’s when they finally saw the wreckage from the battle. The blood streaking the women’s faces had been discernible even in the dim lights of the van, but in the brightness of Max’s home, other injuries came into view. Through the remnants of their torn and tattered clothing, oozing wounds covered them all, and eyes misted from the knowledge of what the women must have gone through. 
 
    The weight of worry lifted from sagging frames slowly as brief conversations took place, and after a few minutes, Max suggested perhaps further recaps could wait until morning. No one argued the point, and the crowd dispersed, allowing Bennett, Lisa, and Ruby to slog their way to the study for a much-needed drink.  
 
    Flanked by two sentries and followed closely by Polly, Max led Gus to Simeon’s cell, and as Gus carefully placed Angelique on her feet, Max informed Simeon what was about to happen. Before Simeon could balk, two sentries had him pinned up against the wall with their swords aimed at his heart, and Angelique was free to have her fill…and then some. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to report Angelique is feeling much better, and Polly has taken her upstairs for a wash and some rest. Simeon, however, is feeling quite disoriented,” Max said, coming into the study. “He’s currently passed out on the floor of his cell and will most likely need a few days to recover from the blood loss.” 
 
    “Serves him right,” Bennett said as Max walked past. “She should have drained him.” 
 
    Max poured himself a drink, and pulling out his chair, he stopped to observe the three women sitting opposite his desk. Ruby and Lisa both had a tinge of color sweeping across their cheeks, a hint that their health had returned, yet Bennett’s skin was almost as white as her teeth. Max poked his tongue against his cheek, and going to the front of his desk, he sat on its edge.  
 
    “Speaking of drained,” Max said, focusing on Bennett. “Polly mentioned your daywalker friends gave everyone a drink before they left, but by your pallor, Bennett, it appears you missed the snack.” 
 
    “I was busy dealing with Napoleon. I’ll get something when I get home.” 
 
    “If that’s all you needed, I’d have Victor fetch some of our supply, but it’s not what you need, and we both know it,” Max said, his eyes settling on the blood oozing from the wound on Bennett’s thigh. “That’s still bleeding far too much for my liking.” 
 
    Bennett didn’t have to look down to see the blood. Her boot was filled with it. “It’ll be fine, Max.” 
 
    Max took a slow breath, and setting his glass aside, he got to his feet. Taking off his smoking jacket, he laid it across the desk and then began rolling up his shirt sleeve. 
 
    “Stop what you’re doing, Max,” Bennett said, shaking her head. “I won’t feed on you.” 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “For the same reason you couldn’t fight alongside us tonight. Originals are not permitted to put themselves in harm’s way, and that includes giving others your blood. I appreciate the gesture, Max, but I won’t do it, and there’s nothing you can say that’ll change my mind.” 
 
    Max pursed his lips for Bennett’s contumacious expression was one he had seen before. Both Ruby and Lisa had unconsciously shied away from the obstinate woman sitting between them, and Max’s cheeks raised just a smidge. He drew in another breath and then knelt in front of Bennett.  
 
    “Many, many years ago, you gave me the exact same look you’re giving me now. Huts were ablaze, and the air was thick with smoke. Women were shrieking, and husbands were dying, yet amidst all that chaos, you stood there, defiant and fearless. Oh, how I thought I could break your spirit back then, and I spent years trying to do just that because I hadn’t yet realized that, like a Phoenix, you would rise from the ashes of your village, and you’d end up being a woman to be reckoned with. 
 
    “You bartered yourself to brilliance, Bennett, rising again and again to any challenge I set before you, and no matter what fate had in store, you continued to emerge from the embers, stronger, fiercer…smarter. You rose to every occasion, just like you did tonight, with no other motive than to do what was right, which is why I’m offering you my wrist. Originals may be revered for who we are, Bennett, but reverence belongs to you as well.” 
 
    Max took hold of Bennett’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “For centuries, vampires have been wary of our daywalker counterparts. An amalgam made up of fear and jealousy, it existed within all of us. Trepidation that your kind would annihilate us when the sun was high, and envy, brutal and raw envy, for I can’t even begin to tell you what I’d give to feel the sun on my face again. But tonight, Bennett, tonight you eradicated our doubts and worries by being the same woman who stood up to me in that burning village. And more importantly, your daywalkers proved themselves equally as righteous. Yannick and the others reported back to me earlier. Their fighters, too, were joined by a handful of warriors dressed like ninjas, and because of that, I’m told it wasn’t even a contest.” 
 
    “I’m glad they could help,” Bennett said, her tone bordering on apathy. 
 
    Max let out a hearty guffaw. “Oh, dear Lord, woman. You have no bloody idea what you’ve done. Do you?” he said, squeezing Bennett’s hand again. “Suffice it to say, those across the pond had forces far greater than we did tonight. But, by the bravery your daywalkers showed, by the fact they came out of hiding to fight alongside those who, in the past, captured, tortured, and even killed their kind, your daywalkers saved the lives of my kind. If just one of those monsters had gotten loose, Bennett, if just one had been captured by mortals, those like myself and…and like Polly and Angelique and hundreds of others would have been hunted down and destroyed, yet we all get to live another day…because of you. 
 
    “So, I would be quite…” Max stopped, clearing his throat as his eyes grew glassy. “I would be quite honored if you would take what I am offering for no amount of riches…no amount of riches could equal my gratitude.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If it had been up to Max, Bennett, Lisa, and Ruby would have stayed the night; however, having won one argument, Max reluctantly withdrew his objections. Before the clock struck eleven on Sunday night, he bid the women farewell, and piling into Lisa’s car, they slowly made their way back to the brownstone. Six inches of snow had already fallen, and the forecast was for more to follow, so after Lisa was successful in her third attempt to get her car into the snow-drifted alley, they trudged inside. 
 
    When they reached Bennett’s apartment, Bennett turned to Ruby. “Did you want to come in?” 
 
    “No, that’s okay,” Ruby said with a slight shake of her head. “I’m going to head upstairs, pour myself a very tall drink, take a very long, hot shower, and then eat every piece of chocolate I can find.” 
 
    Bennett and Lisa broke into toothy smiles. “That’s a plan if ever I heard one,” Bennett said, unlocking her door. “Then I guess we’ll see you…um…when we see you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll touch base with you later.” Ruby turned toward the stairs, only to turn back around. “Bennett?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Those daywalkers tonight…” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Well, I thought I recognized—” 
 
    “The world, it seems, is a much smaller place than either of us imagined, Ruby,” Bennett said quietly. “Like you, yourself, have proven, daywalkers are masters when it comes to blending in amongst mortals or…or those we assume are mortals. She knew no more about you than you did about her until tonight, and I trust you will respect her privacy as she will undoubtedly respect yours. Yes?” 
 
    Ruby gaped at Bennett for several seconds before she found her voice. “Um…yeah, of course. I’m…uh…I’m just shocked.” 
 
    “As was she,” Bennett said with a snort.  
 
    “So…so she knew who you were from the start?” 
 
    “Of course. The Trinity comment and the suggestion I was a vampire is what she does. She’s extremely good at role-play, but the part about being your friend wasn’t acting. She truly cares for you, and since she knows me so well and she thought you were a mortal, she was honestly trying to sway you away from me.” 
 
    “You knew about that?” 
 
    “She texted me one night. She wanted to make sure I wasn’t planning to kill you.” 
 
    “Wow.” Ruby shook her head. “And here I thought I was good at role-play.” 
 
    “You were,” Bennett said, momentarily peering down her nose at Ruby. “And now, I think, Lisa and I will bid you good night.” 
 
    “All right. Good night, guys,” Ruby said, heading for the stairs. “See you later.” 
 
    Bennett pushed open the door, allowing Lisa to enter first before following her inside. She dropped the duffel bag, and after securing the lock, both women exhaled two very long breaths in unison.   
 
    “I’m not sure what I want first, another drink or a shower,” Bennett said. 
 
    “I vote for both.” 
 
    “I like the way you think.” Bennett went into the kitchen and grabbed some glasses. “Do you want wine or something stronger?” 
 
    “Wine works.” Out of the corner of her eyes, Lisa saw Xi slinking up the hallway, but as she took a step toward him, he let out a hiss to end all hisses. Arching his back, he hissed again and then darted down the hall. “Wow, what was all that about? I thought he liked me.” 
 
    “He does,” Bennett said, tossing the corkscrew back into a drawer. “He probably just doesn’t appreciate our appearance at the moment.” Bennett handed Lisa the wine and glasses. “If you can get these, I’m going to grab a rubbish bag for our clothes. I’m assuming you don’t mind conserving water?” 
 
    Lisa beamed. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bennett and Lisa took a few healthy gulps of wine as the water came up to temperature. They took their time stripping out of their ruined clothing, and as they dropped their garments into the bag, their scars were revealed. 
 
    Although already healing, red welts, haphazard in direction, marred their legs and arms, and a swollen blemish on Lisa’s bicep showed she’d been stabbed at least once. Bennett hadn’t fared much better, puckers and craters on her skin confirming that a sword or dagger had found her as well, and the sight was sobering for both. Without a word, Lisa and Bennett stepped into the shower, and standing under the twin showerheads, they lowered their chins to their chests and allowed the water to pour over them.  
 
    Lisa was the first to raise her head, and when Bennett heard her grumbling as she fought to get the tie from her hair, Bennett snapped the elastic band, kissed Lisa on the neck, and handed her the shampoo. They scrubbed and rinsed and scrubbed and rinsed until their hair squeaked, and then pouring ample amounts of body wash onto washcloths, it wasn’t long before the shower smelled of bergamot, spearmint, and musk.  
 
    Bennett rinsed the velvety lather from her skin for a second time, and amidst the steam behind the glass walls, after nearly forty-eight hours, Bennett could finally breathe easily. The aches and pains of the battle had left her now, and with Max’s help, she was healing quickly. Unavoidable as breathing, Bennett had stolen several glances of the naked woman to her left, and now that all the blood had been washed away, when Bennett glanced again…it wasn’t quite a glance. 
 
    Bennett slowly drank in the view of Lisa’s toned calves and muscled thighs, and when her eyes settled on the firm curves of the woman’s bottom, they remained there for a very long moment before moving upward. From Lisa’s gracile waist to a neck, swanlike and poised, Bennett memorized every inch of skin she could see before she tossed aside her washcloth. 
 
    Lisa slanted her head back again, luxuriating in the water streaming over her, and when Bennett’s nipples brushed against her back, every neuron Lisa owned, fired. “Well, hello there.” 
 
    “Hello yourself,” Bennett whispered, kissing Lisa on the shoulder. “Feel better now?” 
 
    “I have a feeling I’m going to feel a whole lot better in a minute,” Lisa said, licking her lips.  
 
    Bennett brushed aside the curtain of blonde wet silk. “Are you saying I should stop?” she murmured into Lisa’s neck. 
 
    “Not on your life,” Lisa said, resting her head back on Bennett. 
 
