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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   “And how does being a vampire make you feel, Mr. Scott?”
 
   Not the most surreal patient interview I’d ever conducted. Not by a long shot. In fact, a surprisingly common enough delusion that there were established pathways for me to follow, even if the cliché opening made me cringe inside.
 
   He settled his shoulders comfortably in the depths of the armchair and looked up at the ceiling. I don’t use a couch. I don’t wear tweed jackets, bow ties or turtlenecks and I don’t have a beard either. It just wouldn’t work with the blonde hair pulled back in the bun, the gray eyes behind the serious glasses, the subdued makeup, the effort to look subliminally professional.
 
   As I watched, Mr. Scott’s dark eyes tracked lazily upward and to the right as he considered the question.
 
   Visualizing, possibly accessing memories and emotions. Less likely to be lying. 
 
   Or he’s read the same NLP books I have, and he’s faking it. Some do, just to get the attention.
 
   Without falling prey to stereotyping my patients from their appearances and overt behavior, I thought he didn’t look like the type who just wanted someone to pay attention. 
 
   I believed he wasn’t lying. And my instincts on whether someone was lying were unusually good. Which left me two alternatives: either he was a vampire, or he believed he was. The first option wasn’t possible. So… Great. The guy really thought he was a vampire.
 
   “Being a…vampire makes you feel conflicted,” he said. He frowned, and then his eyes came back down and held mine. “Can we not say vampire?”
 
   Now that’s interesting. Where’s this going?
 
   “Okay,” I said. “What term would you prefer?”
 
   He hesitated, and for the first time since I’d met him twenty minutes ago, he was the one to break the eye contact. His eyes slid away to the left. 
 
   “Immortals.” 
 
   He’d been about to say something else. My left hand flexed on my tiny chorded keyboard and automatically entered the questions to return to later—What name does he use for vampire? Why didn’t he tell me? My ability to type my notes one-handed, almost subconsciously and without needing a display, has been a subject of debate among my partners. Around half of them think it’s an indication of dissociation and want to study me with a view to submitting a paper to the Journal of Psychiatry. I’m pretty sure one thinks I’m possessed, though he keeps that quiet, naturally. And the one who aspires to write novels in her spare time wants to amputate my arm and graft it onto her shoulder.
 
   “So, immortals feel conflicted,” I said. “They’re confused, or have incompatible needs. That’s interesting, but can you tell me more about why they do?”
 
   “For everything they desire, there is a corresponding fear.”
 
   Why does he talk about them in the third person?
 
   That was something I had to follow, but I knew it was too early to press. Another question in my notes.
 
   “Could you give me an example?” I said.
 
   “They want to be loved...” He stopped and shook his head. “It sounds so pathetic when you say it like that, doesn’t it? ‘Poor immortals, they only want to be loved’.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s pathetic at all,” I said. “In fact, it’s very healthy to want to love and be loved. But what’s the corresponding fear you spoke about?”
 
   “To be loved you must be attractive, and yet, to be attractive is to attract attention. And that is dangerous.” 
 
   Fascinating. He’s equating physical attraction with love, and then with danger. Why does he think attention is dangerous? Was he abused as a child? Or is this all just about him being scared of losing his looks as he gets older?
 
   I estimated Mr. Edward Fortescue Scott was in his thirties, though we hadn’t confirmed his age. He was tall and had an outdoor complexion. His health seemed fine, he certainly looked like he was in good shape, and he’d admitted to no physical infirmities, illnesses or medication. He sat without fidgeting in my patients’ armchair, his strong arms draped along the arm rests, his long legs crossed.
 
   Buried beneath a placeless accent was a hint of old England. His clothes whispered money and yet were old-fashioned. He’d kept his jacket on when I’d suggested he make himself comfortable and sit, but that didn’t make him seem stuffy.
 
   The face? Darcy? No, more Lord Byron, or Heathcliff. There was a romantic wave of black hair breaking over his forehead like a dark sea on a pale shore, the almost arrogant set of his lips…that aloof, almost aristocratic air. 
 
   Yeah, that tragic, sensitive, ‘poor me,’ poetic shit. Concentrate, Amanda. 
 
   There was a hint of a frown line between his dark eyebrows, and I had the feeling he could brood for the major leagues. But underneath the studied exterior, I sensed anger. Real slow burn.
 
   He was also somehow familiar. Something nagged at the back of my mind. 
 
   Have I see you before? Are you an actor?
 
   “Immortals spend most of their life avoiding attention,” he said, breaking my train of thought. “They fear it.”
 
   The pathways of this conversation were becoming more complex very quickly. I needed to concentrate.
 
   “Tell me why attention would be dangerous,” I said.
 
   A smile frosted his lips. “Despite Hollywood’s best efforts, an immortal is a deeply frightening thing for most humans, and most humans would react negatively, out of their fear.”
 
   “But not all humans?”
 
   “No. Not all.” He settled further back and closed his eyes.
 
   “I see. So, do you feel uncomfortable as the center of attention?”
 
   “Sometimes. It all depends from whom the attention comes.”
 
   Oh, Lord. From whom. Better watch my grammar.
 
   “Don’t most people want attention only from the friends they choose?”
 
   He nodded slightly.
 
   “Then immortals are very much like humans,” I said.
 
   “Yes, they are. Much more than you’d think. That’s why they can hide in plain sight most of the time. They’ve nothing to fear from sunlight or churches, holy water or garlic.”
 
   “How would you characterize what makes an immortal, then?”
 
   “Living forever. That’s always satisfied the criteria for me.” He smiled. It started from the corners of his eyes and spread slowly across his face. The sort of smile that promised laughter to follow. But then he sat up and became serious again. “Forgive me, that’s not what you were asking. Blood is the answer to your question. What makes an immortal different? Immortals need Blood.”
 
   The way he said it emphasized that there was everyday blood that circulated in all mammals and there was Blood, and Blood was important.
 
   “That part the myths have right,” he said. 
 
   “And they get Blood through biting people?” I tried to match his intonation, to make him feel he could open up more to me. Not that he was being difficult to communicate with, just obscure.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “And what about them? What do you think they feel about being bitten?”
 
   His eyes came to rest on me and he was quiet for a long time.
 
   I felt oddly aware of the weight of my bun at the back of my head. I reached back and touched it. Just to make sure it hadn’t started to come loose.
 
   Goodness’ sake, woman! Stop preening. He’s a patient. Potential patient. Not even my potential patient.
 
   “It’s a sacred act,” he said, his voice so low I had to lean forward to hear. “Entirely as intimate and fulfilling as sex between lovers can be, in the right circumstances.”
 
   Ooh. Damn, he was good. That voice and that lovely image of vampire sex.
 
   I cleared my throat and sat back, mentally slapping my face. Left, right, left. Concentrate.
 
   Back in the security of my professional capacity, I had no doubt he believed everything he was saying to me. He was…purely as a potential patient…beguiling.
 
   And it left me in a quandary. I wasn’t supposed to be moving forward with him. That was, I wasn’t supposed to be moving forward professionally with him. The reactions of my body, well, that was out too. More mental slapping of face required.
 
   I questioned him for another fifteen minutes, probing deeper into his beliefs about taking Blood from humans. He wasn’t completely evasive—he spoke clearly about the mechanisms, in a detached way. He was also definitive on the moral issues of consent from humans providing Blood. 
 
   It was interesting to note that though he evaded some questions, he didn’t grow upset or defensive under questioning. That could indicate that he was unlikely to decompensate if his delusion were threatened, but it also might mean that it was so firmly embedded that he would be impossible to treat.
 
   I kept up the questioning longer than was usual. This was supposed to be a preliminary assessment, prior to my turning him over to one of the other therapists in the practice. I wasn’t taking new patients. It was only because he’d come in specifically asking for me that I’d agreed to do the preliminary. However, if I was doing the preliminary, then dammit, I was going to do a good job.
 
   “Those conflicts you spoke about, Mr. Scott. Would it be fair to say that they’ve made you angry?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I was surprised at the quick agreement. Patients like that were usually striving for approval and I didn’t feel he was in that category. The alternative, of course, was that it was something he’d thought a great deal about. More notes.
 
   “Does acting on the anger help release it?” I asked.
 
   “Sometimes. It depends on the source of the conflict.”
 
   “Do you find yourself increasingly angry?”
 
   “No. Perhaps more angry about fewer things.”
 
   We progressed, my left hand busily entering questions to come back to. 
 
   No. To pass on to whoever is going to pick this one up.
 
   What a choice of words. This definitely wasn’t about ‘picking him up.’ I had never blurred the lines between professional and social relationships before, and I’d had some real hotties sitting in that chair: sportsmen, rock stars and silky-smooth executives. 
 
   He was a puzzle. For a supposed angry immortal, his answers were well-balanced, sane and consistent, if you ignored the fundamental problem with believing yourself to be a vampire.
 
   Whenever I’d done a preliminary before, I’d come up with a much clearer idea of the underlying situation by this point in the process. I was good at getting beneath the patient’s story. But from his answers, his delusion wasn’t damaging his life or distressing him. It was something he obviously thought about a lot, but I didn’t get any feeling he wanted to be cured of it. Why come to me, then?
 
   Puzzling. I felt I’d barely scratched the surface. Under normal circumstances, I would have been up for the challenge, but I had another appointment, one I couldn’t break. 
 
   I needed to bring this to an end.
 
   “And, just for the notes, what age range are you in, Mr. Scott?” I asked. “Thirty to forty, or forty to fifty?”
 
   “I’m over two hundred years old,” he replied calmly. 
 
   And he believed that absolutely too.
 
   I sighed. What a wonderful invitation to more questions. However…
 
   “I’m at a bit of a loss, Mr. Scott. This is just a preliminary. You’re fundamentally healthy. Like all of us, I’m sure you could do with more good friends, better diet, more exercise, regular sound sleep and a million dollars more in the bank. There’s little of that which therapy can directly help with. In fact, we might adversely affect the last of that wish list. Yes, you have a firmly imprinted belief that you’re an immortal, but as far as I can tell, you’re not unwell.”
 
   His smile was small, somehow intimate, as if we shared a secret. “You don’t think being an immortal and needing Blood is sick?”
 
   “Not in itself.” I stirred uneasily. I was making assumptions here. He’d claimed he wasn’t taking Blood from humans at the moment, so he wasn’t an active ‘vampire’. Yet, under questioning, he sounded sane, certainly saner than many people walking around in the city today. 
 
   But his picture of the sacred act of giving and taking Blood, as he put it, might be absolutely in accordance with what he thought was happening. For the person giving blood it might be a terrifying nightmare culminating in their painful death. That was mental illness—the holding of that delusional subjective impression at the objective expense of others.
 
   I tried one of my standard bits of verbal judo.
 
   “So, what do you think you need, Mr. Scott?”
 
   “I need to talk to you.”
 
   Whoa.
 
   “I’m not sure that’s appropriate.” I put my keypad down and made a show of looking at my watch. “I have another appointment, so I’m going to have to wrap this up.”
 
   He didn’t object. He stood easily, and we walked out into the lobby.
 
   I was watching his body language. He didn’t offer a hand to shake and he didn’t angle his body to say goodbye. He was standing directly facing me, a confident and intimate pose. A slight smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, as if he knew I was watching him closely.
 
   “I’d certainly recommend a couple more sessions to follow up,” I said.
 
   “We’ll talk again,” he replied, full of assurance, or maybe arrogance.
 
   With that, he walked away.
 
   Damn the man.
 
   The receptionists, Carrie and Lena, were whispering behind me, convinced that I couldn’t possibly hear what they were saying. They were wrong.
 
   “Now that’s what I call putting the hot in psychotic,” Carrie said.
 
   “He could so drive me crazy,” Lena replied.
 
   Totally inappropriate. Good thing I hadn’t heard it. I almost smiled. At least I wasn’t the only one afflicted.
 
   Speaking of which, I had an appointment.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   My cell pinged and I answered it with a curt, “Willard, you have ten seconds. Less.”
 
   As always, the call had come in just as Dr. Henderson’s office door opened. In a second, the nurse would emerge and she’d be annoyed that I was speaking to the attorney when the doctor was finally ready to see me.
 
   But no, it wasn’t the nurse. It was Dr. Henderson himself, alone. That meant bad news.
 
   Well, what did you expect?
 
   I held up one hand to Henderson and turned slightly away, as if that gave me more privacy.
 
   “Amanda.” Willard Morton’s voice always sounded creakier on the cell. “I have the witness schedule. Schaeffer could still change it a little, but I’m convinced it’s going to be as I predicted. He’s going to call you last.”
 
   Last up before the summaries and verdict. Schaeffer, the defense attorney, wanted me in that position so that the memory of my testimony being eviscerated on the stand would be fresh in the jury’s mind when they retired to consider their verdict. Wonderful.
 
   “I hear you, Willard. Thanks to you, it’s not such a surprise. We’ll just have to go with it.” I wouldn’t back down. Willard knew that really. He’d seen me dismiss the anonymous threatening letters that I received; he knew I wasn’t going to be put off by scheduling.
 
   As for what Schaeffer planned to do when I was on the stand, he might find challenging my testimony harder than he expected. Willard had told me that defense strategies like this had backfired before. As a public prosecutor of long standing, he’d seen it all. 
 
   So, we just had to make sure the challenge backfired this time too.
 
   “I know you’ll do everything you can,” he said, “but—”
 
   “I’ll be there, Willard. Let’s talk tomorrow. Got to go.”
 
   I turned the cell off and put it away.
 
   “I apologize, Dr. Henderson,” I said. 
 
   “Not at all,” he murmured. “Come on in.”
 
   I straightened my back and walked past him into the spartan little office which had become all too familiar to me.
 
   “Please, take a seat.” Henderson remained standing, slightly bent over behind his desk, until I was sitting. 
 
   He was a neat man with quick eyes and steady hands. His receding black hair was brushed straight back, which made his forehead look even larger. There were no golf trophy cabinets in the office, but his fading summer outdoor tan hinted at his passion for the game. There would be little chance for him to indulge this winter. 
 
   Above all, he was a very good specialist, which was why I was here. That, and he would usually do as I asked. Given the amount I had paid him over the last year, maybe that wasn’t so surprising.
 
   Best of all, he also refrained from talking down to me.
 
   He opened his mouth. I saw the automatic small talk all assembled and ready to come trotting out. But he changed his mind and instead, laid his hands softly on the buff folder in front of him. As softly as if the folder might explode.
 
   “The results are back, of course, as I said they would be.” He paused and gathered himself, then looked me in the eyes. “Dr. Lloyd, I have nothing here I can use to ameliorate my previous prognosis.”
 
