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			1

			I WAS STANDING in the air-conditioned hush of Forever Bridal in Albuquerque, New Mexico, but since all I could see was a rack of plastic-wrapped wedding dresses taller than my head, I could have been in any bridal shop in any part of the country. The dresses were ones that had needed tailoring to fit their brides. I stared at the different shades of white, from dazzling white like fresh snow in sunlight to a cream so dark it was almost a pale brown, or maybe taupe. I was always confused by taupe. Who wouldn’t be confused by a color that couldn’t decide if it was gray or tan? The dress they’d finally let me try on was black, because the pale teal that matched the maid of honor’s dress had looked so bad on me that even Donna Parnell, the bride-to-be, had conceded that we could try the dress in black for me. Since I was the best man, or best person, on the groom’s side of the aisle and the men were in black tuxes with teal ties and cummerbunds, putting me in black would make the wedding party look more balanced, or that’s what the store manager had finally said.

			I stood clutching the overly long black skirt in one hand, so I didn’t trip, as I talked to Micah Callahan on my new smartphone, which was actually so smart I felt uncomfortable using it, as if the technology were silently judging my lack of tech savvy.

			“So, your clients have finally given you permission to share more info with your police girlfriend?” I said.

			I could feel/hear the smile in his voice as he said, “They’re not clients, Anita. I don’t take money for helping people who are desperate.” Micah was the head of the Coalition for Better Understanding Between Human and Lycanthrope Communities, colloquially known as the Furry Coalition. They traveled the country, some internationally, to help keep the lycanthropes and the humans safe from each other. Sometimes it was just to give lectures to the local police to help them deal better with this very special minority in their cities; sometimes it was to settle disputes between different wereanimal groups before they became violent. The Coalition never went into another city without an invitation from someone among either the local lycanthropes, the police, or even medical professionals. One of the most frequent things the Coalition did was help victims of wereanimal attacks recover and come to terms with turning into their attackers come the next full moon. Micah had been a survivor of an attack, just like the people he tried to help. He’d been hunting with his uncle and cousin the year between college and high school when they were attacked by a wereleopard. He had been the only survivor, so he had serious street cred when he spoke to victims.

			“You take donations,” I said.

			“If they can afford it, yes, and if it’s a city government, we’ll take a fee, but for individuals in need we waive fees, so they are not clients.”

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to step on an issue here.”

			“It’s okay, Anita. I’m sorry—this . . . case is getting to me. When you see the pictures, you’ll understand.”

			“Okay, if they aren’t clients, what word do you want me to use in conversation?”

			“Shapeshifters,” he said.

			I glanced around the store to see if there was anyone within earshot, but all I could see were wedding dresses on one side and another rack of dresses on the other, this time in a myriad of colors for other hapless bridesmaids. Turning just that much made my breasts slide out of the halter top of the dress, which had been designed for someone with a very different figure. I transferred my hand to clutch the top instead of the hem of the dress. As long as I didn’t try to walk, the yards of extra fabric wouldn’t trip me. My dignity was in more danger from the dress than my body was. Solution: I would stand still and do my best not to flash anyone. “I came out of the changing room because I could hear everything in the next stall. I’ve got as much privacy as I can find here, but there are certain words that make civilians perk up their ears and listen harder.” I lowered my voice even more and said, “Shapeshifter would be one of those words.”

			“That’s fair,” he said, and sighed, not like he was happy. “You can use the word client for now, but I see myself more as their advocate. But that’s beside the point. Use whatever vocabulary you think will keep this between us, Anita. They’re finally letting me send you pictures, and those absolutely must be for your eyes only.”

			“I’m a U.S. Marshal, Micah. I know how to keep details to myself.” I realized that it sounded a little crankier than I’d meant it to.

			“Are you okay?” he asked, taking my crankiness for my feeling bad, and not taking it personally. There were so many reasons we were engaged to each other.

			“Yeah. I mean, I can’t believe that Donna decided at, like, the eleventh hour that I couldn’t wear a tux like the rest of the men, but I’ll live, once they figure out a way for the halter top not to make the wedding an accidental PG-thirteen.”

			He laughed, then said, “Ask Nathaniel to take pictures of the dress before they fix it.”

			“You can see my breasts without a dress next time we’re in the same state,” I said, but I was smiling, which is probably why he’d said it the way he had. Micah knew when I needed cheering up, or coaxing out of a cranky mood.

			“We haven’t been in the same state much lately,” he said, and sounded sad again.

			“You and I both travel for our jobs.”

			“I know, but I miss you.”

			I stood there in the ill-fitting dress with our shared boyfriend only yards away from me and was suddenly so lonely for the touch of Micah’s arms around me that it was almost a physical pain. I could remember the last time we’d slept in the same bed, but I couldn’t remember the last time we’d made love. It had been weeks. Had we gone a month, it was a first in the five years we’d been together. “I miss you, too. I want to do more than just sleep in the same bed in between business trips for our jobs.”

			“Nathaniel is staying in town with you, so I know you’re getting sex.”

			I’d never heard Micah sound even a little bit jealous of Nathaniel before. “He’s our shared boyfriend, shared fiancé, and you’re planning to marry him legally, like I’m marrying Jean-Claude,” I said.

			“I know, and if we could marry more than one person at a time, the four of us would marry each other, though I admit the idea of me marrying any man but Nathaniel, even Jean-Claude, would be weird.”

			“And do you have another woman in mind that you’d like to add to the group?” I asked, making sure my tone of voice was teasing.

			He laughed. “No. The other women in our poly group are lovely, but it’s not about the sex; it’s about the emotion and being a couple together. I’m a couple with you and Nathaniel, but not really with anyone else, not the way the two of you are with some of the others.” His voice had already lost that edge of laughter and was back to sounding tired.

			“What’s wrong, Micah? Besides this case, I mean.”

			“I told you what’s wrong, Anita. I’m feeling crowded. It’s not marrying Nathaniel; I love him. I understand that if you marry anyone legally, it’s got to be Jean-Claude. He’s the king of all the vampires, and he’s close to being the king of all the supernatural citizens in this country. He has to be the one that marries the princess.”

			“I’m not the princess in this story,” I said.

			“You’re not the damsel in distress, but as far as everyone in the media is concerned, you are the princess to be married off to the prince, or king.”

			“Nathaniel is enjoying the idea of all the weddings more than I am.”

			“He’s enjoying it more than I am, too, but I think what’s throwing me is the two-groom wedding. I always pictured a white-dressed bride coming down the aisle toward me.”

			“Nathaniel would probably wear a white dress if you really wanted him to,” I said.

			Micah laughed. “I know he would, but I think I’d prefer him in a white tux with tails.”

			“He’s so happy you accepted his proposal.”

			“I’m sorry I hesitated even for a little bit. I just had to work through my issues.”

			“Nathaniel is your first-ever boyfriend. I know you never thought you’d be marrying another man.”

			“I hope he doesn’t think I’ve been ignoring him since I said yes. There have just been so many out-of-town issues that needed attention.”

			“You spend time with us when you can, just like I do. Nathaniel got to travel out of town with you to Florida the time before last.”

			“And you couldn’t go because you had bad guys to catch,” he said.

			“When we all go down for Ted and Donna’s wedding we’ll have some time to enjoy ourselves, because I won’t be crime-busting and you won’t be saving other shapeshifters.”

			“Did Nathaniel tell you that the shapeshifters down here wouldn’t let me bring him to the meetings, so he had to go sight-seeing by himself with only a bodyguard for company?”

			“He mentioned it, but we’ll have time to sight-see before and after the wedding. Besides, if Nathaniel hadn’t got to sight-see, he would never have found the hotel where Donna and Ted are getting married. She’s getting her beach destination wedding and he’s getting to be somewhere we can all stay armed and our badges are still legal.”

			“I know it worked out,” Micah said, “but I feel like I’m not getting any time with either of you lately.”

			“It does seem like either you’re out of town or I am the last few months.”

			“It does, and it’s moments like this when I think that I need to start cutting back on all of it.”

			“Why don’t you? I mean, that would be great if you could, but you know I would never ask you to compromise your job.”

			“Because you would never compromise yours,” he said, but not like he was exactly happy about it. It wasn’t like Micah to be this unhappy about things, about us and our complicated personal lives, or our complicated professional lives. My chest felt tight, my stomach started to knot, and those negative voices in my head tried to be louder, saying, See, see? This is the moment that Micah stops being perfect and drops the other shoe right on our heads.

			“I don’t know what to say to that. I’m a marshal. It’s who I am, not just what I am.”

			“I know that. I knew the kind of person you were when we met. I don’t want you to change, Anita.”

			“Good. You had me scared for a minute there.”

			“I’m sending you the first picture; let me know when it comes through.”

			The change of topic back to the business he’d called about was so abrupt it caught me off guard, but I didn’t protest. I was happy for a change of topic. My phone dinged to let me know the picture had arrived, but I had to take the phone away from my ear to look.

			“Do you want me to put you on speaker while I look at the picture?”

			“No, just look at it. I’ll wait.”

			I did what he asked, going to his texts and seeing the image of a man I’d never met. He was bare to the waist, lean upper body, but not like he worked out—more like he was just young and naturally thin. He looked ordinary, except there was something wrong with his right arm. I thought at first it was a tattoo, then a tentacle, which would have been weird enough. I used my fingertips to expand the picture and found that the “tentacle” had a head where the hand should have been. It looked like the man’s arm turned into a snake, complete with a triangular venomous head. I widened the image further. It was blurry now, but I could see the yellow eyes on the snake head, with slits for pupils, like it was some kind of viper.

			I got back on the phone and said, “It’s a camera trick, Micah. No one changes shape like this. You have weresnakes, you have beings like lamias and nagas that are part snake and part human, but the head wouldn’t be at the end of an arm.”

			“It’s not a trick.”

			“You saw it, in person?” I asked.

			“Yes.”

			“I’ve never seen anything like that, ever.”

			“I’m trying to get their permission for you to show it to Edward. If anyone else might have seen something like this before, it would be him.”

			“Agreed. I could show him—”

			“No, it would be a betrayal of their trust, Anita. Don’t act like a cop on this one, okay?”

			“I am a cop, but okay. There’s no crime involved, right?”

			“Right. I’ve sent you a second picture.”

			The phone dinged, and he said he’d hold again while I looked at it. It wasn’t the same man; this one looked older, heavier, not in bad shape, just not with the slenderness of the first. It was his left arm this time, and it wasn’t just one snake head. It looked like his arm had sprouted a bouquet of snakes, all the way up into his shoulder. It was very Medusa, but in movies there was something vaguely erotic as well as horrific about the Gorgon; here there was only the horror.

			I took a deep breath or two before I got back on the phone with him. “Did you see this one in person, too?”

			“Yes,” he said, voice soft, and I realized his unhappiness wasn’t just travel and being away from me.

			“Is their form change tied to the full moon like most shapeshifters?”

			“At first.”

			“What do you mean at first?”

			“This is a large extended family, Anita. Most of them all seem perfectly human at first, but some of them start to manifest this . . . change in early adulthood. The youngest male started to change at fifteen; the oldest was almost forty. If they make it to forty without this happening, they seem to be safe from it, but they can still pass it on to their children.”

			I said, “The only lycanthropy that I’ve ever seen run in families is the weretiger clans, but that’s like regular lycanthropy, when they start to change in adolescence. It’s a whole-body change, not piecemeal like this.”

			“It usually starts like the first picture, with a hand or arm or some small piece changing, but then it grows worse over time, like the second photo.”

			“You hinted that it’s tied to the moon at first. I take it that later on it happens more often.”

			“Yes, just like regular lycanthropy: Stress, anger, any strong emotion, can bring it on, and sometimes the changes become permanent.”

			“Does it get any worse than the second picture you showed me?”

			“I sent you one last picture. It’s worse.”

			The phone dinged and I didn’t want to look at it. I saw my share of awful crime scene photos—hell, I had waded through my share of serial-killer crime scenes—but I still didn’t want to see worse this time. Micah had seen it in person. If he could see it live, then I could look at a picture.

			The upper-right side of the man’s body was a mass of writhing snakes. The right side of his face was covered in livid green scales. I expected his eye on that side to be like the snake’s eyes, but it was still a human eye, brown and ordinary. Coming out of the side of his neck and trailing up the edge of his face were more snakes. It was as if his human body was turning into a mass of serpents.

			I got back on the phone; my voice was as empty as I could make it. The picture was too awful for me to add more emotion to the situation. “Do they eventually change into a whole bunch of snakes? Does the human body lose integrity and just become individual serpents?”

			“And that’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you about it. That’s a question I never thought to ask. If the answer is yes, does it change anything?” he asked.

			“Maybe. I mean, do they just become a mass of snakes and never re-form into a person, or do they stay attached to each other like a really creepy version of Medusa?”

			“I’ll ask.”

			“Does their snake, or snakes, become a beast like yours and mine? I mean, my inner beasts have thoughts, emotions, and if my body would let the change happen, if I could really turn into the physical form of my beasts like you can, the beast is sort of independent. It’s its own being, animal, personage. Is one snake arm like that?”

			“No, it’s more like that rare medical condition, alien hand syndrome, where one hand begins to act independently of the person. They’ll get flashes from the snakes, but it’s mostly about biting, attacking, violent impulses.”

			“Are the snakes afraid of the human body? I mean, does the snake want to get away like a real snake would want to hide from humans?”

			“I don’t know, and I’m not sure they know either. They see it as a curse, Anita, a true curse, so they don’t spend a lot of time trying to communicate with the monster parts of themselves.”

			“Surely you’ve told them that if you cooperate with your inner beast, you can control it better. The more you fight the change, the more violent it is, and the less control you have as a beast.”

			“I’ve explained that to them, but they don’t want to make peace with it. They want it gone.”

			“A lot of new lycanthropes feel that way.”

			“But this isn’t like regular lycanthropy, Anita. They aren’t becoming their animals; they’re losing pieces of themselves in a way I’ve never seen. Their minds never stop being human and being horrified at what’s happening to them. There’s no moment when they can embrace their beast and enjoy the release of simpler, more linear thinking. Giving over to my leopard is peaceful sometimes, almost meditative.”

			“Do you think there’s any chance of them finding peace with their beast parts?”

			“You’ve seen the images. I get the feeling that there’s worse to come, but they either don’t want even me to see it, or they suicide before it gets much worse than the last picture I showed you. By the way, that’s one son, one father, and one uncle.”

			“Is it only men in their family?”

			“No, but it manifests differently in the female line, and it’s less prevalent.”

			“How differently?”

			“You mentioned Medusa. It usually starts there, like one snaky curl, or one picture is a snake curled between a woman’s breasts, but the snake just happens to be growing out of the woman’s ribs. It’s usually calmer and it seems to be a different species of snake. It can also appear years earlier, even in early childhood.”

			“Can you send me a picture of it, the snake at least?”

			“Hold on a second; there’s someone at the door.” He put me on hold.

			I was left staring at the bridal dresses again in their plastic cocoons, waiting for the big day when they would come out and turn into beautiful brides and friends in rainbow colors. I wondered if anyone in the family Micah was helping saw marriage the same way. Did they tell their would-be spouses that any children might suffer the family curse? At what point in dating do you tell someone that particular truth?

			“Anita, are you still there?”

			“For you, always,” I said.

			“Thank you,” he said.

			“For what?”

			“For reminding me that you’re there for me. I don’t know why this is bothering me so much.”

			“It’s pretty terrible, Micah, and you can’t figure out how to save them from their fate. Your inner white knight is really unhappy with that.”

			“You know me too well.”

			“No such thing, between us,” I said.

			“True,” he said, and his voice sounded lighter. “Sorry, the witch has a few questions for me before we fly home to St. Louis. She’s willing to see what her magic can tell her about the curse. More information is what I’m hoping for, but of course the family wants a cure.”

			“Is it the witch my friend recommended to the Coalition?”

			“Yes, but I really don’t think any modern witchcraft can cure this. If it’s a curse, then whatever power was behind it is not like anything we can do today.”

			“Yeah, witches can’t turn you into toads or any of that kind of stuff.”

			“I’m trying to talk them into a multiprong attack—magic, medical science, and gathering information from anyone old enough to have seen this kind of thing before—but if they won’t share information, or allow me to share information, then there’s not much we can do. Honestly, I’m not sure there’s much we can do if they do come completely out of the closet. I’ve just never seen anything like this.”

			“What did they expect you and the Coalition to do for them, Micah? I mean, why did they call you in?”

			“They want a cure.”

			“No type of shapeshifting is curable,” I said.

			“They want help, Anita. They’ve been very careful about who they let me see, but they are a big family, and the curse, or whatever genetic disorder this is, is getting worse.”

			“Have you seen any of them where the change is permanent?”

			“No.”

			“How do they function with part of their body like that? I mean, how do they go out and about if it doesn’t go away? It’s not like they can hide it.”

			“If it’s just an arm, they put it in a cast or a sling. If it spreads to the point of the last picture I sent you, and it’s permanent, the family hides them away, or they suicide. Though I’m not certain about that last part; they won’t say suicide out loud, but it’s implied loudly enough. Too many stories about family members who become less and less coherent when they change form, and when I ask how bad did it get, they get vague. They say grandparents can’t live forever, or they have accidents, lots and lots of sudden, fatal accidents.”

			“Maybe they’re not saying suicide because it’s closer to assisted suicide, or even murder.”

			The silence on the other end of the phone was heavy. He sighed. “I guess I didn’t want to think about that, but of course, you’re right; that’s probably what’s happening. I’m not certain on that last part, because they won’t confirm it as a solution, not out loud, but it’s implied.”

			“Have they tried cutting off the arm when it’s just one snake?”

			“If you chop it off with a blade, it either goes away for a month until next full moon, or it splits and becomes multiple snakes faster, and the multiples become the form from the full moon onward.”

			“It sounds like the Lernaean Hydra from the Labors of Hercules. Every time you cut off a head, two grew back in its place.”

			“The family has Greek ancestry. They believe that their curse goes back to ancient Greece.”

			“What did their ancestor do to piss off the gods?”

			“A seduction gone wrong and maybe turned into a rape, depending on which side of the story you’re on.”

			“You know this can’t really be a curse by the gods, right? It’s some kind of genetic lycanthropy that we’ve never heard of, but it’s not a curse.”

			“Some people still see turning into a wereanimal once a month as a curse, Anita.”