    Bennett nuzzled Lisa’s neck, lightly kissing, sucking, and licking her way upward. When she reached Lisa’s ear, Bennett gently nibbled the lobe, and Lisa’s moan was all Bennett had to hear. She ran the tip of her tongue around Lisa’s ear before she returned to the pulsing hollow of Lisa’s neck, and then Bennett started all over again.  
 
    Lisa squirmed, and Bennett smiled into her next kiss before dialing down the spray. She adjusted the water temperature slightly hotter, assuring that the mist that continued to fall would keep them warm even though she doubted they needed its heat any longer.  
 
    There was no need to rush, and Bennett moved slowly as she wrapped her arms around Lisa’s waist. Her mouth lingered on Lisa’s neck, her lips like a feather against skin soft and damp, and no amount of water could extinguish the trail of fire Bennett left behind. 
 
    Bennett’s right hand lazily traveled south while her left drifted to the north to cup one splendidly plump breast. She fondled the yielding flesh, and scissoring her fingers around the pebbled nipple, she massaged the swollen mound again and again, kneading and squeezing until Lisa’s breathing could be heard over the hiss of the mist. Bennett smiled again.  
 
    Lisa was the most willing of captives, yet it wasn’t Bennett’s arms that held her prisoner. It was love. Undying, unwavering, and immeasurable love, and as her pulse quickened and her blood heated, Lisa sighed. Gone were the thoughts of battles and blood, gone was the memory of an invasion that almost ended her life, and gone was the envy she had once had of another, and in its place was truth. Truth that love at first sight did exist. Truth that good things do come to those who bide their time, and truth that Lisa had found the love of her life no matter how long her life would be. Lisa knew she’d never want for more, yet at the moment, her body disagreed. A moan slipped from her lips when sensations, tingling and throbbing, spread throughout her body, and as she opened her stance, Lisa pushed her bottom into Bennett…and beckoned for more. 
 
    Bennett wasted not a second, and slipping her hand between Lisa’s legs, she rubbed and stroked folds, delicate and slick. Bennett leisurely explored the crevices and valleys soaked with Lisa’s desire, teasing and taunting the petal-smooth folds, and in no time at all, Lisa was undulating against Bennett’s hand. 
 
    A sensual rhythm had begun. Each probing caress was answered with an arch of hips, forceful and primal, and when Bennett finally tugged on a nipple, distended and hard, Lisa white-knuckled a nearby grab bar.  
 
    Lisa’s breathing quickly became shallow and fast. At her breast and between her legs, Bennett was unstoppable, and Lisa’s nectar was now dripping from her core. Again and again, the throbs from within pushed want from her body, and with each throb, Lisa’s movements became more frenzied. She was mad with love, mad with lust, and mad for every single thing Bennett was doing, and sounds of sensual pleasure spilled from Lisa’s lips…and then they became louder.  
 
    Bennett had yet to touch something now engorged and pulsing, and when she finally tended to it, Lisa’s uninhibited growl of satisfaction echoed in the shower. Bennett circled Lisa’s clit, teasing it and rubbing it and circling it slightly harder with each pass she made, and in unabashed abandon, Lisa bucked and writhed until the convulsive waves of her orgasm claimed her. 
 
    Lisa’s entire body shuddered, and clamping her legs around Bennett’s hand, she cried out as her climax ripped through her. Greedy, it gripped her, and greedily, it took her again and again, and unchecked, Lisa rode each sweet crashing wave until the very end. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They had barely taken the time to towel dry before they fell into bed. With a well-placed knee and a motion instinctual and fluid, Bennett moved against Lisa, taking her to nirvana within minutes, and when Lisa’s breathing finally quieted, Bennett couldn’t stop herself from making love to Lisa again. 
 
    Neither had intended for sleep to find them, but it did, and it was restful and warm. They spooned under the sheets at peace, both cherishing the closeness of the other, the silkiness of skin smooth and of curves oh so femininely soft.  
 
    On Monday, the sun rose shortly after seven, and it shined down on the snow-covered city for over an hour before Lisa finally stirred. She inhaled slowly, smiling at the scent of passion in the air, only to frown a second later when she discovered she was alone.  
 
    It was well below freezing outside the windows, and the chilliness had crept into Bennett’s apartment, causing goosebumps to appear when Lisa climbed out of bed. Quickly snatching up the blanket, Lisa cocooned herself in its warmth, and shuffling from the bedroom, she saw Bennett sitting on the sofa with Xi on her lap. Lisa flashed a grin. “Did I toot?” 
 
    Confusion skewed Bennett’s face, and a nanosecond later, her body quaked with laughter. “Christ, I love you,” she said, placing Xi on the floor. “And no, you didn’t.” 
 
    “Good to hear on both counts.” Lisa made her way to the sofa, enjoying the heat emanating from the gas fireplace. She sat down next to Bennett and tucked her legs under her. “So…then what are you doing out here instead of cuddling in bed with me?” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, when I woke up a couple of hours ago, my first thought was to not exactly cuddle with you,” Bennett said, brushing off the hair on her pajamas Xi had left behind. “But you were asleep and looked so bloody peaceful I couldn’t bring myself to wake you up. So, I came out here, turned on the gas in the hearth, fed Xi, and I’ve been sitting here ever since just thinking.” 
 
    “Let me guess. It’s all a little surreal, isn’t it? I mean you and me…us.” 
 
    “Honestly, no, because surreal means dreamlike, and I never allowed myself to dream that we would ever become an us,” Bennett said, taking Lisa’s hand. “For that matter, I’ve never really looked toward the future beyond planning the next Rapture show or shopping at the market for dinner. I’ve lived a fairly methodical life, and when I began thinking about that, I remembered what Max had said about me being like a Phoenix.” 
 
    “And I agree with him,” Lisa said, squeezing Bennett’s hand. “You’ve been through a lot, and as they say, you’re still standing.” 
 
    “Yes, I am, but I’m not the only one that fits the description of that mythological bird.” 
 
    Lisa cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “After the Civil War, Max and I returned to the States for a few years to legally pillage what we could and—” 
 
    “Legally pillage?” 
 
    “We were wealthy, and during what they called the Reconstruction era, properties and businesses were very nearly being given away. I mean, there were no jobs, and food was scarce, so our goal was to snatch up some land and then head back to Europe. During our travels one night, we came upon an encampment of people displaced because of the war. They were in tatters and rail-thin, but their veins contained what we needed, and since, by then, we knew how to compel, there shouldn’t have been a problem…except Polly took Victor by surprise.” 
 
    “Victor’s the one who turned her?” 
 
    “Yes. He’d finished feeding and thought she’d passed out. He was about to compel her to forget when Polly pulled out a knife and stabbed him. Victor’s instinct was to fight back, and he inadvertently did his job a little too well, taking her life in the process. That left us with two choices. Either we could take the head of an innocent woman who’d done nothing more than try to defend herself, thus preventing her from becoming one of us, or we could bring her into the fold. By that time, Max no longer had the stomach to murder innocents, so Polly became a vampire shortly afterward. 
 
    “She was born and raised in the hills of West Virginia, and her only education was being taught how to shoot a gun, skin a squirrel, and make moonshine. She couldn’t read or write, and once Max heard her thick hillbilly accent, he decided he’d turn yet another sow’s ear into yet another silk purse…and he did. Polly took to learning like I did, and there are only a few better than she when it comes to fighting. So, if I’m to be labeled a Phoenix, why not Polly?” 
 
    “You have a point, and not to rob you or Polly of your Phoenix moniker, but wouldn’t that make all vampires Phoenixes? I mean, we all rise again—right?” 
 
    “Yes, we do, but it’s not just about coming back from the dead. It’s about emerging as something stronger and better than you were before. An improvement on the original, if you will. With Angelique, she’s turned into one of the strongest women I know. I mean, think about it. She spent centuries living under the roof of a man she loathed in order to protect our community. If that doesn’t take strength, intelligence, and fortitude, I don’t know what does.” 
 
    “I see what you’re saying,” Lisa said, bobbing her head. 
 
    “And then there’s you,” Bennett said, placing a light kiss on the back of Lisa’s hand. “Three days ago, you were a mortal. You were attacked and left for dead, and when you awoke a vampire, you have quite literally astounded me ever since. Your first feeding should have been a chum-in-the-water frenzy, yet you wouldn’t allow it to be. You irritatingly stood up to me and bested me, and then you fought like a warrior to save a species you’ve only been a part of for a few bloody days. That takes someone very special, Lisa. You’re not only someone who’s risen from death. You came out of those ashes fearless, strong, and more determined than I thought possible. Determined to do the right thing. Determined to protect innocents, and determined to hold on to all your marvelously wonderful convictions.” 
 
    “Well, I can be determined sometimes,” Lisa said through a sly smile. “Dad always called me dogged.” 
 
    “That, my darling, is an understatement.” 
 
    “Very funny,” Lisa said, readjusting her position. “So, what about Ruby?” 
 
    “What about her?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Lisa said, shrugging. “You mentioned the rest of us. Is she part of the club, too?” 
 
    “Oh…um,” Bennett said, scratching her temple. “I hadn’t…uh…I hadn’t really thought about her.” 
 
    Bennett’s features suddenly darkened. Not only was there now a hint of sadness, but Lisa could also sense the woman’s duplicity, so Lisa opted not to push the subject. Instead, she decided she’d change it. “So,” she said, inching closer. “I guess I should live up to my determined reputation then—huh?” 
 
    Bennett studied Lisa for a drawn-out moment upon seeing her coquettish expression. “I’m afraid to ask.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be afraid,” Lisa said, slipping her hand under Bennett’s pajama top. “This won’t hurt a bit.” 
 
    Lisa’s touch lit Bennett’s libido instantly, and letting out a husky groan, Bennett couldn’t stop from flexing her hips in response. “What exactly do you think you’re…um…you’re…um…doing?” 
 
    “Anything I want. That is, if you know what’s good for you,” Lisa purred, and raising herself up on her knees, she brushed her lips against Bennett’s. 
 
    The contact was whisper-light, their breaths mingling as their lips touched again and again in the unhurried pace of foreplay. Lisa finally slipped her tongue into Bennett’s mouth, and Bennett was all too willing to receive it. Bennett’s tongue met the smooth wetness of Lisa’s, and together they devoured the other, their tongues moving in unison as they tasted, stroked, and possessed. 
 
    The blanket fell away when Lisa changed position, and as the warmth from the fireplace washed over her, she cupped one of Bennett’s breasts in her hand. The silken swell was shapely and firm, and Lisa gently massaged it for several seconds before seeking out the sensitive tip, now hardened like a marble. She pinched and played, and tugged and teased the bud, all the while ravaging the sweetness of Bennett’s mouth with her tongue until Bennett broke out of the kiss gasping for air.  
 
    “We need to…we need to take this into the bedroom.” 
 
    Lisa took Bennett’s suggestion for what it was worth. It was merely her point of view, and when it came to views, Lisa had another in mind. Deftly unfastening the buttons on Bennett’s top, Lisa pushed the garment aside to expose Bennett’s breasts. “The sofa is comfy. The fire is warm, and I want you right here…and right now.” 
 