   The office was silent.
 
   Well, again, what did you expect?
 
   “I see. Thank you,” I said finally. “How long?”
 
   He took off his glasses and began to concentrate on polishing them.
 
   “Now we move from science to speculation,” he replied. “I can only work from the observations that I’ve accumulated over the past few months.”
 
   He peered at me and I nodded.
 
   “The aggressive transfusion therapy we adopted looked, initially, to be promising.”
 
   He didn’t add that he’d adopted it only at my insistence. And ‘initially promising’ from a medical doctor meant it had now failed.
 
   “The degenerative symptoms you presented with appeared to halt, and even reverse in some particulars. But, as I suggested at our last meeting, the subsequent transfusions have each had a diminishing effect. The last two, no effect at all.” He pursed his lips, replaced his glasses and tapped the folder. “Your body is simply shutting down. The treatment no longer has a delaying action, and if I extrapolate from the readings I have…” he shrugged. “One month, possibly two.”
 
   “Not three.”
 
   He shook his head, his lips tight together.
 
   So maybe Christmas, but go easy on plans for the new year.
 
   Unfair, I wanted to say. Doubly unfair.
 
   Unfair, because any person looking at the end of their life rushing up on them feels that it’s unfair. More because I wasn’t old. I was in the prime of my life. That is, apart from the small matter that I was dying.
 
   Doubly unfair, because I didn’t have a wealth of memories to console me as I faced my last days. I’d woken up in an apartment a year ago with my previous life an almost unrelieved blank.
 
   I’d stumbled from bed to bathroom. Yes, I knew the way. The passing face in the mirror was mine; puffy and veiled with bed-hair, but familiar. 
 
   I remembered thinking I’d need an extra couple of minutes to brush that out and wind it up in a bun for…
 
   The sleep cleared from my brain and the panic set in.
 
   Do my hair for what?
 
   I knew I wound my hair in a bun and I dressed neatly. There was a pair of glasses on a table that felt right on my face, but my eyesight was fine. I tested it by looking out the window. I saw a street that I knew was where I lived, but…
 
   What day is it?
 
   Where am I?
 
   Who am I?
 
   My body knew its way around. It got me dressed in sweats. It made the coffee, even though I was trembling so badly I had to lift the mug with both hands and sip the scalding liquid over the sink so I didn’t spill it on the floor.
 
   I am an organized person, I said to myself as I looked around at the tidy, one-bedroom apartment.
 
   My name is Amanda. Amanda Lloyd. Something else. Doctor Amanda Lloyd. 
 
   There was no TV. A shelf of books covered a wall and a silver laptop sat on the coffee table. I switched it on and my fingers knew the peculiar password; Cologny1816. I wrote it down in case my fingers forgot later.
 
   In the course of the next hour I discovered myself and the world around me. It was a Sunday. It was December. I lived and worked in Detroit. I knew how to do things without remembering how I knew. 
 
   It was as if I were a new person. One that, although I hadn’t known it at that time, had only a year to discover herself.
 
   “What? I’m sorry,” I looked up at Dr. Henderson. He’d said something while I’d been distracted.
 
   “I was just saying that if we could see our way to some more tests,” Henderson said, “there might be other treatments that suggest themselves, and if not, the additional data could provide us with a more accurate forecast.”
 
   “Thank you, no.” I stood up again. “I believe we’re finished here.”
 
   I held my hand out. Henderson got up and shook it gently, as if he were afraid my arm would come off.
 
   “You’ve been a great help and I appreciate the way you’ve spoken so openly to me,” I said.
 
   “I feel I’ve been very little help.”
 
   I knew what he wanted to do. He wanted to sweep me off into the hospital, monitor every vital sign while he pumped me full of experimental drugs and recorded every heartbeat. I knew the arguments he could make: that whatever it was that was killing me, they could at least get some information about it, and the next person might have a better chance to live.
 
   But Henderson had an empathy for his patients and he knew my feelings on this.
 
   I felt guilty, but I just couldn’t. I had a date in court, not in the hospital.
 
   He escorted me to the door and, in the absence of anything to say, we shook hands again, one final time.
 
   I concentrated on walking away.
 
    
 
   A year. Like a damned mayfly. Wake up. Live. Die.
 
   Unaware I had so little time, in that silent winter-wrapped apartment a year ago, I’d stumbled from clue to clue, trying to work out the mystery of who I was and what had happened to me.
 
   There were elegant, professional clothes in the closet that I knew were for work. Casuals for weekends. Sweats, jogging and gym clothes. Some high-end cosmetics.
 
   The music system played jazz. I liked it, and the apartment wasn’t so silent any more.
 
   A bowl on a table by the front door held keys and a cell phone.
 
   I opened the cellphone and looked at the callers. I was on the point of calling one, but what would I have said? Who am I? Or rather, who is this Dr. Amanda Lloyd?
 
   Next to the bowl was a purse. I dug out my wallet and driver’s license. I knew how to drive and, according to the key fob, I owned a Volvo. I had to go to the basement parking garage and click the fob to learn which car was mine. A late-model XC90. 
 
   I had ID. Bank cards. Money in the bank.
 
   I signed my name on blank paper. It matched the ID and it felt right.
 
   Family? Friends? No. Not a single photograph. Nothing.
 
   The laptop was obsessively organized and held nothing but work files. It turned out I was a therapist. A freaking shrink. And obsessive. A photo and description of each of my colleagues at work, that level of obsessive. 
 
   The email account was the same—all work. No social media, no chat.
 
   Had I had an accident and been hit on the head? I went back to the bathroom and did a fingertip search of my head without finding any suspicious bumps.
 
   Some kind of medical or psychological experiment?
 
   It was crazy, but humans aren’t designed to be scared while sitting safe in a snug apartment with jazz playing. By about midday I’d almost calmed down.
 
   Then I found the box file. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   It started simply enough. It was a box of documents and I went digging through it. 
 
   The latest utility bills, all paid. 
 
   The last four electronic bank statements printed out and annotated. Yes, it seemed I checked my income and expenditures, line by line.
 
   Salary and tax documents for the last six years, neatly labeled and sorted into color coded plastic binders. 
 
   Orderly? If it hadn’t been for the healthy bank balance I might have hated myself.
 
   My passport, with no travel stamps. 
 
   My service agreement with a psychiatric practice of eight partners downtown. It was dated just over six years before.
 
   A house sale and purchase of this apartment a month before. I stared at the house details. It was a magnificent house. The salary was good, and Detroit house prices were low, but it seemed a step higher than I could have afforded. And too big. Had it been inherited? How long had I lived there? Nothing. I got an impression of empty rooms, one after the other, as if I faintly recalled walking around the house after it had been cleared out. The shadowy emptiness seemed to make me ache. 
 
   Regret? Sorrow?
 
   I looked around me at the furniture in the apartment. All new. All…anonymous somehow. Nothing that provided a link to a former life. Had that been deliberate?
 
   There was also a diploma and some university memorabilia like student ID cards. A graduation photo. I had a degree from Pitt, nine years ago. I stared at the woman in the photo. She looked like me. That was my hair, cut shorter. The eyes were focused behind the photographer. She was smiling, as if there was a secret she knew, this neat and tidy blank person.
 
   Putting aside the fact that I couldn’t remember any of it, the documentation all made sense and it all connected up. I’d graduated, spent a couple of years as a resident somewhere, then moved to join the private practice I was in now. Maybe inherited my parents’ house. Sold it and bought an apartment. There was a sense of normalcy coming off the documents like the aroma of Sunday cooking.
 
   But beneath the university file was a large white envelope. The glue on the seal had gone dry and brown, and the flap was open, but I hesitated before reaching in. That was about as stupid as I could have gotten. These weren’t someone else’s private files, they were mine. Weren’t they?
 
   Like a Russian doll, inside the envelope was another person, another image of me.
 
   I’d just been starting to build up a picture of myself. The person I could be. Doctor Amanda Lloyd, a therapist in a practice in Detroit who’d graduated just down the way in Pittsburgh. A reputable, normal woman, a bit eccentric and lonely maybe, who’d had some kind of accident or illness that had affected her memory. My memory.
 
   Except I had a passport, ID and bank account for a Jane Flanagan as well. And $10,000 in cash.
 
   I’d dropped it on the floor and sat there, my gut twisted in fear and my hands shaking.
 
   Who was Jane Flanagan? Was that my real name? Or was I really Amanda Lloyd? Or were both identities false? Was I someone else entirely? Someone who might need to disappear at any moment?
 
   The worst part was, a year later, I still didn’t know.
 
    
 
   I could smell the tension as I walked back into the office after seeing Henderson, shedding my coat and hanging it over my arm.
 
   “Oh, Amanda, good, you’re back.”
 
   Frances Langley’s voice was her usual blend of sharp and sweet. There was nothing you could point at and say that’s unpleasant, but nevertheless I always felt her voice was like a fileting knife opening me up for inspection.
 
   She’d outdone me in the clothes department, but I’d long ago realized I wasn’t going to win on that front. I was wearing a soft gray dress and cream jacket, with warm ankle boots. She was in a pantsuit. It was darker than mine, nearly charcoal gray. Her jacket had bigger, sharper lapels, and her silk scarf, so casually thrown around her neck, was beautiful and bright. 
 
   My bun was neat. Despite her protests that she never spent any time on her appearance, her honey-colored bun was still so tightly done, halfway through the afternoon, that it must have been working as a facelift this morning.
 
   She balanced elegantly on her black Vuitton shoes. She had to have something more sensible to go outside in the snow. Then again, maybe her fiancé would come in and carry her out to the car.
 
   I really should write that article ‘Female psychiatrists; the use of personal appearance as a competitive analogue.’ Or maybe, ‘The severity of hairstyles as social status symbols in professional women.’
 
   I smiled at her. “Hello, Frances. Yes, I’m back.”
 
   “Amanda, I’m so sorry if I misunderstood, but I was sure you said you weren’t taking on new patients in the practice.”
 
   What on earth is this about?
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Well, there’s clearly been some confusion at the front desk.” She waved a languid hand at Carrie, the head receptionist. “When Mr. Scott came in today he should have been directed to me.”
 
   Carrie was pale, looking down at her hands.
 
   “Normally, of course a new potential patient would,” I said. “Carrie’s well aware of that, and she tried to send Mr. Scott up to you.”
 
   Frances’ eyes narrowed.
 
   “So what changed?”
 
   “Nothing changed. It’s simply that Mr. Scott asked for me specifically. I understand he was quite adamant.”
 
   “He was very persuasive, Dr. Langley,” Carrie said.
 
   “If I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it.” The Vuitton shoe tapped on the floor. That was a signal like a cat lashing its tail back and forth. She fixed her gaze back on me. “And why was he so determined to be seen by you?”
 
   “I have no idea, Frances. It didn’t seem appropriate to ask that at a preliminary consultation.”
 
   “Just a preliminary?” Frances glared at Carrie, who’d obviously not made her aware of that distinction.
 
   “Yes. I’m not sure he really needs therapy,” I said. My recommendations were none of Frances’ business, and I really shouldn’t have said anything, but I was getting annoyed by her attitude to Carrie.
 
   “I can completely see that makes sense for you, Amanda. We all understand the pressures you’re under, the time you need to put aside for the court case and your personal issues. We applaud your decision to stand up in court, honestly, we do. But that’s not necessarily the best thing for Mr. Scott, is it? Isn’t the very fact that he’s asking for help an indication that he needs it?”
 
   My colleagues all knew about the court case, naturally. They knew because they’d shied away from getting involved in the first place. The ‘personal’ issues—that was just speculation on Frances’ part.
 
   “Anyway, he called asking for another appointment.” Frances lifted her chin. “You have my calendar, Carrie.”
 
   “No,” I said quietly. Something snapped in me. I’d had enough of this. “He asked to see me again, didn’t he, Carrie?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Forward his information to me, please.”
 
   I walked past the desk and headed for my office.
 
   “But you’re not taking new patients,” Frances said.
 
   I half-turned at my office door and spoke over my shoulder. “Not into the practice, no. I’ll see him privately, at his request.” I gave Frances my medium-wattage smile and closed the door gently behind me so that she wouldn’t know she’d gotten under my skin.
 
   I had no idea why Frances Langley regarded me as a threat. Although I hadn’t given any formal notice of withdrawing from the practice, the fact that I was taking no new patients must signal to everyone that I was withdrawing. Yet some hard-wired part of her subconscious brain still perceived me as a threat.
 
   She was constantly snooping, under the guise of concern. She was trying to find out what had happened to me, so she could be ‘supportive’. 
 
   So she can have me kicked out of the practice, more likely.
 
   Of course, I did have personal issues. And if they’d been known, I would be kicked out of the practice.
 
   If I’d had more time, I’d have tried harder to find out what was wrong with her. But I didn’t. In the grand scheme of what I had to do with the remainder of my life, I believed Dr. Langley was supremely unimportant.
 
   I had just given her an excuse for a partner’s meeting to exclude me from the practice. We didn’t take patients privately. 
 
   I sighed and sat behind my desk.
 
   I found I didn’t care.
 
   However, if I was going to take Mr. Scott’s case, even out of spite, I was going to do it professionally. That meant writing up my notes now.
 
   I turned my computer on and plugged my special chorded keyboard in. 
 
   The device itself was small, barely visible when I held it in my palm. It had a button for each finger and a toggle for the thumb. The occasional person who noticed it tended to think it was some kind of stress toy. I have the top of the line model, in walnut, but they all work the same. Each key on a normal keyboard is represented by a combination of buttons pressed. It’s no more difficult than learning to type, and it just works well for me.
 
   I’d been using it remotely, so I downloaded the file for the consultation, and switched to my word processor to edit it.
 
   The file started normally enough. The title, ‘Preliminary Consultation’, and the man’s name. Date. Time. My brief description of him. I paused and switched to access the office security system using the standard keyboard and mouse. 
 
   Everyone who comes in has their photo taken. I pulled up the image and looked at it for a moment. 
 
   Mmm. Wonder what he looks like with the jacket off. And the shirt.
 
   Shut up woman, and concentrate! Or give it to Frances.
 
   I pasted his image into my notes and continued.
 
   Standard stuff. Apparently good health. No meds. Blah. Blah. I had to correct the usual mistakes, where I’d missed the right combination of buttons or my timing had been just a bit off. The amount I used this system, I’d learned all the patterns to these, and I was able to edit quickly.
 
   Then I had to slow right down. The mistakes were increasing. There were ones there I never made. 
 
   I frowned. 
 