			I wanted to argue that with all the new laws nobody still thought that way, but I knew he was right. Prejudice against the lunarly challenged, or the terminally furry, to coin just two polite euphemisms, still ran strong in some places. I went back to trying to fix the problem, or at least trying to understand it better.

			“Have they tried not chopping it off, but surgical amputation?” I asked.

			“They have. Surgery works better; at least they don’t split into multiples right away. They’ve got one cousin that’s missing his arm from the elbow down because they’ve amputated it multiple times. He’s willing to give up an arm to keep it from spreading through his body.”

			“Wait—how can a surgeon be treating him if it’s still a secret?”

			“They’ve got one doctor in the family who agreed to help.”

			“Okay. Has the patient made it through a full moon yet?”

			“Three full moons. They’ve amputated his arm each time as it started to grow back as a snake.”

			“The Lernean Hydra was defeated by cutting off a head and burning the neck stub, according to legend. Fire still works on regular lycanthropy. If you cut off a shapeshifter’s arm or leg and burn the end, it doesn’t grow back. Fire cleanses or kills everything.”

			“That’s been tried in the past,” he said.

			“Jesus, Micah, the Coalition is good, but what can you guys do for them?”

			“I told you what they want, Anita: They want a cure.”

			“I didn’t ask what they wanted; I asked what can you and the Coalition reasonably do to help them?”

			He let out a shaking breath and whispered, “I don’t know.”

			“If there’s nothing you can do for them, Micah, come home.”

			“I am planning to come home tonight, but I hate to leave them without any hope, Anita.”

			“Being a police officer has taught me that you can’t save everyone, Micah. I hate that we can’t, but we can’t.”

			“It just seems so terrible to leave them with nothing.”

			“I know, and I’m sorry for that. Have they tried modern genetic counseling? I mean, it might not help the adults that have it already, but they might be able to fix their babies in the womb if they could figure out what part of their genetics was causing it.”

			“I’ve urged that, and my main contact wants them to try, but the extended family is afraid to come out of the closet. They either don’t believe the new modern laws that give shapeshifters rights will last, or they think that the laws won’t extend to them because they aren’t actually wereanimals. They believe, like some of the older vampires, that the new laws that make them legal citizens with rights will eventually be revoked and it will go back to the way it was, where you could kill us on sight. How can I argue with them, Anita, when there are still some Western states where shapeshifters fall under varmint laws? You, or I, could be shot and killed, but because our blood tests would prove we carry lycanthropy, it would be seen as legal self-defense.”

			“The law got changed last month in Colorado,” I said.

			“One state out of how many, Anita?”

			“One out of five,” I said.

			“They have a right to be scared of being outed,” he said.

			“I’m not arguing that. We’ll all be down there in a few days. If they’ll let us tell Edward—I mean Ted—then maybe we can come up with something. Like you said, if anyone besides me would have run into something like this, it would be him. We both know supernatural people old enough to tell us if curses like this existed in ancient Greece.”

			“I have Kaazim and Jake with me. Bram wouldn’t let me travel with just him as my bodyguard after the latest round of hate-group death threats.”

			“Bram’s your head bodyguard for a reason,” I said. “Is Jake old enough to remember ancient Greece?”

			“Not quite, but Kaazim is. In fact, I think he’s far older than he wants to admit. Do you think his master, mistress, is vain about her age and told him not to share it?”

			“Queenie isn’t vain in that way, but all vampires gain power with age. Since they still have duels, she wouldn’t want other vamps knowing she was older than dirt. It would be like telling people how many weapons you’re carrying before a fight.”

			“Logical when you explain it, but neither Jake nor Kaazim explain much of anything.”

			“None of the ex-Harlequin guards like sharing info. I think it’s something about having been spies for thousands of years,” I said. The Harlequin had once been the elite bodyguards, spies, and assassins for their now-dead queen. Jean-Claude was the new king and they were ours now.

			“I had to ask him very clearly with no way for him to misinterpret what I wanted to know if he’d ever seen a curse like this in ancient Greece.”

			“What did he say?”

			“That he’d never seen anything like it, but he didn’t travel through Greece much during the time period I seemed interested in.”

			“Sounds like one of his answers, or Jake’s—so helpful and not helpful all at the same time,” I said. “Am I going to get to meet any of these new shapeshifters when we all come down for the wedding?”

			“You’ll meet the family because the island is small, but you won’t know it. Right now, they want us to do the wedding as if they aren’t here. I think the exact words were, ‘Enjoy the wedding and embrace your joy, because you never know how long it will last.’”

			“Very fatalistic,” I said.

			“And very true,” he said.

			“You need a hug,” I said.

			“I need a lot more than a hug. I need to wrap myself around you until the only thing I can smell is the scent of your skin.”

			“Sounds great. First all the hugs and cuddles, and from the sounds of it some serious sleep for you, and then I want to make love with you.”

			“Just me and you, or the three of us?”

			In all the time we’d been a threesome, I wasn’t sure he’d ever asked to exclude Nathaniel. “We both miss you, Micah.”

			“I need some one-on-one time, Anita. I’m feeling overwhelmed. I just need my life to be less of a crowd, once in a while.”

			I wasn’t sure how our shared boy, our shared fiancé, would take it, but it was a problem for another day. Sometimes, when your domestic life is this complicated, you pick not only your battles but when to have the fight.

			“We all need one-on-one time sometimes,” I said. It was the most neutral and true thing I could think to say.

			“I’m not sure Nathaniel ever gets tired of group activities,” Micah said.

			I couldn’t really argue that. We were all polyamorous, which meant to love more, a flavor of consensual nonmonogamy, but Nathaniel was probably the least monogamous person in our committed relationship. Hell, he was one of the most poly polyamorous people I’d ever met.

			“Anita, you still there?”

			“I’m here, just trying to decide if I’d ever heard Nathaniel ask for fewer people in the bedroom.”

			“The answer is no,” he said.

			“Probably,” I said.

			“Not probably,” he said, “but if he were less of a group animal, I might not be in your life. You met Nathaniel first.”

			“That’s true,” I said.

			“So, can I bitch about his love of more people, when I benefited from it?”

			“Sure you can,” I said. “I do shit like that all the time.”

			“But I try not to,” he said.

			“I know. You are the better person between us, Micah. I never doubt that.”

			“I do. I’ve got to go, Anita.”

			“I know, you have to introduce a witch to her potential clients before you fly home,” I said, trying to keep my voice light.

			“She has some of her magic group with her, so she won’t be on her own.”

			“If she’d been on her own, you would have stayed,” I said.

			“We did ask her to consult on an impossible case, so probably.”

			“Go and play ambassador between the shapeshifters and the coven, and then come home to me.”

			“They prefer the phrase magical working group, and you’re not at home.”

			“I guess coven, like the word witch, does come with a lot of baggage. The mystical community seems divided on whether to try to take back certain terms or discard them altogether.”

			“There’s one out in California that calls itself a white-light study group.”

			“Really?”

			I could hear the smile in his voice as he said, “Really.”

			“Our flight leaves tonight for St. Louis, so we’ll be home soon.”

			“Sorry I had Jean-Claude’s private jet on this trip, or you could have used it.”

			“A plane is a plane, Micah. I’m phobic of them all, but having to go through Minneapolis for a layover does make me miss the jet.”

			“Let me go play ambassador, so I can come home sooner.”

			“Yes, please,” I said.

			“I love you, Anita.”

			“I love you more, Micah.”

			“I love you mostest,” he said and hung up.

			It was usually our third who finished the last part of our three-part I love you. One of us would say “I love you,” and then we’d say our parts. “I love you mostest”: Until today I’d believed that Micah, Nathaniel, and I meant that to one another. Now I was left wondering if our so-very-understanding Micah might be coming to the end of his patience with the added lovers. I knew there were days and nights when I didn’t know what to do with them all. Usually it was Micah soothing me about it. I wasn’t sure I was going to be as good at soothing him.
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			“ANITA, ARE YOU all right?”

			I jumped, tripping over the hem of the dress and jerking the top of the dress hard enough that one breast popped out. I did manage not to drop my phone, though.

			Donna, the bride-to-be, laughed and then looked away quickly as I fumbled to try to cover the breast that had escaped. There were enough laugh lines in her face to let me know she did it often. As her face relaxed, she looked younger—dare I say glowing? She just looked happy, and nothing makes someone as beautiful as happiness and being in love. No makeup or youth serum can come close to that beauty secret. “I’ve never seen you startle like that,” she said with an edge of laughter still in her voice. “You and Ted are usually so hyperaware of your surroundings that I didn’t think it was possible for me to sneak up on either of you.”

			“I’m fine, just a little jumpy apparently,” I said, but I was mentally cursing myself because she was right. I was in a public place and I’d had to hand over my gun and knives to our bodyguard, Nicky, because there was no way to have any weapons while we tailored the dress. If I’d been thinking, I would have brought a thigh holster and my Sig Sauer .380. Thigh holster was one of my least favorite ways to carry, but at least I could have kept one weapon on me. A belt holster on a formal dress had nowhere to hang, so I’d handed my weapons to Nicky. We had two more bodyguards outside the doors to the bridal shop, so I was safe, but I still didn’t like that Donna had been able to sneak up on me. Micah had talked to Nathaniel before he’d asked for privacy and just me. Whatever he’d said to Nathaniel had left our shared boyfriend smiling, so Micah’s doubts had only come to me—lucky me. I think I meant it on the lucky part; one of the three of us should be enjoying themselves today.

			“Whatever you were thinking about just now isn’t fine,” Donna said, raising a hand as if to smooth her hair back behind her ear. But the new hairdo was all soft, short curls that didn’t encroach on the smooth curve of her ears, which bore two delicate stud earrings. Her hair had been brown, but now it was almost blond, with just hints of her underlying brown, as if the sun had bleached it golden, but I’d been told she’d gone to a great hair stylist.

			“You said it yourself, Donna. I let you sneak up on me in a public place. I could have been flashing a stranger.”

			She chuckled. “The halter dress looks great on Denny, but you . . .” She waved vaguely at me and shook her head, still smiling. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think about how different you and Denny are built when I asked for you to match her dress.”

			“Denny’s inseam must be seven inches longer than mine, Donna. Plus, she’s a serious runner and does triathlons, so she’s built long and lean. I’ll never be either of those things.”

			Donna hugged me, which was a little more awkward than normal, because I could only use one arm to hug her back unless I was willing to do a lot more than flash one breast. The thought of pressing my bare breasts against Donna in a close hug made me wildly uncomfortable. If I hadn’t been dating women, would it have bothered me as much? I think so. It wasn’t the girl-on-girl thing; it was the Donna thing.

			“I forgot how much shorter you were than Denny; you always seem to fill up more space than that, just like Ted does.” She drew back and I was happy the hugging was over, so I could try to rearrange the halter top as best I could.

			“I forget that he’s only five-eight sometimes, too,” I said.

			“He seems like he must be at least six feet tall, doesn’t he?” she said.

			I smiled and agreed because she was right. Nathaniel was actually an inch taller than Edward, but I always forgot that until they were standing next to each other for comparison. Part of the reason was that Nathaniel had only been five foot six when we met, so sometimes I remembered him as shorter than his full height.

			“Thank you again, Anita, for flying to New Mexico this close to the wedding. I know how you hate to fly, and now you’ll have to fly home and then fly to Florida, so three flights instead of just one.”

			“Only your tailor here in New Mexico was going to be willing to make time in their schedule this close to the wedding, so I had to come to you.”

			“You didn’t have to come; you could have told me to go to hell and you were wearing a tux like we planned.”

			I smiled. “I could have, but I’d rather not have a fight with you and Ted this close to your wedding. I’m his best man; I have to act like the better man, or better person, or whatever.”

			Donna’s eyes narrowed, small frown lines appearing between her eyes. She reached out toward me and for a second I thought it was the beginning of another hug, but her hand sort of hovered near my left shoulder. “I’ve never seen that one before. I guess your usual shirts cover it.”

			It took me another second to realize she meant the scar on my collarbone.

			“How did it happen?” she asked, voice soft.

			“A vampire did it,” I said.

			“It doesn’t look like a vampire bite.”

			“He wasn’t trying to drink my blood. He bit me so he could tear me up; he bit through my collarbone and just kept worrying at me like a dog with a bone.”

			Her face started to show horror, but she got control of herself until when she asked the next question she looked neutral. I knew she didn’t feel that way, but I gave her points for the control.

			“What about the bend of your arm?”

			I looked down at my left arm with its mound of scar tissue. “Same vampire.”

			“God, he just wanted to hurt you, didn’t he?”

			“Yes.”

			I made a fist, flexing my arm. There was a lot more muscle on the arm than there had been when I got the injury. A doctor had told me I’d lose partial use of my arm if I didn’t do my physical therapy and start lifting weights. It had been the first thing that got me into the gym seriously. Keeping the use of my arm was a much better motivator than fitting into a smaller size of jeans. Both scars were white and slick now, but the scars in the bend of my arm would always be raised and feel like there was something under the skin, because so much scar tissue had formed at the wound as it healed. The vampire hadn’t even broken my arm, but the scar was worse all the same. The scar between my shoulder and neck was flat to my skin except for the one area over my collarbone that would always be raised. It wasn’t rougher, exactly, but it was as if I could still feel the broken edges of the bone sticking up underneath my skin, though it was just scar tissue, not bone. Both injuries had healed years ago, but when it got damp or cold, or if I ever laid off the weight lifting for the arm for too long, they would ache. I realized with a shock that they didn’t ache like that anymore, or very rarely. I had too much magic in my veins now, too much power. It made me more, or less, than pure human, depending on whom you asked. Micah wasn’t the only one who got casual death threats from hate groups.

			Donna misunderstood the look on my face, because her eyes got shiny and her voice had a catch in it when she said, “Anita, I am so sorry that I tried to make you wear a dress that shows all your . . . job-related injuries. I know how many Ted has, and I should have known that you’d have them, too. If you had said something, I would have understood.”

			I looked at myself in a way that I didn’t normally. The scars were just a part of me. The cross-shaped burn mark on my left forearm I’d gotten from the same attack as the other two injuries. It had been the first time Edward and I worked together on a case. It sort of set the tone for our working relationship. The burn had been from the vampire’s servants branding me so I’d look like a vampire who had had a holy object burn her. It had amused them while we waited for darkness to fall and their master to rise. It had amused them right up to the moment when Edward burned the house down around them and nearly around both of us. I’d never liked him using the flamethrower after that. Hell, I didn’t like flamethrowers in general after that, but he was the only vampire executioner I’d ever known who would actually use it in the field.

			Donna’s hand hesitated above my arm, as if she was going to touch the claw marks just below the burn. The scars from the shapeshifted witch made the cross a little crooked. Edward hadn’t been there for that wound. I’d been working with the police on my own that time, before I had a badge and was officially on the job myself, back when I’d just been a vampire executioner, consulting with the police. Edward had just been Edward, cold-blooded assassin who specialized in killing monsters, both human and otherwise. I hadn’t even known he had a legal identity as Ted Forrester, bounty hunter. Now we were both U.S. Marshals with the Preternatural Branch. We did the same job legally and, for Edward, for far less money.

			She pointed vaguely at the small slick scar on the side of my arm, and then the thin, almost dainty scar on my right arm that was barely noticeable. “I know that’s a bullet graze and that’s a knife wound, because Ted has similar ones.” She looked at me, her brown eyes going large in her tanned face. She looked suddenly younger, or more innocent, as if I got a glimpse of what she might have looked like at fifteen. “I stopped asking about where the other scars came from, because Ted told me the truth and they were almost all stories like the werewolf attack that killed my first husband, except that Ted goes out hunting the monsters. The monster that killed Frank broke into our house. It was a once-in-a-lifetime tragedy, but Ted and you go out looking for it.”

			“We hunt rogue vampires and lycanthropes that have murdered people. We keep people safe by killing the things that kill them.”

			She nodded, biting her lower lip, the frown lines deep between her eyes. There was real fear in them. Maybe she was remembering the death of her first husband, and that was probably in the mix of terror, but I thought it was more anticipating future tragedy than dwelling on the past. I looked into Donna’s eyes and saw the fear that every time the man she loved left for work, he might not come back. I could tell her that he was more likely to die in a car crash, or from a dozen innocent household accidents, than be eaten by monsters, but it wouldn’t help the emotions I saw in her eyes.

			“I know you and Ted save lives. I know you keep other families safe from the monsters. I know that.”

			I reached out and touched her arm. “You know that Ted is the best, the absolute best at this job.”

			She nodded again, a little too fast and a little too often. “He says the same about you.” She grabbed my hand where it touched her arm and held on. “I always feel better when you’re with him, because he says you’re the best, next to him.”

			“He helped train me, so he’s still complimenting himself.” I smiled when I said it and got a weak smile in return.

			“I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to him,” she said. She started tearing up. I hugged her because I didn’t know what else to do, but apparently it was the wrong thing, because she started crying harder, clinging to me like she was really going to start sobbing. Fuck, what did I do now? How could I make her feel better about one of the truths of our job?

			She went very still in my arms, and the crying slowed. She pushed away with her face still wet with tears and asked, “What’s on your back?”

			“Nothing,” I said.

			“I felt it.”

			I half turned and she touched the edge of the place where a vampire servant had tried to drive one of my own wooden stakes into my back. It was low on my back, and they’d just tried to shove the stake in without using a mallet. It doesn’t work that way in real life, not if you’re only human-strong, anyway. Lucky for me it had just been a human in league with the vampire I’d been hunting, and not a vampire.

			“That’s one of your own stakes driven into you, isn’t it?” she asked. She wasn’t crying anymore, so it was better, right?

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“Ted has one like it; that’s why I know what it is. You know, it’s right there.” She touched the side of my hip where bathing suits and underwear covered.

			“I’ve never seen that one.”

			“Oh,” she said, and looked confused.

			“I’ve never seen Ted nude, so I missed that one.”

			There was a derisive snort, half laugh and half just rude noise, from the other side of the dress rack. Dixie, one of Donna’s oldest friends and a bridesmaid, came into view. “That’s such bullshit,” she said, and her voice was as bitter as the look on her face. Dixie might actually have been an attractive woman, but she so seldom smiled or did anything pleasant that she came off as unattractive. Who wanted to be around a constant stream of negativity? No one, that’s who. I had no idea what Donna saw in her as a friend except for the fact that they’d been friends since high school and they were now in their forties; well, duration counted, I guess.