    Lisa quickly straddled Bennett, and swooping down, she captured Bennett’s mouth and thrust her tongue inside. The kiss was demanding and almost punishing, and Bennett threaded her fingers through Lisa’s hair, giving back in kind. Wild and insatiable, they grew heady on each other’s flavor, their lips meeting again and again while tongues plunged and parried.  
 
    Finally, fighting for air, their lips parted, but before Bennett could properly fill her lungs, Lisa was at her breast, sucking Bennett’s hardened nipple into her mouth.  
 
    “Oh Christ,” Bennett said in a breath, her head falling back on the sofa. “Oh…God.” 
 
    Relentless, Lisa suckled and teased the swollen tip until she caught the scent of Bennett’s arousal thick in the air. The aroma was intoxicating and tantalizing, and it called to Lisa like no other fragrance in the world. It was passion and need, love and lust, and Lisa’s mouth watered. She slithered her hand between Bennett’s legs and cupped her sex through fabric that was now soaking wet.  
 
    Bennett wanted to open her legs, wanted to invite Lisa’s probing fingers to find her, but with Lisa straddling her lap, Bennett was trapped. She grumbled at her predicament, and then a moment later, Lisa remedied it. As if she’d been reading Bennett’s mind, Lisa moved away, and Bennett wasted no time in ridding herself of the rest of her clothes. Stripping the PJ bottoms from her body, Bennett perched on the edge of the sofa, her mouth falling open as she fought for air. Their eyes met, each taking a long moment to drink in the nudity of the other, and then licking her lips, Lisa knelt before Bennett and urged her legs apart.  
 
    Bennett’s core began pounding like her heart, each throb causing more passion to ooze, and powerless to deny what was to come, Bennett leaned back and held her breath. A few seconds later, her lungs emptied. 
 
    Lisa gazed at the passion-soaked folds before her, so wet with nectar they glistened in the firelight. The perfect pink pleats called to her, and awash in the ambrosial scent of Bennett’s desire, Lisa moved in close. She slipped her tongue into a furrow and ever so slowly drew it upward.  
 
    Bennett arched her hips instantly. “Oh…dear…God.” 
 
    Lisa smiled a secret smile as she slowly lapped and licked, her tongue plundering every valley to forage for dew, carnal and exquisite. She tended to the rippled petals, pulling the delicate flesh between her lips for a few seconds before exploring again, and when she reached Bennett’s center, Lisa paused. Thick, slick, and shiny, Bennett’s passion oozed, and dipping her tongue in for a taste, Lisa sighed at the flavor. It was exquisite. 
 
    Bennett arched in rhythm with Lisa’s tongue, her movements now involuntary, for Lisa had driven her to a place primitive and untamed. She moved against Lisa’s mouth, wriggling and undulating until Bennett couldn’t stand it any longer. She grabbed Lisa by the hair and redirected her to where Bennett needed her most. 
 
    Lisa didn’t miss a beat. Using her thumbs, she uncovered Bennett’s clit and began circling it with her tongue, and when Bennett pushed further into Lisa, exposing the engorged nub in all its glory, Lisa stepped up her tempo. She circled, flicked, and circled again while Bennett writhed on the sofa, and when Bennett stiffened, Lisa sucked Bennett’s clit into her mouth.  
 
    Bennett’s tension uncoiled with a ferocity that took her breath away, and while she’d never been a woman who screamed uncontrollably during an orgasm, that was about to change. The white-hot climax ripped through her body, taking with it her mind, her breath, and her control. Bennett’s frantic hands gripped the sofa, and as the first molten wave reverberated from her center, she cried out only to cry out again when the next hit her…and then the next. 
 
    Bennett tried more than once to close her legs to squelch the pulses pushing want from her body, but with Lisa kneeling between them, Bennett was at the mercy of her own body. She bucked and moaned as wave after wave claimed her until, totally spent, she fell back and went limp. 
 
    Lisa sat back on her haunches, drinking in the sight of Bennett while she licked the woman’s essence from her lips. Full breasts with nipples still pebbled and erect rose and fell as Bennett forced air into her lungs, and pleasure had painted her face with a flush like only pleasure could. Her body shone in the firelight, tiny beads of sweat dotting her skin like glitter, and through Bennett’s parted lips, Lisa noticed her fangs had dropped. Lisa narrowed her eyes, trying to remember if she had ever exposed her true self in the throes of love. Was freedom to be who you are granted when passion went unchecked? Lisa smiled to herself. That’s what love was all about—wasn’t it? To find that special someone you could wholeheartedly share yourself with, allowing them to see behind the mask. To see the good and the bad, to see the tears and the joy, to see the doubt and the certainty, and to see the mortal…and the beast.  
 
    Lisa noticed Bennett’s legs were trembling, and she rested her hand on the woman’s thigh. “You gonna make it?” 
 
    Yet unable to form a word, Bennett managed a nod. 
 
    Tickled she’d rocked Bennett to the point of speechlessness, Lisa now had a decision to make. Bennett had yet to close her legs, and her moist folds made Lisa’s mouth water, yet her own desire was oozing freely, and it was sliding down her thighs. Lisa shuddered in a breath, persuading herself to give Bennett time to return to earth before Lisa sent her into orbit again. Grabbing the blanket from the floor, Lisa tossed it nearer the fireplace and got comfortable.  
 
    At long last, Bennett’s pounding heart quieted, and she slowly opened her eyes. She blinked several times before they finally came into focus and saw that Lisa was now lying in front of the fire. “What are you doing way over there?” 
 
    Lisa’s face became brighter than the flames in the hearth. “Welcome back.” 
 
    “You are utterly amazing.” 
 
    “Glad you think so,” Lisa said, propping herself up on her elbow. “And I have to say, you really do look sexy as hell with blue eyes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Bennett drew in a breath, and with it, her eyes returned to brown. “Is that better?” 
 
    “I don’t care about the color. I was only making an observation. I figure mine probably change, too, when we’re making love—right?” 
 
    Bennett slipped off the sofa and stretched out next to Lisa on the blanket. “Yes, they do, although your fangs have yet to drop. I’m not sure if you noticed, but mine did earlier.” 
 
    “I saw that. May I ask why?” 
 
    “Because I’m a vampire,” Bennett said with a laugh. 
 
    “Ha ha,” Lisa said, swatting Bennett’s arm. “And so am I, but mine haven’t extended.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re still fairly new at this whole vampire thing, and I’m not,” Bennett said, tenderly brushing a few strands of hair off Lisa’s forehead. “You’ve yet to experience what it’s like to sink your teeth into your lover and feel their blood fill your mouth. It removes every ounce of who you are and replaces it with something more carnal than I can put into words. It’s quite extraordinary.” 
 
    It was all Lisa could do not to moan when, between her legs, a throb to end all throbs announced itself. “We…we can do that? I mean…I mean…I thought it was only because we…because we needed to heal or…or to feed.” 
 
    “There’s feeding, and then there’s tasting, but if you’re nervous about it--” 
 
    “No.” Lisa had practically shouted the word, and her cheeks flamed instantly. “I’m just…oh, darn it, Bennett, I’m really turned on right now.” 
 
    Bennett gently pushed Lisa to the floor. “I know,” she said, straddling Lisa. “I can smell it.” 
 
    In motion slower than Lisa would have liked, Bennett moved in close, her breath washing across Lisa’s neck as Bennett brushed aside the golden locks. She gazed at the creaminess before her, her eyes drawn to a pulse now rapid and thumping, and Bennett’s canines instantly extended. A second later, she sunk her teeth into Lisa’s soft flesh.  
 
    Lisa gasped. A molten rush of heat spread from her core through her body like a forest fire, setting ablaze every nerve ending in its path. Her inner walls pulsed, her center ached, and her beast was released. Canines, pointed and sharp, doubled in length, and with Bennett’s wrist only inches away, Lisa didn’t hesitate. Grabbing it, she buried her teeth to the hilt, and as blood filled her mouth, Lisa remembered what Bennett had said. This was more carnal than Lisa could ever have imagined, and no matter how Bennett may want to possess her, Lisa knew she would deny the woman nothing. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On a blanket in front of a fire, they had made love, tasting blood and tasting passion in a back-and-forth that had gone on for hours. Skin gleamed, and cries of pleasure slipped through lips swollen from kisses, and no sooner had their hearts slowed when they raced again. They couldn’t get enough of the other’s flavor, and with cheeks shiny with want, they eagerly drowned in it. They feasted, they licked, and they came. It was quite simply an orgy for two.  
 
    It wasn’t until almost noon when they returned to the bedroom. On sheets now cool, they spooned and fell into a peaceful slumber. Three hours later, Lisa awoke to find herself alone again. “Okay dokey,” she mumbled, and pushing aside the covers, she visited the bathroom to get cleaned up before, once again, going in search of Bennett. 
 
    “How come every time I wake up, you’re gone?” Lisa said, seeing Bennett standing in the kitchen. 
 
    Bennett looked up and chuckled. “Because every time I wake up, my first thought is to ravish you, and I thought you may need some sleep.” 
 
    “Don’t you need sleep?” 
 
    “Yes, but not as much as you, apparently.” Bennett opened the mini-fridge and set two units of blood on the counter. 
 
    “One of those for me?” 
 
    “Yes. Straw or glass?” 
 
    “Glass, please,” Lisa said, approaching the counter. “I’m not much of a straw person.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” Bennett filled two crystal tumblers with the blood and handed one to Lisa. “Cheers.” 
 
    Unlike a few days earlier when Lisa gulped down a glass of blood and ended up with a spinning head and an overly lively libido, this time, Lisa took her time. The surge was still there, her body and mind boosted instantly by the nutrition the blood provided, and even though between her legs a tingle was born, Lisa didn’t feel the need to hurl herself over the counter and take Bennett where she stood. 
 
    Lisa handed the empty glass to Bennett and watched as she rinsed both tumblers out before placing them in the dishwasher. “You taste different from Ruby.” Bennett’s eyebrows immediately shot up, and Lisa laughed out loud. “I’m talking about your blood, honey.” 
 
    “I know you are,” Bennett said, grinning. “Ruby’s is no doubt more…um…more vibrant.” 
 
    “Exactly, but not by much.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Bennett said, picking up the coffee carafe. “Would you like some?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Lisa said, sliding a nearby mug in Bennett’s direction. “And speaking about Ruby, why did you avoid talking about her earlier?” 
 
    Bennett didn’t miss a beat as she filled their mugs. “I thought it would be quite boorish to mention an ex-lover whilst in the midst of mutual cunnilingus…but that’s just me.” 
 
    Lisa threw back her head and roared, and several seconds passed before she got herself under control. “That is so not what I’m talking about.” 
 
    The sparkle in Bennett’s eyes matched that in her smile. “No?” she said, going to the sofa. 
 