   The input degenerated into near gibberish, and I was forced to use my memory to recall what was said. Fortunately, I had a near perfect recall. As long as it had happened this year, that was.
 
   Maybe the keyboard’s developing a problem?
 
   But as I was reaching that conclusion, the ideas for follow-up questions started to appear and the quality of typing picked back up again.
 
   Good…
 
   Except, now there were other comments as well.
 
   The hairs stood up on the back of my neck.
 
   This never, ever happened.
 
   Oblivious to the storm, he stands on the cliff’s edge, staring out over a wild sea and searching for that one word that fits.
 
   I frowned again. I’d been thinking of Heathcliff and romantic poets and this crap turned up in my file?
 
   Frances could never see this. She’d jump all over it and enjoy using it to bring me down.
 
   I zapped the line, and the next—about the wind running its fingers through his hair.
 
   It didn’t stop there. 
 
   I had thought he looked familiar, like an actor I’d seen on television. And what came out…
 
   I know you.
 
   I know all of you.
 
   My tongue has described the contours of your chest.
 
   My lips know your subtle taste.
 
   My hands have caressed every part of you 
 
   And I have held you in my arms the night long.
 
   I know you. I have known you. I will always know you.
 
   I stopped and stared at the screen. What the hell was going on?
 
   The best I could come up with was my hand seemed to have decided on a second career of writing erotica. 
 
   I held it up in front of my face and glared at it. It was trembling, but that was something else.
 
   I erased the lines hastily and saved the file, trembling harder all the time.
 
   I’d thought I had them under control; it had been a couple of months since the last panic attack.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   I sat shivering at my desk. My mouth was dry, and the familiar gut-wrenching sensations paralyzed me. 
 
   They’d found out. I’d let something slip. They knew I was a fraud. I wasn’t the real Dr. Amanda Lloyd. Everyone out there was an enemy, just waiting for me to make a mistake. Any second now, they’d come through the door and haul me out to face their censure.
 
   There was a quiet whisper of sound, and a folded piece of paper came under the door.
 
   This had to be it.
 
   The panic’s hold on me broken, I stumbled over and looked at it for a full minute before I could pick it up.
 
   Thank you again, Dr. Lloyd. I wanted you to know, Dr. Langley is calling a practice meeting without you. I’ve handed in my notice. I have enjoyed working with you so much and I have to say I’m in awe of what you’re doing with the court case. Carrie.
 
   I burst into tears.
 
   They hadn’t found out, and not everyone was an enemy.
 
   I knelt down on the floor and tried the healing breath. In. Hold. Out. Visualize all the negativity and tensions leaving with the breath.
 
   Except it wasn’t healing me.
 
   If I breathed ten times a minute, that was…say…fourteen thousand breaths a day. About a hundred thousand a week. That meant I had less than a million breaths left before I was going to die. I had things to do. I couldn’t afford to waste time with panic attacks and crying.
 
   It wasn’t as if I was going to need this job anyway. I had more money than time.
 
   I turned off the computer, grabbed my things and fled the office for the one place I could be sure would calm me down.
 
    
 
   Rafferty’s Books snuggled in the middle of a row of cookie-cutter chain stores that could have been anywhere in the US.
 
   Old Josiah Rafferty himself was long gone, but the little Rafferties, as they called themselves, kept the shop going despite the drop in business. They’d never had the money to upgrade and I was conflicted enough to wish they never did. A new look might revive the business, but I would be denied one of my few remaining pleasures.
 
   I floated along the narrow corridor between shelves eight feet high, fingers brushing the spines of my friends. Their smell filtered down into my nose and I closed my eyes in ecstasy. 
 
   I let my hands pick a book, not caring what it was or even which aisle I was in. I always bought a book when I visited Rafferty’s, always. As Liam Rafferty had said to me, a few dozen more of me and he could’ve afforded a shop assistant.
 
   At the desk I paid for the book and a double mocha. 
 
   “Oh, lit-er-at-ure, Dr. Lloyd,” laughed Liam, looking at the book before waving me to the comfy seats they’d insisted on keeping for patrons. “Enjoy.”
 
   I sat down and took a sip of the coffee. That was better. 
 
   What had I bought? I looked at the cover: English Romantic Poets of the Nineteenth Century.
 
   I snorted, closed my eyes and sat back.
 
   The important thing in my remaining time was the court case, nothing else.
 
    
 
   A year before, after I’d stopped shaking and shivering uselessly, I’d dressed warmly and gone out into the cold. A wind was coming off the lakes that had people hurrying into their houses, but I ignored it.
 
   I’d walked downtown Detroit and I knew it—not like it was my hometown, but like I’d been there a long time. The urban decay, foreclosures and empty stores seemed achingly familiar. Sometimes a café or a shop or a street would feel different, special, like closing your eyes and putting on a favorite jacket.
 
   Rafferty’s was closed that day. The practice was closed, too. Both so familiar, yet strange.
 
   I wouldn’t have had the courage to go in either place, but when I got home to the apartment I knew I was the person called Amanda Lloyd, whoever she was, and the way to find myself was to be her, to act out her life.
 
   So on Monday, I showed up at work, claiming a cold and a concussion from a fall, speaking to as few people as possible.
 
   Surprisingly, work itself was the easiest. After greeting the first patient, I picked up the chorded keyboard and started typing as we spoke. I made comments and suggestions that just came into my mind in response to what the patient had said. 
 
   I wasn’t faking it. The body was on automatic, but the mind was working hard at something that it was good at.
 
   That was such a relief, I threw myself into my work. 
 
   Whenever I wasn’t working, I was terrified of my colleagues asking me about anything, but a temporary solution to that arrived unexpectedly.
 
   The practice was contacted by the prosecutor’s office. They requested a psychiatric evaluation of a man coming up for trial, a Mr. Harmon Zedous. It would require a visit to the prison at Ionia, a couple of hours away. None of the others wanted it, not because of the inconvenience, but because they knew better. Even though I realized that, I knew it would take me out of the practice for a while, so I volunteered. How bad could it be?
 
   I had been so naive, I’d driven all the way out to Ionia and checked into a motel, ready for an early start the next day, before I opened the file and learned about Harmon Zedous.
 
   Beneath the bright, shiny surface of civilization, there’s a profound darkness. Humanity has to name things, and religious texts call the darkness ‘hell’ and its substance ‘evil.’ Philosophical texts say that one cannot exist without the other. Even some psychologists agree, though they use other terms.
 
   Zedous was steeped in that darkness. You could see it behind his eyes—a drifting miasma of evil.
 
   There’s a hidden trade that spans the whole world. It has its claws in every part, America included. It’s a trade in people. Ten thousand women and girls feed sexual slavery in America every year. It’s as if there’s some obscene circulatory system in the shadows, pumping victims from state to state, city to city. 
 
   Some of those arteries crossed in Detroit, and Zedous was there, like some gross heart, throbbing with evil.
 
   I didn’t know all that when I first walked in to interview him, but I’m good at my job. 
 
   Later, when I drove away after the last interview, I was trembling with anger at what I’d found. I pulled over and took a long look at the Bellamy Creek Correctional Facility, its low gray buildings wrapped in spotlights, razor wire and guard towers. That was where Zedous belonged. There was no way I’d allow him to wriggle out through any manipulation of psychiatric evidence, if it was the last thing I did. 
 
   The results from Dr. Henderson showed it would, indeed, be the last thing I did. 
 
   That was acceptable.
 
    
 
   Rafferty’s couch sank as someone sat down next to me. “That’s a fierce expression,” Scott said. “What are you thinking about?”
 
   I should have been surprised to see him, but somehow I wasn’t. It was as if part of me had been expecting him. 
 
   “The Bellamy over in Ionia,” I said.
 
   “Not for me, I hope.”
 
   “They don’t put stalkers in the Bellamy, Mr. Scott.”
 
   He raised his hands in surrender. “I was just browsing the books and saw you.” He cleared his throat. “I understand we’re to meet privately rather than at the practice, according to your front desk.”
 
   “Hmm. I’m not at all sure I should take you on.”
 
   “Carrie was convinced—”
 
   “Carrie was convinced she didn’t want one of the other partners to take you on,” I said. “And also, no doubt, convinced she’d need to give you her personal number. In case you ever needed to contact her directly.”
 
   That just sort of slipped out, but I had excuses for myself today.
 
   He smiled and looked down at his cappuccino. I sighed. When the patient is more discreet than the therapist, there’s a problem.
 
   He picked up the book and drew his breath in sharply. I suppressed a spurt of irritation; I could have done without the amateur dramatics.
 
   “What prompted this?” he said.
 
   I waved a hand. “If I don’t have something I’m coming in specifically for, I just pick at random. The hands know.”
 
   “Indeed they do.” His hands brushed the cover gently. “Will you read it?”
 
   “Oh yes. I’m a great believer in serendipity.”
 
   “Yes, you are.” He opened the book about a third of the way through, as if he knew it well. For a few seconds, he half-smiled at something there, his eyes losing their focus. Then he took a card out of his pocket, slipped it into the book and closed it.
 
   “My contact information,” he said briskly.
 
   “Should I decide…”
 
   He nodded. “I’d better leave you. I look forward to your call.”
 
   He stood and picked up his fedora.
 
   “Mr. Scott, why did you come to the practice and ask for me specifically?”
 
   He gave that odd smile again. Sad and secret. He ran his fingers across the wide brim of his hat and turned it around in his hands, his eyes fixed on it.
 
   “Because I…know you,” he said eventually, stumbling a little over the words and lifting his eyes to mine, “even though you’ve forgotten me.”
 
   He put his hat on and walked out.
 
   Hell.
 
   Stop, just stop. 
 
   This was no place for a panic attack.
 
   Who was he? 
 
   Did he really know who I was? Could he tell me about my life before?
 
   Wait a minute…what if he was the cause of my memory loss?
 
   An escalating blizzard of questions threatened to overwhelm me.
 
   Stop. No. Be rational. 
 
   This man had nothing to do with my own personal problems. He was delusional. The only thing that had changed was that he’d now included me in his delusion.
 
   I felt calmer when I realized that.
 
   This complicated the case enormously and I couldn’t possibly do any good in the time I had.
 
   I’d have to turn him down and send him back to Frances. There was no other way.
 
   Carrie had no doubt emailed me his information, but I didn’t have to wait until I got home; he’d left me his card as a bookmark. I could message him from my cell.
 
   I opened the book. It was the sort of poetry book that was light on the poetry and heavy on background. His card was there, marking an old photograph that drew my eye as if I recognized it from somewhere.
 
   A photograph purporting to record the meeting of Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley and other poets at the village of Cologny, Lake Geneva, Switzerland, in 1816.
 
   This was impossible. 
 
   Cologny. 1816. My password. One of the most private things about me.
 
   What the hell was going on? Was I seeing things?
 
   It was a photo from the infancy of the science, sepia-toned, blurred in bits and scattered with flecks. Three men and four women were self-consciously arrayed in a line on a hill in front of a lake.
 
   Between the well-known faces of Shelley and Byron, a man stared out at me. His hair curled like a dark wave breaking over his forehead, but it was the lips that made him so recognizable. No. No, it was the eyes. 
 
   My God, the eyes. 
 
   Even across the gulf of two hundred years, Scott’s eyes were unmistakable.
 
   I shut the book and fled.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   “The inner leg! The hind one, dammit! At the back of the damned horse. Yes, that’s behind you at the moment. Sitting on the inner hind leg! Keep her head still. Still! I don’t want to see her shake her damned head. That’s my job.”
 
   A couple of days had passed and I was in the indoor arena at the riding school; it was too cold and snowy to ride outside. I’d deliberately come late. I wanted to ride alone this time. 
 
   Mrs. Hanson was the owner of the riding stables; she always stood in the middle of the schooling arena and criticized everything everyone did. Today, that was just me.
 
   Hanson looked as if she was completely unconcerned by her appearance, and yet she always wore lipstick. The same peach lipstick, every day I’d been there. The same long, wavy, no-fuss hairstyle, casually held back with a plastic clip. She always wore faded jodhpurs and old black riding boots. A green T was tucked in underneath an oversize man’s plaid shirt that’d seen the inside of a washing machine too many times.
 
   “If you can’t get your head straight, I’ll have you riding a bicycle around this arena until you can,” she threatened me. She did actually have a bicycle leaning against the door, but I’d never seen anyone riding it.
 
   The problems were all my fault. Clipper was a wonderful horse, but she was very sensitive to commands, and I was getting them all wrong today.
 
   “If you can’t manage to handle posting, try passage on the diagonal across the arena.”
 
   We tried. Passage is a high-stepping trot and the rider is supposed to just flow with the horse.
 
   I could hear her sigh as Clipper and I bounced chirpily past her. I was neither posting nor sitting exactly, more sort of doing my own thing. 
 
   I loved it. It was amazing, including the instruction, and over far too soon.
 
    
 
   This had been my therapy, my very best therapy, for the whole year of my truncated life.
 
   I’d known, the way I found I knew these things, that I hadn’t ever ridden a horse before. Here was something I could do that had no link back to the previous Amanda Lloyd. Or Jane Flanagan, whoever she was, if she even existed. I decided I would have to become a rider.
 
   Looking for riding instructors on the internet turned out to be a bad idea; my head was burned with images that my inconvenient memory wouldn’t ever be able to erase. So, I’d climbed in the car and gone looking. I’d found Mrs. Hanson’s stables just outside of Ann Arbor and signed up the same day. 
 
   Despite my first attempt, where I’d tried to slide up onto the horse and ended up sliding off the other side, I stuck at it. And I loved it so much, it had become my unmovable appointment.
 
   Clipper was a dainty bay mare and she belonged to Mrs. Hanson, but she was my horse when I came. And she was a human whisperer. 
 
   It worked like this. I’d saddle her, ride her with varying degrees of success, then I’d bring her back to her stable, strip off the tack and brush her down. All the while, I’d talk to her. She’d tell me what she thought by moving her ears. If she got angry at something, she’d stomp a little or swoosh her tail. By the end of any session I spent with her, I was calm.
 
   Much cheaper than counseling and more effective for me. It wasn’t as if I could actually tell anyone the things I could tell Clipper.
 
   And now it was over. This had been my last time here.
 
   The numbness in my legs wasn’t the result of the cold weather. I couldn’t risk a fall. I couldn’t even risk being too tired. I would retreat into my safe cocoon, stay as healthy as could be expected and come out for the court case.
 
   Clipper knew. I’d told her. Just the way I’d told her about my memory problems, Dr. Henderson’s prognosis, my test results, Zedous, the case, the attempts to make me back down: the threatening letters and the deliberate damage to my car. She’d heard it all.
 