			“Don’t start again, Dixie,” Donna said.

			“It’s bullshit that Anita has never seen Ted nude.”

			“Why, because we work together?” I asked.

			“No, not just because of your jobs, though that does give you the perfect cover story.”

			“I don’t know how it works at your job, Dixie, but at mine we don’t see our coworkers nude all that often.”

			“Is there a reason you came to find us, Dixie?” Donna asked, stepping closer to the other woman and blocking our view of each other, as if she were stepping between two kids on the playground about to fight.

			“The tailor has another client in an hour that needs major alterations, so she needs Anita and the dress right now.” Dixie put her hands on her hips, scowling at both of us.

			I gathered up more of the voluminous skirt and said, “Let’s get this over with, then.”

			“No, you don’t have to wear the dress,” Donna said, voice soft.

			“You’re finally kicking her out of the wedding; fabulous,” Dixie said. She sounded happy, pleased with the world. She was even smiling, though her eyes stayed mean, almost predatory, like she smelled blood in the water.

			“No, of course not. I’m just not going to make her wear a dress that’s identical to Denny’s. There’s no reason the maids of honor have to match exactly; they just need to wear something that sets them apart from the rest of the wedding party.”

			“Thanks, Donna, I appreciate that, a lot.”

			She looked at me, touching my arm. “The tailor said that there was no way to fit your curves in this dress anyway.” She laughed a little. “But I wouldn’t make you appear in such a public venue with all your scars on display like this. I wouldn’t do that to anyone.”

			“Why are you being nice to her?” Dixie demanded.

			“She’s my friend, Dixie.”

			“The fact that you’re both sleeping with the same man doesn’t make you friends, Donna. It makes her a whore and you stupid.”

			“Donna,” I said, because I’d just about had enough of Dixie, and I wasn’t sure how to ask permission to punch her friend in the face.

			“Ted and Anita are not sleeping together. They are just partners and best friends; that’s all,” Donna said.

			“You’re the one that told me they were having an affair!” Dixie said, raising her voice a little. I was pretty sure it was on purpose. If she was going to embarrass us, she wanted an audience.

			“I was wrong. I just didn’t understand Ted being so close with another woman. Our therapist has helped us work through all that.”

			“Your therapist believed they were screwing each other, Donna!”

			“Because I told her they were, and she only had my version.”

			“Ted admitted it!”

			“Only because I told him that I wouldn’t marry him unless he admitted they were having an affair.”

			“He lied to you!”

			“Only because I wouldn’t believe the truth.”

			Dixie pointed at me. “She admitted it to you, too.”

			“Ted asked her to lie, if I asked her directly.”

			“That’s ridiculous! Who the hell would lie about something like that if it wasn’t true?” Dixie said.

			“It was ridiculous,” I said.

			Dixie looked at me in triumph. “See, she admits it!”

			“No, Ted and I are not now, and never have been, lovers, but the fact that he asked me to back up his lie about it was ridiculous. I still can’t believe that he asked me to compromise us both like that. I didn’t think Ted would ever let anyone emotionally blackmail him into anything so stupid, and then ask me to back him in it.”

			“He was buying time so he could explain the truth in therapy to me and our therapist,” Donna said, and she was smiling now, her face filled with that radiant glow that only true love can give you.

			“That is the most insane thing I’ve ever heard. You wouldn’t marry him until he told you the truth, so he told you the truth, but then he manipulated you and your therapist into believing that he’s innocent and Anita isn’t his slut on the side.”

			“Are you trying to pick a fight with me, Dixie?”

			“No, just calling a spade a spade.”

			“Glad to hear you’re not trying to pick a fight, but if you call me a whore or a slut again, it will be a fight, just to be clear.”

			“Anita is going to be Ted’s best man in our wedding, Dixie, and that’s that. You need to find a way to deal with that.”

			“I am dealing with it.”

			“With more grace than this, Dixie. I mean it.”

			“Grace, grace . . .” She looked astonished, shocked. “How can you ask me to be okay with this, Donna? Once a cheater, always a cheater. Don’t start your marriage with his mistress in the wedding party.”

			Mistress was a step up from slut and whore, damn it. I was almost disappointed that I couldn’t at least scare Dixie into leaving me the fuck alone. “I am no one’s mistress, but least of all Ted’s.”

			“I know you’re not his mistress, but you got mad at me calling you what you are.” She gave me that mean look again. I just knew Dixie had been one of those mean girls in school who made other girls’ lives hell. Some people never grow up; they just grow older.

			I took a step forward.

			“Anita, no, please, she doesn’t understand that you won’t fight like a girl,” Donna said.

			“I can take care of myself, Donna,” Dixie said.

			Donna put a hand on her arm. “No, Dixie, you can’t, not with Anita.”

			“Why do you keep defending her? She’s fucking your husband-to-be!” She started toward me, pushing against Donna’s hand.

			Donna put a hand on each of her arms and pushed back, not letting her get closer to me. I noticed for the first time that there were muscles under Donna’s tanned skin. I knew she had been working out for the wedding but hadn’t realized how much until that moment. Good for her. Dixie didn’t have muscle to push back, but she tried. I realized in that moment that she was one of those people who wanted to take her bad mood out on someone, anyone. I understood anger issues, but she’d picked the wrong woman to start a fight with.

			“I’m not protecting Anita. I’m protecting you.”

			“Protecting me from what?” Dixie yelled, trying to push past Donna.

			“From her.”

			“What?” Dixie stopped pushing and looked at Donna like she was crazy. “She’s five inches shorter than I am. She’s tiny.”

			“Size isn’t everything,” I said, voice quiet, because I realized I would enjoy an excuse to hurt Dixie. I wouldn’t hurt her much, because I wouldn’t need to, but she was getting on my nerves and we hadn’t even flown to the destination for the destination wedding yet. It did not bode well for Dixie and me.

			She tried to push past Donna again, and this time Donna let her, moving just enough to one side so that Dixie’s pushing carried her forward, stumbling. Dixie had made the rookie mistake of getting stuck on pushing against someone: Just stop holding them up and they’ll usually fall. Donna used small, fast hand movements to help Dixie to the floor, using one arm as a lever, or maybe a leash; it depended on what you wanted to do next. Dislocate her elbow, face-plant her on the ground, so many options.

			Dixie cried out in surprise. She looked and sounded as surprised as I was that Donna had done it. When I met Donna she’d been useless in a crisis and she would never have done anything this physical, this soon. Yay, Donna!

			“If I can do this to you, Dixie, Anita would destroy you.” She let go of her friend and stepped back out of reach, just in case. You never know how someone is going to take an object lesson that includes physical force. Major brownie points to her for treating her best friend like anyone else you’ve forced to the ground.

			Dixie knelt on the ground cradling her arm like it hurt. I knew it didn’t hurt. Donna hadn’t done anything to hurt her, yet. It had been very controlled. Violence and control had been two things Donna didn’t have when Edward first introduced us. I hadn’t known until this moment that he’d been teaching her how to fight. Since I was insisting that everyone close to me learn at least the basics of self-defense, I approved.

			Dixie started to cry, softly, as she knelt on the floor, still cradling her arm. “You heartless bitch, you deserve to be cheated on.” Maybe Dixie just called everyone insulting pet names. If I’d known that, I might have let the whore and slut comments go.

			Donna was clear-eyed, calm, and determined as she said, “Anita, go find Nathaniel and help him pick out a new dress for you. Dixie and I are going to stay here and talk things over.”

			“You could have broken my arm, you bitch!”

			“Go on, Anita. I’ve got this,” Donna said in a voice so sure of itself that I could almost hear the echo of Edward in it. Or maybe I was doing her a disservice; maybe this surety had always been inside her and Edward had just helped her find it. Either way, I honored that strength in her and did what she asked without questioning if she could handle the situation. She’d proved she could handle herself and Dixie. So I left her to handle things and went to find Nathaniel and get out of that dress.
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			NATHANIEL FOUND ME before I could start wandering the store in search of him, which was just as well since I’d tripped again. The only thing that saved me from flashing again was that I had so much of the skirt in my hands that it hid my chest, which begged the question of what I had tripped on: I thought I had all the damn skirt in my arms.

			“You are adorable,” Nathaniel said. His arms were full of black and teal cloth, presumably more dresses.

			I glared at him as I tried to get my one high heel free of the single edge of hem I’d managed not to pick up. “It is not adorable that this dress is trying to kill me.”

			His face was shining with suppressed laughter. His eyes had darkened from lilac to lavender with the effort not to laugh at me. His driver’s license said his eyes were blue, but they weren’t; they were shades of purple like flower petals. Strangers asked if they were colored contacts, but they weren’t. The eyes sat in the middle of a face that was more beautiful than handsome, but I preferred my men on the pretty side of masculine, so it worked for us. He’d pulled his thick auburn hair back into a ponytail, but it wasn’t quite long enough, so strands of it escaped and trailed around his face. Once his hair had been down to his ankles, and it had been midcalf length when some very bad vampires chained him up and cut it off. They’d done it with me tied up and forced to watch. They’d planned to torture and mutilate him to get to me, and it would have worked, except that we escaped and killed them first. His hair was growing back, but it was a constant visual reminder of what we had almost lost.

			There were reasons for the two bodyguards, Millington and Custer, who were hanging near the front of the store, one outside and one inside near the door. Millie’s white-blond hair was still cut high and tight, as if he’d never stopped being a Navy SEAL, but Custer, nickname Pud, had let his brown hair grow out enough that it almost touched the tops of his ears. Millie was starting to tease him about being a hippie. I trusted them to make sure that no one who was a threat to us entered the shop. But it was Nicky Murdock, who came down the aisle behind Nathaniel like a blond mountain, whom I trusted the most. I would never risk Nathaniel like that again, not if I could avoid it, and I knew that Nicky understood that. He was our main bodyguard for that and a lot of other reasons. His shoulders barely fit between the clothes racks on either side of the aisle. He was a fraction of an inch shorter than six feet. Millie was taller at six feet plus, but though the ex–Navy SEAL was in great shape, he looked almost fragile when he stood beside Nicky. Pud was a little bit shorter than either of them, and slightly broader through the shoulders than Millie, but nothing close to Nicky. We had plenty of bodyguards who were taller than Nicky, but almost none of them were as broad through the shoulders. He’d been a big guy to begin with, but a devotion to weights and the natural genetics to bulk had made him huge. He was like a smiling blond colossus trailing behind Nathaniel, and I knew that he was even more dangerous than he looked.

			Nicky was good-looking, but in a much more masculine way than Nathaniel. He had squarer features, and just to set off the rugged look, he was missing his right eye. Where it would have been were slick white scars, in a harsh contrast to the blue eye on the other side. His yellow hair was long on top so that it fell forward toward his face, but the sides were almost shaved. The longer spill of hair almost seemed to be pointing at the missing eye so you wouldn’t miss it; before he cut the hair, the yellow point had cascaded down over the scars, hiding them. It had been a sort of anime version of an eye patch. I wasn’t sure if the haircut was a show of solidarity with Nathaniel, or if Nicky had simply been ready to face the world head-on with no hiding. He still got uncomfortable now and then, when people stared, but he stared back and they usually dropped their gaze and tried to pretend they hadn’t been looking. He was one of only two lovers in my life who had more spectacular scars than I did.

			He smiled as he said, “I thought for a second I’d have to save you from putting Dixie in the hospital.”

			I finally got my heel untangled from the hem. “I didn’t think we were being that loud, and I wouldn’t have hurt her that badly,” I said.

			“We’re lycanthropes. We’d hear almost everything in a store this size,” Nicky said.

			“And Dixie is usually loud,” Nathaniel said, and he looked unhappy.

			“I take it you’ve about had it with her, too,” I said.

			He nodded. “I think even Donna is getting fed up.”

			“Donna just did my job for me and put her friend on the floor,” Nicky said, smiling. “I don’t think she’s getting fed up; I think she’s there.”

			“I didn’t know Donna had it in her,” I said.

			“Me either,” Nathaniel said.

			“Edward’s been teaching her some of his moves,” Nicky said.

			“Ted has been teaching her moves,” I corrected.

			“I know better than to make slips like that. Sorry.”

			“It’s not my forgiveness you’ll need if you do it in front of the wrong people, Nicky.”

			“I don’t want to go one-on-one with . . . Ted.”

			“Even though he’s straight human and nothing supernatural?” I asked, studying his face.

			“Ted isn’t like anyone else; you know that.” Nicky’s face was very serious as he said it.

			I nodded. “True. I just wasn’t sure you’d think so. You outweigh him by at least eighty pounds of pure muscle, have longer reach, and preternatural strength and speed to his human-normal. I guess I just thought you wouldn’t see any straight human as that big a problem.”

			“Like I said, Ted is different. He may not be a supernatural citizen, but I think calling him straight human may be stretching things,” Nicky said.

			“There’s something scary about . . . Ted,” Nathaniel said, voice soft and eyes sort of distant, as if he was remembering something grim. Was he remembering Ireland, where he’d lost his hair and almost his life? Edward had been there with us. He’d brought us in to help him hunt the vampires that had been threatening Dublin. One of our people had died there. Domino had died there. I made myself say the name, at least in my own head. My therapist said I felt guilty about his death. Damn straight I did.

			Nathaniel touched my face, made me look at him and see the gentle smile on his face. “If you think happy thoughts, so will I.”

			I smiled at him because he made me want to smile. “So we can fly?”

			His smile brightened. “No flying off to never-never land until after this wedding. I’ve still got a to-do list to go over with the bride. No one goes anywhere until we get them down the aisle.”

			“Isn’t the maid of honor supposed to do that kind of stuff?” Nicky asked.

			“Yes, but Denny isn’t good at wedding stuff, and she’s been training for triathlons through most of the wedding prep.”

			“So how did it become your job? You’re like the third bridesmaid,” Nicky said.

			“Dixie had started doing it,” Nathaniel said, looking back at the taller man.

			“And how was that going?” I asked.

			Nathaniel looked back to me. “Dixie is competent enough to do it all, but she’s been pissed that Donna made Denny maid of honor over her. She was doing the duties of a maid of honor without the title, and she made sure we all knew that every time she talked to us. A few phone calls from her and I was so over it.”

			“I thought you volunteered to be Donna’s bridal helpmate because you love weddings,” I said.

			He grinned. “That, too, but mostly to save Donna, Denny, and Dixie from having a fight that would have ended twenty years of friendship.”

			“Why didn’t she just make Dixie the matron of honor in the first place? After knowing her that long, Donna had to know what a bitch Dixie would be about it if she didn’t,” Nicky said.

			“I know this one,” I said. “Dixie was her maid of honor for her first wedding and Donna was her matron of honor, but they both promised that if they married a second time that Denny would be their maid of honor. I think they were both sort of joking, because neither of them planned to marry again.”

			Nathaniel nodded. “And the irony is that I don’t think Denny cared about being maid of honor; she just wanted to be in her best friends’ weddings.”

			“Agreed. Denny is almost as uninterested in wedding stuff as I am.”

			Nathaniel raised the dresses in his arms like he was gesturing with them. “Now let’s find you another dress, so you never have to wear that one again.”

			“Yes, please,” I said, and started moving toward the dressing rooms. I tripped over some piece of the dress that had fallen out of my arms. I caught myself on a clothes rack or I’d have hit the floor.

			“I could carry you,” Nicky said, voice deadpan, but with an edge of teasing he wasn’t really trying to hide.

			“No.”

			“I am your bodyguard and I think that dress is a danger to you.” His voice was even flatter and more serious.

			I glanced back at him. His face matched the voice except for the twinkle in his eye that let me know there was laughter struggling to get out.

			“I think I can walk a few yards to the dressing rooms without injuring myself.”

			“If you say so,” he said.

			Nathaniel said, “I’d pay to see the looks on the other bridesmaids’ faces if we show up with Nicky carrying you. I could undo my hair, shake it out, and make my clothes look messy like we’d been fooling around.”

			“I know you’re teasing me, because you value their good opinion as much as, or more than, I do.”

			“True, but I’d still do it, just to see Dixie’s face.”

			“How do you know she’s back with the other bridesmaids and not still having a heart-to-heart with Donna?”

			“We heard them walking back,” Nicky said.

			I looked from one to the other of them and knew he meant it. I hadn’t heard anything except us and the air-conditioning struggling against the New Mexico heat. I said, “Let’s just go back and get this over with.”

			We were within sight of the rest of the bridal party and the tailor when I tripped again and flashed them all. Maybe I should have let Nicky carry me.
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			LESS THAN AN hour later I was standing on a small raised dais surrounded by mirrors. Donna and Dixie had given their thumbs-up and -down on the many dresses I’d tried on, until we all found, if not the One, then at least the It’ll Do. I’d have thought Dixie might have stayed angry, but she was better behaved and even seemed calmer. Maybe having her BFF put her on the ground had put things in perspective for Dixie, or maybe she was one of those people who responded better to bad treatment than good. If I’d known getting physical with her would have fixed the problem, I’d have done it sooner, or asked Donna to do it.

			The seamstress was putting the last pin in the skirt so she could hem it later. Other than being too long, which everything was, the dress didn’t need any other tailoring. It was a vast improvement on the first dress. This one was black with a much more modest V neckline. My chest still filled the available space nicely, but I wasn’t in danger of flashing anyone. I didn’t even mind the teal sash that tied into a neat bow in the back. I normally hated bows, but the teal matched the bridesmaids’ dresses perfectly and was a nice splash of color in all the black.

			“It’s getting late, Anita,” Nicky said.

			I started to look toward the windows to judge the amount of daylight left. “Don’t move!” the seamstress said.

			“Sorry,” I said to her, then glanced at Nicky. “It doesn’t feel that close to sunset yet.”

			“What do you mean it doesn’t ‘feel’ close to sunset?” Dixie asked.

			Donna chimed in with a voice that was a little too cheerful. “They’ve got a plane to catch back to St. Louis tonight.”

			“We either need to make this flight or be in Santa Fe, but either way, we have to be out of Albuquerque before sunset,” Nicky said.

			Nathaniel said, “My phone says we still have two hours.”

			“Making your flight I get, but what’s wrong with being in Albuquerque after dark?” Dixie asked.

			Nicky, Nathaniel, Donna, and I all exchanged glances with one another. It was Donna who said, “Obsidian Butterfly, Albuquerque’s Master of the City, has some . . . issues with Anita.”