    “No,” Lisa said as she joined Bennett on the couch. She took the mug Bennett was offering and crossed her legs. “I’m talking about earlier when I asked if you thought Ruby was a Phoenix, too. You said you hadn’t thought about it, but I think you did. You just didn’t want to admit it.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “And to get you off the hook, from where I’m sitting, there is only one reason you saw the need not to admit you’d been thinking about her. You were afraid I’d get jealous or…or angry or something.” 
 
    Bennett hung her head for a moment before raising her eyes. “This is new for me,” she said, placing her hand on Lisa’s thigh. “You and I, together like this, it’s more than I could have ever hoped for, and I’m a bit wary of doing something so utterly stupid that you toss me out with the day’s rubbish.” 
 
    “Which means?” 
 
    Bennett huffed. “Which means, yes. I was worried you’d be upset because instead of being in bed with you, I was out here thinking about her.” 
 
    “Well, when you say it like that, I can see your dilemma,” Lisa said, eyeing Bennett. “Especially if you were out here thinking about whatever sexual escapades you two shared. If that’s the case, the gloves are coming off.” 
 
    “That couldn’t be further from the truth.” 
 
    “Then what is the truth?” 
 
    Bennett stared wordlessly back at Lisa for several seconds. “The truth is Ruby deserves that title more than the four of us combined,” she said, taking Lisa’s hand. “Imagine watching your family murdered and imagine you’re in the middle of nowhere with no money and only the clothes on your back. There are no taxis or Ubers, no paved roads or…or even street signs. There are no help lines or neighborhood shelters offering you a cot on which to sleep and no soup kitchens for a warm meal or organizations to help you get back on your feet. And now imagine how much strength it took for Ruby to do what she did. She not only survived in the most brutal of times, she also infiltrated vampire covens, getting the knowledge she needed to continue her quest, and then she killed herself in the process so—” 
 
    “Wait. Ruby killed herself? I’m confused.” 
 
    “It’s a story best left for Ruby to tell, but it’s how she ended up being a vampire.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” 
 
    “Anyway, after everything Ruby did to find Napoleon and make him pay, and trust me, it’s quite a story; after all of that, she had the wherewithal to realize her mistakes and try to right them. Angelique, Polly, and I all have our own stories, but that one’s tough to beat. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” Lisa said quietly. “What’s going to happen to her?” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m sure the council’s going to want to talk to her at length before deciding her fate.” 
 
    “Aren’t you on the council?” 
 
    “Actually, I was about to give up my chair because of Napoleon’s theatrics. I thought stepping down would help alleviate his incessant vengefulness when it came to me. I suppose I don’t need to do that now, but I wouldn’t be able to voice my opinion on this, anyway.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The chair given to me was merely a way of calming the waters between the daywalkers and the vampires. Because daywalkers can blend so easily with mortals, I saw no need to announce I would be their matriarch. Instead, I act only as their representative, thus making my voting capabilities weaker. I’m only allowed to cast votes when it concerns the daywalkers and some trivial issues, but when it involves an original or their children, I have absolutely no voice.” 
 
    “Okay, that sucks, but if you could vote, how would you?” 
 
    Bennett drew in a slow breath. “I’d vote she’s paid enough, except she did kill Diego, and that very well may tip the scales in the wrong direction.” 
 
    Lisa’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t remember Dad ever mentioning that name when he taught us about the vampires. Who’s Diego?” 
 
    “He was Concepcion’s husband, and he was also an original. He’s been dead for centuries, though, so that’s probably why your father didn’t mention him.” 
 
    “And Ruby killed him?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Exactly, and while the council may be able to look past a lot of Ruby’s chicanery, I’m not sure they’ll be able to look past her murdering an original. In our world, that’s the highest of crimes.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ruby lay on her bed, staring up at the ceiling. Her bucket list had only ever contained one thing, and that thing was now locked away. So, as far as Ruby’s future went, it was as empty as her bucket list. She’d never been a part of a coven, never had the chance to make friends or be a part of something larger than herself. Ruby sighed. Where would she go from here? Would the council only see her wrongs and not her rights? Ruby snorted. She wasn’t in any position to ask for their leniency, nor did she deserve it. 
 
    Someone knocking on her door broke Ruby out of her thoughts, and swinging her legs off the bed, she ran her fingers through her hair before going over to answer it. She opened the door to find Bennett standing outside, and for a few seconds, Ruby was speechless. “Oh…uh…hi.” 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Bennett said, handing Ruby a paper bag. “I thought you may need some of that.” 
 
    Ruby peeked inside the sack and saw a unit of blood. “Oh, didn’t Lisa tell you? I kind of borrowed a couple last night.” 
 
    “She did, but we’ve all been through a lot, so I thought you might need another.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I also had Lisa contact Life Source a short while ago. They’ll start delivering a supply to you beginning tomorrow.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “I know, and I don’t have to do what I’m about to do right now, but it wouldn’t be a celebratory dinner without you.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Polly, Angelique, Lisa, and I are going out to dinner tonight, and you’re invited. That is, if you’d like to join us.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Ruby squeaked, a smile spreading across her face. 
 
    “Yes, seriously,” Bennett said, turning to go back downstairs. “And Polly and Angelique will be picking us up at six-thirty, so don’t be late.” 
 
    “Um…casual?” 
 
    Bennett stopped at the top of the steps, and her laugh echoed down the hall. “Not on Lisa’s life.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Since deciding a night on the town was in order, Bennett had spent most of the afternoon in a constant state of merriment. From rushing over to Lisa’s so the woman could collect more cocktail dresses than a person has a right to own to returning home where Lisa commandeered the bathroom and the bedroom, Bennett considered herself lucky she wasn’t sitting in the living room entirely nude.  
 
    Thankfully though, Lisa had been magnanimous enough to allow Bennett to have a shower before shooing her from the bath, but only after Bennett stole a few minutes at the mirror to fix her hair and apply a bit of makeup. With more time than she needed, Bennett perused her wardrobe. The restaurant she’d chosen was five-star and had a dress code. Tuxedos weren’t on their list; however, they were on Bennett’s.  
 
    Bennett was partial to dinner jackets and trousers trimmed with satin. They made her look dashing, and tonight she wanted to continue the trend. After seeing Lisa’s collection of cocktail dresses, dashing was definitely in order, and Bennett pulled one of several tuxedos from her closet.  
 
    Midnight black with padded shoulders and satin peak lapels, the jacket ended below her hips, and her trousers were ultra-slim, their seams piped in satin as well. Bennett had contemplated going shirtless again, remembering how Lisa seemed to appreciate that look. However, with only one button between her and an arrest for public nudity, Bennett decided against it. Instead, she simply unbuttoned most of the black studs on her white pleated front shirt. 
 
    Having already fed Xi and taken care of his litter box, Bennett headed straight for the wine cooler when she exited the bedroom. After choosing a classical playlist from her phone, by the time Bennett got comfortable on the sofa with her Syrah, the melodic tones of Chopin were softly coming from the speakers.  
 
    Bennett took a sip of her drink, and as she did, she breathed an easy breath. So much had happened, and so much had changed, and even though she’d never really looked toward the future, now that was all she could do. To museums and ruins and beaches bright with sun, to moonlit nights and dinners by candlelight, and to mornings when she’d open her eyes and see the only thing she’d ever have to see to make her day. Lisa.  
 
    Thankfully, Bennett didn’t have a mouthful of wine when the bedroom door opened because if she had, it would have all dribbled out. Her cheeks lifted, and then just as quickly, they dropped. “You don’t honestly think you’re leaving this apartment dressed like that, do you?” 
 
    Lisa’s mouth fell open. “You don’t like it?” 
 
    No longer able to repress it, Bennett’s headlight-bright smile sprang to life as she got to her feet. “Like is putting it mildly, darling. You look positively ravishing, and that’s exactly what I’d like to do right now. Ravish you.” 
 
    “Oh, gotcha,” Lisa said, giggling. “Well, that’s going to have to wait until we get back.” 
 
    Bennett took a step in Lisa’s direction. “So says you.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” Lisa said, waggling her finger. “You forget. Tonight’s not only about us, missy.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal. You never call me missy again, and I’ll put my lascivious urges aside until we get home.” 
 
    “Deal,” Lisa chirped. 
 
    Bennett walked over, gazing at Lisa as she intruded on her personal space. “I do want to kiss you, though, or is that off-limits, too?” 
 
    Lisa leaned in and brushed her lips against Bennett’s. “Will that do?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Then I guess it’ll do,” Bennett said, going into the kitchen. “Would you like some wine?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “By the way, did you mean what you said about wanting to see the world?” Bennett said as she pulled the cork from the bottle. “Visit museums and all that.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Why?” 
 
    “Where’d you like to go first?”  
 
    “Honestly, it doesn’t matter. Wherever you’re planning to move next is fine with me. I know your time in Boston is winding down.” 
 
    “Yes, it is, and after all that’s happened, I think a fresh start is called for.”  
 
    Bennett handed Lisa a glass of wine, and after topping off hers, they settled on the sofa. “What about Italy?” Bennett said, crossing her legs. “Max has an estate outside of Tuscany. It’s got a main house and several smaller ones as well, so those who don’t want to live off property can stay there. It’s also a stone’s throw from Florence, which means you’ll not only be able to tour lots of museums, once we find a proper storefront, we can open a new gallery.” 
 
    “Geez,” Lisa said, rocking back. “I totally forgot about that. Duh.” 
 
    “Forgot about what?” 
 
    “It won’t be just me and you. Finn, Gunnar, Bridget, and the kids will all be going with us. Won’t they?” 
 
    “Yes. Your brothers are both under contract, and even though they have kids, Gunnar and Bridget have made it very clear they want to travel and give their children a global education. Of course, with Bridget being pregnant, they most likely wouldn’t want to hop on a plane until the baby’s born. And I also need to decide about Gus and Cathleen.” 
 
    “What about them?” 
 
    “Over the past few days, they’ve proven to be the truest of guardians. I’m not sure I could leave Boston without at least offering them what I offered to you and your brothers.” 
 
    “It sounds like we could end up traveling with an entourage.” 
 
    “Do you mind?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Gus and Cathleen are great. It also means I’ll still have my brothers around, and I can watch my nieces and nephews grow up, and I’m with you. That’s a win-win situation if ever I heard one,” Lisa said, taking a sip of wine. “But it sounds like a lot of guardians just to protect us. Don’t you think? I mean, we are daywalkers, after all.” 
 
    “I agree, but if you meant what you said about spending gobs of time in museums and the like, someone needs to run the gallery…or have you changed your mind.” 
 
    “Come to think of it, it’s not too many guardians. I’m good.” 
 
    A knock on the door brought both women to their feet, and while Lisa gathered their empty glasses, Bennett greeted Ruby at the door. “Come on in. We’re having some wine. Would you like some?” 
 
    “That would be great,” Ruby said, draping her coat over a chair. “And I hope I’m not too early.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Bennett said, smiling. “And you look beautiful.” 
 
    Given that Lisa was standing only a few feet away, Bennett’s comment took Ruby by surprise, and it showed on her face. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lisa said, handing Ruby some wine. “I have no problem with Bennett giving any woman a compliment. She can look all she wants. She just can’t touch.” 
 