   She was back in her stable and I was outside. I pressed my face against her neck and ran my hands over her strong withers for the last time.
 
   “Goodbye, Clipper.”
 
   She stomped her foot as I turned. I didn’t dare look back.
 
   I could hear her thump her hoof against her stable door and a line of other heads came out to watch me walk away. Ears flicked questions at me, but I couldn’t answer them.
 
   Mrs. Hanson was waiting outside, looking like the Michelin man in her down jacket.
 
   I hadn’t told her, but beneath the ceaseless instruction, her eyes missed nothing. She knew I was sick and getting worse.
 
   “Well,” she said, rocking on her heels. Her words seemed to run out and I didn’t trust my voice. She gave me a sudden hug. She smelled of horses and oats and bourbon.
 
   “Make sure he stays in prison,” she said. 
 
   “I’ll do my part.” My voice cracked.
 
   “If afterwards…” she called out after me, paused, then shook her head like one of her horses. “Well, we’ll be here.”
 
    
 
   Back in town, I had a session scheduled with Scott. He didn’t like Mr. Scott apparently, so he was Scott now. 
 
   I’d abandoned proceeding formally as a therapist. If he was suffering a delusion, I didn’t have the time to fix it, and I couldn’t charge him for session where I wanted information from him for myself.
 
   I’d made it clear we would do this one session at a time. He knew something about the previous me, or claimed he did. As long as he kept feeding me information, I’d keep meeting with him. It wasn’t as if any other attempt at finding out my past had worked.
 
   We’d have to meet at a hotel. I couldn’t use the office any more. Not that Frances’ partners meeting had gone the way she’d hoped. The practice partners hadn’t suspended me; they’d given me unconditional leave. According to the letter, I was officially expected to talk to them after the court case, tell them when I could return to work and discuss my taking Scott on privately.
 
   I knew I wouldn’t be able to, and I think they suspected it too. Frances would get her way eventually, but I appreciated the sensitive way the other partners had handled it.
 
    
 
   He was waiting for me in the old hotel opposite the Art Institute, which I had to admit suited him. They could have paid him to sit around and give the place that authentic, old-fashioned feel.
 
   We had our private meeting room and I placed the book on the table between us, like an agenda item.
 
   A waiter came in and left a pot of coffee, two sweet little cups and saucers and a plate of cookies.
 
   He poured. We both took milk. Yes, a cookie would be pleasant. Thank you.
 
   “You made it quite clear on the phone,” he said. “Your terms are that you require me to answer questions. Fire away.”
 
   “First, what are your terms?” I said. “Just so we can both be clear.”
 
   He took a sip of the coffee. “That you continue to speak with me. Nothing else.”
 
   I covered my surprise. He must want more than that. 
 
   “All right,” I said, dropping that subject for now. Whatever he wanted from me, it would no doubt become clear in time. Once I explained to him that he couldn’t have it—whatever it was—he might stop answering my questions, so it was probably to my advantage that he wouldn’t say. 
 
   “That photograph, in the book,” I said. “How do you explain the resemblance between you and the man in the picture?” 
 
   He hadn’t planted the book on me when my eyes were closed. That was one of the first things I’d thought of, that it was all a con. But there were two more copies of the book on the shelves, and they both had the same photograph. No matter how much I studied it, looking for differences between that man and this one, I couldn’t find any. 
 
   “Quite simply,” he said. “I’m the man in the photograph. I was there, in Cologny, in the summer of 1816, with Byron and Shelley.”
 
   It was impossible, of course. But he certainly believed it; his eyes were calm and steady. He showed no nervous tics, not in his movements or his voice. 
 
   My password was just a coincidence. Hugely unlikely, but not impossible.
 
   My career is based on listening to people tell me what they think they want me to hear and understanding everything that is behind it. I’m good at spotting lies. Without modesty, it’s what makes me a better therapist than Frances. It’s what made me so sure that Zedous was a stone-cold killer and callous trafficker of women rather than someone who’d suffered temporary insanity brought on by the grief of his sainted mother’s death.
 
   “You absolutely believe you’re a vampire and you’re over two hundred years old,” I said.
 
   “No to the first and yes to the second. Vampires do not exist. I have walked through the winter sunlight to this meeting without shriveling up and blowing away. Obviously, I am not a vampire. But I am over two hundred years old.”
 
   “An immortal then.”
 
   “Merely very long-lived.”
 
   “But you used the phrase immortal before.” I wanted to find an inconsistency in his rationalization of what he was. It was the way I might be able to begin to unravel his delusion.
 
   “Yes. It’s not the right name though.”
 
   I remembered how he’d hesitated before when he’d said it.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Athanate,” he said, pronouncing it slowly.
 
   I shivered. These old hotels were never able to keep the heat turned up high enough.
 
   “That sounds Greek,” I said to cover my reaction.
 
   “It is. It means undying, and it’s a better descriptive for the people who have, over the centuries, given rise to the myths of the vampire.”
 
   “Athanate, immortal, what would be the difference?”
 
   “It’s a philosophical difference, I suppose. Words are important to me, and I prefer to be precise with their use. For example, truth can be immortal. A truth now will still be a truth after mankind has gone. Athanate would not survive the loss of mankind.”
 
   “Why won’t they survive?”
 
   “Athanate require kin. That’s the name for those humans who decide to join the Athanate and provide them with the Blood they need to survive. Without kin, the Athanate die.”
 
   We’d launched too quickly into the main part of the session, where I listened to him explain his delusional world view, and so I hauled it back.
 
   “You also said, back at the bookstore, that you knew me. How?”
 
   He finished his coffee. He offered me a refill first, then poured a second cup for himself when I refused.
 
   Why is he playing for time?
 
   He was nervous now.
 
   He leaned forward and opened the book to the picture, turning it toward me. “Is there nothing there, Manda?” He spoke slowly. “Is that bright, inquisitive mind so occluded that you cannot recall anything from Cologny? Anything?” He was almost pleading.
 
   “Please don’t use that name,” I said, my voice trembling. “It’s not appropriate.”
 
   Why does it feel so painful?
 
   He dropped his eyes and closed the book gently. “You bought that infernal photographic contraption in Paris and had to rent that damned mule to haul it out onto the hill. And then you took that photograph with it, Amanda.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The call from Willard interrupted our second session, a few days later. 
 
   I wasn’t happy. After the bombshells that he’d dropped on me last couple of times, I’d gotten this session much more under my control.
 
   I’d done it by ignoring the impossible. He wasn’t two hundred years old and neither was I. He wasn’t a vampire.
 
   He did seem familiar. Did that mean we’d met before I’d lost my memory? What if, for instance, we’d known each other, and had both come across the remarkable coincidence of someone looking identical to him in an old photo? I’d been so taken with it that I used the name of the village and the year as a password on my computer. He’d been so taken with it that he’d build an entire delusion around it. 
 
   I was trying to find a way to break into that delusion, but it was so well-constructed that a distraction threatened to lose me an hour’s work.
 
   If we’d been in my office, Willard’s call would never have gotten past the front desk, but I didn’t have that support structure any more. And Willard wouldn’t call unless it was important.
 
   “Excuse me please, Scott.”
 
   He waved and set about getting more coffee, while I wandered to the far end of the meeting room and answered my cell.
 
   “Willard, good morning. I’m actually in a therapy session; can we keep this brief, please?” Small lie.
 
   “I thought you—no, never mind. I was just calling to warn you that Schaeffer’s put in a petition for deferment to the new year.”
 
   Willard didn’t want a deferment. No new evidence was likely to come to light, and any delays just provided more time for Zedous’ lawyer to muddy the waters or intimidate witnesses. But the prosecutor knew I was unwell. He was calling to find out if a delay would be good for my health.
 
   Time to disabuse him of that.
 
   I was acutely conscious that Scott might come back at any second. I lowered my voice.
 
   “Willard, listen to me. This is important. I’m sorry, I know I should have been more open with you, but the fact is, I’m not going to get better. I haven’t got the time to wait for the new year.”
 
   There was a shocked silence, then he said simply: “How long?”
 
   “A couple of months, probably less now. We need this finished by Christmas.” My breath caught in my throat. Saying the words aloud to someone else brought it into the room like a ghost.
 
   “Okay. This is…” he paused. “Leave it with me. I may need you available when we hear the petition for deferment. We can raise the issues of the threatening letters and vandalism of your car at the same time.”
 
   I knew where he was going. 
 
   Get the judge on our side. Sympathy for the sick woman being intimidated.
 
   I hated the thought. Hated the thought of anyone knowing about me. I wanted nothing more than to hide myself away. 
 
   But to nail Zedous? It was worth it.
 
   We ended the call.
 
   I turned to find that Scott had come back into the room, followed by more coffee.
 
   That’s what I needed. More coffee. Followed by more control of this session. There wasn’t time to feel sorry for myself.
 
   My approach was solid.
 
   There was a man in 1816 in Cologny, Switzerland, who looked exactly like Scott.
 
   Scott had come across that photograph and had been drawn by his delusion to rationalize how that could be him: he had to be long-lived; vampires are long-lived; vampires provably don’t exist; therefore he must be something like a vampire but different. The mind can do that in such a way the person can’t remember when they didn’t believe the story they’ve made up.
 
   Scott’s unconscious mind had urged him to seek help, and he’d picked my name off a list and come to the practice, only to have the delusional part of his mind simply absorb me into his delusion.
 
   Or he’d known me already. That was a more likely route for me to appear in his delusion.
 
   So far, so believable.
 
   But how could I rationalize my picking up that book by chance on the very day of meeting Scott?
 
   All I could do was a rework of the Sherlock Holmes method: forget the impossible—Scott being a vampire—and work on what was left, however improbable. 
 
   It wasn’t a simple task. 
 
   At the moment, my control of the session aside, it wasn’t going well.
 
   I didn’t let him talk much about my supposed role in his delusion because the more he talked about it, the firmer it might embed itself. It appeared that not only did he now think I’d been at Cologny, conveniently behind the camera so no image existed, but that we’d had a relationship.
 
   Again, that wasn’t that uncommon, but I felt no concern about his behavior. He’d continued to act the perfect gentleman and made no demands based on his belief that we’d been lovers. However much my traitorous body was disappointed by that, it was for the best. 
 
   If only he wasn’t so damned hot. It wasn’t just the looks and the fine physique, the assured way he moved and spoke, it was the supreme confidence the man had. It was as if not making any demands on me was his way of telling me that he knew I’d go to him eventually.
 
   Idle sexual speculation aside, my primary aim was to get him to talk about the internal rationalizations he had made about his delusion in the hope that I’d find a weak point that couldn’t be explained. That would be my best hope, to get him to see it was impossible and for him to unravel it backwards from that point for himself.
 
   While we did that, I’d try and find out if he did genuinely know something about me prior to my memory loss.
 
   The possibility he did know me was nerve-wracking. 
 
   Had we dated? 
 
   Or was he far sicker than he appeared? Had he stalked me? Was he a psychopath?
 
   Assuming he wasn’t, then there was an even stranger emotion: did I want to know about my old self? Amanda No-past had become…comfortable over the year. Did I want to be reminded of whatever had been so traumatic I’d erased my entire memory?
 
   Whichever way it went, the big problem was time. Two months wasn’t enough. Sixty days. My heart missed a beat. That was all I had left.
 
   Last spring, when I’d first gone to Dr. Henderson, I’d known something was seriously wrong with me, but I’d been thinking in terms of the statistics of life expectancies with known and treatable diseases. 
 
   In the summer, when my body responded to the transfusions, I remembered thinking that I might have five or ten years. 
 
   The truth had turned out to be much less than the difference in those estimates and even that was nearly gone now, so I stopped thinking in months and converted it to days.
 
   I’d never spoken of my memory problems to Dr. Henderson, any more than I’d spoken of my health problems to the PI I hired to try to discover more about my past. The problems were separate and apparently insoluble.
 
   At the same time Dr. Henderson began frowning at the results of blood tests, the PI had come back scratching his head and telling me I was a ghost. I existed in records, but he hadn’t been able to find anyone who reliably remembered me before I turned up in Detroit. I’d been at Pitts, that much he’d confirmed, but even my tutors had been hard pressed to describe me.
 
   Scott cleared his throat, bringing me back from my recollections.
 
   Sixty days. I wasn’t working at the practice any more, and Willard wouldn’t need much for the court case except the last couple of days. Either I was going to put my whole heart into breaking this puzzle open, or I wasn’t going to do it at all.
 
   Deep breath.
 
   “We’re going to need more frequent sessions,” I said. “How are you fixed for time?”
 
   He smiled. It was like dawn breaking.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   It was very early in the morning, two weeks before Christmas, a few days from my appointment in court. I was sitting up in bed with my laptop. Sleep was impossible.
 
   There was something comforting about the barely audible clicking sounds of my keypad. Work distracted me. Work was better than crying and blowing my nose.
 
   Is this still work?
 
   I’d refused to see Scott professionally. As a therapist, I had to have the belief that I could resolve the patient’s problems, and I’d decided I didn’t have that belief. A combination of time available and personal involvement that made it impossible. Officially, this wasn’t work.
 
   I still hoped I could help him, even though I’d not managed to shake one single branch of the structure that comprised his delusion.
 
   On the personal side, without my job to go to, every day would have been more difficult to face without him to think about. We’d become friends in an odd sort of way. Outside of his central vampire delusion, he was as sane as any man. He was good to be with. It felt pleasant. Odd, but pleasant.
 
   It was a slow process. Every day another bombshell. I ended the sessions feeling shaken and he’d used that to control the flow of information he’d reveal at any one time.
 
   I did feel guilty that our conversations about his delusion seemed to feed it. I’d never caught him in an inconsistency, but as we talked more and more, his rationalization added level after level to this secret Athanate world of his mind. The whole thing had reached Byzantine levels of complexity.
 
   He’d incorporated me entirely into it.
 
   We’d been lovers since 1816, apparently. In keeping with the scandalous behavior of Byron and Shelley, we hadn’t been married. Not only that, we hadn’t been exclusive. We’d been a foursome. There was enough here to fuel several papers in the Journal of Psychiatry, given time I didn’t have and a stronger will to look at it.
 
   Why was it so uncomfortable to think about it?
 
   Was I being sucked into his delusion?
 