			“What, did Anita try to kill Albuquerque’s Master of the City, like she does to most of the vampires she meets?” Dixie’s voice had that cruel undertone that was almost her usual tone. Apparently, whatever nice she’d gotten from the “talk” with Donna had been used up and she was now back to her usual bitchy self.

			I hadn’t tried to kill Obsidian Butterfly. She thought she was an Aztec deity, and since she had been worshipped as one once, who could blame her for the delusion? She was powerful enough that the old vampire council had declared Albuquerque off-limits for other vampires. Their Master of the City was powerful enough to frighten the other monsters, which meant that she was powerful enough that both Edward and I tried to leave her the fuck alone. My first case in New Mexico, we had needed the goddess’s help. That was also the case where I’d first met Bernardo Spotted-Horse and Otto Jeffries, fellow U.S. Marshals now. We were nicknamed the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, because individually and together, we had the most kills of any of the other marshals. Bernardo was going to be at the altar as one of Edward’s groomsmen. Otto hadn’t been invited to the wedding.

			I didn’t owe Dixie that much history. “There are a lot of vampires in my life who would disagree with that statement, including Jean-Claude,” I said. I didn’t even feel defensive about it. She was too wrong for it to be offensive.

			“Your fiancé, Jean-Claude, is like a male version of Snow White. Did you take one look at him asleep in his coffin and just couldn’t put a stake through his heart?”

			Ted Forrester’s good ol’ boy drawl came from behind us. “Jean-Claude sure is pretty; that’s for sure.” He pronounced pretty like “purdy.” When Edward was in full Ted mode he sounded like you think southern cowboys talk, if there was such a thing as a southern cowboy.

			I started to look over my shoulder but remembered not to move just in time and just used the mirrors to watch him. The big smile on his face that made his blue eyes sparkle was all Ted, as were the white cowboy hat, the white short-sleeved dress shirt, and the cowboy boots. But the undershirt that showed at the neck was black, tucked into the black jeans, and the cowboy boots were black, too. It was as if he could pull off the white dress shirt and be in all black in an instant like Clark Kent changing into Superman.

			He took off the hat, and his short blond hair was tight to his head because he’d worn Ted’s beloved Stetson all day. Edward didn’t wear hats, and if he had it wouldn’t have been a white cowboy hat.

			“I didn’t know you thought he was pretty, Ted,” Dixie said, and just her tone let you know that the next thing out of her mouth was going to be something unpleasant.

			“Everyone thinks he’s pretty, Dixie. I’m just secure enough in my manliness to admit it.” The accent helped make it a teasing statement. He stepped around the seamstress and me so he could kiss Donna.

			She wrapped her arms around him and turned the kiss into a little bit more than just a normal hello. It made me smile and I caught Nathaniel’s glance, so we smiled together. We were like most happy couples; we enjoyed seeing other people happy, too. Nicky’s face was impassive in the mirror.

			“God, Donna, stop acting like a teenager in public. It’s embarrassing at our age.”

			Donna pulled back from the kiss, but Edward wouldn’t let her step out of the embrace. “What does it matter what anyone thinks but us?” There was less Ted and more of Edward’s middle-of-nowhere, middle-of-America nothing accent in the question. For him to lose his accent in public like that meant he was upset.

			Donna smiled up at him as if he were her whole world and then leaned in so they could kiss again. Good for them.

			The tailor stood up, hesitating a little as if her knees were an issue. Nathaniel offered her a hand and she took it, smiling at him. “Thank you, young man.”

			He flashed her a watered-down version of the smile he used at Guilty Pleasures when he was dancing. She blushed. Nice to know Nathaniel had that effect on women of all ages. He offered me a hand down from the dais, though he knew I didn’t need it. Once upon a time, not that long ago, I wouldn’t have taken it, because I didn’t need the help, but just as Edward could admit that Jean-Claude was pretty without it compromising his masculinity, I could let my fiancé help me down a step without losing my independent-woman card.

			He flashed me the smile that no one at his job got, the one that said love. I love you with just his eyes. I smiled back at him and knew that my eyes and the rest of my face showed just how much I loved him, too. We leaned toward each other for a kiss, because that’s what you do when you love someone. His lips were soft, warm, gentle, because it was that kind of kiss.

			“So just you and me, left out in the cold,” Dixie said.

			The bitterness of the comment made us both draw back from our kiss to look first at Dixie and then at Nicky, when we realized that was whom she was referring to. He looked back at her, face utterly calm. “I’m not out in the cold, Dixie. That’s just you.”

			“Well, I don’t see anyone kissing on you either.”

			“I’m working,” he said.

			“What does that mean?” she asked.

			Edward answered in Ted’s accent, but they were his words. “It means that Nicky is a professional bodyguard.”

			“So what?”

			“So he’s guarding Anita and Nathaniel right now. Kissing her would be a distraction and unprofessional.”

			“What he said,” Nicky said.

			“I don’t believe it,” she said. “You’re all just teasing me.”

			“What part don’t you believe, that I’m one of their bodyguards or that I’m one of Anita’s lovers?” Nicky asked.

			“Bodyguard I believe.” She looked at Nathaniel. “Are you just going to let him claim your girl like that?”

			Nathaniel smiled. “Anita’s not my girl, she’s my fiancée, and I like sharing with Nicky.” He offered a fist and Nicky bumped it gently.

			“The news says she’s marrying Jean-Claude, so she can’t be your fiancée.”

			“Actually, we found out that there’s no law against how many fiancés you can have; you just can’t legally marry more than one of them,” I said.

			“Not yet,” Nathaniel said.

			I kissed him lightly and said, “You are being awfully optimistic about the government of our country. It was hard enough to get the United States to allow same-sex marriage. I don’t see multiple partners being legal anytime soon.”

			“Are you saying you’d actually marry Nathaniel and Jean-Claude if it was legal?” Dixie asked.

			“And Micah,” Nathaniel and I said together. It made us grin at each other in that stupid-happy way.

			“What about you?” she said, motioning at Nicky.

			“What about me?”

			“Doesn’t it bother you that Anita just said she’d marry three men, but you’re not on the list?”

			“No,” he said.

			“Of course it bothers you. It would bother anyone to be left out like that,” Dixie said.

			“I don’t feel left out.”

			“Don’t lie. Just tell them they hurt your feelings and it was rude.”

			“My feelings aren’t hurt and they aren’t the ones being rude.”

			Edward said, “Go change out of the dress so you guys can make your plane.” He kept the accent, but somehow the tone was colder than good ol’ Ted usually sounded.

			I didn’t argue, because he was right. Nicky handed me a small pack that he’d had slung over one shoulder. I took it and went into the dressing room. The pack contained the two guns, extra ammunition, and knife that I’d get to carry onto the plane. I’d taken the training as a sky marshal, years before 9/11, and so far, it let me carry on a plane, though there was talk of that changing. But for today I was the only one of us who wouldn’t have to put their weapons in luggage.

			I could hear Dixie still trying to start some sort of jealousy issue between Nathaniel and Nicky. It wouldn’t work. Nathaniel was the least jealous person I knew, and Nicky just didn’t think like that.

			Edward’s voice cut in. “You almost dressed in there, Anita?”

			“Almost.” I was in my own black jeans, black boots, and red T-shirt, with a black suit jacket over it all to help hide the weapons. Just because I could carry legally didn’t mean I wanted to flash my weapons at everyone. One, it made people nervous, and two, if it did turn into a fight, I didn’t want the bad guys to know what I was carrying or where on me I was carrying it.

			“Dixie, stop picking at Nathaniel and Nicky. I don’t know what’s wrong with you lately. You’re supposed to be one of my best friends, Dixie. Why aren’t you happy for me?”

			“I’ve already told you why I’m not happy for you, Donna.”

			“If I believe Ted and Anita aren’t having an affair, why can’t you?”

			I fussed to get my inner pants holster a little more comfortable, but really I was dressed. I just didn’t want to walk out into the middle of this conversation. If I hid, would it be cowardice? Yes, damn it. I opened the door and said as cheerily as I could, “I’m dressed. Let’s head for the airport.”

			Dixie kept talking as if I hadn’t said anything. She was looking at Donna with an intensity that made the rest of us irrelevant. “I don’t believe him because no man would admit to an affair he wasn’t having. It’s hard enough to get them to admit to ones they are having.”

			I sighed and said what I was thinking. “It was pretty stupid.”

			Everyone looked at me.

			“Having an affair is pretty stupid,” Dixie said.

			I shook my head. “There is no affair, never was, never will be, but Dixie’s right on one thing—it was stupid of Ted to confess to something he wasn’t doing. It was stupid of me to let him talk me into going along with the lie. It was convoluted thinking beyond anything I’ve ever thought for him to use a false confession to have time to talk to Donna and their couples therapist while the wedding plans went ahead.”

			“You went along with it,” Ted said, but not in his friendliest tone.

			“I didn’t say I was the brightest bulb in the box when it came to relationships either.”

			That got smiles and laughs from everyone but Dixie. “I can’t take this anymore. I’m done.”

			“What do you mean ‘done’?” Donna asked. “You don’t mean the wedding . . .”

			Dixie moved her gaze from Donna to Ted. She stared at him like she personally hated him. I’d only seen genuine bad guys stare at him like that. It was strangely more unnerving coming from a supposed friend.

			“If you are going to marry him, I’ll be there, and when she finds out you are a cheating son of a bitch, I’ll be there to hold her hand, just like I did after Frank died.” And with that, she left.
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			SOME SILENCES ARE louder than noise. This was one of those silences. None of us knew what to say to fill that awkward moment, or rather, I knew what I wanted to say, which was some variation of “Kick Dixie out of the wedding,” but it wasn’t my place to say it. It was Edward’s.

			“Donna, we need to talk about Dixie and the wedding,” Edward said.

			“She’s one of my oldest and dearest friends, Ted. She was my maid of honor the first time, and I was her matron of honor.”

			“I know that, honeybunch,” he said, sliding back into Ted’s accent, “and I know you were close when her sons and Peter were younger, but now that all the boys are college age, it’s changed.”

			Donna nodded. “The last time Dixie and I had a shopping trip, just us girls, we took Becca with us. Dixie said she wished they’d had a little girl. Someone close to Becca’s age so we’d all be doing dance classes and theater together, the way we used to do sports with the boys.”

			“Peter was in martial arts with their youngest son, but we didn’t do what they did. They spent every weekend and most evenings at one sporting event or another with their two boys.”

			“Peter did all the sports that the other boys did,” she said.

			He smiled at her with a look that was all warm and happy, and a little something that I couldn’t define. “Peter didn’t like team sports. We didn’t force him to stay in everything the way that they did with Benji.”

			“It was just that their oldest was like Ray and Dixie; he loved all the team sports and was good at them.”

			“Benji was good at a lot of them; he just hated playing,” Edward said.

			“We’re going to have to leave soon for the airport,” Nicky said. “If you need to discuss the wedding and Dixie with Nathaniel or Anita, you need to do it soon.”

			Donna started to try to get a little offended, but Edward said, “Nicky is doing his job, honeybunch. Do you want Nathaniel to help us decide about Dixie?” I didn’t mind that he dropped me off the list of people to consult. He knew what my vote would be.

			She looked up at Edward. “Are you actually asking me to kick Dixie out of the wedding?”

			“Dixie said it, that since she doesn’t have a daughter Becca’s age we don’t do as much with them as we used to, so she hasn’t had a chance to call me a cheating bastard in front of Becca, but once we get to Florida we are on a small island. We are going to be in each other’s pockets, honeybunch. Do you really think she can control herself in front of the kids and our other friends?”

			“She wouldn’t say things like that in front of Becca. She helped me shop for Becca’s flower girl dress and the three of us had a wonderful time. Dixie said it was like the old days when the boys were little.”

			“Donna,” Nathaniel said.

			She turned and looked at him.

			He was very serious as he asked, “Do you really want my opinion on this?”

			She smiled at him. “I know you stepped in because Dixie wasn’t helping me the way she should have, and I will always be grateful for that.”

			He smiled back at her. “But I’m not one of your oldest friends, and you don’t want my opinion on this.”

			She moved away from Edward so she could grip Nathaniel’s arm. “No, that’s not what I meant. I’ve come to value your opinion on so many things, Nathaniel. I admit that I invited you to be part of the wedding party with the idea that with you around Ted wouldn’t be so tempted with Anita, but you turned into the best bridesmaid I’ve ever had.”

			He grinned at her. “Thank you. I’ve really enjoyed most of it.”

			Her own smile faded around the edges. “I’m sorry that Dixie kept trying to get you to complain about Anita.”

			That was news to me. I looked at Nathaniel, and he shrugged. “When it was just us girls”—he made quote marks around the last word—“Dixie tried to make it a bitching session about our significant others, like she tried to get Nicky to admit he felt left out of the kissing earlier.”

			“You never mentioned that to me.”

			“You’ve met Dixie before this. Are you really surprised?”

			I thought about it for a second and then shook my head. “I guess not.”

			Nicky said, “Ten minutes, and then we have to leave.”

			“Dixie compares her husband, Ray, to any man she’s around. ‘Why can’t you be in shape like Nathaniel? I bet he can lift more than you in the gym.’ That kind of thing,” Nathaniel said.

			“You’re almost the age of her oldest son. Ray can’t compete with a younger version of himself,” Donna said.

			“She told him that Peter can lift more in the gym than he can now.”

			“I told her that was totally unfair, that it would be like comparing us to nineteen-year-old girls,” Donna said.

			Nathaniel smiled. “That did shut her up for a while.”

			“You’d kick her out of the wedding,” Edward said.

			The smile left Nathaniel’s face as he answered, “Part of Dixie’s bitchiness is because she’s not the matron of honor. If you kick her out of the wedding completely, then the friendship is over. I wish I had any family or friends that had been in my life for twenty years. I won’t be the deciding vote that ends a relationship that’s lasted that long.”

			Donna hugged him and said, “And that is why you are the best bridesmaid ever.”

			Edward was looking at Nathaniel as if he wanted to say something to him.

			“Time’s up, or we’re going to miss the flight,” Nicky said.

			And we had to leave it there, because Nathaniel was right: It had to be Donna’s decision because Dixie was her friend, but she didn’t have much time to decide. The wedding was in a week.
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			THE HOUR LAYOVER in Minneapolis turned into three because our first plane never got off the ground due to mechanical trouble. Hey, at least the issue happened while we were still on the ground and not in the air. I’d had mechanical issues happen in midflight before; it was one of the things that had contributed to my fear of flying. Five hours later we were almost home but got stuck in traffic out in front of the Circus of the Damned. Even though it was late, people were still lined up on the sidewalk to get into the remodeled warehouse that housed the Circus, and other people were driving by trying to find a parking place now that the customer lot was full. We were stuck in the traffic, inching along in front of the building. The huge fanged clowns still rotated endlessly on the roof, and large, lurid posters still covered the front of the building, though some of the acts had changed over the years. One poster showed a wolfman with blue eyes: Hear Professor Wolf Read from His Latest Book of Poetry. Zeke, like Micah, had been punished by the same sadistic ex-leader, forced into beast form until they couldn’t come back completely. Micah had gotten lucky just losing his human eyes. Zeke had started the poetry as therapy to deal with all that he had lost, and then his wife suggested he put a video up of him reading his own poetry. He’d become an Internet sensation, and then there’d been that late-night show appearance, and suddenly Professor Wolf was one of our star attractions. Another poster showed a truly nightmarish image that looked as if it had been skinned alive: Come See the Nuckelavee, Fairy’s Most Frightening Monster. I knew some other creatures of fairy that might argue the “most frightening” title, but nothing in our country could top him. We were almost at the end of the front of the warehouse when a poster proclaimed, The Lamia, Half Snake, Half Woman. The poster didn’t really do Melanie justice: As a woman she was more beautiful, and her serpent half more sinuous. She’d tried to kill me when she first got to town years ago, but when we killed the ancient vampire who was controlling her, she stopped being on his side. Jean-Claude had offered her a job, and she’d been a big hit with the customers.

			“Sorry that we hit traffic. If I’d been thinking it was Saturday night I would have avoided the front of the Circus,” Millington said from the driver’s seat.

			“It’s okay, Millie,” Nicky said. “I didn’t think about it being the weekend either.”

			“Thank you, sir,” he said.

			“Millie, I’m not a sir.”

			“Thanks, Nicky.”

			“Not a problem.”

			The SUV finally made the corner and started to leave the bright lights of the front behind us as I had an idea. Melanie only became a snake from the waist down, and she’d been born that way; as a lamia she was a partial shapeshifter, and it was inherited just like that of the snake shapeshifters in Florida Micah was trying to help. Why hadn’t I thought of Melanie when Micah showed me the photos? Hell, why hadn’t Micah thought of her? Though I wasn’t sure that he’d ever met her in person, and the posters were purposely done in a rougher style, like an old-fashioned traveling carnival, so they looked half fake.

			“What’s wrong, Anita?” Nathaniel asked from beside me.

			“Nothing’s wrong; she’s happy,” Nicky said from the other side of him. The other bodyguards were in the front seats acting as chauffeur and riding shotgun.

			“Her heart rate and breathing are up; that could mean something is wrong.”

			“I can feel that she’s happy, not scared. If the two of you would drop more of your psychic shielding you’d be able to feel that, too.”

			“We like to keep a little more mystery in our romance,” I said.

			“I’m your Bride, Anita. You can’t lie to me. I know that’s not why you all still shield from each other.”

			“Let it go, Nicky.”

			“We do fine with a closer psychic connection. I don’t know why the idea bothers you with Nathaniel and the others.”

			“I don’t have a choice with a Bride. I have a choice with the others.”

			“I know, but what I don’t know is why you choose to keep each other at the limits of your psychic connection.”

			“Drop it, Nicky, and by drop it, I mean stop talking about this.”

			“Whatever you say.”

			“Besides, I can lie to you. You’ll just be able to tell I’m lying,” I said.

			“Not always. Sometimes it just feels like you’re unhappy or cranky when you’re lying.”

			“When has Anita lied to you?” Nathaniel asked.

			“She hasn’t, but she lies to other people when I’m with her sometimes.”

			“Stop talking about me like I’m not here.”

			“Sorry,” they said together.

			“Thanks.”