    After everything they’d been through, a hint of awkwardness seemed to have come into the apartment when Ruby did, and now it was gone. They weren’t enemies, and they weren’t envious. They were simply three women…who had risen from the ashes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Café 19 was as well known for its food as it was for its atmosphere. Linen tablecloths, crystal glassware, and waitstaff dressed in crisp white shirts, polished wingtips, and pressed trousers were the norm, and while they didn’t require reservations, they highly recommended them. With prices not for the faint of heart, they were accustomed to catering to tables of two or possibly three, so when Bennett called to ask about a table for five, the management was more than delighted to accommodate her request.  
 
    After dropping off their coats at the cloakroom, the five women followed the maître d’ through the dining room to a table at the back, and as they did, heads turned. 
 
    Like Bennett, Angelique preferred trousers over dresses, and tonight’s pair were skintight and suede. The russet hue of the brushed leather repeated in Angelique’s knee-high boots and in her zippered, V-neck ribbed sweater, which wasn’t exactly zippered all that much. 
 
    Polly was wearing a black, long-sleeve jersey dress, and even though its neckline was sedate, its hem was not. Cut in an asymmetrical design, the fabric ended where it met Polly’s high-heel boots, but it started mid-thigh, allowing quite a lot of skin to show as she strolled to the table.  
 
    Ruby had also chosen to wear black, and the stretchy fabric of her dress hugged her form nicely. The sweetheart neckline dipped low enough that the swells of Ruby’s breasts rose slightly above it, and in place of boots, she was wearing strappy, high-heel pumps. 
 
    Bennett was keenly aware they held the attention of the room as they made their way to the round table stationed in front of a massive stone fireplace. They were, after all, beautiful women, but Bennett knew one of those women stood out, and she couldn’t have been any prouder. 
 
    If ever there was a party dress, Lisa was wearing it. Ending at mid-thigh, the sleeves were long and the fit loose, and entirely covered in tiny sapphire blue sequins, it twinkled more than the heavens. The only thing holding it closed was a matching loopy belt tied in a bow, and plunge didn’t even come close to describing the neckline. Lisa’s boots were sexy as hell, the patent leather ending above her knees and their spiked heels pushed her three inches taller. She’d pulled her hair into a lazy, low bun, allowing just enough to escape to frame her face in wispy blonde tendrils that shimmered much like her dress. And perched on her nose was her favorite pair of tortoiseshell framed glasses, and Lisa was right. She did rock in glasses.  
 
    Upon reaching the table, other waitstaff appeared to pull out the women’s chairs, and once settled, Bennett whispered something to the maître d’. As he walked away, goblets of ice water with slices of lime were placed on the table, and the women were politely handed menus. 
 
    “Do you ladies mind if I start us off with some appetizers?” Bennett said, lifting her eyes from the menu. The collective smiles around the table answered Bennett’s question, and a second later, their server was standing at her side. “All right then, why don’t you bring us the sampler from your raw bar, two orders of your pan-roasted clams, and your crab cakes, and you may as well throw in a few of your Kobe Steak Tartare as well.” 
 
    “Those are excellent choices, madam,” the man said. “I’ll put your order in right away.” 
 
    No sooner had their waiter left when the sommelier appeared. He handed the wine list to Bennett and watched as she opened the leather-bound book and flipped to the list of champagnes. Well-informed with the restaurant’s ninety-page selection, he waited patiently. Watching as she ran her finger down the list of champagnes, he hid his scoff when Bennett turned to the pages filled with the white wines they offered. Their selection was not for the cost-conscious, and he was more than accustomed to some patrons deciding on water instead. 
 
    “We’ll have a bottle of the 1995 Krug Brut to start and follow that up with a bottle of 2007 Trimbach Gewürztraminer to go with our appetizers,” Bennett said, handing the man the wine list. “You’ll need to bring this back once we decide on our entrees.” 
 
    The sommelier twitched his wispy mustache and promptly tucked the list under his arm. “Right away, madam,” he said, bowing slightly at the waist. “Right away.”  
 
    Bennett turned to those at the table and discovered all the women wore the same gleeful expression. “I hope that was all to your liking?” 
 
    “My mouth is already watering,” Angelique said, picking up her water glass. 
 
    “How’s your arm?” Bennett said. “All better?” 
 
    “Like new,” Angelique said, her face lighting up as she glanced at the woman sitting to her right. “Polly took good care of me.” 
 
    Polly’s cheeks grew rosy, and the table erupted in titters. “I’m sure she did,” Bennett said, beaming. “And should I assume you two have…um…hit it off, shall we say?” 
 
    Angelique’s smile grew wide. “Yes, we have,” she said, reaching for Polly’s hand. “It’s still new, and it’s definitely quick, but we’ve decided we want to stay together and see where things go.” 
 
    “So, you’ll be remaining with Max’s group then?” 
 
    “Before I answer that, are you planning to stay in Boston much longer? I know you’ve been here for a while.” 
 
    “Actually, Lisa and I have been talking about moving to Italy once we get things sorted here. Why?” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Polly said, perking up in her chair. “Are you going to Max’s place in Tuscany? That is, by far, the most—” 
 
    “Please don’t say anything else,” Bennett said, her interruption causing all eyes at the table to turn toward her. “Lisa doesn’t know this yet, but I’ve decided not to tell her anything about the estate. I want to make it a surprise.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” Lisa said. “We didn’t talk about this.” 
 
    “I know, and we shan’t,” Bennett said, smiling. “All you need to know is that I love you. I want to give you the most unimaginably wonderful life, and unless the trappings matter, there’s no need for you to know about them. Is there?” 
 
    Lisa squinted at Bennett. “Damn it all to hell, honey. How am I supposed to argue with that?” 
 
    “You’re not.” Bennett leaned over and kissed Lisa on the cheek. “And that’s the point.” 
 
    The conversation stopped when the sommelier returned with their champagne. After pouring a splash in Bennett’s flute to ensure it was to her liking, he filled everyone’s glass with the prestigious bubbly wine.  
 
    “I’d like to raise my glass to all you ladies,” Bennett said, holding her flute high. “These past few days have been not only enlightening but harrowing as well. Together we averted a crisis that would have caused the deaths of countless mortals, and I would not be sitting here tonight if it weren’t for all of you. You stood by my side, and I am hard-pressed on how I’ll ever be able to truly show my appreciation other than to say you will always have a place in my heart. Cheers.” 
 
    Everyone took a sip of their champagne, and once again, their expressions were identical as they enjoyed the dry, bubbly wine tasting of apples and honey.  
 
    “Excellent choice,” Angelique said, putting down her glass. “And speaking of choices, getting back to what you asked about me staying with Max’s clan, Polly and I were talking. If it’s okay with you and Lisa, we’d like to travel with you for a while.” 
 
    “With us?” Bennett said, her eyes darting to Polly before returning to Angelique. “Why?” 
 
    “Because we both realized we’ve never been among so many of our own kind before the other night, and it was…it was different. Um…like a family. Like home…comfortable. Free.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyebrows knitted. “What are you talking about? You’ve always been surrounded by your own kind, Angelique.” 
 
    “I’m not talking vampires, Bennett. I’m talking lesbians.” 
 
    The server delivering the raw bar platter hadn’t meant to overhear the conversation, but he did, and he almost dropped the china dish onto the table.  
 
    “We’re chatting about a new book I’m reading,” Angelique said, flashing an all-too-sexy grin. “Every man’s wet dream, I suppose. Would you like the name of it?” 
 
    With his face now beet red, the young man scurried away without saying a word. 
 
    “You’re horrible,” Bennett said, laughing. “Tremendously funny, yet horrible.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Angelique said, placing a raw oyster on her plate. “So, what do you think? I mean, you two are just starting out, but the house is…” Angelique’s voice trailed off when she remembered Bennett had wanted to surprise Lisa, and she took a few seconds to regroup. “Well, let’s just say there’s enough room and leave it at that.” 
 
    Bennett focused on Polly. “Have you spoken to Max about this?” 
 
    “No, not yet. We wanted to run it by you first,” Polly said. “Angie and I know we haven’t all spent a lot of time together, but last night…last night, the five of us clicked. Don’t you think? I mean, we were fighting as one. We were acting as one, and it was so bloody natural, like being with you and Lisa and Ruby is where we need to be…where we’re supposed to be.” 
 
    “I’d have to agree with Polly because I felt it, too,” Ruby said, reaching for her champagne. “For the first time in my life, I actually had a sense of belonging, but no worries, Bennett. I’d never presume to intrude on your life, and besides, we both know my fate is in the council’s hands.”  
 
    “Okay, so I don’t know all the specifics, but Ruby’s one of the reasons we’re here,” Angelique said, looking at Bennett. “What does she mean, her fate is in the council’s hands? What did she do that we didn’t?” 
 
    Bennett looked across the table at Ruby and then back at Angelique. “A long time ago, Ruby did something that the council may have difficulties overlooking.” 
 
    “Like what?” Angelique said, looking at Ruby. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I hunted down the man responsible for turning Napoleon into a vampire and killed him,” Ruby said flatly. “His name was Diego, and he was an original.” 
 
    “Jesus. You killed one of the firsts?” Polly said in a breath. 
 
    “Yeah, and there’s no going back in time to fix it,” Ruby said quietly. “The only thing I ever wanted was for my brother to pay for murdering my family, and he will, so whatever punishment the council comes up with, I’ll accept.” Ruby downed what remained of her champagne. “With that being said, this very well may be my last supper, so what say we just eat, drink, and be merry?” 
 
    “You’ll have time to enjoy plenty of suppers,” Bennett said. “The council is like any other political faction. They’ll spend weeks, if not months, thrashing out every minute detail about all that’s happened. They’ll question all of us, and once we give our statements, they’ll sermonize amongst themselves until they need throat lozenges. And since this involves an original and the offspring of another, I expect they’ll deliberate for some time. The last thing they’d want to do is set some sort of precedent that could come back and bite them in the arse.” 
 
    “It sounds like I created yet another headache for you. Sorry,” Ruby said, pouring the last bit of champagne into her glass. 
 
    “Don’t be. I won’t be a part of it. It’s a long story I’d prefer not to go into, but the bottom line is none of that matters at the moment,” Bennett said, looking around the table. “We’re sitting in an excellent restaurant with excellent service, excellent food, and a plethora of wines to choose from, so, like Ruby said, why don’t we just eat, drink, and be merry and leave all the other bollocks behind for tonight—eh?” 
 
    Lisa immediately raised her glass. “I’ll drink to that. Let’s celebrate what we’ve accomplished, who we are, and who we’ll always be. Friends, comrades, and the most kick-ass women I have ever met.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Six months later… 
 
      
 
    Max stood at the bottom of the stairs in the basement, admiring his manicure, when he heard a cell door open. He looked up, watching as Bennett stripped off her surgical gloves and then squirted a copious amount of hand sanitizer into her palms. “Please tell me that’s the last time you’ll be whacking off that man’s willy.” 
 