   According to Scott, after Cologny in Switzerland, we’d lived in Canada and then moved to Michigan. The Athanate followed a set of principles tied up in what Scott referred to as the Hidden Path. This required that the Athanate live within the community, disguised by their apparent humanity. Part of that was to have real work and identity in a world growing increasingly regulated. Fifteen years ago, I’d chosen psychiatry and shown an aptitude for it. I had been a breadwinner for our little family. In another ten years or so, we’d have had to move on and reinvent ourselves elsewhere. In the meantime, it had been necessary to develop a ‘real’ Michigan native called Amanda Lloyd for me to use. 
 
   Scott also mentioned we kept second identities and had plans to disappear in emergencies. 
 
   I’d never mentioned my second identity to him. It was another hugely unlikely coincidence that I’d had to put behind me.
 
   As to what had happened to split us, Scott had this to say: Mirroring the real world, the shadowy Athanate world of his imagination had boundaries; or domains and mantles he called them. These were fluid and did not exactly follow the mapping of human society. We’d fallen foul of one such movement and one of us was required to make representations to our new domain masters.
 
   As the most highly visible professional of our foursome, it was decided I couldn’t go. Scott went. The Athanate being unrestricted by human laws and public opinion, Scott had been imprisoned.
 
   While he was imprisoned, the two remaining members of our foursome died in an accident.
 
   That was the trauma that supposedly caused my nearly complete amnesia. Finally freed, Scott returned to find our house sold and me living alone, damaged and unaware of my nature. That was partly what had caused the anger I’d felt at our preliminary session—that he’d been needlessly imprisoned while I’d gone through the trauma alone.
 
   It was consistent and painstakingly constructed, without input from me, but all built on a fundamental premise that was impossible. Vampires don’t exist, so the structure couldn’t stand.
 
   I’d made a logical map, and I was trying to distract myself by thinking rationally about it.
 
   Either:
 
   He was a vampire. If I was going to believe that, I might as well believe everything he said. Throw away everything I thought I knew. Shock and awe. End of game.
 
   Or:
 
   He was delusional. In which case, either he'd known me or he hadn't.
 
   If he hadn't known me, how had we come together at the bookstore over a book with a photo that looked incredibly like him—a book which I had chosen blindly and he knew well—with a caption under that photo that I'd incorporated into my secret password? The odds were simply inconceivable.
 
   If he had known me…
 
   What had our relationship been? Was it long term or short? Could he tell me about my former self? What had happened that so damaged both of us?
 
   This branch, the most likely branch, disturbed me even more than the thought he wasn’t delusional. What if, just for example, we’d thought he was a vampire and in the process of ‘proving’ it had killed two innocent people? What of that was the cause of the mental damage? He’d incorporated all of us into his fantasy and blamed their deaths on an accident while he’d been elsewhere. I’d just erased all my personal memory.
 
   Was it the dread of what waited down this branch that kept me from investigating it more? What I had gotten from him had been inconclusive. For example, he knew the address of the house I’d sold and my dates at college. Things he could have got from records.
 
   If I couldn’t break the logic of his delusion, all I could do at the end was to challenge him to bite me. Yes, when he couldn’t, his delusion would try to rationalize that as well, but maybe it was the nudge that was needed.
 
   The thing stopping me was the question as to what would replace his imagined world. We had a situation where his delusion did no one any harm and supported his whole world view. Break it up and where would that leave him?
 
   Of course, the exact reverse was also true.
 
   If I challenged him and he bit me, my whole world view would crumble. The new me, that I’d built this last year, the person I’d gotten attached to, would be destroyed, replaced by an old me that had been so traumatized by something that it had had to invent the new me.
 
   On the other hand, the benefit of the vampire’s bite, as he portrayed it, was health and long life, for the vampire and his kin. What a temptation to offer me now.
 
   I couldn’t think of an equivalent benefit when he failed to produce the vampire bite. I’d just destroy his world view when I wasn’t going to be here to help him rebuild.
 
   Not something you’d want to do to a friend.
 
   Yes, we were now friends, which was why Scott was asleep on the living room sofa.
 
   Tears started to flow again.
 
   I’d called him as soon as I’d heard the news this morning and he’d refused to let me drive out to the riding school alone. He’d been right. I’d needed him. I’d needed him very badly.
 
   The arson investigators had taped off the entire area.
 
   The heat of the fire had melted the snow cover so the remains of the stables and riding school stood in the bare earth, black, charred wood reaching up toward a baby blue sky.
 
   They wouldn’t let me any closer, and there was nothing more to see.
 
   Clipper, my beautiful, high-stepping bay friend who’d been such a support to me this year, all Mrs. Hanson’s horses, the woman herself—dead. 
 
   Murdered.
 
   There was no doubt in my mind who’d done it and why. The escalation from anonymous threatening letters, to damage on my car, to this obscene tragedy came from one man, Harmon Zedous. 
 
   So I sat crying through the night and wrote up notes that I would never review, on a case that I had rejected professionally and which I could not hope to solve in the time left to me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   The front of the criminal court on Lafayette always made me think of cell bars. I met Willard and his team as I got inside.
 
   Willard Morton, the public prosecutor, was a slightly built black man, just under six feet tall, with white beginning to season his closely cropped hair. With his rimless spectacles and quiet voice, he looked like a benign schoolteacher. Many defense attorneys had regretted mistaking him for what he appeared to be.
 
   “Are you ready for this?” he said. He was trying not to peer at me with concern, given the intensity of surveillance from the scrimmage of media watchers on the steps outside.
 
   I leaned on the cane I’d had to start using. “This case has been the thing that’s kept me going.”
 
   I saw Willard’s eyes flicker, looking over my shoulder, and I knew where he was looking. Scott was there. I wasn’t sure when it had happened, but recently I just knew when Scott was nearby. It was as if I could feel the light pressure of his hand on my shoulder.
 
   We laughed awkwardly.
 
   “One of the things,” I amended, color rising in my cheeks. “My version of the condemned’s hearty breakfast, I suppose.”
 
   Except I only get to look at it. Some breakfast.
 
   “He knows?” Willard said. We tried to speak of my condition without saying any words like sickness or death.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Hmmm. Okay, down to business. Schaeffer’s pulling one last stunt,” Willard said. “He’s changed his expert witness. Do you know a Dr. Friegmann?”
 
   “Friegmann? He’s an academic with a specialty in the psychology and physiology of memory.” I felt the first stir of worry. Friegmann was the sort of specialist I might have approached to investigate what was causing my own memory problems.
 
   “Anything to change our approach?”
 
   I shook my head. “I’m the only psychiatrist to have interviewed Zedous before they launched this claim about temporary insanity. Friegmann is a lecturer and writer; he’s not a working psychiatrist. As far as I know, he’s not even any kind of expert on psychoses. Get him to admit that, and his opinion on Zedous is immaterial. I don’t really understand. They have genuine psychiatrists who could have assessed Zedous and who’d be more use on the stand.”
 
   Willard took that in with a frown and a nod. 
 
   He had a lot to think about. It wasn’t as if my testimony was a factor in the principal charges. My opinion that Zedous was competent to understand his own actions and aware of the morality of them was purely to defuse Schaeffer if he tried to claim any form of diminished responsibility. If we couldn’t stop Schaeffer from doing that, then he could delay for further intensive analysis of Zedous, or return to the bargaining table for a reduction in sentencing. None of that was palatable. Witnesses had already disappeared or denied their earlier statements. Give Zedous a couple more months and the slightest glimmer of possibility that the charges weren’t going to stick, and the whole case would fall apart for lack of witnesses.
 
   Willard excused himself, then walked across and shook Scott’s hand warmly before we were all called in and the final day’s circus got under way.
 
    
 
   I had known she was going to be called as a defense witness, but Frances’ testimony was hard to listen to without grinding my teeth. 
 
   She’d had her hair done in a new style. Symmetrical, chin-length and blunt cut, with the ends coming to perfect tips half way down her jaw line. Not a hair out of place. 
 
   She sat there, looking like a better-put-together, more professional version of me while Schaeffer herded her down the path he wanted, which was basically to undermine my testimony later in the day. She wasn’t struggling so much as actively helping him.
 
   Scott’s hand squeezed mine gently. It was unfair to him for me to lean on him like this, but I’d take the support at the moment.
 
   “So how would you characterize Dr. Lloyd’s mental state at the time she undertook my client’s psychiatric evaluation?” Schaeffer said.
 
   Frances pretended to think about it.
 
   “I believe Dr. Lloyd was suffering. She gave every indication that she was going through a very bad period. She had personal issues which she seemed unable to confront and which she didn’t bring to us, her colleagues—the very people who might have been able to help.”
 
   She had her concerned, sympathetic face on.
 
   Gods, she’s trying for an Oscar.
 
   “And is it possible under these circumstances that her analysis would be flawed?” Schaeffer said.
 
   “Yes, it is possible.” Frances paused, and went on as if reluctant. “Under the circumstances, I don’t believe she should have been sent to do this evaluation. She certainly wouldn’t have been my choice.”
 
   Something flickered across Schaeffer’s face. I might think Frances had gone off script there, if I were so cynical as to think the witness had been coached by the defense.
 
   Willard didn’t miss it. When it was his turn to cross-examine, he began, “You said, Dr. Langley, that Dr. Lloyd wouldn’t have been your choice to send to perform the psychiatric evaluation of Mr. Zedous?”
 
   “Yes,” Frances replied.
 
   “There is an implication there that Dr. Lloyd was ‘sent’, but that’s not the case, is it?”
 
   “No.” She shuffled uncomfortably, tugged at her scarf.
 
   “In fact, you and your colleagues are all equal in the practice. The request came into the practice, not to any named therapist, and there wasn’t any suggestion that anyone could be ‘sent’. Dr. Lloyd volunteered to do this out of civic duty and you did not.”
 
   “Objection,” Schaeffer said.
 
   “I’ll rephrase,” Willard said. “Did you volunteer to perform a psychiatric evaluation of Mr. Zedous at the time when the request was made to your practice?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I was too busy.”
 
   “Busier than Dr. Lloyd?”
 
   There was a pause which seemed to stretch. She was under oath. She could lie and later claim to have forgotten, but Willard was just waiting to leap on that.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   It was enough. Willard had defused her testimony in the jury’s eyes, and he sat back down.
 
    
 
   That was a sideshow. The main attack came from Friegmann late in the morning. It was so personal that Willard didn’t understand its importance. I did, but only once it was underway.
 
   Friegmann sat in the witness stand, looking every bit the nearsighted, wispy-haired academic he was, and lectured the court on the psychology of memory.
 
   Willard frowned. He didn’t challenge the relevance, because he thought all Schaeffer was achieving was bemusing the jury on a defense issue. As long as Schaeffer didn’t stretch it out too long, Willard would let him keep digging his hole.
 
   I suspected where he was heading. It wasn’t possible to completely hide my memory failure from my colleagues, though I thought I’d concealed the extent of it. Maybe I hadn’t convinced Frances; I couldn’t think of anyone else who would have told Schaeffer my memory was unreliable. I sensed Schaeffer was laying the groundwork for revealing it.
 
   What impact would that have on my testimony?
 
   It was difficult to assess how many of the jury grasped the full impact of what was being said, but while Schaeffer was using Friegmann’s testimony to build a picture about Zedous’ mental state, he was sharpening a weapon that could be turned on me.
 
   He’d clearly established that trauma, like the death of his mother, could impact Zedous’ memory, and without the memory and that knowledge of who you’d been…
 
   “It’s as if you’re a different person?” Schaeffer said.
 
   “Yes.” Friegmann replied.
 
   It wouldn’t save Zedous. Willard knew that. The judge and the jury knew that, but Schaeffer didn’t care. 
 
   By this time, I knew he was coming after me. Exactly how, I’d have to wait and see.
 
   Willard was unaware of the hidden threat against me. I could have passed him a message, but I decided against it. We were about to stop for lunch and I’d be first up in the afternoon. I’d have to explain to Willard during the break and hope I could convince him to play it my way.
 
   Meanwhile, Willard kept his cross-examination brief.
 
   “Dr. Friegmann, are you an expert on psychoses?” he asked.
 
   “I have full qualifications and training.”
 
   “If a legal team wanted an opinion of psychoses, you wouldn’t be on the list of experts recommended by the Michigan Psychology Board or the Psychiatric Society, would you?”
 
   Willard held the list in his hand. He’d had it printed out as part of his briefing on the expert that Schaeffer had originally chosen.
 
   “Objection,” Schaeffer said. 
 
   Willard shrugged and accepted it. He’d made his point to the jury.
 
   “Dr. Friegmann, do you practice psychiatry? I mean do you have patients consulting you on a regular basis?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “And your opinion of Mr. Zedous was formed only after his claim for diminished responsibility due to temporary insanity?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Willard sat down, and Schaeffer stood again. “Dr. Friegmann, just one last question. During your assessment of my client, did you take notes?”
 
   “Yes, of course. All the time. An evaluation of this type is too complex to rely solely on memory. You see, the notes themselves serve as triggers…”
 
   He lectured us for another couple of minutes on a tiny, seemingly irrelevant point, and now I knew exactly where Schaeffer was heading.
 
   After that, we were released for lunch.
 
    
 
   The look on Willard’s face in the corridors was as cold as the wind outside the building. His whole year-long, carefully planned and executed prosecution was being threatened by an attack on me, and I hadn’t warned him of the possibility. I should have been the sideshow and this afternoon I was going to be main stage, just before the jury made their final decision.
 
   By the time I’d explained everything and we’d agreed that my plan of action was the only option, we were being called. 
 
   I gave Scott my keys, vaguely surprised at how utterly I had come to trust him.
 
   He smiled, his eyes twinkling, and then he left at a run. 
 
   Willard and I needed to slow the session down until Scott returned. 
 
   Willard went back in looking like he was on trial. Maybe he was. The public prosecutor is only as good as his last major case.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The afternoon started easily enough with a standard question and answer exchange highlighting the summary from my evaluation of Zedous. The man himself sat and watched me, his eyes glittering and his face blank as a snake. He wouldn’t have showed any more emotion when he’d given the orders to murder Mrs. Hanson. He knew the difference between good and evil; he simply had no understanding of why it should apply to him.
 
   Schaeffer started badly. He tried arguing both sides of the same coin: that my evaluation had been too short in comparison to the formal procedure which called for sixty days under observation, and then countering his own thread by saying that I’d subjected Zedous to longer interrogation than was correct on the days I was assessing him.
 
   I responded to that by saying that the length of the interviews had been useful in that they showed the number of times Zedous contradicted himself. Once he’d had a rest, he’d always tried to come back with the best interpretation that could be put on it. That hadn’t been so easy while he was in front of me.
 