			The back of the Circus was dark and quiet, with only a few streetlights illuminating the employee parking lot here and there. There were a couple of our guards on either side of the entrance. They waved us through, but if they hadn’t recognized the car they would have stopped it and made sure it was an employee and not just a customer trying to find parking. Business was good, but we still weren’t willing to give up part of the rear parking for customers. We were looking at buying a secondary lot and shuttling the crowds from there to here, but until we got that set up, the customers were parking anywhere they could. We parked in a spot near the door beside my Jeep.

			If we hadn’t had extra guards with us, I’d have just opened my own door, but they get testy if their protectees open their own doors, especially outside in open areas like parking lots. We were all equally well armed now, so why did I let Custer stand in front of my door on alert for me? Because it was his job and there were people who wanted me dead, and if that happened on his watch, I was pretty sure Jean-Claude would kill him. So, since my life and theirs might be on the line, I let Custer and Millie look around the darkened parking lot and decide it was safe before Custer opened my door for me and Millie stood on the other side of the door blocking me from the rest of the angles they could control. You can’t control every angle in the open, you just can’t, but good bodyguards can control most of them. Nathaniel got out on the other side when Nicky opened the door for him. We’d already discussed that he was in charge of Nathaniel’s safety until we were inside. I wasn’t completely comfortable with me having two guards on my side of the car and Nathaniel having only one, but three wasn’t an even number of guards, so there had to be some unevenness on the coverage.

			“What made you excited and happy, just then?” Nathaniel asked as he and Nicky joined me. Millie stayed beside me and Custer fell in behind us like a walking body shield. I was pretty confident at our safety in the parking lot because I knew there was a hidden observation post near the roofline of the Circus, complete with a trained sniper, most of the time. Even we didn’t have enough snipers for 24-7 coverage. Tonight, the guards in the crow’s nest, which was our current guard-speak for it, were probably watching us through the scopes of their long guns.

			“I may have thought of something that could help Micah out with the latest shapeshifter issue.”

			Nathaniel reached out for my hand, but it was my right hand and he knew in public I liked that free for weapons. “I think you’re safe to hold hands for a few yards,” Nicky said.

			“That has to be Anita’s call,” Nathaniel said.

			If he’d just taken my hand because someone else told him it was okay, I’d have probably protested, but he’d said just the right thing. “I think we can chance it,” I said, smiling at him and holding out my hand.

			The smile that Nathaniel gave me made it all worthwhile, made me wish that I was less pedantic about keeping my gun hand free more often. We made it safely to the back door of the Circus hand in hand, grinning at each other like there was no one else in the world in that moment.

			“Kitten has a Robin to deliver,” Nicky said, apparently to the air, but I knew it was actually into the earpiece he’d slipped on when we got closer to home.

			“I hate that call sign,” I said.

			The lock made a thick thunk sound, and then the back door to the Circus started to swing open.

			“You wouldn’t pick a code name,” Nicky said.

			“Everyone picked one but you, Anita,” Nathaniel said, smiling. He’d chosen Robin after Batman’s boy-wonder sidekick. I guess anything was better than the code names based on chess pieces. I’d been the black queen, Jean-Claude the black king, and so on . . . It had all seemed too obvious who was who, so we’d decided to let all the protectees choose a code name. Everyone had had fun doing it except me. I couldn’t decide. They all seemed silly, or not right, but almost anything would have been better than Kitten.

			The door opened and I couldn’t see anyone through it, which meant it wasn’t one of the newer guards, or one of the ones from “civilian” backgrounds. If the police and the military kept their policy of kicking people out if they tested positive for lycanthropy, we were going to have enough of their exes to field our own small army.

			“All you have to do is pick a different one, and we’ll use it,” Nicky said as Millie moved up so that he’d go through the door first.

			“Oh hell, Nicky, if it was that easy, I’d have done it already.”

			We finally stepped into the small area between the door that led into the Circus and the door that led to the underground where Jean-Claude lived and where I spent more than half my time. One direction was bright lights, carnival games, food booths, rides, and the sideshow where Melanie the Lamia would be entertaining her fans. I must have started toward the door toward the midway instead of the one that led to the underground apartments, because Nicky said, “Jean-Claude and Micah are waiting for us.”

			That stopped me from doing anything stupid. If Micah didn’t want me to share the pictures with Edward, he certainly wouldn’t want me to share them with Melanie. “I didn’t realize Micah was already here.”

			“Jean-Claude’s jet doesn’t have mechanical issues,” Nicky said.

			“Right,” I said, but I was already thinking that I could run the idea of talking to Melanie by him. Surely the shapeshifters in Florida would give the okay. Hell, Melanie was from ancient Greece originally, or maybe even older than that, but lamias were part of Greek legend, so she might have answers that no one else would.

			Nathaniel tugged on my hand. I looked at him and then at the door Nicky was holding open. I couldn’t do anything until I talked to Micah, so I let him lead me to the other door. Besides, we had about a mile of stairs to walk down before we reached the last door into the underground. I wasn’t joking about the mile, and the steps were carved from the bedrock, so they weren’t perfectly square, or perfectly even, and they were oddly spaced, as if whatever they were original designed for hadn’t moved on two legs like a person. If you couldn’t do the cardio, you’d be exhausted before you ever got to the big door at the bottom. I wondered if anyone had ever broken in and just given up before they finished the stairs.

			As if he’d read my thoughts, Millie said, “My wife says I’m in the best shape she’s ever seen me, and the only difference to my exercise regime is these stairs.”

			“These damned stairs, you mean,” Custer said.

			“I thought SEALs never complained,” I said.

			Custer laughed. “Oh hell, no, who told you that?”

			Nathaniel and I laughed with him. Nicky remained happily stoic beside me. “Fair enough. I thought SEALs didn’t complain about physical hardships,” I said.

			“We don’t,” Millie said.

			“You just did,” Nathaniel said, smiling and glancing from one to the other of the men.

			“This isn’t hardship,” said Custer.

			Nathaniel and I digested that thought for a second or two. “Some SEALs bitch, some don’t,” Nicky said.

			“How do you know that?” I asked.

			“I used to work with a lot of contract workers; that runs high to special teams, even Navy SEALs.”

			“Contract workers, contractors,” Custer said, “sounds like temporary office help. What happened to soldier of fortune, mercenary, and all the other cool names I remember from old movies?”

			“Try putting soldier of fortune down on your tax return and see how well that works,” Millie said, smiling back at us all.

			“Have you tried?”

			“No, and I’m not going to. I’ve got a wife and kids. I don’t need to play fuck-fuck games with the IRS.”

			Both of the SEALs had relaxed once we got on the stairs, which said, clearly, they thought we were safe here. They were probably right, but it was still interesting seeing them start to loosen up on the job. When they first came to us from the military, they’d barely speak when they were working. I preferred chattier to silent. Millie and Custer had both adapted to that preference. It was one of the reasons they were doing more guarding for me.

			Once we got our cardio on the stairs, there was a locked door that looked like it led to a dungeon or a smallish castle. If it was locked, even Nicky, with all his strength, enhanced by being a werelion and the weight lifting, wouldn’t get through the door easily. He’d have to pound or tear his way through it, which would give more guards on the other side a chance to get ready for whatever was strong enough to get through the door. There was another pair of guards on the inside of the door to the underground and another pair on the other side of the living room / receiving area. There was another pair of bodyguards guarding the long hallway that had been carved out of bedrock and the natural caves that had been down here eons ago. Then there was another set of bodyguards outside one of the doors before we finally got to the pair outside of Jean-Claude’s bedroom door. They let us in, saying, “Renard and Wolverine said to let you in without announcing you first.”

			Renard was Jean-Claude, and Wolverine was Micah. I did not like the new call signs, which was probably part of the reason I was having such trouble choosing one for myself. The guards opened the door to Jean-Claude’s bedroom, and Milligan and Custer were dismissed, not officially in a military way, but they’d delivered Nathaniel and me to our “base.”

			The door closed behind us, and I for one let out a long breath and the tension between my shoulder blades that had been building up somewhere between all the guard checks. I’d agreed to Claudia trying out a new guard rotation, but I hadn’t quite realized what it might mean for just everyday life inside the Circus. If Micah had been feeling overwhelmed by the number of people in our lives before, this wasn’t going to help. I’d expected to find Micah and Jean-Claude in the custom-made orgy-size bed that dominated the bedroom, but the glow from a single bedside lamp showed the bed empty. It was even still neatly made up: Today’s comforter was royal blue, with pillows in matching colors interspersed with deep red ones at the head of the four-poster bed, which probably meant the silk sheets underneath it all would be red to match the accent pillows. The lamp left most of the room in shadows, but it gave enough light to see by. The faux fireplace against one wall, a fur rug and grouping of chairs in front of it, was empty, too. Usually I was disappointed not to find Jean-Claude waiting for me first thing, but today an empty room seemed good. It was as if seeing more people right that moment would have been too much, no matter who it was.

			“They’re in the bathroom,” Nicky said.

			“You can hear them?” I asked.

			“And smell the bubble bath.”

			Nathaniel sniffed the air. “Lavender,” he said.

			I couldn’t smell a damn thing from that far away, but then, when it came to scent tracking, I was only human.

			“Before we go into the bathroom, can we talk about all the guards that we just went through?” Nathaniel asked.

			“Sure,” I said.

			“Do we need that many guards?” he asked.

			“No,” Nicky said.

			“Claudia talked to me about trying out a new heightened security guard rotation,” I said.

			“Is there a new threat I don’t know about?” Nathaniel asked.

			“No, and that’s the point. She wanted to try out the new heightened security before we needed it, so we could work out the bugs,” I said.

			“It’s not just the Circus,” Nicky said.

			“I know, we’re testing the new security across all the businesses,” I said.

			“You could have mentioned it to us, or did you tell everyone but me?” Nathaniel said.

			I squeezed his hand, which was still in mine. I was happy he hadn’t pulled away. “I didn’t think to mention it to anyone in our poly group, Nathaniel. I’m sorry—you’re right. I should have given all of you a heads-up, but between trying to do three weddings, work at Animators Inc., and being a marshal, plus the poly group, I think I’m just losing track of it all.”

			Nathaniel squeezed my hand, which made me look at him. “Wow, you! Admitting that you can’t keep track of things before they blow up in your face. Yay, therapy!” He smiled at the end, but I didn’t smile back.

			I felt that spurt of anger inside me that was always there like a pilot light just waiting for the right spark, but I breathed through it. I counted and breathed and remembered that I was in love with Nathaniel and he was right.

			His smile faded around the edges and he looked at me with those big, beautiful eyes of his, waiting for me to fall back into old patterns and start a fight that didn’t need to happen, or do my famous pull away, or even runaway, from him, from the relationships, from everything. I forced myself to relax all the way down to the hand that was holding his and said, “Yeah, yay, therapy.”

			He gave me a smile that made me happy that I’d been smart instead of stupid, and that I was working through my issues rather than letting them blow my life up. He came to me then, leaning his forehead down so that he touched the top of my head. “I love you so much right now.”

			I grinned and moved so I was looking up at him. “Why, because I’m working on my issues?”

			“Yes,” he whispered and kissed me.

			“They know we’re out here,” Nicky said.

			I drew back from the kiss. “I figured they did.”

			Nathaniel started leading me across the carpet and toward the closed bathroom door. Nicky said, “You were really bothered by the extra guards. I thought you liked crowds.”

			“I like group sex, not crowds,” Nathaniel said.

			“So, are you feeling overwhelmed by this many people, too?” I asked.

			“I don’t mind people I’m sleeping or playing with, but most of the guards are just guards. I like an audience, but they aren’t good for that.”

			“We’re supposed to be protecting you, not watching the show,” Nicky said.

			Nathaniel paused with his hand on the door to the bathroom. “Can’t you do both?”

			“Not really and not well.”

			“The other guards stopped at the door. Are you still guarding us?” Nathaniel asked.

			Nicky smiled. “No, I’m just going to say hi and do this.” He drew me into his arms, all that muscle wrapping around me as Nathaniel let go of my hand. Everyone I dated was strong, but Nicky had a way of making me aware of it that was exciting and just the tiniest bit scary. I knew physical potential, and if it ever came down to a real fight, I couldn’t win against the strength that pulled me in against his body. Lucky for me, I wanted to be in his arms. He kissed me and put a lot of body English into it, so that he finally picked me up, and my feet left the ground. I tried to wrap my legs around him, but the gun at his waist got in the way. He put one hand underneath my ass, so he held me in place and turned the awkward attempt to wrap my legs around him into something sexy. It was like a good dance partner turning your stumble into part of the dance.

			He drew back from the kiss with me still held in his arms. “I’ve been wanting to do that all day.” He set me back down with my legs so shaky that he and Nathaniel had to catch me. That made them both laugh that masculine chuckle that either is at your expense or is a compliment. I took it as the second, because they both knew better than to laugh at me, and we loved one another. Laughter edged with love is always good.
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			NICKY OPENED THE door and Nathaniel helped me through while my knees recovered from the kiss. We were all half laughing as we stepped onto the black carpet of the black-on-black bathroom with its black marble, double sinks, and silver fixtures, but what was waiting in the big bathtub at the end of the room stole the laughter and made my knees threaten to go weak again.

			The bathtub was big enough for four large adults, so Jean-Claude and Micah didn’t have to be next to each other, but they were. Micah’s hair was so wet it was black, and slicked back so that the bones of his face were bare in a way that they weren’t when all the deep brown of his curls framed him. His tanned skin looked even darker against the utter whiteness of Jean-Claude’s chest. The vampire’s hair was up in a loose man-bun that looked careless, but I’d been dating him and Nathaniel too long to believe the illusion. It was one of those hairdos that looked messy at first, but the longer you looked at it, the more artful it was, with curls trailing around the edge of his face, tracing the curve of his cheek, the line of his chin, so that his lips seemed framed by white skin and raven black hair. His curls were dry except for a few small ones low on his neck. He had an arm across Micah’s shoulders, so the contrast between their skin colors was framed against the black marble of the tub edge and the mounded bubbles, which were only a little less white than the vampire’s skin.

			Micah blinked green-gold leopard eyes at us, trapped forever in his human face from too much time in animal form, so that he couldn’t come completely back now. He wasn’t wearing his new glasses, which helped his cat eyes see far away, and I wondered how well he could see us in the doorway.

			Jean-Claude gestured with one pale long-fingered hand and my eyes followed the movement so that I was left staring at his face. It wasn’t a face that had launched a thousand ships, but it might have launched a thousand seductions in old Europe. Even though Micah’s face was finer boned, and he was just more delicately made overall, it was Jean-Claude’s face that was the more femininely beautiful, more ambisexual. If I hadn’t had their faces so close together, I would have thought it was Micah who would be closer to feminine, but some line or curve just made his face more male.

			“I’m going to leave the two of you to stare at your shared boys,” Nicky said.

			It startled me, as if I’d forgotten he was standing with us for a moment. I felt instantly guilty. I started to try to protest, but he waved it away. “It’s okay. This show was for you and Nathaniel, not me. I’m not anyone’s lover but yours, and Jean-Claude doesn’t need blood from me when he has the three of you.”

			“You do not have to go on my account, Nicky,” Jean-Claude said, “for I will have to be getting dressed for work.”

			I must have pouted, because Jean-Claude laughed, that wonderful touchable laugh that could caress places in my body that no hand could ever reach. It made me shiver and clutch at Nathaniel, who clutched me back. That sensual laugh didn’t just work on me.

			“It’s okay, Jean-Claude. I’ll hit the weight room while I can.”

			“You would leave such bounty for the gym?”

			Nicky grinned and shook his head. “If I were more into men, then the gym could go fuck itself, but I’m not, so I’ll go and let the four of you have some alone time.”

			It seemed funny to say “alone time” with four people in a room, but Nicky left, closing the door softly behind him. Nathaniel and I were left standing at the door like we didn’t know what to do next.

			Nathaniel stripped off his shirt in one smooth motion and threw it to the floor. He started toward the tub, stripping off clothes as he went. Okay, maybe I didn’t know what to do next.
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			NATHANIEL HAD KICKED off his shoes and was finishing wiggling out of his jeans by the time I started taking off my jacket and the guns hiding underneath it. There was so much less sexy spontaneity when you were carrying multiple weapons.

			“Come join us, ma petite, mon chaton, before I have to leave to attend to much less pleasant duties,” Jean-Claude said, reaching out toward me with one pale, muscled arm. He would never bulk the way Nicky did, or even as much as Nathaniel, because he was built like a long-distance runner, tall, lean, graceful lines that moved with strength, but nothing would make him be bulky.

			Looking at Jean-Claude had made me miss some of Nathaniel’s undressing, so that he was just suddenly nude moving up the three steps of the bathtub. I got completely distracted watching the back of his body from shoulders to legs as he climbed into the sudsy water.

			“I can never decide if you look better coming or going,” I said.

			“I think, ma petite, the phrase you are searching for is dat ass.”

			Hearing him say the slang in his usually elegant voice made us all laugh. “Yes, that was what I was trying not to say out loud.”

			Nathaniel looked back over one shoulder at me, flexing his glutes so that his ass flexed like you would to make a biceps harder. It made me laugh again, an edge of almost nervousness to it. I wasn’t sure there would ever come a point when I didn’t have my moments of, Golly gee whiz, I can’t believe I get to play with all these wonderful toys. Sex was a type of play and recreation for me. I’d worked through most of my issues about that, or maybe I’d just accepted that it was supposed to be this way, full of joy, playfulness, and shared humor.

			Micah stood up, the water and bubbles clinging to his body, some of the suds beginning to slide down his skin as he reached for Nathaniel. I wanted to help the suds caress his skin, wanted to help them hurry down his thigh, cup my hand over that strangely thick pile of bubbles on the front of his body. The first time we’d ever made love together there had been suds and water involved.

			I laid the guns and knives on a corner of the black marble where most people would have put candles, and put the holsters on the edge of the sink, farther away from the potential splash zone of the bathtub. Free of the holsters and all the weapons, I could finally start to pull my shirt over my head, but Jean-Claude said, “Ma petite, come here, let me undress you.”

			He’d come to the side of the tub while I’d been watching Nathaniel and Micah. How had I missed him just feet away moving through the water? He was on his knees, hands resting on the edge of the tub so that he lifted himself half out of the water toward me. I was suddenly staring into the midnight blue of his eyes, the darkest blue I’d ever seen, so that it was almost black, almost, and then he’d turn and the light would catch it, and the deep blue of his eyes would gleam to life. The night sky is never truly black, it just looks like that when there’s no light to see by, but I could always see the light in Jean-Claude’s eyes, no matter how dark.