    Every laugh line Bennett had sprung to life, and briskly rubbing her hands together to rid herself of the sanitizer, she ambled over to Max. “Since we’re leaving tonight, six times will have to do. And I’m far from being an expert with that particular part of the male anatomy, mind you, but I honestly believe it’s growing back smaller every time.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it,” Max said, sweeping his arm toward the stairs. “Let’s go to my study. You and I have some things to talk about before you leave.” 
 
    Bennett followed Max up the stairs and through the house. When they passed the great room, Bennett saw Gus jump to his feet, and she waved him to sit back down before she continued down the hall to Max’s study.  
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” Max said, walking to the credenza.  
 
    “Will I need one?” 
 
    “Possibly.” 
 
    Max poured a splash of scotch into two tumblers and handed one to Bennett. “The council has finally come to some decisions, and I wanted you to hear it from me.” 
 
    “I appreciate your trust in me, Max, but you can’t tell me anything,” Bennett said, sitting down. “Until the council makes their official announcement, what’s said at the table, stays at the table. Did you forget I was in the process of giving up my chair when all hell broke loose? I don’t have the right—” 
 
    “You most assuredly do,” Max said, taking a seat. “I didn’t forget one word of our conversation, Bennett, and when I informed the council of your decision, they refused to accept your resignation.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re the leader of the—” 
 
    “No, I’m—” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Max bellowed. “Damn it all to hell, woman. Stop being so bloody stubborn. I know you never wanted the job, but you’ve got it, and you’ve had it for centuries. All it took was one phone call, and your daywalkers came to the aid of vampires across the world without question. They did it because they trust you. They did it because you asked. They did it because they follow you, so stop denying you’re not their goddamned matriarch because you are, Bennett. You are.” 
 
    Bennett hung her head. The line between being the representative for the daywalkers and their leader had always been thin. The primary difference was power, and Bennett had always professed she had no influence over her kind. She never wanted to appear imperious or regarded for more than what she believed she was, yet one phone call had unraveled the yarn she’d been spinning for centuries. She was the leader of the daywalkers…and they both knew it.  
 
    “Fine,” Bennett said, collapsing back in her chair. “It seems I have a clan, but if the council thinks they now have a right to keep records on them like the rest of the vampires—” 
 
    “They don’t. The only thing the council wants is an affirmation that you and your kind will have our backs if the need arises. You have the freedom to walk in the sun. We do not. You have the freedom to blend in with the rest of the human race. We do not, and if ever a mortal gets wind of us, or if there’s someone in our midst thinking about yet another coup, we want your guarantee that your daywalkers will protect us.” 
 
    “All right. I’ll need to run it by a few of the others, but I don’t see there’ll be a problem. We never wanted any harm to come to the vampire race, daywalker or not. We just didn’t want to be your lab rats.” 
 
    “And you shan’t be. The council gives you their word,” Max said before having a sip of his drink. “I do have one question, though, if you’d allow me?” 
 
    “Go ahead?” 
 
    “You admitted to me that there are nearly seven hundred daywalkers, yet they don’t use our blood banks. How ever do they feed?” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes sparkled. “Your ego is showing.” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “There are literally tens of thousands of blood banks across this world, Max. Do you honestly think you’re the only show in town? Like you said, daywalkers can blend in with mortals easily. Some of them even work for your companies.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Max said, shaking his head. “I should have learned never to underestimate you after I taught you how to play chess. You’re always one step ahead.” 
 
    “Not always, but I’m getting better,” Bennett said, humor adding a touch of glitter to her eyes. 
 
    “Lord help us if you do.” Max became lost in his own gaiety for a short while before taking a deep breath. “Well, now I suppose we need to move onto other matters. The council has decided that once Napoleon is intact again, he’s to be taken to my home in Bonn, where he’ll be entombed for a millennium.” 
 
    If there were ever a five-hundred-watt smile, Bennett was wearing it. “Thank God.” 
 
    “I thought you’d like that, but I’m afraid we’re about to go downhill,” Max said, his face sagging. “We’ve made a deal with Simeon.” 
 
    “You’ve done what?” 
 
    “He pleaded his case, Bennett. He pointed out that Angelique had been spying for me for centuries, and this is his first misstep.” 
 
    “You honestly believe he didn’t know about—” 
 
    “He says he didn’t, and he appears to be sincere.” 
 
    Bennett huffed out her disgust. “That’ll be the day.” 
 
    “Yes, well, time will tell, but in exchange for a lesser sentence, he’s agreed to sell his homes in Vancouver and Geneva and give the proceeds to us. We will then use that money to subsidize our blood distribution. In addition, when Simeon awakens, he’s agreed to reduce his coven by half, and it will remain that way for a century. So, instead of a hundred years of sleep, Simeon received twenty-five.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, Max,” Bennett said, straightening her backbone. “That’s a bloody drop in the bucket for us.” 
 
    “I agree, but he is an original, and he argued his case well. I know it’s not what you wanted, but the revenue we’ll receive for those properties will enable us to expand our facilities. We will use it for the greater good. You can’t lose sight of that.” 
 
    Bennett took a sip of her drink, taking the time she needed to curb her annoyance. “I hate it when you’re right,” she said, puffing out a breath. “But none of this is too painful so far. When’s the bottom going to drop out of this conversation?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s going to be now,” Max said, grimacing. “We have also sentenced Ruby to twenty-five years of sleep.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Bennett, it was the most arduous decision we needed to make, and we did not make it lightly,” Max said, raising his voice. “We fully understand that albeit unintentionally, it was Ruby’s appearance that caused Napoleon to show his hand. Not to be crass, but the bastard shot his load far too soon, giving us time to react before his crush of emaciated vampires was upon the world. For that, we are tremendously grateful. However, Ruby did murder an original, and if you recall, she did it rather brutally.” 
 
    “She had her reasons, and that was over four bloody centuries ago, Max. Let it go.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, that’s exactly what we wanted to do. Let bygones be bygones and move on, but lest you forget, Diego was Concepcion’s husband. She had every right to ask for the most severe penalty…which she did.” 
 
    “Are you saying she wanted Ruby’s head?” 
 
    “On a platter,” Max said, looking Bennett in the eye. “Luckily though, after Concepcion finished blustering and blithering all over the place for weeks, we reminded her of the facts. Not only was it because of Ruby we learned about Napoleon’s army, but she also fought alongside you and the others, putting her own life on the line to save a race she’s never even been a part of.” 
 
    “Then why the twenty-five years?” 
 
    “Because Concepcion is a haughty cow who likes to throw her weight around. When Ruby wakes up, she’ll inherit Etienne’s chair, so this most likely will be the first and last time Concepcion will ever have the upper hand. Although Concepcion was the wife of an original, Ruby is the daughter of Etienne, and as you know, we hold him dearly in our memory.” 
 
    “So this is just for show? They’re not really punishing Ruby. All they’re doing is stroking Concepcion’s ego.” 
 
    “Basically, yes, and like you said, twenty-five years is a drop in a bucket for us,” Max said. “And if it makes you feel any better, Ruby took it rather well.” 
 
    “She already knows?” 
 
    “Yes, she was here when we came to our decision earlier this week. She wanted me to tell you that there are no hard feelings, and she hoped you’d honor her wishes.” 
 
    “Her wishes? You’re talking like you’ve already locked her in a casket.” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “What? Damn it, Max. She’s got a right—” 
 
    “Bennett, it was her decision. She said there was no point in waiting. Her only request was that she be interred in your custody, and I saw no reason not to respect her wishes. So, you’ll have three coffins on your flight to Italy, instead of two. I hope I didn’t overstep.” 
 
    Bennett pulled in a breath and let it out in a whoosh. “You didn’t. I don’t mind watching over her, Max, but locked in a coffin? Don’t you think seeing her family slaughtered was punishment enough?” 
 
    “I do, which is why I’m thrilled you and Lisa are starting your world tour in Italy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Max reached into his pocket and pulled out a key. “This is the key for the padlocks on Ruby’s coffin,” he said, handing it to Bennett. “In all the years I’ve owned the property in Tuscany, not one of the other council members has ever visited me there. It’s much too touristy for them. Mind you, this is just an FYI. I’m not insinuating you should do anything with this information.” 
 
    Bennett’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Of course not,” she said, pocketing the key as she stood up. “When have you known me to disobey the council?” 
 
    Max tipped back his head and laughed. “Yes, exactly,” he said, getting to his feet. “And now I suppose I need to wish you farewell. I’m sure you’ve got some loose ends to tie up before you leave.” 
 
    “Not really. We’ve had six months to plan, and Lisa took charge of most everything,” Bennett said, moving toward the door. “I had to remind her more than once this week not to pack up all my clothes so I’d have something to wear on the plane.” 
 
    Max chuckled. “New love. New home. New life. It’s understandable.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Speaking about the home, your lovely Lisa called me last week trying to pry information out of me. I can’t believe you haven’t told her about the Tuscany estate yet.” 
 
    Bennett turned around and smiled. “Some things are better left to be seen, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes, especially a seventeenth-century villa in the countryside. The frescoed walls in the main rooms alone will undoubtedly keep her enthralled for days.” 
 
    “Not to mention the stables and the gardens.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the olive grove.” 
 
    Bennett’s smile grew even larger. “I haven’t, and thank you for not spilling the beans to Lisa. I’m sure this wasn’t the first time she asked you about it.” 
 
    “I think it’s the fifth, but who’s…drat.” Max suddenly spun around and returned to his desk. 
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    “No. I just forgot to give you something.” Max returned to Bennett and handed her an envelope.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “I took it upon myself while I had a houseful of guests to gather some odds and ends they used during their stay. I had my people use it to run their DNA.” 
 
    Bennett scowled. “Since when are you that intrusive, and why bother? If Lisa is a daywalker, that means Finn and Gunnar have the marker, too.” 
 
    “Yes, they do, but you have more guardians than that. I’m assuming you’re going to offer Gus and his wife the same choice, aren’t you?” 
 
    “In time, yes.” 
 
    “Then you should have those reports. At the very least, they’ll bring a bit of, shall we say, clarity to what your future could hold depending, of course, on their decisions.” 
 
    Bennett eyed Max and then glimpsed at the envelope before she looked back at Max. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Max pursed his lips, pausing in order to choose his words carefully. “To paraphrase my dear old friend, William, the world is your oyster, Bennett, and as you know, some oysters…contain pearls.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Okay, that’s so weird.” 
 
    Bennett followed Lisa’s line of sight to a young man in the concourse with a lime green Mohawk. “Since when do you judge people by how they look?” 
 
    “What?” It was Lisa’s turn to see where Bennett was looking. “No, I’m not talking about him, silly. I’m talking about all the people I’ve recognized since we stepped foot in this terminal.” 
 
    “Well, I would hope you’d recognize your family and Gus’s by now.” 
 