   I wasn’t the expert, but I felt the jury were on my side so far. So far.
 
   Then Schaeffer changed tack.
 
   “Dr. Lloyd, have you taken a vacation this year?”
 
   My heart missed a beat. The real attack was starting. I looked up into the courtroom. Scott wasn’t back.
 
   “Objection.” Willard rose. “What possible relevance can this have?”
 
   “I am hoping that I will see the relevance shortly,” Judge Nelson said, peering over her glasses at Schaeffer. “Please answer the question, Dr. Lloyd.”
 
   “No, I haven’t.” 
 
   Where was Scott? 
 
   To delay, I started to explain the pressures of work, but Schaeffer cut me off.
 
   “A vacation in the previous year?”
 
   Judge Nelson stirred, but didn’t say anything. Willard kept silent; Nelson had a reputation for disliking repeated objections on one topic.
 
   “I don’t recall,” I said eventually.
 
   “Dr. Lloyd, can you recall taking a vacation ever? Any time in your life? Any special moment you can recall from a vacation?”
 
   “No.”
 
   A couple of people on the jury frowned. Even the judge looked at me suspiciously.
 
   I was running out of time. 
 
   “Tell me, Dr. Lloyd, can you recall anything of any significance from, say, two years ago?”
 
   I could hear the stir in the court. 
 
   “That depends on what you would categorize as significant,” I said.
 
   “In fact, you have no memory of your life prior to winter last year, just before you did the assessment on my client?”
 
   Here goes nothing. 
 
   “My memory of individual events before last winter is impaired.”
 
   I was sounding like a machine. Willard showed how worried he was; he permitted himself a quick look back at the court for any sign of Scott. The jury started shuffling in their seats. I was losing them.
 
   Schaeffer smoothed his hand across his jacket, a mannerism he had that showed he was excited. I could see him thinking that it was going to be even easier than he’d thought. That he was about to get the payoff for all his patient work earlier today. “Would it be fair to say that you have severe memory problems?”
 
   “No.” I couldn’t keep this up much longer.
 
   Where are you, Scott?
 
   Schaeffer hadn’t expected me to deny it, and his exasperation showed. “Dr. Lloyd, you’ve just admitted you have no memories from more than a year ago. If that isn’t the definition of a memory problem, I don’t know what is. You do know where you live now, don’t you?”
 
   “Objection!”
 
   “Sustained. Kindly refrain from such personal comments, Mr. Schaeffer.” The judge turned to me. She’d been looking kindly at me all afternoon, but now I risked making all her weeks in court on this case a waste of time. No wonder her eyes had taken on a bleakness. 
 
   Still, she wasn’t going to let Schaeffer berate me. “Please ignore the tone and clarify your answer regarding memory problems.”
 
   “I have a memory problem,” I said. “Even possibly, a severe memory problem. However, it does not affect my capabilities in relation to this case in any way.”
 
   “Dr. Friegmann has said that memory problems might affect your entire personality, so why not your competencies?” He held up his hands before Willard or the judge went for him on that line, and decided it was time to go for the jugular. “If we could see Exhibit 32, on the screen please.”
 
   That was the security camera footage of my first meeting with Zedous. There was no audio. It was a simple bleak room; two chairs and a table, with Zedous on one side and me on the other.
 
   Schaeffer let it run for about ten seconds.
 
   “Dr. Lloyd, can you please describe what’s on that table?”
 
   “There’s nothing on the table.”
 
   “No notebook?”
 
   “No notebook.”
 
   “Dr. Friegmann was quite clear that he kept notes for his assessment. Unlike Dr. Lloyd, he isn’t suffering from any memory losses, yet he believes that any worthwhile assessment is too complex to rely on memory alone.” Schaeffer stood in front of the jury and paused, probably meeting the eyes of those he thought were least in favor of his arguments.
 
   Then he turned back to me. “Dr. Lloyd, you’ve claimed, under oath, that your assessment was based on contemporaneous notes. Yet you took no notes in the interviews. The notes in evidence must therefore have been created later, based on your ‘memory’ of the conversation. Or was your memory of the entire assessment another ‘problem’?”
 
   The door opened quietly and Scott slipped in with the three things I needed: a smile, a book and my laptop.
 
   “My assessment was based on contemporaneous notes taken at the interview,” I said.
 
   The renewed confidence in my voice made Schaeffer stumble. “But there were no recording devices in the room,” he said.
 
   I turned to the judge. “Your honor, if I could be allowed to demonstrate?”
 
   “Objection!” Schaeffer’s knee jerk response to my yanking control away from him was predictable.
 
   “The defense has made a serious allegation,” I said. “I have to demonstrate to answer.”
 
   “Proceed, Dr. Lloyd.” Judge Nelson was definitely frowning at me now. I had one chance. I prayed it was all I would need.
 
   Willard brought my laptop and connected the chorded keypad which had been in my hand the whole time I’d been on the stand. From the laptop, he connected to the projector. The screen blinked and cleared to show a document; a transcription of my testimony.
 
   There was silence in the court, exactly as there should have been.
 
   The judge continued frowning, glancing at the court stenographer who looked blankly back.
 
   She cleared her throat. “These notes on the screen, could you tell me how they got there?”
 
   Her question appeared as she spoke it.
 
   I raised my left hand, holding my keypad. Without speaking, I typed the answer.
 
   “I am transcribing as we talk. This is the method I use to take all my notes, as Dr. Langley could testify if she were to return to the stand.”
 
   The court buzzed. Zedous pulled at Schaeffer and started urgently whispering in his ear. 
 
   Too late. This is my show now.
 
   “This is the method you used to transcribe your interviews specifically with Mr. Zedous?”
 
   The judge appeared to be reliving her days as an attorney. Willard hid a smile behind his hand.
 
   “It is.”
 
   “I see. Does the transcription comprise the entirety of your notes?”
 
   “No. After the interview, within a day, I add a commentary and analysis. The three in total comprise my contemporaneous notes on this case. That’s the accepted definition of contemporaneous. Also, since the defense has called into question my short term memory capabilities, I should like to demonstrate that those are not part of my memory problem.”
 
   “Objection,” Schaeffer was back on his feet.
 
   “Overruled,” Nelson said.
 
   I launched into it. “The inference made from Dr. Kriegmann’s assertions is that the delay between the interview and the completion of the notes allows for errors caused by my memory condition to manifest. That’s based on a misunderstanding of memory issues, and specifically my memory issues. It is also based on a misapplication by the defense of the text that Dr. Kriegmann is using as the theoretical basis of his arguments.”
 
   “Objection.” Schaeffer was on his feet again. “The witness has no declared expertise in memory and no knowledge of the text that Dr. Kriegmann is basing his testimony on.”
 
   “On the contrary, memory is a significant element of the complete psychological whole, and while I admit I haven’t discussed this with Dr. Kriegmann, I have read his latest book. If that doesn’t provide the theoretical basis for his views, I’m sure I’d like to know why.”
 
   Judge Nelson sat back in her chair. I got the distinct impression she’d started to enjoy this. “Proceed, Dr. Lloyd.”
 
   At my sign, Willard held up the book that Scott had brought in. It was Friegmann’s latest.
 
   “I read this book about three months ago with considerable interest, given its applicability to my own memory condition,” I said. “I haven’t looked at it since. I learned only this morning that Dr. Friegmann was appearing in this court. I’ve been in the courtroom all day and I could not possibly have prepared anything.” 
 
   I looked across at the jury, who’d all become much more interested.
 
   “I would like to refer to the book’s chapter on episodic memory loss, and the possibility that trauma can suppress memory selectively. Friegmann’s opinion is that it is entirely possible for what he refers to as a vertical strata of memory, such as personal events, to be completely suppressed, while allowing long-term memory, procedural memory such as learned behaviors, qualifications and so forth to be unaffected. Short-term memory can similarly be unaffected. I am now typing the words he uses to express these ideas, as I recall them.”
 
   Willard had the book open at the right place. He walked over and handed it to the judge.
 
   When she finished comparing the texts, she allowed the book to go to the jury. A couple of them raised their eyebrows at my memory demonstration. Some of them nodded.
 
   I wouldn’t have gotten it word for word, and Friegmann’s text was rich in jargon, but I knew what I’d recalled would be a fairly accurate copy of the book.
 
   Zedous and Schaeffer were having an animated whispering match.
 
   I gave them my most brilliant fake smile and leaned back.
 
   I’d lost my job and opened myself up for legal cases of malpractice, but in my position, I didn’t care.
 
   Willard also nodded at me in appreciation. 
 
   We weren’t there yet. The jury still had to make a decision based on the arguments and their consciences, but I’d done my part and more. It wasn’t going to be my fault if it failed.
 
    
 
   They took a disturbingly short time to deliberate and we were back in the courtroom at 4pm.
 
   The little mouse that the jury had chosen as their foreman stood up.
 
   Some of her graying hair had escaped its clips and hung down, framing her face. She was trembling. Her eyes darted from judge to court official and back again. They say the jury will look at the prosecutor or the defense; that you can read their verdict from their eyes. She wasn’t looking at either. She seemed terrified by the whole thing. 
 
   The relief of closure for me changed to the sour taste of defeat.
 
   We’d been clever, and we’d won the legal arguments. We hadn’t reduced the threat of the man himself.
 
   How could we expect the jury to stand up to him?
 
   I couldn’t condemn her. It was easier for me. I had nothing more to lose. This woman probably had a family; dependents that Zedous could threaten.
 
   Willard faced forward, not looking at anyone. His face could have been a wooden mask.
 
   “Have you reached a verdict?” the judge asked.
 
   “We have.” I could barely hear her voice. 
 
   Scott’s hand enveloped mine again, pressing it gently.
 
   “On the charge of murder in the first degree, how do you find?”
 
   “Guilty,” the little mouse said. The word crashed through the courtroom like an echo of the gates in the Bellamy Creek Correctional Facility slamming shut.
 
   “And on the charge…”
 
   Guilty. Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.
 
   Every gate slammed shut behind him and buried him deeper and deeper into a system that he would never, ever get out of.
 
   Scott handed me one of his beautiful silk handkerchiefs.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   “How did you talk me into this?” I asked.
 
   “My innate charm not being up to the job, I relied on Willard’s appeal. We have to celebrate somewhere, Manda, for goodness sake.”
 
   I laughed.
 
   Scott and I were at a party, of all things. Not just any party: a celebration of lawyers, though maybe the group name should be a confusion of lawyers. Regardless, the result of the trial that day had detonated through the legal community.
 
   Willard had played the media like a violin. 
 
   …a reaffirmation of the very foundation of our legal system. The system of this complexity that embodies the checks and balances which our consciences dictate will always be open to abuse by the unscrupulous. Today’s judgment upholds our faith that these are risks that we must take and their benefits outweigh their potential disadvantages… 
 
   It would be providing sound bites for a week.
 
   And so we were here, out in the most expensive end of the community on the Lake Shore Road in snowy Grosse Pointe, with what looked like every partner in every legal firm in East Michigan, all of them getting well into the Christmas season spirit.
 
   Willard was the star, and I was happy for him. Scott and I drifted pleasantly in his wake, shaking hands and passing a few words and early season’s greetings with a river of faces. I was a temporary star, though few realized how temporary.
 
   “Congratulations.” The voice from behind me was the one I least wanted to hear, other than Zedous himself, maybe.
 
   I gritted my teeth and turned to face Schaeffer.
 
   “Commiserations,” replied Scott, his face studiously blank.
 
   Schaeffer shrugged. “If you meet with triumph and disaster, you must treat those two impostors just the same,” he misquoted from Kipling.
 
   “If you can bear to hear the truth you’ve spoken twisted by knaves to make a trap for fools,” Scott smoothly continued.
 
   Schaeffer laughed. “Touché. It’s been a day for high-sounding lines. Those bold statements Willard Morton gave the press will run for a day or two. The judgment is certainly today’s news, but hold your commiserations; by the new year, it’ll be gone. My client will appeal, of course.”
 
   “Don’t you—”
 
   Schaeffer raised his hand. “Zedous may well be everything they say he is. I don’t feel sufficiently divine to pass judgment on him. I argue his case and the system comes up with a result. If we’d had the trial in Indiana, Zedous might be on death row. Somewhere else, who knows, he might be a free man tonight. So what’s justice? Something that varies by zip code?” He picked up a glass of champagne from a passing tray and took a long swallow. “I just present the case.”
 
   I’d had enough. I started to move away.
 
   Scott tried one last comment. “You’ll take his money, but do you really think he has any chance at all?” he said.
 
   “He has an excellent chance. Witnesses may grow weary, for instance. Or even wary.” Schaeffer smiled at his own cleverness. “And the defense strategy that was blocked today will be open. Your testimony on the stand was very well presented, Dr. Lloyd. I’m sorry to hear you won’t be with us next time. Without you to defend it, I’m confident the questions we started to raise about your…history will erode your assessment to nothing.”
 
   Scott went pale with anger, and shifted as if he were about to move toward Schaeffer.
 
   “Scott,” I said, and put a warning hand on his arm. 
 
   We walked away to the sound of Schaeffer’s laughter behind us.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, when the general noise of the party had drowned it out. “I didn’t for a moment think he’d be invited.”
 
   “It’s not your fault, and the appeal would happen whether we knew about it or not.” I sighed. “That Kipling poem goes on: watch the things you gave your life to, broken.” 
 
   “Yes, but that verse ends with building those broken things back up.”
 
   “Not an option, in my case.” I suddenly felt tired and ill again. I’d spent all the buzz the court case had given me. My motor was running down. What was the line from that movie? 
 
   Time to die.
 
   “Let’s leave,” he said, sensitive to my mood, though not quite to the level of bleakness.
 
   I shrugged, not objecting when he guided me to the cloakroom. What was the point?
 
   He wound the scarf around my neck and helped me into my coat. I’d certainly need it out there. But when I reached for my walking stick, he took my hand and trapped it under his arm.
 
   “Please, lean on me for a while,” he said.
 
   With my cane in his free hand, we left the warmth of the house to emerge into the biting cold.
 
   Instead of walking down to the car, he pointed to the paved path that followed the walls of the house. It had been shoveled and gravel spread over it, but it was already starting to disappear under the new snow. The wind had shifted to the north while we’d been inside, and now there was death in its kiss. The wind chill factor must have taken the temperature to twenty below or more. 
 
   “A walk in the garden? On a night like tonight? Hardly going to calm me down, Scott.”
 
   “No, but it might stoke you up.” A brief smile passed across his face. “Angry is alive. Angry has a purpose and it makes plans.”
 