			I went to him and he raised himself even higher from the water. I had a moment of thinking of mermaids lifting themselves up on rocks at the edge of the sea to kiss their sailors, or princes. Of course, the raven-haired beauty offering me a kiss was a king. Did that make me the mermaid? Nah.

			I met his lips with mine so that we kissed with me still dressed at the edge of the marble tub. I felt his fingers on the bottom of my T-shirt. “Sit on the edge of the tub, ma petite, so I can use both hands.”

			I did what he asked, because who wouldn’t? He leaned back into the water enough to make room for me, face lifted toward mine, so that it was the most natural thing in the world to meet his lips with mine. He slid his hands underneath my shirt, lifting it upward as we kissed. I raised my arms so he could pull it over them, but he stopped with it up to my shoulders, and kept kissing me. I pressed into the kiss as I felt his fingers at the back of my bra. The snap gave and his hands glided under the line of my bra, spilling over my breasts, and the kiss grew. I pressed my mouth against his, my tongue sliding between his lips and oh so carefully between the dainty hardness of his fangs. His hands touched my breasts with the water still clinging to them, so that he made my breasts as wet as other parts of me were starting to become.

			He finally drew my shirt over my head and the kiss had to stop. I glanced over to find Micah and Nathaniel in their own kiss, though since they were both naked and one of them was wet and covered in suds it distracted me a little more than it should have in Jean-Claude’s arms. I turned to him to kiss him again, to apologize for ogling other men while I was almost in the middle of a kiss with him, but he was looking at the other men. I wrapped my arms across his shoulders, pressing my breasts against the wet slickness of his skin, and put my face against his while we watched our two shared men share a very passionate kiss.

			Jean-Claude put his arm around my waist and sighed. “We are lucky, you and I, ma petite.”

			“We are, but I’m wearing too many clothes.” I whispered it against his face.

			“You are,” he whispered back.

			Micah and Nathaniel came up for air, half laughing. “I think we’re distracting them,” Nathaniel said.

			“I think you’re right,” Micah said, and he aimed a smile around the edge of Nathaniel’s body. It was a smile that would have been more at home on Nathaniel’s face, or Jean-Claude’s, but there it was on his face, a look that said he knew his worth and he knew just how hot he was, all wet and wrapped around our shared boy.

			Nathaniel kissed his cheek and said, “We better stop distracting them, so Anita can get naked.” He pulled Micah with him through the water to settle against the far side of the bath. He threw an arm across Micah’s shoulders and drew him in against his body, because it was always easier for the taller half of the couple to throw an arm across. Micah cuddled in against him, tracing one hand over the other man’s chest. Nathaniel raised Micah’s hand and kissed his palm.

			Micah closed his eyes as Nathaniel kissed across his hand and licked delicately across his wrist. “Stop that or we’ll just keep distracting them.”

			Nathaniel rose from Micah’s wrist, smiling. “I’ll behave myself until Anita is out of her clothes, then no promises.”

			“Off with the clothes,” I said.

			“Yes, please,” Nathaniel said, grinning at us.

			“We’ll watch you and Jean-Claude now,” Micah said.

			“We must make it worth your while, then, mon chat.” Jean-Claude turned to me and said, “Give me your foot, ma petite.”

			“I’m wearing combat boots, not high heels.”

			“It does not matter what you wear. I would still want to help you out of them.”

			That made me smile, and I lifted my leg up so he could reach my boot. He unlaced it slowly, making what would have been awkward for anyone else graceful, sensual. He pulled the boot off, and there was the thick boot sock, about as unromantic as it gets, but he just tossed the boot to the floor and then reached up under my jeans with those long, slender fingers, rolling my sock down slowly. He did the same on the other side, and once I was barefoot, he helped me stand up on the top step leading to the tub so that he could unsnap my jeans. I reached to help him unzip them, but he moved my hands away, shaking his head at me. I let my hands fall to my sides and he began to pull my jeans down my hips. He pulled the lacy thong down with them, so that as he pulled the jeans he revealed me nude. He got the jeans to midthigh and then leaned in and laid the gentlest of kisses against that line where thigh and hip meet. It brought my breath in a sigh, my head falling back, my eyes closing as he kissed the other side where my hip met more intimate things.

			He eased the jeans downward, placing kisses on my legs as he did it, until he licked behind my knee, which was a ticklish spot, and I squirmed for him. “No fair, no fair.”

			“I think it is very fair,” he said and licked behind my other knee.

			I laughed, squirmed, and tried to cover the backs of my knees, but my ankles were still trapped in my jeans, so it was like being in soft ankle-cuffs, which meant that squirming around on a marble step wasn’t my best move. I fell trying to “get away” from the tickling.

			Jean-Claude caught me, but I was trying to catch myself at the same time and we both fell into the water. I remembered to hold my breath as we went through the suds and underwater. I started to try to swim my way to the surface, but Jean-Claude stood up with me in his arms, water and suds streaming off both of us. I was coughing and sputtering. He didn’t have to breathe, so at least he wasn’t dealing with that. My jeans were soaking wet and trailed down from my ankles, trapping them even more than when they’d been dry. Jean-Claude’s careful hairdo was a wet mass, and whatever had been holding it in place was still trying to hold on with the heavy wet curls, so that it was just tangled around his face and neck but wasn’t free of the bobby pins, or combs, or whatever.

			I wiped suds from my face, and he was trying to blink them out of his eyes because he was using both hands to hold me. Nathaniel and Micah were both laughing. I reached out and wiped the bubbles out of Jean-Claude’s eyes and started to laugh.

			“The first time we made love I fell into the bath with all my clothes on,” Jean-Claude said.

			“Well, at least it’s just my jeans getting wet this time.”

			“I have been a ladies’ man for centuries. I am truly suave and debonair, except with you, ma petite, except with you.”

			“I think I told you, it was a hint, that first time.”

			“You did,” he said, and smiled.

			Nathaniel asked, “Are your lower legs as tangled as they look?”

			“Wet jeans cling like crazy,” Micah said.

			“We could use the jeans for bondage,” Nathaniel said.

			I shook my head, laughing. “No, not tonight. I just want to get the jeans off so that I can get in the nice hot bath with the rest of you.”

			“You do not want me to simply stand here and hold you, ma petite?” Jean-Claude’s smile widened as he said it.

			“No,” I said, laughing.

			Nathaniel reached up to take one leg of the jeans and Micah took the other. There were suds in their hair and I realized we’d splashed them when we fell in. We’d also splashed my guns, but lucky for me, the days of having to keep your powder dry so that a gun would fire were long past. Most modern guns could be dragged through water, or even mud, and still shoot.

			They got me out of the jeans and Nathaniel tossed them over the edge of the tub to the floor. The fall into the water had broken some of the momentum to rush into sex and gave me time to remember the idea I’d had about the lamia and helping Micah’s clients in Florida.

			I was still in Jean-Claude’s arms when I said, “Have you thought about talking to Melanie about your clients in Florida?”

			Jean-Claude put me down into the hot, sudsy bathwater and there was that moment when my body just relaxed into it. It wasn’t about sex or anything but my body letting go of more of the stress that I seemed to carry around.

			“What did you say about Melanie?” Micah asked.

			“She’s a lamia,” I said.

			He blinked at me and then said, “I can’t believe I didn’t think of talking to her. I’ve been agonizing about this for weeks and it never occurred to me to talk to her.”

			“You are talking about the sad shapeshifters that Micah and the Coalition have been trying to help,” Jean-Claude said.

			I looked up at him from the water, nodding. “I don’t know how much he told you, but the lamia is the closest to their type of shapeshifting that I’ve seen.”

			“He told me some, but I was more intent on the two of us spending time together, to ease each other’s . . . stress, than talking about work.” There was something in his voice that made me look up at him again. All the warmth and laughter of a few seconds ago was gone. His face was still lovely to look at, but the cold expression made it more like a statue, a work of art that you could look at but weren’t allowed to touch.

			I reached out to touch his arm and he actually moved back from me. I knew something was wrong, but it took Nathaniel moving back to join Jean-Claude on their side of the tub before I realized what.

			“We’re all naked in the bathtub and I’m talking business,” I said.

			Nathaniel nodded. Jean-Claude just looked at me. It was one of the downsides to being polyamorous: You could get the same looks from more than one person at the same time when you fucked up.

			“I’m sorry, Jean-Claude, Nathaniel, but Anita knows how much this has been bothering me,” Micah said, coming up to hug me. I think he needed the same reassurance I did, that not everyone in the tub was angry with him.

			“And we don’t know how much it’s been bothering you?” Nathaniel asked, arms crossing over his chest so that I noticed the swell in his biceps, but the attitude that went with it made it less sexy and more You don’t get to play with this.

			“Of course you both know. You went with me to Florida and they were so protective of their secret that I had to keep sending you off by yourself with just a bodyguard,” he said, and then looked at Jean-Claude. “And you’ve just spent time helping me climb out of the darkness in my head from this case.”

			“And yet, it is Anita that knows how much it is bothering you?” Jean-Claude said, and it was that girlfriend/boyfriend accusatory voice.

			Micah hugged me a little closer and I hugged him back. I didn’t want this to turn into a fight, but I wasn’t always good at avoiding them. I finally decided to be very honest. “I don’t want this to turn into a full-fledged fight. I’m sorry that I just blurted out the idea of talking to Melanie about the other shapeshifters, but I was just excited that I might have a clue that would help Micah.”

			“More excited than being with us?” Nathaniel said.

			“Have we become less exciting than your cases, ma petite?”

			Oh shit. “No, of course not.”

			Micah tried to help me dig myself out of the hole that our evening was rapidly disappearing into. “Please, Jean-Claude, Nathaniel, we were both thoughtless and careless of your feelings, but no one is as important to us as the two of you.”

			“Please,” I said, “it’s the first time the four of us have been together in weeks. Don’t let this ruin the evening.”

			“And that is exactly why it hurts so much, ma petite.”

			I looked at Micah. “You try. I can’t seem to keep my foot out of my mouth.”

			“I am sorry that we started talking business in that moment, but Anita is the only one who has seen the pictures of what is happening to the family down in Florida. It’s awful enough that it’s haunting us both.”

			“They wouldn’t let me see them in animal form,” Nathaniel said.

			“And perhaps if you had shown me the same pictures you showed to Anita, I would have thought of sending you to Melanie, as well.”

			“You’re right, you’re both right, but I know that Anita sees worse on her job than I do on mine, so I knew she would see it as part of the job. I didn’t want to burden the two of you with things that give me nightmares.”

			I hugged him tighter.

			Nathaniel’s face softened and Jean-Claude stopped looking so still and statue-like, as if he’d finally allowed himself to start breathing again. “We are not children to be protected against the harshness of your job, Micah,” Jean-Claude said.

			“I didn’t mean it that way . . .”

			Jean-Claude waved him to silence. “It is a noble sentiment, Micah, but it is not necessary for me. I have seen more blood spilled and lives lost than you have. I would say that all four of us have seen horrors that haunt us. We are none of us sheep that need to be tended and watched over; we are wolves to hunt together. I do not know when you decided that you and Anita were wolves to our sheep, but it is not true. We must be equals, or at least the power must not be so uneven as this.”

			Micah opened his mouth, closed it, and didn’t seem to know what to say. I hugged him, rubbing one hand along the smoothness of his back. I finally said, “What can we do to fix the mood?”

			“I did not realize that the three of you would be home and unoccupied tonight, or I would have not agreed to the regular business meeting being moved to tonight, so my time here is limited. I will have to start over with my hair, and that will take more time.”

			“So, we’ve ruined the mood and spoiled the evening,” Micah said.

			I shook my head. “Wait, I know I fucked up the way I said it, but if Melanie does have information that could help the other shapeshifters, then that’s important. It’s not more important than the two of you, or the four of us, but moments like this are what make Micah and me not talk about work with the two of you. You’re complaining that Micah shares more information with me than with you, but in the same breath you’re saying you don’t want us to talk about work.”

			“No, ma petite, we are complaining that you thought to speak of work in the middle of foreplay.”

			I didn’t have a comeback for that, because there really wasn’t one. Not a good one, anyway.

			“That’s fair,” Micah said, “and I apologize for my part in it. I am obsessed with this case.”

			“As we discussed, mon chat, you must find someone trustworthy enough to send out on some Coalition business without you, for there is too much for you to oversee everything personally.”

			“It was a great idea, Jean-Claude. I am thinking about people I could send.”

			“Is this business, or can I offer a suggestion?” I asked.

			“It is,” Jean-Claude said, “but make your suggestion, ma petite.”

			“Socrates was really good with the marshal that got lycanthropy on the job with me. He talked to her family and everything.”

			“I remember you telling me about that,” Micah said. “He might be able to take some of the survivor interventions.”

			“I would trust him to handle survivors,” I said.

			“So would I,” Nathaniel said.

			“Now that we have settled some of our worries, I must wash my hair and begin to get ready for the business meeting.”

			Nathaniel hugged him, putting his face on his shoulder. “No, I just got here.”

			I half walked, half swam through the water to him and took Jean-Claude’s arm. “We haven’t been here that long; do you really have to go now?”

			Jean-Claude looked down at the two of us and smiled. “Such faces, you really do not want me to go.”

			“Of course not,” we said together.

			“I can feel your sorrow at the thought of me leaving, ma petite.” He kissed the top of Nathaniel’s head. “And you, but not so loudly, our pussycat.”

			“Can you read my feelings?” Micah asked.

			“Only as one person knows another; you are not tied to ma petite in a way that allows me access to your inner thoughts and feelings.”

			“Sometimes I’m happy about that and sometimes it makes me feel left out.”

			“I’m sorry for the latter, mon chat.”

			“This wouldn’t have been enough time for the four of us to have sex, even without the misunderstanding. You don’t really have to leave for your meeting yet, do you?” Micah asked.

			Nathaniel and I went still beside Jean-Claude. “It will take longer to get ready now that my hair is wet. I had put it up for a reason.”

			“That doesn’t answer Micah’s question,” I said, studying his face.

			“No, it does not. I wanted to see if you truly would be sorry that I had to leave before I had joined you for sex, or if you did not care.”

			I looked at him, and even with his wet hair clumped around his face, in probably the worst hairdo that I’d ever seen on him, he was still so beautiful that I felt like, what was he doing with me, but then who could equal him? When you’re a twenty-one on a ten scale of beauty, you have to date someone. When he first started trying to date me, I was so insecure about it. It took me a long time to realize that no matter how beautiful or handsome or graceful or smart you are, you still have insecurities. We all have them—even kings, even Jean-Claude.

			“It was childish to need the reassurance, ma petite.”

			I touched his face, moving closer so I could kiss him. “I love you all the more for needing the reassurance, but I’m sorry that I caused the need.”

			“When you mentioned Melanie to Micah, you were concentrated solely on the business at hand, as if I was not holding you in my arms. Your single-mindedness can be a bit intimidating, ma petite.”

			I wasn’t sure what I thought about that, but Micah saved me from having to answer. “We can talk to Melanie on one of her breaks between shows tonight, but not before we give you and Nathaniel the attention you deserve.”

			“How much time do you really have with us before you have to get ready for the meeting?” I asked, wrapping myself around him and finding Nathaniel’s arms on the other side, so we entwined him, pressing our naked chests against his.

			“I do have to fix my hair.”

			“Sorry I got you wet.”

			“It’s you we need to get wet,” Nathaniel said.

			“How much time, Jean-Claude?” Micah asked.

			He looked at the other man, and it was almost not friendly. I looked from one to the other of them and felt that weight between them, of two strong, dominant men who would never have chosen each other, yet here they were, domestic partners. This was not the mix of people Jean-Claude had planned to be in his bathtub and headed down the aisle with, but these were the men who had been willing to work their issues and help us work ours. Sometimes you fall in love all at once, and sometimes you fall in love gradually, and sometimes you look up and are surprised as hell at whom you’re in love with.

			“Forty-five minutes, and then I must ready myself for the meeting.”

			“A quickie, then,” I said.

			Jean-Claude smiled. “With all three of us, ma petite, you insult us.”

			“Fine, a quickie for you,” I said, smiling back.

			“Maybe enough time for Anita and me to apologize for talking business,” Micah said.

			“Nathaniel and I eagerly await your apologies.”

			“Eagerly,” Nathaniel said, smiling like the cat that ate the cream, or was hoping to eat it.
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			JEAN-CLAUDE DID a quick wash of his hair, though we offered to help him. He said that it would be faster if he did it himself, and he was right, but just his turning down extra pampering from us let me know that we weren’t the only ones who were eager for each other’s company. Micah surprised us by keeping himself and Nathaniel in the bathroom and sending Jean-Claude and me out to the bed. Jean-Claude protested, but Micah said, “You and I talked about more than just my work, Jean-Claude.” He’d pushed aside the thick strands of his own wet hair to show two dainty fang marks.

			“I’m sorry I missed watching the two of you together,” I said.

			“It’s always so hot when you take blood from Micah,” Nathaniel said.

			“Thanks, but we did it that way on purpose.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“I’m not the only one getting tired of the group activities, no matter how much we love everyone involved,” Micah said.

			I started to try to pick at the comment, but he held up a hand and said, “We have less than an hour before Jean-Claude has to dress for the meeting. If we divide and conquer, we have enough time to apologize to both Jean-Claude and Nathaniel.”

			I looked from one man to another, and everyone seemed happy with the arrangement, so I stopped arguing after that. I can be taught.

			We spread a body-size towel over the crimson silk sheets, so Jean-Claude could lay all that long black hair out to dry without ruining the silk. The towel was even a red to match the sheets, so he lay back against a perfect background of rich, perfect red, or maybe the perfect part was how his pale skin looked against the color. It brought out the blue undertones in his skin, so that the whiteness of him seemed to have more color, as if he were blooming with health, but I knew that wasn’t it; he was blooming with Micah’s blood. Vampires usually fed on ordinary humans because there were more of them, but supernatural blood had more kick to it, like a higher-octane fuel. Jean-Claude lay back on the bed damn near shining with the power of feeding on Micah.

			“Ma petite, as much as I enjoy you admiring me, we do not have much time.”

			“The day I don’t stop and admire the view before we have sex, either I’ve lost my mind or I’m dead.”

			He smiled and held out his hand to me. “Come to me, ma petite.”