    “Again, not what I’m talking about,” Lisa said, followed by an exaggerated sigh. “Bennett, I’ve seen the FedEx guy who delivers to the gallery and the waitress and the cook from that diner near the warehouse. We just passed that baker from Main Street, Mario, and what looks to be his entire freaking staff, and up ahead to the right is Detective O’Brien, one of the cops who questioned you at the gallery.” 
 
    “I guess what they say about it being a small world is true then.” 
 
    “Small world, yes, but seriously, don’t you think this is weird?” 
 
    Bennett had tried to conceal her amusement, but some of it was now coming to the surface. “Not really, and once you think outside the box, neither will you.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Let’s settle in the first-class lounge,” Bennett said, motioning with her head. “Then I’ll explain.” 
 
    After their boarding passes were reviewed, Bennett and Lisa entered the lounge, and while Bennett visited the bar, Lisa found an empty sofa near a window overlooking the runway. Before too long, Bennett returned with two glasses of wine. 
 
    “Here you go,” Bennett said, handing Lisa one as she took a seat.  
 
    “Thanks,” Lisa said, taking a quick sip. “So…what did you mean about thinking outside the box?” 
 
    Bennett glanced around to ensure their conversation wouldn’t be heard while she tasted the Chardonnay. “Okay, so right now, you’re seeing the world through the perspective of the mortal you used to be. Your beliefs and your thinking are tied directly to what most would refer to as the norm. You see a woman. She’s a woman. You see a man. He’s a man. You see a mortal, and they’re mortal because those are the facts you, and the majority of society, were taught. Yet outside the box, outside the perimeter of tried, true, and cold hard facts are even more tried, true, and cold hard facts. However, those are only accepted by beings like us who know better. So, take a moment and think outside the box.” 
 
    Lisa did what Bennett suggested, and with her face firmly set in deep thought, Lisa turned over in her mind what Bennett had said. She replayed each word, and when she reached beings like us, her jaw dropped open. “Holy crap,” Lisa blurted. “Are you saying those people I saw, the…the cop and the baker and all the others, they’re…they’re daywalkers?” 
 
    Bennett smiled. “I haven’t traveled without an entourage in over three centuries. It’s just not one I advertise or acknowledge to Max or the council. If I did, the jig, as they say, would be up.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Lisa said, gaping at Bennett. “Holy, holy crap.” 
 
    Bennett snorted, and then she did it again. “You knew there were more.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…but…” 
 
    “Let me guess? Holy crap?” 
 
    “Well, excuse me for being a little surprised,” Lisa said, playfully swatting Bennett’s arm. “How was I supposed to know?” 
 
    “You weren’t, and that’s the point. Just like us, those you mentioned, plus a few more that will be on the plane, live as mortals every day. They meld into their surroundings, going unnoticed and doing what’s expected of any run-of-the-mill mortal,” Bennett said, lowering her voice as a man walked by.  
 
    “But why are you telling me this? I thought no one was supposed to know their identities except for you.” 
 
    “You’re right, except I now have you in my life. There’s no way you wouldn’t have recognized some of them eventually, and since Ruby has already connected one dot, I’m sure once she’s out and about again, she’ll connect a few more.” 
 
    “What do you mean she connected a dot?” 
 
    “When we were in the concourse, do you remember seeing a woman with a lot of hair decorations and…um…brightly colored clothing? She most likely would have stood out.” 
 
    “Sure, she was wearing clunky platform shoes and had a huge purple Hawaiian Orchid stuck behind her ear. She was kind of hard to miss.”  
 
    “Her name’s Doreen, and she’s been Ruby’s best friend for several years.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, neither of them knew the other was a daywalker. Ruby, as we know, hid her true self flawlessly, and Doreen is an expert at it as well, but Ruby recognized her as one of the daywalkers who assisted us at Napoleon’s.” 
 
    Lisa’s mouth dropped open. “You mean…you mean those people in the terminal were the ones who helped us that night?” 
 
    “Yes. Trust me, they aren’t as they appear. Most are over three hundred years old and have had decades to study and excel at whatever they choose. And Detective O’Brien, he was turned in 1682. He was a member of Garrick’s clan and kept his daywalker abilities a secret for obvious reasons. However, once they gave me a chair on the council, he sought me out. Tully now speaks numerous languages and has flawlessly passed himself off as American, Greek, British, German, and Italian. He’s always been predisposed to mysteries and investigations, so he’s worked for a multitude of police organizations across the world for decades. He keeps his ear to the ground, and if a snippet of something relating to vampires arises, he helps to squelch it. Tully also likes to help himself to my first editions, the little bastard.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s now a running joke between us. It started in London in the mid-1700s. Back then, the only way to feed was by using livestock or people, and it didn’t always go off as intended. Sometimes the scuffle was loud, and attention was drawn, and sometimes…sometimes I’m sorry to say my victim died because of my own stupidity. I had pushed myself too far and couldn’t stop,” Bennett said, frowning. “Anyway, the police would show up at my door saying someone had seen me in the area, and thankfully, Tully was always among those officers. The second time it happened, while he was questioning me, he began perusing my library and then proceeded to make up some sob story about his son and the poor lad’s constant struggles to read. Since I was trying to act as innocent and as upfront as I could, I ended up giving him a first edition of Robinson Crusoe to share with his son. A decade later, he conned me out of my copy of Gulliver’s Travels during another investigation, and through the years, he’s swindled me out of a host of others.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s funny.” 
 
    “To tell you the truth, at first, I was rather peeved. The books, after all, are priceless, but Tully is so good at what he does, and he’s protected so many daywalkers, he’s earned every single copy and then some.” 
 
    “So they follow you wherever you go?” 
 
    “Yes, except now they’ll be following us wherever we go,” Bennett said, taking Lisa’s hand. “Just as I’ve sworn to protect them, they’ve sworn to protect me, and therefore you. If you’d like, once we’re settled, we can throw a small soiree and you can meet them. They are truly extraordinary people with truly extraordinary stories.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a great idea, but I thought they kept their identities secret. What about Polly and Angelique? It’s not like they won’t be around.” 
 
    “True, but since they’re now members of my…um…my clan, I can’t see it to be a problem. If this détente is to work, daywalkers and vampires have to start somewhere, and what better place than under my own roof—yes?” 
 
    “Don’t you mean our roof?” Lisa said, her eyes twinkling. 
 
    “Yes, dear,” Bennett said, her eyes gleaming as she dipped her chin. “I stand forever corrected.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once they made the decision to move to Italy, Lisa had become the official travel planner. She’d sorted out shipping everyone’s belongings, arranged for copies of Rosetta Stone to be delivered to those not familiar with the Italian language, and she even helped organize yard sales for all the items that wouldn’t make the trip.  
 
    It had been several busy months, and Lisa had been in her element, and that hadn’t changed. She’d flown dozens of times; however, the Rooney family had never been on a plane, so once they were in the air, Lisa took it upon herself to visit everyone. 
 
    Her first stop was the quickest. Gunnar and his family had flown before, so by the time Lisa reached their seats, Gunnar’s three oldest children were already absorbed in their handheld video games. Bridget and Gunnar were discussing what movie they wanted to watch, and the newest Jensen was underneath the blanket draped over Bridget’s shoulder, grabbing a snack. 
 
    Finn was not an avid flyer. It was part of the job, and he did it. Finn just didn’t like it, and when Lisa knelt by his seat, it didn’t surprise her to see him knocking back a Jack and Coke. By the weight of his eyelids, he’d clearly had a few before boarding the plane, and Lisa had no doubt her brother was going to miss dinner. She also doubted Finn would care.  
 
    Her longest visit was with the Rooneys. Not only had they never been on a plane, they’d never been out of the country before, and the excitement had yet to leave any of their faces. Even the two boys who’d fallen fast asleep in their seats were still wearing smiles. With laptops open in front of them, Fallon and Kenna needed to show Lisa the websites of universities and colleges in and around Florence they were considering, and Gus and Cathleen…they were simply beside themselves. They’d never imagined their lives would take this turn, and emotion welled in their eyes when they spoke their appreciation to Lisa. Not only would they have a new home and a new life, and their children afforded an education courtesy of their agreement with Bennett, Cathleen would now act as the accountant for the yet-to-be-opened new gallery in Florence, along with a few smaller ones Bennett had throughout Europe.  
 
    And Cathleen wasn’t the only one who got a new job. Gus would remain Bennett’s driver and act as a taxi for her clientele; however, Bennett no longer wanted him to take side jobs taxiing others about to fill his time. Instead, she asked if he’d step into the role Finn and Gunnar had held, delivering artwork and moving sculptures and paintings from the warehouses, airports, and docks to the gallery. Gus had seen the prices of some items in the gallery in Boston, and he had a few heart palpitations before accepting the position, and when he did, his chest grew larger. He’d now be in charge of handling thousands if not millions of dollars of priceless art, and that amount of trust was priceless, too. 
 
    Bennett had brought Lisa up to speed on all the things she’d discussed with Max that afternoon, and Lisa had listened intently. She had lots of questions, but it wasn’t until she made sure all their traveling companions were doing all right when Lisa finally had time to ask them. As soon as she returned to her seat, she swiveled toward Bennett and whispered, “Are you sure they’ll be okay in the hold?” 
 
    There’s a lot to be said for traveling in first class. The room afforded to passengers is ample, and the latest technology is at their fingertips. Food is of better quality, the drinks are plentiful, and with the space afforded, private conversations are more easily had, so Bennett didn’t need to look around to ensure Lisa’s question wasn’t heard by others. “They’ll be fine,” Bennett said. “They’re basically hibernating, and the cold won’t affect them. Once we land in Rome, they’ll be taken to three different funeral homes, and then, one by one, their caskets will be delivered to the house where I’ll unlock them.” 
 
    “What about Ruby? You’re going to let her out, too, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Do you think I should?” 
 
    “Of course, you should. Twenty-five years is crap, Bennett. Sure, she made some mistakes, but it sounds like Max doesn’t think it’s fair. Why else would he give you the key?” 
 
    “True, but there is something else you need to take into account if we were to do it,” Bennett said, taking Lisa’s hand. “We’ve already allocated the other three homes on the property to Gus and his family, Gunnar and his, and Finn. Angelique and Polly need to stay in the main house because Max already has precautions in place to protect them from sunlight. And with the cellar being completely renovated, they’ll even have a separate entrance so they can come and go as they please.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “If I free Ruby, where does she go? I know Max said the originals don’t visit, but I’m not sure I’m willing to risk the consequences if we so boldly flout the council’s edict and get caught doing it. It’s one thing to let her out of her coffin, darling, and I agree with you. Ruby doesn’t deserve to be locked away. However, you can’t equate that freedom with the one she’ll get in twenty-five years. They aren’t the same. One is based on compassion. The other is based on punishment, which means we can’t simply escort her to the property line and send her on her way.” 
 
    “So you’re saying she’d need to stay with us until her sentence is up?” 
 
    “Yes, and I’m not sure locking her in a room would be any better than in a pine box.” 
 