   “I can’t walk through this. I might fall.” I hated how fragile that made me sound, but it was the truth. And plans? What use would plans be?
 
   “It’s snow, not ice. It’s soft. I believe many people rely on that when they strap themselves to a couple of pieces of wood and throw themselves down mountains.”
 
   “They don’t use wood anymore,” I said snidely, but I let him pull me along. A smile threatened. How could he lift my mood like that? So what if I broke a leg? I was going to die soon anyway. There was no way I could outlast even the briefest of appeal processes. The mainspring of my existence was gone. 
 
   Or was that only one of them? 
 
   Would I have regrets to keep me company for my last few days or weeks?
 
   Snow squeaked and gravel crunched beneath out feet.
 
   “I thought you were going to punch him,” I said.
 
   “I have to admit, I was tempted, but he’s only a distraction.”
 
   “Hardly. He’s as good as admitted he knows Zedous is evil, and he’ll still be able to get him out. That’s not a distraction.”
 
   “Schaeffer thinks he can get him out. He may be wrong.”
 
   “He’s not. If I’m not there to defend myself, they’ll discredit me and the psychiatric testimony will have to be resubmitted. What do you want to bet that Frances will give him exactly what he wants?”
 
   “I hope she does,” Scott said. “Willard would skewer her on the witness stand.”
 
   “Maybe.” He had a point there. “Where are we going, exactly?”
 
   “There,” he said, pointing into the night with my cane. “If memory serves me, there’s a summerhouse, beside the old apple tree.”
 
   “An apple tree?” I snorted. “Then I suppose there has to be a serpent somewhere around as well?”
 
   There was a summerhouse all right, and a bare apple tree, though no serpent in his right mind was outside in this weather. The building loomed out of the darkness—a strongly built wooden pavilion, with an unlocked door that opened to his touch.
 
   His hand pressed gently on my back before I could protest, and the door closed quietly behind me.
 
   The summerhouse was curved like a half moon, the center given over to a living room with a panoramic window that looked out over the edge of the property. The lights of the Grosse Pointe Yacht Club were just visible through the bare trees on the right. The vast and depthless shadow in front was Lake St. Clair.
 
   Scott pressed a button on the wall and there was the immediate glow of electric radiators along the wall.
 
   “You knew this was here,” I accused him. “You planned this.”
 
   “I admit only to having stayed at this house before.”
 
   A clever evasion. I snorted, caught between being annoyed and flattered. The man was an outright fool, but he was an outright fool for me. That had to count for something.
 
   There was a tempting sofa that ran most of the length of the room, but I ignored it for the view of the lake, dark as it was, and pressed myself to the window. Snow had begun to fall heavily now.
 
   Scott’s strong arms slipped around me, sliding between me and the window pane, forming a barrier against the cold night outside. Even through our layers of coats and jackets, I could feel the heat of his body. It would be so easy to let myself go, to relax into that warmth. And so wrong.
 
   Then why does it feel so right?
 
   His breath tickled my ear and his lips pressed against my neck.
 
   A first kiss, unless I was going to tumble headlong into his delusion that we’d been lovers for two hundred years.
 
   Enough.
 
   “Scott, for heaven’s sake, I’m dying. The doctor can’t give me an exact date, but—”
 
   “That’s because he has no idea what’s happening. And you’re not dying, Manda; your body’s shutting down.”
 
   “Forgive me if I drop dead while we discuss the semantics.”
 
   “It’s not unimportant,” he said. “Dead is dead, and maybe dying is inevitable. However, a body that is shutting down can be halted. The process can be reversed.”
 
   “You fool. You utter fool.”
 
   I laid my head back, unable to resist the pleasure of his kisses on my throat.
 
   My heart rate climbed dizzyingly, and a small part of me noted that the numbness in my limbs had eased off.
 
   Score one for lust. 
 
   Why not? If I couldn’t live a little when I was about to die, when could I?
 
   It was crazy.
 
   I turned, trying to push him away. It only served to loosen our clothing.
 
   My hands somehow slipped beneath his coat, beneath his jacket, up against the silky texture of his shirt. His body called to me with the liquid thudding of his heart underneath my fingers. His skin burned with a fire that time could not quench, and I longed to touch it, nothing between his flesh and mine. 
 
   “Trust me, Manda. Trust me completely.”
 
   “I’m dying, Scott. I can’t let you love me, knowing I’ll be gone soon. Listen to me. I can’t bear the thought of hurting you.”
 
   “Allow me to be the one who makes decisions on whether I will be hurt or not.”
 
   My traitorous hands plowed deep furrows in the rich weight of his hair, pulled his face down so that his lips could burn my cheek with his kisses.
 
   “As for love,” his voice rumbled in my ear, “I have always loved you.”
 
   What were those erotic margin comments my crazy hand had written in my notes at that preliminary consultation?
 
   My tongue has described the contours of your chest.
 
   My lips know your subtle taste.
 
   My hands have caressed every part of you 
 
   And I have held you in my arms the night long.
 
   She’d written that, the old me. No, I’d written that. Long ago. I was her. I was going crazy. I couldn’t have. I couldn’t possibly be the woman who took that photograph in Cologny. Scott was human. I was human. We weren’t immortal, I was dying and he wasn’t a vampire, an Athanate.
 
   What I was, was a selfish bitch, willing to scar his heart for the brief respite of pleasure that his body promised me. Still, I couldn’t stop his hands slipping the coat from my shoulders. It wasn’t cold, not in the reach of his furnace. 
 
   He was burning me up. He’d consume us both. I was pouring gas on the flames and dancing.
 
   My jacket and shirt joined the pile of clothes pooled around my feet. His fingers found the catch of my bra.
 
   “I shouldn’t,” I said. “You shouldn’t.”
 
   As the bra fell away, his hand came up and cupped my breast. My nipples ached for the touch of his lips and my back arched.
 
   I needed him so much it hurt, and the burden on my soul was the same for the thought and the deed, wasn’t it?
 
   “Tell me you don’t want this,” he murmured, his breath caressing my skin. “Tell me you can’t remember.”
 
   “Only a therapist and a lunatic could possibly be having a conversation like this while they make love,” I said, the words blurring together and tumbling over each other.
 
   My body answered his question. I stood on tiptoes to offer myself, and, cupped in the warmth of his hand, my breast finally felt the graze of his lips.
 
   I groaned inarticulately. His tongue circled my painful nipple and his mouth hungrily closed over my breast. 
 
   He burned like I did. I could feel the urgency in his body, the failing control as his muscles began to shake with a fever of lust. He wanted to crush me to him and take me hard.
 
   The feelings were intense, shooting through my body like storm lightning over the lake.
 
   Too intense. I wanted him to stop, but I also wanted him not to stop, ever.
 
   His lips moved from my breast and his mouth pressed against my throat.
 
   My heart tried to break my ribs.
 
   Selfish. Selfish. Selfish.
 
   Just do it now. Bite me. Make love to me against the wall. Whichever it is. Anything. Just now. Now.
 
   “Now,” was all I could manage, my voice hoarse. “Please.”
 
    “Manda,” he whispered against my neck, and the name sounded so right.
 
   He didn’t bite, he didn’t take me against the wall, and he wasn’t trembling now. He started to kiss my skin, hard, every kiss a little star of desire, trailing down my chest, over my breasts, too fast, too slow. Down my belly like a shower of stars in the night.
 
   Every sensible thought I’d ever had was wiped away as he stripped my underwear off.
 
   His shoulder easily bullied my thighs apart. I climbed on him, twisting and turning, trying to guide his elusive tongue where my need was like a raging fire. 
 
   He was strong as a great oak in the wind, swaying and firm, not to be moved from his course. 
 
   His hands gripped my butt and I cried out at the touch of his tongue, so familiar, so new, so confident in my pleasure. A confidence born of intimate knowledge and experience. Of me.
 
   I clenched my hands in his hair so tightly it must have hurt, but he didn’t complain, didn’t stop.
 
   “I want you so badly I can’t think,” I groaned.
 
   I was falling. He was rising. His lips returning up my belly. The sparks of his kisses reignited my tinder-dry skin until I was all aflame, wreathed with longing in every part of me.
 
   I slid down his trunk, our four hands removing his clothes, mine clumsy with urgency. Sliding down him eagerly, guiding him inside me.
 
   The wooden wall of the summerhouse joined my protests as it bowed under the pressure of his first thrust. His weight pinned me—poor, pale butterfly, faint with pleasure—against the sweet-scented pine.
 
   The wind screamed outside. I matched it.
 
   Images poured through me, shaken and disjointed, snapping behind my eyes like a flag in a gale. Scott, walking beside a cliff. Naked in bed. Rising from the bathtub, with water cascading from his body. 
 
   Stop. This was now. The feel of his back. My fingers digging into flesh slippery with sweat. The iron band of muscles bunching as he thrust. The strength. Such sweet familiarity and yet new every time.
 
   Maddeningly slowing down. The closer I came, the slower he drove into me, until I was on the very brink, the point of no return, and my voice was wrecked with begging.
 
   “You can heal, Manda,” he gasped. “Everything I’ve ever said to you is true. Tell me you can’t remember us.”
 
   We’d made love before. Many, many times. My body insisted it was true. No one else could be able to do what he’d done to me.
 
   “Yes,” I shouted, my voice thin and broken as the wind itself.
 
   “Heal, and we can be together again.”
 
   “We’re both crazy. You can’t make those promises to me.”
 
   “Make them to yourself. Live, Manda! Be what you are. Be healed. Alive, you can make the difference you want.”
 
   His face was pressed against mine, cheek sliding against cheek, slippery with tears. His and mine. Something had to break. Something had to.
 
   “But Scott,” I groaned, “you’re not a vampire. You can’t really do this.”
 
   “Think,” he said hoarsely. His hands gripped my thighs and his hips made another slow circuit, stirring my body with his. “Use that memory. You can remember everything if you try. Think of what I said and trust yourself. Your body knows.”
 
   I didn’t want to think. My mind was reeling, forgotten sensations flooding through me. I needed him to finish me. I couldn’t think of anything else. I clutched at his back, slid my hands down and pulled his butt toward me.
 
   He’d never once said he was a vampire. Never once.
 
   Oh, my God! – ‘There’s a vampire in the room’. 
 
   That’s what he’d said when he’d come in first. That’s what he’d said.
 
   “Yes. Ohh! Ohhh! God, yes. Yes! YES!”
 
   I felt as if I was melting from the inside out. My body burned with pleasure. Our bodies fused together like rivers of lava merging in a volcano. The summerhouse shuddered around us.
 
   He was inside my body, inside my mind; bursting through the walls I’d built, tearing them apart and flinging them away.
 
   Barriers crumbled. The floodgates opened. 
 
   My memory returned. Yes, the grief too, the crippling grief, but I wasn’t crippled any more. I had Scott back. I could live.
 
   And I understood it all at last. I didn’t break his beautiful construct. Instead, I was crowned at its very tip, like some glittering fairy, incandescent with pleasure. Still the new me, just with the old breaking through. 
 
   I sank my fangs into my faithful kin’s neck. The taste of his Blood burst across my senses, making me gasp, drawing his Blood into me, inhaling his strength, filling my throat and chest with sweet flames.
 
   The sense of vigor detonated within me. My screams were muffled against his neck as the first of the explosions of joy, power and healing began to wrack my body.
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PREVIEW
 
    
 
   Sleight of Hand
 
   Bite Back book 1
 
    
 
   "Vampires are the flickering illusions of Hollywood.
 
   They don't exist.
 
   We do. We are the Athanate."

For Amber Farrell, post-military life as a PI has its ups and downs: She's been hit by a truck. She's being sued by a client. Denver's newest drug lord just put out a contract on her. The sinister Athanate want her to come in for a friendly chat. And it's only Tuesday.

Enter Jennifer Kingslund: rich, gorgeous--a tough businesswoman who's known for getting what she wants in the boardroom and the bedroom. Someone's trying to sabotage her new resort and destroy her company--and she wants Amber to find out who.

The answers lead Amber past Were and Adept, right back to the Athanate--and a centuries-old war that could threaten not just Denver, but the nation that Amber swore to protect and serve. 

And all sides want to claim her for their own...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Sleight of Hand Chapter 1
 
    
 
   MONDAY
 
    
 
   It had been a couple of years and I was neither dead, nor undead, which I ranked as an achievement.
 
   It wasn’t as if I lacked opportunity. Even when I wasn’t really looking for it.
 
   I was safe at the moment. My perch among the roof beams of the Crate & Freight warehouse in the Northfield section of Denver was only fifty feet above the concrete floor. Those SCAR assault rifles down on the loading bay weren’t aimed at me. No one knew I was here and it was dark in this corner. That was safe, by some definitions of the word safe. I was kind of enjoying myself.
 
   Still, I knew what a few SCAR rounds could do to a body. The guys down there weren’t carrying them for show. If they pointed a flashlight up into the gloomy recesses, they would be surprised to see their afternoon visitor from the HR department, now minus her clipboard and big square glasses, in black coveralls and toting a camera with a zoom lens.
 
   Given what they were involved in, they wouldn’t stop to ask questions.
 
   I needed to call this in and hand it over to the police. I wasn’t armed tonight and besides, I was supposed to be a discreet PI, not a one-woman SWAT team.
 
   I didn’t want to risk them hearing me call 911. And I didn’t want the nearest cruiser with a couple of bored officers to swing by and spook these guys, thinking the call was some crazy woman. I wanted the Denver PD SWAT team, tooled up for the job. So I was waiting for a few of the photos to download from my camera to my cell and I would text them directly to Captain José Morales with details.
 
   I had his contact for a completely different reason, but surely he’d thank me for this?
 
   A noisy problem outside with the last truck emptied the warehouse, and I took the chance to climb down. Climbing urban structures was a teenage hobby of mine, so the prominent bolts and cross struts made this about as difficult as coming down a ladder.
 
   I lurked in the shadow of a pile of pallets, waiting for my cell to finish loading.
 
   Campbell Carter, the CEO of Centennial State Crate & Freight, had hired me on my office landlord’s recommendation. He suspected some of his drivers and dispatchers were stealing from him. Nothing major, just something he wanted straightened out. Crate & Freight was an important local business in Denver and Carter the kind of man who wanted to be squeaky clean. I knew he was gearing up to run for office next year.
 
   He was absolutely right in his suspicions—a group of drivers were skimming a margin, just enough that they thought it was below the radar. So far, so routine, so tame. But Carter’s assignment had been to find out what was going on, and it turned out skimming was the least of it.
 