			I climbed up on the bed, taking a good grip of the sheets, because I’d learned that silk is slippery. At least I wasn’t wearing hose—that was a combo with these sheets that had sent me sliding off more than once. Once I was safely on the bed, I was kneeling at his feet, with those long legs stretching up and up, toward where he lay nestled against the front of his body. He was already a little happy to see me, but then I was as nude as he was, so apparently he was admiring the view, too.

			I loved going down on him before he was completely erect, so I could feel the change in his body as he grew harder. If I took my time and kissed my way up his legs, I’d miss all the softness. I compromised and didn’t start at his ankles, but moved up to his lower thigh first. I didn’t so much kiss his thigh as brush my lips just above the skin, so that the tiny, pale hairs on them tickled along my lips, and I used my breath to help me caress his skin. It was the lightest of touches, too light for some people to enjoy, but Jean-Claude shivered for me as I worked my way up his thigh toward one of my goals.

			By the time I got to the top of his thigh, there wasn’t much soft left for me to go down on. He was already long and hard against the front of his body. I licked along the line where his thigh met his hip and had to work hard not to touch anything else.

			“You are teasing me now,” he said, voice a little breathless.

			I drew back enough to look up at his face and saw a need there that I hadn’t expected. We were both having sex with each other as part of our poly group, and I knew that we were both having sex with other people when we weren’t together, so why the raw need in his face?

			I kept eye contact with him as I lowered myself back toward his body and flicked my tongue along the most tender part of him. His eyes closed and a look almost of pain crossed his face. “If I was so slow with you, you would be angry.”

			He was right, so I licked down the front of him from top to bottom and then slid over the tip of him and down, so that he filled my mouth and then my throat. I came up for air and then moved so that I was up on my knees to get a quick, deep angle so that I could go down as far as we both wanted, but not stay so long that my body fought to breathe too much. I spread his legs so that I could kneel between them and get a better angle to slide my mouth over just the smooth head of him to roll against the roof of my mouth, over and over, and just the sensation of it made me shiver and cry out around him.

			He made a wordless, wonderful sound, his upper body coming off the bed as he cried out, “Ma petite!”

			I slid my mouth farther down him, so I could feel the slight change of texture where his foreskin covered the shaft; it was just a slight change in texture over the hard eagerness of him. I pushed myself down that length until Jean-Claude cried out again. He sat up and pulled me into his arms. He kissed me so fiercely that I had to open my mouth to his eagerness or one of us would have cut our lips on his fangs. He pressed me back against the bed and I expected him to be on top of me, but he leaned off to one side and it was his fingers that he put between my legs. He slid one finger inside me and said, “So wet just from holding me in your mouth.”

			“I started to get wet just seeing you lying there on the bed.”

			He smiled down at me as his fingers found that sweet spot between my legs. I shook my head. “We don’t have time; this takes the longest for me.” But my voice was already breathy.

			“To finish you, no, but to bring you to the edge, yes.”

			“What?” I asked, and was having trouble focusing on his face.

			“One good tease deserves another,” he said as he leaned in and kissed me. His fingers kept playing between my legs and there was the beginning of that heavy warmth between my legs, but it was a slow build. I was always a slow build by hand.

			He knelt between my legs, spreading my thighs as I’d spread his earlier, one hand playing over that outer sweet spot, and the fingers of the other hand sliding inside me to find another sweet spot. His long fingers knew just how to curve inside me and find that spot just inside the opening, so that he was working both at the same time, but the inner spot always distracted me from the outer, so that doing both didn’t really work for me, and he knew that.

			My voice was strained and breathy as I said, “I won’t tease you again, if you just stop doing that.”

			He drew his fingers out and just caressed over that one spot on the outside of my body, and some combination of everything we’d done brought me suddenly. My body bucked under his touch, the orgasm filling my body with heat and pleasure, so that I cried out. He kept playing over that one spot until I was making softer noises, and I tapped on the bed, letting him know I was done and I couldn’t talk yet.

			He was suddenly above me, while my eyes were still only half focused. I felt him begin to slide himself inside me while I stared up into his eyes. They’d bled to solid blue, gleaming with his own inner fire, as if the night sky could burn with a cold, cobalt blue flame. He held his upper body above me, so that it was halfway between a push-up and a cobra yoga position. He found a rhythm that was just right, not too deep, not too shallow, not too fast or slow, but so that his body rolled over and over the spot that his fingers had already teased to near orgasm. I felt the weight of it begin to build again from his body caressing over and over and over, while I watched his eyes like blue flame above me.

			“Let me in, ma petite.”

			I found enough voice to whisper, “You’re in, so in.”

			“Drop your shields, ma petite. Let me in.”

			I had a moment of hesitation, and then the next stroke of his body brought me screaming up off the bed, my hands scrambling in the sheets as if the world were flying apart and I needed something to hold on to, and my shields came down with the orgasm. It happens sometimes, but he had asked, and he almost never asked.

			The orgasm that had been fading roared back to life, and I was suddenly screaming underneath him and the blue fire in his eyes filled my vision. It was like falling into a soft blue ocean of light, with wave after wave of pleasure spilling over and through me and through him. I could feel Jean-Claude’s body inside mine, and then I could feel his body on top of mine, so that I could curve my arms around his shoulders and my fingers found his back, to set my nails into his flesh as I clung to him in the blue light that seemed made of pleasure. I dug my fingers into his back and my legs around his hips to hold myself steady in the ocean of power that was Jean-Claude’s eyes.

			He cried out, his face buried in my hair, his body convulsing inside mine as he finally lost his rhythm while I was still lost in his eyes, even though my hands and body told me that I was no longer looking into them. His hair was across my face, my body was wrapped around his, but all I could see was soft, warm, blue light, as if happiness had a color and we were swimming in it. I cried out as he thrust himself inside me one more time, and his body convulsed so hard that it fought to escape my arms and legs, as if I were trapping him instead of the other way around.

			We lay there relearning how to breathe together. I felt the small sharp pains where her nails had cut my back. I felt his heart fluttering frantically against my body. I felt my body buried deep inside the warm, wet tightness of her. It had been centuries since I’d had a body that could be inside a woman, and then I knew it wasn’t my thought, or my body, and for a second I didn’t know whose body I was supposed to be in; was I him or her? What the fuck was happening? And that sounded like me, not him.

			The floating blue light started to darken, as if night were falling on it, but it wasn’t blackness that spilled across the blue; it was brown, as if someone were holding up cognac diamonds to the sun. It dazzled our eyes and splashed dark rainbows through the blue light, and whereas the blue had been only pleasure, there was pain in the whiskey-colored light, pain and pleasure intermingled, and I began to climb back into my body. I knew who I was and that I was not him.

			He raised himself enough so we could gaze into each other’s eyes again. His were still drowning blue light, and in that light I saw a reflection of a darker light. I had one more dizzying moment of seeing what he saw as he stared down at me. My eyes had bled to solid brown, but with a light sparkling behind them so that it was dark amber fire.

			I felt the flash of fear in him, afraid that I’d panic at the power and push him away. I did my best to not be afraid of what I was, what I’d been for a while. I was a living vampire, but it was still a kind of vampire. I just fed on sex and rage instead of blood. I knew what I was, and it wasn’t bad. I wasn’t evil, and neither was the man in my arms. He felt my fear subside, felt my acceptance, felt the closest thing I had to peace inside me.

			“Je t’aime, ma petite,” he whispered.

			“I love you, too, Jean-Claude.”
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			FABULOUS SEX AND metaphysics faded along with the fire in our eyes, and then Jean-Claude had to rush to dress for his big meeting. It was with the managers of all his clubs, plus some salespeople who were regulars for the clubs. They’d be using the new conference room in the upper part of the Circus in the expanded offices over the Circus big top. Before we expanded the offices there, the only conference rooms were here in the underground, and from a security standpoint you don’t want anyone but your most trusted people inside your inner sanctum. You certainly don’t want to invite the guy who supplies you with fresh linens to walk past the bedroom of the king. Not to mention that a lot of our suppliers were human and there were a lot of not-human in the underground. It wasn’t just our safety that we’d been concerned about.

			Micah and Nathaniel came out of the bathroom in time to watch him rush around. They climbed under the sheets and coverlet with me so we wouldn’t be in the way. It was like watching Jean-Claude get ready for work. We’d dated for seven years, but I’d never been this wide-awake in his bed while he got ready for business. I think I’d slept through it, but I wasn’t even sure of that. I worked a lot of nights, too, so I cuddled, with Nathaniel in the middle between Micah and me, while Jean-Claude slid into a pair of black jeans so tight that I’d have given up. He made it look easy, not to mention that watching his ass while he got into the jeans was a very happy thought. His ass in the jeans was pretty darn good, too.

			He added one of his signature white lacy shirts, tucking it in and adding a belt that I knew was custom made, or at least the belt buckle was, because it looked like silver but was actually white gold, because too many of our sweeties were “allergic” to silver. There was also a single black diamond set in the buckle, very understated unless it caught the light. He put on a black velvet choker with an antique cameo on the front of it. I knew it was a genuine antique because I’d bought it for him. He left the high lace collar open so it framed the cameo. It made me smile, more than the engagement ring he took out of the safe, because the engagement ring he wore most of the time had been his choice for his hand, not mine. The only reason he had an engagement ring was that I told him if he didn’t get an engagement ring, then I wouldn’t accept one either. I’d hoped it would get me out of having one, but I should have known better. Jean-Claude liked jewelry a lot more than I did; besides, he was a king, and kings did not get to skimp on jewelry. The people making our rings were also making tiaras—read crowns—for both of us. Mine was to hold a veil in place; his was because I refused to wear one unless he did. I was so going to have to stop using that as my ultimatum.

			We’d finally gotten an engagement ring for everyday wear that worked. Jean-Claude had a matching one, but it wasn’t his favorite. It was a platinum band with two channel-set sapphires on either side of a brilliant white diamond, also set flat. The flashy ring that he’d first given me was all white diamonds and a princess cut of epic proportions. It had been impossible to wear to do anything ordinary like put my hand in a pocket. He had a diamond and platinum ring that was as ridiculous as mine, but he also had a platinum band set with two large white diamonds with a larger blue sapphire in the center. He got out the flashy one, of course. It looked like a medium-size star set in platinum, winking and catching the light as if small planets should find his hand and start orbiting it, or maybe that was just my discomfort with that level of consumerism. I just couldn’t get used to wearing a ring that cost more than most people’s houses.

			We’d finally come up with a design for a wedding set that made us both happy, but the jewelers were still creating them, so until then we had the everyday rings and the original ones.

			He opened the wardrobe that was against the far wall and got a pair of over-the-knee boots out of it. Sitting on the bench seat that sat to one side of the wardrobe now, he unzipped the back of the boots so he could fit his foot inside.

			“Do the boots zip all the way up?” I asked.

			“Not all the way up,” he said, as he rolled down the soft leather tops of the boots to midthigh and drew garters out that went around the tops of the boots, holding them in place.

			“Are those real diamonds in the garters?” I asked.

			He raised his head enough to smile at me. “Of course.”

			“Of course,” I said, smiling. “I love you in boots.”

			He kept smiling, but he was concentrating more on the boots as he said, “I am aware of that, ma petite.”

			“I like you in boots, too,” Nathaniel said, his voice lazy with good sex and an edge of sleep. He was already snuggled down into the covers so that only his face showed. His head resting on Micah’s sheet-covered thigh was the only way he was able to see Jean-Claude at all.

			“I am aware of that, too, mon chaton.” He took the time to raise each long leg up toward the ceiling while he zipped them from ankle to midthigh. I was already thinking about how fun it would be to unzip them later.

			“I don’t know what I like you in yet,” Micah said.

			“You did not expect to be romantically tied to another man, let alone two of us. It is all right to be unsure of your preferences in a sex you were never attracted to before you met us.”

			“Thank you for understanding,” Micah said.

			“I understand better than you think. I played the game if I was forced, but I was never a man for other men until I met Asher.”

			“You had to be in your late twenties by then,” Micah said.

			He laughed. “I wasn’t twenty; I was already dead by the time I met him.” With that he went into the bathroom and did a few minutes of blow-drying with a diffuser, so it wouldn’t damage his curls. He was already wearing five keep-in hair care products to tame the nearly waist-length curls. Without all the product, his hair would almost do the white man’s ’fro like mine and Micah’s.

			Micah turned to me while we listened to the blow-dryer. “Did you know that Asher was his first man?”

			“Yes.”

			“Yes,” Nathaniel mumbled sleepily, sliding off Micah’s thigh so he could bury himself deeper into the covers, between us.

			Jean-Claude came back out with his hair mostly dry and his curls laid in careful disarray. He got a short velvet jacket out of the wardrobe and pulled the white lace of his sleeves through, so it spilled out of the end of the jacket sleeves in a graceful fall around his slender, strong hands. He stopped in front of the full-length mirror in the corner, settling the open lace of the collar out over the black velvet of the jacket so that it lay just so and the cameo had pride of place at his neck. I knew he liked the necklace, but he was wearing it tonight for me, so I could see it on his neck. It was one of the moments when I began to understand why he wanted me to wear his ring.

			He stalked toward the bed in the new boots and the rest looking like someone’s wet dream, or maybe it was just my wet dream. Either way it made me smile as he came to the edge of the bed and kissed Micah first, and then had to climb up on the bed to lean past him to kiss Nathaniel, who drew a bare arm out of the covers to wrap around Jean-Claude and draw him down to the bed across Micah’s lap.

			“Non, mon chaton, I must go to work.”

			“Stay,” Nathaniel said in a sleepy, happy voice that had made me late for work more than once.

			Jean-Claude laughed, and Micah helped him get free by putting himself in the way of the entwining arms of our shared boy. Jean-Claude got to knees and hands and leaned across the men to kiss me. We’d just started pressing into the kiss, my hand on the edge of his face to help steady myself, when arms came up around us both and tried to drag us down to the bed. We opened our eyes to find Nathaniel doing his sleepy, teasing best to pull us down to the bed. I let him pull me close, but Jean-Claude pulled away laughing and slipped gracefully off the bed.

			“I will come back and allow you to pull me into your warm nest after my meeting, but it will not be a short meeting, so sleep and I will wake you when I return.”

			Nathaniel made sleepy, happy noises and curled back under the covers. Micah called out to Jean-Claude as he went for the door. “We may try to talk to Melanie tonight in between shows.”

			Jean-Claude looked back with his hand on the door. “Remember that Melanie is thousands of years old and has never been human. It makes her arrogant, among other things.”

			“We’ll take security with us,” Micah said.

			“You have little choice in that, with the new security regimen.” Jean-Claude said it like he wasn’t entirely happy with it either. “But I was not thinking of that. You wish information from Melanie, if she has it to share. I was merely reminding you that she might not respond to your questions in the way you expect. If you wish to learn what she knows, you must keep her uniqueness in mind.”

			“I’ve dealt with her before. She didn’t seem that different for questioning,” I said.

			“She was still trapped as the animal to call of a vampire and was not the master of herself as she is now.”

			I thought about that for a second or two. “Point taken.”

			“I would ask you to wait until I can help you question her, since I have more experience dealing with her day to day, but I know you are both too impatient to wait, so I will not ask it of you.”

			“Sorry, but you’re right,” I said.

			“I did not doubt I was right, ma petite, and now I truly must go. This has been a wonderful respite, and I go forth to this tedious but necessary meeting with renewed vigor and enthusiasm.” He blew us kisses and left.

			I looked at Micah across the bed. “Do you feel full of renewed vigor and enthusiasm?” I asked.

			He thought about it for a moment and then smiled. “I do, actually.”

			That made me smile. “Good, me, too.”

			He grinned.

			Nathaniel reached up and tried to pull us both down into his nest of covers. “Stop sitting up and lie down with me.”

			“We’re going to go talk to Melanie and see if she knows anything to help the shapeshifters in Florida,” I said.

			That made him blink awake. “I thought I dreamed that part.”

			“No,” Micah said.

			“I’ll come with you.” He sat up, wiping his hand across his eyes.

			“You enjoy your postcoital nap; we’ll come back and join you after we talk to her,” I said.

			He shook his head. “When’s the last time you talked to Melanie?”

			“Years, like right after we killed her master and Jean-Claude gave her the job.”

			“I’ve talked to her a lot more than that. I’ll come help you talk to her.”

			“Why are you and Jean-Claude both so worried about us talking to her?”

			“Not worried, just the two of you are too blunt sometimes; you have to sweet-talk Melanie.”

			“Are you friends with her?” I asked.

			“No, but we used to be fuck buddies.”

			That made both Micah and me stare at him.

			“What? Why the looks from both of you?” Nathaniel asked.

			“I don’t know,” I said. “I just remember her as unpleasant. I mean, she did try to kill me.”

			“Weren’t you trying to kill her, too?”

			“Not technically, but since she was his animal to call, me killing her master could have killed her.”

			Nathaniel shook his head and started crawling out of the covers. “You’ll treat her like a suspect and that will get you nowhere.”

			“How long ago were you and she fuck buddies?” Micah asked.

			“Four or five years ago.” He crawled off the bed and went to the wardrobe for some of the clothes that we all left there.

			“So, before you started dating Anita.”

			“Before I was even Anita’s pomme de sang. I was a good little apple of blood and treated it like the relationship I was hoping it would turn into.” He pulled out a pair of black jeans and a matching T-shirt.

			We were both still in the bed watching him. I wasn’t sure why, but knowing that he’d slept with Melanie bothered me. I knew he’d slept with a lot of people, but this one bugged me.

			He stopped with the jeans on, the shirt still in his hands, and looked at us. “What is wrong? Melanie is a beautiful woman and I didn’t belong to anyone back then, so I could fuck who I wanted, and I did.”

			“I know,” I said, “but Melanie, I mean . . .”

			“Is it because she’s a lamia?” he asked.

			I thought about that for a moment. Was that my issue? I hoped not, because that would be shitty and racially horrible. Would it make me a racist or a species-ist? “I don’t think that’s what’s bothering me. I think I just find her creepy, and she tried to kill me and damn near succeeded, and she can turn human men into these half-snake creepy things, so the thought of willingly having sex with her sort of creeps me.”

			“Fair enough,” he said, as he slid the T-shirt over his head.

			“I think it’s the first time you’ve said you were lovers with someone that tried to kill one of us. I think that’s what’s bothering me.”

			“Jean-Claude gave her a job at the Circus. I figured if he trusted her enough to get her a green card, then she was trustworthy enough to date. I’m saying date, because both of you seem to tense up every time I say we were fuck buddies.”