    Lisa took a moment to weigh their options before she ran her finger down the back of Bennett’s hand. “You know, sweetheart,” she said, batting her eyelashes. “If I had a few more details about the house, it would make this decision so much easier. I mean, I don’t even know if there’s a guest room.” 
 
    “Well, it seems you’re between a rock and a hard place, now aren’t you?” Bennett said without missing a beat. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Lisa said, slapping Bennett’s leg. “We’re in the air. Why can’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Because I want it to be a surprise, but it does have…um…it does have several guest rooms. How’s that?” 
 
    “It’ll do, I guess,” Lisa muttered. “Okay, so if our choice is to either go about our lives for the next twenty-five years knowing Ruby’s locked inside a coffin or having a houseguest for twenty-five years, I vote for the houseguest. We’re all getting along, and Polly and Angelique are going to be around. What’s one more?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Lisa grabbed her purse and pulled out a tin of mints. “Breath mint?” 
 
    “Do I need one?” 
 
    Lisa leaned in for what she thought would be a quick kiss, but once their lips met, quick flew right out the window. A minute later, with cheeks heated along with a few other things, Lisa pulled away. “Um…no,” she said, clearing her throat. “You’re…um…you’re fine.” 
 
    Lisa wasn’t the only one affected by the kiss, and as Bennett shifted in her seat, she noticed the neon yellow canary cat toy in Lisa’s purse. “I can’t believe you bought Xi a toy at the airport.” 
 
    “It’s so cute,” Lisa said, giggling. “And I miss him.” 
 
    “It’s only been two weeks, and you agreed using the pet transport company was better than trying to sort out all the paperwork. They’d guaranteed he’d be safe, and he is. He’s already in Tuscany, darling, soaking up the Italian sun and no doubt stinking up whichever room contains his litter box.” 
 
    Lisa laughed. “Yeah, he can be a smelly cat, but I love him.” 
 
    “So do I.” 
 
    The flight attendant stopped by, flashing a quick smile before she topped off their champagne and then went on her way.  
 
    “Well, now that we’ve got Ruby and Xi sorted, I’d like to talk to you about your brothers,” Bennett said, picking up her glass. 
 
    “My brothers? What about them?” 
 
    Bennett took a moment to get her thoughts in order. “Recently, and quite by accident, Max discovered a common thread amongst daywalkers. His scientists can’t explain what this thread actually does. They simply know the only vampires who have it are daywalkers. Centuries ago, it was implanted in our genome, and since you’re a daywalker, that means if Finn and Gunnar were to be turned, they would also be.” 
 
    “Gunnar’s already made his choice, and what do you mean, it’s in our genome?” 
 
    “First, this is between you and me. I’m only telling you this because I’d like your opinion on how to proceed. All right?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Good,” Bennett said, setting down her glass. “So, about this thread. It’s actually a marker that appears in our DNA, and by its existence, it proves that generations ago, someone in our families contracted and survived the Black Death. Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on the way you look at it, whatever that disease left behind or whatever changes occurred in our ancestors when they bested that disease is unknown.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying Max only knows the who and not the why?” 
 
    “Precisely, and my conundrum is whether to tell Finn and Gunnar.” 
 
    Lisa took a sip of her champagne while she mulled it over. “That is a loaded question, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Lisa, you didn’t know you’d be a daywalker. You made your choice based on what you wanted for yourself, accepting your limitations when it came to sunlight. Luckily, that didn’t come to fruition, but if I don’t tell your brothers, I’m denying them something they may want if they knew the truth; however, it also feels like I’d be dangling a carrot. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    “And as if that’s not enough to ponder, there’s also this,” Bennett said, pulling an envelope from her inside jacket pocket. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Let me preface this by saying I do not agree with what he did, but Max took it upon himself to run the DNA of all the people staying at his house whilst we were off fighting Napoleon’s army.” 
 
    “He did what?” 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t agree with it, but in this envelope are the results for Gus and his family, and Max dropped quite a weighty hint about what the outcome of those tests revealed.” Bennett drew in a long breath and took Lisa’s hand. “Darling, I don’t know what to do. Somewhere along the line, Gus and his family became my family. I love those children like they were my own, and I adore Gus and Cathleen. I don’t want them to grow old and die. I just don’t.” 
 
    “That’s not your decision, though, is it? I mean, they’d still have to make the choice—right? And you were so against me turning because you were afraid I’d change. They could, too.” 
 
    “I know,” Bennett said, sighing. “Like I said, it’s quite the conundrum.” 
 
    Lisa took a moment to think. “Well, the good thing is that most puzzles can eventually be solved. It just takes time.” 
 
    “You’re right, and we do have a wealth of that,” Bennett said, tucking the envelope back into her pocket. “No need to give myself a migraine.” 
 
    “How about a little exercise instead? Care to go for a walk?” 
 
    “We’re on an airplane.” 
 
    “Yes, we are, and it’s a very long airplane,” Lisa said, getting to her feet. “We have a little time before they’re going to roll out dinner, so I thought we could stretch our legs.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’m going to reply to some emails,” Bennett said, opening the tablet in front of her. “My phone’s been vibrating like a sex toy since we got to the airport.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” 
 
    “No, something’s right,” Bennett said, smiling. “It seems our competitors in the art gallery world are all atwitter about a new artist. They’re asking if I’ve ever heard of him.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Sylvester Honeycutt,” Bennett said, her smile growing even wider. “They say he may be the next Pollock. Imagine that.” 
 
    It took a split-second for Lisa to recall where she’d heard the name before her face lit up. “I guess that means momma can get a new pair of shoes—huh?” 
 
    “Momma can have anything she wants,” Bennett purred. “All she has to do is ask.” 
 
    Lisa placed her finger under Bennett’s chin, tilting the woman’s head up enough to give her a short, albeit passionate kiss. “I’m going to hold you to that,” Lisa said in a breath. “Be back in a few.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Four hours into their six-hour flight to Heathrow, the lights were now dim, and most were asleep, including Lisa, or she was until she awoke with a start. Blinking for a few seconds, Lisa raised her seat into the upright position.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Bennett said softly. 
 
    “Yeah, I…uh…I just had a dream.” 
 
    “A bad one?” 
 
    Lisa grinned. “No, actually, it was a good one.” Lisa reached into her purse and popped a breath mint into her mouth before taking a swig of her bottled water. “Did I miss anything?” 
 
    “No. Most everyone is asleep except for that bloke behind us to the right.” 
 
    Lisa quickly stole a glimpse. “Is he one of yours?” 
 
    “Don’t you mean ours?” Bennett said with a laugh. “And no, by that Italian suit he’s wearing, I suspect he’s probably returning home from a business trip.” 
 
    “Gotcha.” 
 
    The peace of the cabin was interrupted when a door opened, and Lisa peered through the dimness to see Gus and Cathleen exiting the restroom on the left side of the cabin. “Oh, my God,” she whispered, angling closer to Bennett. “Did they just do what I think they just did? 
 
    Bennett’s eyes watered with mirth. “Since they went in there about thirty minutes ago, I would have to say yes.” 
 
    Lisa clamped her hands over her mouth, her face turning red as she tried to suffocate her amusement. Finally, convinced she had herself back under control, Lisa said softly, “Good for them.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
    “So…are you in that club, too?” 
 
    Bennett thought for a moment. “The last relationship I had ended in 1933, and commercial flights were not yet all the rage.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked.” 
 
    “A few times. Yes,” Bennett said, admitting defeat with a chuckle. 
 
    “You dog.” 
 
    Merriment danced in Bennett’s eyes as she brandished a cocky-as-hell smile. “Woof.” 
 
    Lisa’s heart melted, and she was about to lean in for a kiss when the flight attendant appeared. 
 
    “We’ve hit some headwind, so we’ll be getting into Heathrow later than expected. Your layover is going to be really short, so I thought you may need this.” The woman handed them two silver flasks and then returned to her seat. 
 
    Lisa’s eyes widened. “Crap. If she’s giving us liquor, we sure as hell better not wake up Finn.” 
 
    “It’s not liquor.” 
 
    Lisa unscrewed the cap and took a sniff. “Oh, my God. It’s blood.”  
 
    “I know.” Bennett removed the cap of her flask and downed the contents. “Bethany has worked as a flight attendant as long as there’s been commercial aviation.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Darling, we are everywhere and have been for centuries,” Bennett said, setting aside the flask. “We are doctors and lawyers, optometrists and pharmacists, bakers and police officers. We deliver packages and wait tables, run banks, and develop serums. We fight fires. We write music. We appear in the cinema and on fields of Astroturf and grass. Some of us fly planes while others design skyscrapers, and some of us could even be your favorite author.” 
 
    “And they follow you wherever you go?” 
 
    “Absolutely not. Most have their own lives, and we stay connected through a network that Doreen is in charge of. However, me being who I am, when I travel, there’s usually a few who stay close such as Bethany,” Bennett said, gesturing toward where the woman was sitting. “She’s always kept abreast of when I’ll be flying so she can be on hand if needed. She had no way of knowing, though, that we emptied that little fridge of mine this morning, but better too much than too little when we travel. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Lisa had heard all of what Bennett had said, yet she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off the flask since inhaling the scent of what it contained. She licked her lips as she brought the flask to her mouth, and within seconds, she had drained it. Lisa kept her eyes closed for a moment, allowing the rush to flow through her body before she opened her eyes and capped the flask. “Do you ever get used to it? How quickly you can go from feeling fine to feeling ravenous?” 
 
    “We’re beasts,” Bennett said, leaning closer. “And no matter how refined we become, how important, how wealthy, or how intelligent, we will always be slaves to that,” Bennett said, pointing to the flask. “Eventually, you’ll be able to control it a little better, but you have to remember, as life spans go, Lisa, you’re still quite the babe in this world.” 
 
    Lisa smirked. “A babe—huh?” 
 
    Bennett's gaze turned smoldering, and ever so slowly, her eyes were drawn to the open collar of Lisa’s blouse. “Yes, you are most certainly that.” 
 
    They became lost in each other for over a minute. Entranced and in love, they were setting off for an adventure to end all adventures for theirs would go on for centuries. 
 
    Bennett threaded her fingers through Lisa’s. “So…care to join me in the loo to the right?” 
 
    Lisa flashed her most dazzling smile. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Biding Time.  
 
      
 
    As an Independent author, I have no publicity department or publishing  
 
    company to depend on to spread the word about my books. So, if you liked  
 
    Biding Time, I hope you can find a few minutes to return to where you  
 
    purchased it and leave a comment or a review. 
 
      
 
    It took me well over a year to write this book, and as you know, it contains 
 
     a few surprises. If you’re kind enough to leave a review, please don’t include  
 
    spoilers. Don’t ruin it for the next reader – or for the writer who spent 
 
     countless hours trying to make this book worth the ride. 
 
      
 
    If you want to contact me personally, please drop me a line  
 
    at Lyng227@gmail.com or catch me on Facebook  
 
    https://www.facebook.com/lyn.gardner.587  
 
      
 
      
 
    Lyn 
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