   I’d worked out a cover story for the day with the Crate & Freight HR manager. She’d even given me a real HR survey they wanted done, laconically wishing me the best of luck with it. I’d wandered around the depot that afternoon with my clipboard, asking mind-numbing questions about job satisfaction.
 
   Every stuttered answer, every shifty eye, every sweaty face, told me something was happening today.
 
   They hustled me out at 5 p.m., and I was back, over the fence, at 9 p.m. I’d left the clipboard and the glasses behind. I was in black coveralls, black ski cap, black boots and some real good makeup.
 
   The photo transfer completed and I texted Morales: URGENT! Northfield Crate & Freight depot. See pix—large drug shipment moving NOW. RIFLES! SWAT team ASAP. Txt only. Amber Farrell.
 
   The text took forever to transmit with the photos, while I stared at the screen wondering how it would play with Morales. I was supposed to be low profile. I was supposed to be on call for him and not the other way around. I sighed. I’d find out soon enough what he thought about it.
 
   Of course, I’d come straight to the place they hadn’t wanted me this afternoon; the old warehouse. It was a vast building, about three stories tall, with a drive-in, drive-out loading area. It was stacked high with pallets and containers waiting for shipment. Normally, storage was all it was used for, but tonight they’d wanted to be able to load trucks with the shutters closed, away from prying eyes. Except mine. And my shutter was wide open.
 
   I’d expected to get photo evidence of some shrinkage of the stock. Not a sign of it, at least not tonight. There were thirty-two big rigs scheduled to leave the compound before morning. So far, a dozen had been driven into the warehouse and loaded just across from my hiding place. From what I’d seen, four were just regular loads. The others were carrying something extra, hidden in a compartment between the trailer and cab. From the lengths they went to for security and the size and shape of the packages, it was both drugs and weapons.
 
   All of the illicit stuff came from a blue box truck parked alongside the loading area. I didn’t recognize the company, Ranchos Rigs, but the plates were from New Mexico. In among a lot of edgy men, the driver, Nokes, had been the edgiest. He’d stood watching the transfer impatiently, talking only to Guy Windler, the Crate & Freight driver in charge of this operation. Windler took no crap from anyone else, but he was wary around Nokes.
 
   I checked the cell in case the vibrate wasn’t working. Nothing.
 
   Come on, Morales, the clock’s ticking. Look at your freaking texts.
 
   Given what was going on, the outer gates were locked and the eight drivers, site manager, forklift operator and dispatcher in the compound were all in on it. But you don’t keep a shipping depot like this closed for long. Other drivers would be arriving. They had to get those trucks out of the depot before then. Of course, the police would be able to round them all up eventually, but who knows if the drugs and guns would still be on board. And the credit for the bust would be shared with whichever cities the trucks were bound for.
 
   Morales, you want it for Denver PD, you come get it now.
 
   No one had come back inside the warehouse yet. I crept out of my hiding place and risked taking shots of the box truck plate and logo with my cell camera. I sent them to Morales: Delivery vehicle.
 
   I registered that the blue box truck had been closed up. The delivery had been completed, and Nokes was going to want out of here soon. Not on my watch. There was a chance he might lead Morales back up the supply chain.
 
   I checked his doors—locked. There are lots of ways to sabotage a truck, but I needed it to be quick and quiet. I also didn’t want to be obvious. There weren’t many good places to hide in this depot, if someone were really looking for you. I started with a tire. Front and left, where he’d see it. I got a thin splinter from a pallet and jammed the air valve open.
 
   I lay down to see how much of the engine I could reach from underneath. And the loading bay exit door in front of the truck started to rise. 
 
   Oh, crap.
 
   The huge steel door would take about four seconds to get high enough for someone to see underneath. I pulled the splinter out and ran to the back, where the matching entry door was closed. Three seconds. Next to the truck entrance was a personnel door that was unlocked.
 
   Someone had left a stockman’s coat tossed on a chair near the entrance. Two seconds. I grabbed it and put it on as I opened the door. One. It was a calculated risk taking the coat, but it was what everyone was wearing outside. I closed the door gently. Zero. Through the small glass panel I watched Nokes go to his truck and stare at the half-deflated tire.
 
   Double crap. I’d been flushed from hiding and all I’d gained was a few minutes.
 
   Dammit, Morales, where are you?
 
   I was on the far side of the warehouse from whatever commotion had gotten everyone outside, but there would be another truck coming around here any minute. Turning the stiff collar up on the coat was barely half a disguise. I sprinted down the side of the warehouse, trailing coat like Batman, and slid into the dark gap between the warehouse and the dispatcher’s office. I made my way down to the end and peered out carefully into the central area.
 
   There was a gentle rain falling, making blurry halos around the sodium floodlights. Mack trucks, looming blank-eyed and sinister in the dark, were lined up in rows, ready to roll. The commotion was centered around the last truck loaded. It was one of the ones carrying drugs, and there’d been a problem with the hydraulics. It looked as if the cab’s steering had broken while it was maneuvering back into line. It was partly blocking the exit from the warehouse. Except for that, the dispersal might have started already. A huge lucky break for me and the Denver PD.
 
   A group was standing in front of the faulty cab, centered around Windler. He was only an inch or two taller than my five-ten, but massively heavy in the chest and shoulders. The bulk of him, the way he lowered his head, and his dark brown, unkempt hair and beard made me think of a bull buffalo. That crazed, wall-eyed look he’d given me this afternoon during my HR rounds shouted don’t get in my way. He’d refused my questions and I was so going to report him for it.
 
   Estes, the site manager, was standing alongside him, fidgeting and looking at his watch. They’d given up on the faulty cab. Another cab had been pulled up and was sitting there with its engine idling while they transferred the contents of the compartment. Headlights supplemented the sodium floodlight on the side of the office. The dispatcher, forklift operator and one of the drivers were staying to help, but the others were starting to drift towards their own rigs. Damn.
 
   My cell tickled. I pulled it out and shielded the screen.
 
   From Morales: Are you still inside compound?
 
   At last, and he was treating it seriously. Yes. Trucks about to roll.
 
   Shouting brought my attention back to the group. Nokes had come back out of the warehouse and squared up to Windler, gesturing in agitation.
 
   “…some fucker in here. The fucking hydraulics go on your truck and then some fucker’s let the air out of my tire.”
 
   I couldn’t hear Windler’s response. His back was to me and he was drowned out by Nokes’s panicked shouting.
 
   “I’m telling you, there was someone in the warehouse. And they’ve been out here, fucking with your trucks. Shit! We’re busted, man, we’re busted.”
 
   So much for the lucky break. The hydraulics were nothing to do with me. He was adding two and two and getting a big number. The drivers were returning. Even the guys trying to switch the cabs had stopped and come across.
 
   I didn’t wait to hear what Windler said back to Nokes. It was time to find another hiding place.
 
   The gap between the warehouse wall and the office wall was just right. I wedged myself in and walked my way up the wall, eased myself quietly onto the flat roof of the office. I was close enough I could hear some of what was going on, but I was well above everyone’s eye line. And with all the people in the compound, hiding here would be a lot safer than creeping around. I pulled my ski cap lower and raised my head enough to see the group.
 
   Nokes had calmed down a fraction and backed off to make a call. Windler was standing in front of the cabs, frowning.
 
   Estes was alongside Windler, tapping his watch and talking in his ear. I could just about lip-read him. “The next batch of drivers will be here any minute. We’ve got to do something. Just move them out?”
 
   Windler shook his head as if dislodging flies. He looked up and spoke to the group loudly.
 
   “Nokes is sure there was someone in the warehouse. We can’t take the risk, but we can’t take the risk of someone seeing rifles either. Rack the rifles in my trailer, take the pistols instead and keep them hidden,” he said, looking around. “Spread out and check this place from one end to the other. In, on, under everything. You see him, fucking kill him. We’ll hold anyone else at the gate. I’ll come up with a cover story.”
 
   I texted Morales again: They’re looking for me. Real soon would be good.
 
   Inbound, he responded. Head down.
 
   What the hell had spooked Nokes? It wasn’t the missing coat—he’d have said. I’d left no trace. He hadn’t seen me. He hadn’t heard me. Smell? I’m trained; I wasn’t wearing perfume and last I checked I smelled better than the coat I’d stolen. Maybe he was just right for the wrong reasons, like he’d been about the hydraulics.
 
   The only benefit from this was that the drivers who were looking for me weren’t driving away in their rigs. But if they did a good job with the search, they’d look up here soon. It was a straight race between the SWAT team and the search party. I distracted myself by trying to estimate how long it should take those men to search the compound, and comparing it with the response time the SWAT team quoted.
 
   It had gone quiet, except for the idling engines. I peered over the shed roof again. Windler and Estes were still there, Nokes to one side arguing on his cell. Everyone else had gone off to look for me. Nothing like being wanted to give a girl a nice, warm feeling on a cold, wet night.
 
   Estes held his pistol up in the headlights, checked it and chambered a round. He stuck it back in the pocket of his coat, unsafed. Idiot. The pair of them wandered over toward the office.
 
   “Don’t like this,” Windler muttered, not ten yards from me. “Not tonight. It’s trouble.”
 
   “He’s just jumpy, for Christ’s sake, Guy.”
 
   Windler wasn’t going to be calmed. “There’s been something the whole fucking day.”
 
   “What d’you mean?” said Estes. “It’s just a hydraulic pipe. It happens, man. Nokes is scared of his own shadow.”
 
   “No. Right from the start today. That fucking bitch from HR poking around. Something off about her. Trouble,” he said again.
 
   “Look, him or her, we’ll find them,” Estes said. “Then they’ll be no trouble at all.” He chuckled and grabbed his crotch. “If it’s her, maybe we don’t kill her right away.”
 
   Windler had started to shake his head in irritation again when there was shouting from the gates. Awesome. The cavalry was here.
 
   Windler was the first to react. He turned and sprinted to the new cab. It hadn’t been connected to the trailer yet, and its engine was running. Nokes went for it too.
 
   No freaking way. I leaped off the roof, coat flying, and landed next to Estes.
 
   He turned to me, shock and disbelief on his face giving way to terror. I guess it was the makeup. He started scrabbling in his coat pocket, jerking at the pistol to free it.
 
   “Pleased to see me, are you?” I said, as I grabbed his wrist and slammed my elbow into his face.
 
   Everything happened at once. The pistol in his pocket went off and the bullet tore through his thigh. Windler’s cab started to roll. Estes screamed and would have collapsed but for my grip on him. The SWAT team opened the gates to come swarming through. No! No! No! Shut the gates!
 
   “FREEZE! POLICE!” was being bellowed from every angle. Someone was yelling my name. Shots were fired. I was standing right between the cab and the gates. It was barreling down on me, twelve feet tall and eight wide, hard bright chrome, lights blazing, engine roaring, dirt and gravel spurting out the sides. I felt a stupid sense of disbelief. He wasn’t going to stop. 
 
   There was no chance Estes could get out of the way. 
 
   I wanted him in prison, not the morgue. I’m far stronger than I look; I lifted him up and hurled him clear. I’m also very quick; I nearly made it, too. 
 
   So, so close.
 
   I was diving backwards when the cab hit me and I did the old rag doll flip through the night air.
 
   “MAN DOWN!” someone screamed.
 
   Oh, jeez, that hurt. I know it was dark and, yeah, I was wearing coveralls and a coat, but come on, guys, gimme a break. Then the ground came up like a huge fist and punched my lights right out.
 
    
 
   ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞ ∞
 
    
 
   Cold. Dark. Squeezed in a still, breathless space. Why was I crying? Sergeants don’t cry. 
 
   I opened my eyes. Rain, not tears, on my cheeks. Hands on my face, pinching my nose, gripping my jaw. Behind that, someone loomed, inches away. No! I won’t go back to that cell.
 
   I sucked in a panicky lungful of air and lashed out. I caught him on the chin, and Detective Jennings grunted and collapsed backward.
 
   “Farrell!” Morales shouted at me. “Stop!”
 
   “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” I levered myself up. Bad mistake. The world went all wobbly for a second and when it settled, I was on all fours, kneeling beside Jennings. At least he was blinking and mumbling.
 
   A medic shouldered me aside and bent over him, muttering about friendly fire.
 
   Morales knelt next to me, but not too close.
 
   “You okay?” he said.
 
   I grimaced as the fog in my head cleared out. The truck…
 
   “Windler? Nokes?” I twisted around to look, making my head spin, and ended up slumped back on my ass.
 
   “The guys in the truck? They got out the gate. We probably hit the driver with a couple of shots, but we didn’t have time to set up a blockade. They’re gone, but they won’t get far.” Morales reached out carefully and lifted my chin up to the lights, looked at my eyes. “You weren’t breathing,” he said. “No pulse.”
 
   “Just shock,” I said. “It wasn’t as bad as it looked.” It was. Or would have been for anyone else. “Anyway, heart and lungs working now.”
 
   “You need to get to the hospital?”
 
   “Thanks, but I don’t like hospitals.” I flexed my shoulders. “Nothing but bumps and bruises anyway.” My shoulders twinged and I stifled a hiss. A lot of bumps and bruises, but I can’t have doctors looking at me.
 
   Morales knew some of the background on this and he was just fishing with his question. I guess I couldn’t blame him. He thought I must know more about it than I did.
 
   I wasn’t a vampire. Yet. And if there was anything I could do to stop it, I wouldn’t become one. In the meantime, I couldn’t risk what might show up on X-rays and blood tests any more than I could risk violating my agreement with the army. And even mouth to mouth resuscitation might have been a really bad idea for Jennings to try, for both of us.
 
   “This man has a concussion. We’ll need to keep him under observation.” The medic glared at me as they stretchered him away.
 
   “I was not going to lie there and let him pump my chest and slobber all over my face,” I said defensively to Morales. “You know why…ah, hell. Apologize to him for me, will you? I’ll buy him a drink next week. And, uh, thank you too. Good timing.”
 
   Morales grunted and stood up. “Well, if you don’t need to go to the hospital, do you need a lift home?”
 
   I started to shake my head and thought better of it. Falling over wouldn’t look good. “No, thanks.” I got shakily to my feet. Not good, but not bad. I’ve felt worse.
 
   He handed me a handkerchief. “You might want to get that muck off your face,” he said. “You will have a full report in my in-tray tomorrow morning, 9 a.m. And you will be available for any further questions.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Damn, so much for sleeping in tomorrow. But at least he wasn’t chewing me out for not keeping a low profile.
 
   “Then get the hell off my crime scene.” He waved toward the gate.
 
   I couldn’t resist. “Oh. That’s what all this pretty yellow ribbon is for, is it?” 
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