			“Sorry, but the level of casual really bothers me,” I said.

			“It doesn’t bother you, Anita; it confuses you,” he said.

			“True.”

			“Now, are the two of you going to get dressed so we can question Melanie, or can I get undressed and climb back into bed, because I would way rather cuddle up for a post-sex nap.”

			“It sounds better to me, too,” I said.

			“And me, but I want to know if Melanie knows anything that can help us,” Micah said.

			“Then get dressed, but I’ll warn you that once we’ve talked to her I may be so wide-awake that I’ll need more sex before I can nap again.”

			“Oh darn,” I said.

			“I think we can manage that,” Micah said, smiling.

			“So, get up and get dressed, so we can come back and get undressed and fuck like bunnies.”

			Micah and I both laughed out loud at the phrasing and the look on Nathaniel’s face that went with it. We’d question the lamia and then we’d come back and fuck like bunnies.
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			I TEXTED NICKY and Micah texted Bram to let them know we were going to be on the move soon. We also let them know that Nathaniel was going to be with us, so they could bodyguard appropriately.

			Nicky was showered, changed, and ready at the door for us. He’d brought Rodina and Ru along, looking like smaller, freckled shadows of each other. They looked delicate standing next to Nicky, and since they were both inches taller than me, I must have looked tiny beside him. Rodina and Ru looked like they were in their late teens—twenty would be stretching it—but they were centuries older than Jean-Claude and had once been personal guards to the Mother of All Darkness, the Evil Queen of the old vampire council, though R and R were the only two of the Harlequin I’d ever heard call her that as if it were her title. They thought I was their new evil queen since I’d killed their old one. I wasn’t sure about the evil part, but I’d stopped arguing that I was the heir to the power of Mommy Darkest. To the victor go the spoils and all that shit.

			“Bram is en route,” Nicky said, and he was every bit the bodyguard in charge of my safety; the man who had kissed me so passionately in the bedroom was gone until he wasn’t on the job again.

			Rodina quirked a smile at me; her curly blond hair had grown out enough to touch the lower part of her face. She’d put a streak of pink in the almost white-blond curls. It was wash-out dye, so that if she needed to blend in again she could get rid of it. It was the third color she’d tried a streak of in the last few months; once she realized that we didn’t have any restrictions on what our guards did with their hair or body, she’d started experimenting. She and Ru were both pale blonds with light enough skin that they had a dusting of golden freckles across their cheeks and noses. You expected blue eyes with all that, but their eyes were black, as in a brown so dark that you couldn’t tell where their pupils stopped and their irises started. Rodina used black eyeliner to emphasize the improbable eye color and had even persuaded her twin brother Ru to use guy-liner; that, coupled with the all-black clothing they wore, made them look very Goth. The first time I’d remarked on that, Ru had said, “No, we’re from Wales.” I gave up trying to explain that I hadn’t meant Visigoths, because he kept trying to talk real history instead of modern cultural references.

			“You aren’t happy to see us,” Rodina said. “Would you prefer someone else in our places?”

			She was right, and she felt what I was feeling just like Nicky did, and for the same reason. All three of them were my Brides—Brides of Anita instead of Brides of Dracula—and all for similar reasons, because I’d been desperately trying to save myself or save the people I loved, or both. When I met R and R in Ireland, they’d been R, R, and R, triplets, but their brother, Rodrigo, had given his life to save ours. It was good that he’d sacrificed himself, because it had saved me from killing him for killing Domino. Being able to turn him into a Bride had changed him from would-be assassin and kidnapper to rescuer. If I hadn’t been able to work that bit of magic, then Nathaniel would have lost a lot more than just his hair. So why wasn’t I happy to see them as our bodyguards? Because it was like Nathaniel’s short hair; every time I saw what was left of the triplets, I was reminded about what had happened in Ireland, or what had almost happened, and I didn’t love the twins the way I did Nicky. I’d figured out how the Bride thing worked by then, and I hadn’t accidently bound myself to them emotionally the way I had with Nicky. I was free to remember that they would have happily tortured Nathaniel and me to death if I hadn’t been powerful enough to mind-fuck them. It made it hard for me to like them. The fact that Ru looked exactly like his dead brother, who had done horrible things to me, didn’t help either.

			“I’m working my issues about how we met in Ireland, but I’m not there yet,” I said.

			Nathaniel walked up and put an arm across each one’s shoulders. His black T-shirt, black jeans, and black boots matched their outfits, except their boots were less club and more SWAT. The three of them were within an inch of the same height. Rodina and Ru put an arm around Nathaniel’s waist as if it was the most natural thing in the world. Rodina even managed a smile, suddenly looking as young as her body did; even her posture changed.

			“I’ve started requesting them for my guard detail,” he said, smiling at me, his face leaning down so that he and Rodina posed for a minute like a high school couple. Even Ru being a slightly less comfortable third wheel was very high school, or maybe college.

			“I didn’t know that,” I said.

			“Neither did I,” Micah said.

			“You’ve both been traveling a lot,” Nicky said.

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Why have you been traveling so much?” Rodina asked, voice friendly and unfriendly all at the same time.

			“I do not think that is what she means, Sister,” Ru said, his voice far more uncertain than his sister’s usually was.

			“Nathaniel, why request them?” I said.

			“Because we won in Ireland, Anita. I know bad things happened, awful things, but we won, and you keep acting like we lost.”

			“We are like trophies to Nathaniel,” Rodina said, “trophies of victory like slaves brought back after a war.” If she resented being brought back as a “slave,” her voice and face didn’t show it. Her body language stayed friendly and open as she stood there holding Nathaniel.

			I resisted an urge to tell her to stop touching him. Ru stepped away so he wasn’t touching Nathaniel, but she didn’t. Nicky was compelled to keep me happy, and Ru seemed to be as well. It should have worked the same with Rodina, but she liked pushing limits, and she didn’t seem as invested in keeping me happy. Nicky said it actually caused him pain to have me near him and unhappy. Maybe Rodina was a masochist.

			Nathaniel looked at her. “Do you really think I treat you like a slave, or are you just trying to get a reaction?”

			She looked at him, really looked at him as if it mattered to her. The hard-edged teasing fell away for a few minutes. “No, but you do see us as living trophies of your victory.”

			He drew away from her, or tried to, but she held on a little and I realized that he mattered to her more than I’d thought. What else had I missed while I was at work?

			Ru said, “She doesn’t mean that as a bad thing, Nathaniel. She just means that you look at us and see that you fought and won.”

			“Ru and I like being your victory march,” she said. She turned those dark eyes to me and said, “It’s better than being Anita’s funeral dirge.”

			“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

			“You never look at us without remembering the death of your weretiger, and you never look at Nathaniel’s shortened hair without remembering what might have happened. You are haunted in your mind and heart by it. Warriors do not let fear steal their victory after they have won, Anita, and that is what you are doing.”

			“I don’t need a lecture from you.”

			“You need it from someone,” she said.

			“That’s not your call.”

			“I’m sorry you lost your lover in Ireland, but has it occurred to you that Ru and I lost our brother there?”

			I had a moment of not knowing what to show on my face, because I didn’t usually think of it that way. “I’m sorry if you’re mourning him.”

			“If? After a thousand years you mourn enemies, Anita. He was our brother, our triplet; we shared a womb together; you can’t imagine the bond that forged between us.”

			“One close enough that when I mind-fucked Rodrigo it fucked all three of you. So, yeah, I have some idea how close the bond was.” I still sounded unsympathetic.

			“Rodrigo stepped between you and a shotgun blast. He died to save you and Nathaniel.” She finally sounded angry.

			“Yeah, and I’m grateful for that, I really am, but Rodrigo killed Domino in front of me and made me drink his blood. I don’t know how to forgive that, Rodina.”

			“It was stupid and cruel. Rodrigo could be like that sometimes,” she said.

			“He gave his life to redeem his mistake,” Ru said.

			“No, he gave his life because once I made you my Brides he had to do everything he could to keep me happy and alive. You all did; you all still do.”

			“We are well aware that we are tied to you in a way that should not be possible. We are part of the Harlequin. Even you should not have been able to make us into your Brides. Our ties to our vampire master should have kept us safe from that particular insult.”

			“Your master didn’t have enough juice to keep me out of your heads.”

			“No, he didn’t, and that is why we know you are the true heir to our dead queen.” She didn’t sound happy about the fact.

			And just like that I didn’t know what to say to her. I never seemed to know what to say to either of them. If Rodrigo had not forced Domino’s blood down my throat, then I wouldn’t have been powerful enough to roll his mind. He had accidently fulfilled the prophecy of me “marrying” one of the clan tigers, because the prophecy didn’t mean marrying for life; it meant taking in their life, their essence. One cruel act had given me the fuel I needed to save us. If Domino had not died, if Rodrigo hadn’t tried to terrorize me with the blood of my dead lover, then Nathaniel and I would have died in Ireland. Not just died, but died by torture, like serial-killer-worthy torture. Rodina was right: I couldn’t let it go, couldn’t get past how narrow the escape had been. I was stuck with the thought that Domino’s death and Rodrigo’s cruelty had saved the day; that two events that I would have given almost anything to change had saved Nathaniel’s life and mine. I hated that, hated it so much. It made me want to hate Rodina and Ru, as if I could blame them for it all and that would make it better.

			Micah touched my arm, and I fought the urge to pull away from him. I was so angry, and I so wanted to be angry at someone. I wanted a target, so badly, but I knew better than to take it out on Micah. He hadn’t even been in Ireland. None of this was his fault. No, I’d been the one who’d endangered Nathaniel, not him.

			“What have I missed?” Bram asked.

			I looked up to find the six-foot-tall guard coming down the hallway behind Nathaniel and the twins. He looked slender until you noticed the muscle definition that the short-sleeved T-shirt didn’t hide. He was wearing one of the black body-armor vests that we’d started giving the guards an option to wear. Most of the ones who were wearing one put a man’s sleeveless undershirt under the vest, then a larger-than-normal shirt over the vest, and then a suit jacket over the top of that so they were layered and it wasn’t obvious that they were wearing body armor. Bram’s vest was on the outside of a form-fitting black T-shirt. The big Glock .45 in its hip holster, complete with a strap around his thigh to hold the gun in place so he always knew where it was in relation to his body, wasn’t going to be hidden by a suit jacket. He and several of the other ex-military guards had started dressing in a civilian version of full battle rattle, at least inside the Circus. Bram’s recently cut hair was back to military short. He’d tried to let it grow out, but it was curlier than mine or Micah’s. He could grow an Afro for real and he wasn’t prepared to deal with it.

			He came up behind Rodina and she moved so that she didn’t give him her back. It wasn’t that she thought he’d hurt her; it was just automatic. It meant there’d be no more hugging with Nathaniel unless he moved closer to her, and if he did, we’d be having a talk later. Our poly wasn’t closed poly, which would have meant that we were “monogamous” within our poly group and no one else could be added; because we weren’t closed poly, new lovers could be added if everyone agreed to it. We had veto power over new people coming in, but it was a possibility. Until a few minutes ago I’d have said that there were no new candidates on the horizon.

			“I’ll ask again: What did I miss?” Bram said.

			“Nothing,” I said.

			“Do I state the obvious?” he asked.

			“Drop it and I’ll fill you in later,” Nicky said.

			“There’s nothing to fill in,” I said.

			Micah took my hand in his and tried to hug me, but I put a hand on his chest and shook my head. Hugging was too much touching for the level of anger I was experiencing. Too much touching when I was this pissed just made it worse.

			“Is this ‘nothing’ going to impact our ability to guard you?” Bram asked.

			“We’re ready and willing to give our lives in defense of our queen and her princes,” Rodina said.

			The anger flared hotter at her wording. I glared at her because I knew it had been a deliberate reminder of her brother’s sacrifice, which I did not need. My inner beasts began to stir, rising to the bait of my rage. I knew the anger was disproportionate to what had just happened. I knew it was because of other emotions—fear, sorrow, love, hate, lust, confusion—and all those emotions were translating into anger, because being angry felt better than being afraid or sad. Anger was what I put in front of love, if loving someone confused me too much, like Nathaniel’s attention to Rodina was confusing me now. Anger had been my coping mechanism for most of my life. Therapy was helping me find other ways of coping, but it hadn’t gotten rid of my anger issues. It was just helping me not let my inner rage tear my life apart anymore.

			I went to stand against the cool stone wall of the hallway. I leaned back, closed my eyes, and started counting while I took deep, even breaths. I had to get a handle on this, damn it. I sank in against the cool stone, placing my palms flat against it so I could feel the grain of the stone, the chill of it. I pressed my feet into my boots so that I could feel that I was standing here in my human body. This was me. I grounded myself in the feeling of myself leaning against the wall, and then I let myself notice the beasts inside me. One of the things that you have to do to stay sane when you catch lycanthropy is to find a visualization, a way to “see” your inner beasts, because otherwise they just try to claw their way out of you. It’s as if giving your human mind something to concentrate on that makes sense to it gives you more control over the animal parts. I saw the place where they lived inside me as darkness, the darkness at the center of me, like a well, but the moment I “looked” at it, the darkness became hints of jungle and trees, and there was ground for the beasts to stand on, for me to stand on. I’d worked hard so that I could draw them out one at a time rather than as a snarling mass. Thanks to Jean-Claude’s vampire marks, I couldn’t actually change shape to any of my beasts, so having that mob of claws and teeth trying to work its way out of me had hurt like hell, with no possible relief. My frustrated beasts and I had been forced to find a compromise.

			I looked into that dark, shadowy place deep inside me and called, or thought, and the first image to gleam to life was a lion, but it wasn’t my usual gold lioness; it was a big male with a thick reddish black mane. My pulse sped, heart rate faster, and that let him step farther out of the shadows and growl at me. He put one big clawed foot onto the ground and snarled up at me with amber eyes so dark they looked orange.

			“You’re new,” I said, and it must have been out loud, because Micah was there, asking, “What’s new?”

			I spoke carefully, softly, as if the lion were down the hallway and I didn’t want to spook it. “Male lion.”

			“Where’s your lioness?” he asked.

			I thought about it, and she was there, beside him, as if the darkness turned gold and grew fur and golden-amber eyes. She panted up at me, and there was something in her . . . face. It was a demand, a question, except that’s not how lions think, not real ones, anyway; but then, she’d been trapped inside me for a few years now. It made us both a little confused.

			I stared into her deep golden eyes and heard/felt/knew she wanted what was beside her in the dark. The big male looked up at me with his orange eyes and I realized he wasn’t as real as she was, not yet.

			I heard noise outside myself, like someone sniffing the air, felt the displacement of space as someone larger than me or Micah got too close. My lioness snarled at that, and the sound trickled across my human lips. Fuck, that wasn’t good.

			“It’s me,” Nicky said. “You smell like lion.” He put his arm near my face so that I could smell the faint scent of lion on his skin, drawn to the surface by the nearness of mine. My lioness growled and hissed at the scent. That wasn’t right either; it should have calmed her down. The big male beside her gave a coughing roar—not the big one that we all think is the only roar, like the Hollywood lion, but the more typical cough.

			“Whatever just happened, my lion doesn’t like it at all,” Nicky said.

			“Male coughed, roared,” I said.

			“You can’t have a male lion inside you, Anita,” he said.

			“Lioness wants him.”

			“I’m right here,” Nicky said.

			I felt my head shake as I stared into the lioness’s amber eyes. “You’re my Bride; you can’t be my lion to call; you can’t be both.”

			“I know that.”

			I stared into her amber eyes until it was like falling into them, almost like falling into a vampire’s gaze; so many impossibilities. I let myself fall, let myself lean my forehead against hers the way a housecat will bump its head against you. I felt the fur of her face under my hand; for a second it was more real than the wall I knew I was touching. She and I leaned against each other for a moment, and I knew what she was trying to tell me.

			She vanished into the darkness like smoke, and I knew the big male would be gone with her, because he wasn’t as real as she was; he wasn’t as real as the other movements in the dark: Leopard, wolf, rat, hyena, and a rainbow of tigers moved like thick shadows in the dark. The lioness was the most real of them for some reason. I didn’t know if they had agreed to that among themselves, or if she was just that strong, but then I knew as if I’d always known. It was her need that was stronger than theirs. She had been inside me longer than rat or hyena, and they were the only ones that didn’t have a mate on the outside of me. The lioness wanted a lion to call.

			I opened my eyes, utterly calm, and told Micah and Nicky and everyone else in the hallway what had happened. “Can she do that? The lioness, I mean? Can she create a male . . . counterpart inside Anita?” Nathaniel asked.

			“No,” Nicky said.

			“Did you smell a second lion on her skin?” Micah asked.

			“No, just her lioness.”

			“That’s all I smelled as well, so the male lion wasn’t real.”

			“Her lioness is more powerful than normal because Anita is more powerful than normal,” Rodina said.

			“It’s never done anything like this before,” I said.

			“I’ve never heard of anyone’s beast being able to do this,” Micah said.

			“Our old queen could call all the cat lycanthropes,” Rodina said.

			“Moroven had seals as her animal to call,” I said.

			“She was M’lady, not our dark queen.”

			“My sister means the Mother of All Darkness,” Ru said.

			“What does that have to do with anything?” I asked.

			It was Bram who said it. “I think she’s saying that your cat forms may have gotten a boost of power from you killing the dark mother.”

			“I killed her a couple of years ago; nothing like this has happened before.”

			“But you only killed Moroven a few months ago, less than a year,” Rodina said.

			“I didn’t think I gained any power from that; I mean, it wasn’t even me that actually killed her.”

			“Moroven believed that when you slew the Mother of All Darkness, her power scattered, seeking out vampires that were suitable for each power. She thought she had gained all the power except what went to the old council member, the Lover of Death, and you. You killed him, and his power went to you, so she was going to kill you and get it all.”

			“I remember her doing her villain speech and explaining all this while I was chained up,” I said, scowling at her.

			“What if the crazy bitch was right? What if when she died you really did gain more of the power from our dark and evil queen?”

			I shook my head. “I didn’t feel any different, and I did feel different when the mother and the Lover of Death died.”

			“You’d just used necromancy to control thousands of ghosts. Would you have felt the rush of more power in all that?” she asked.

			It was a good question, a smart question. It was the kind of thinking that had made us keep the two of them around. I looked at Micah and Nicky, who were still standing the closest to me in the hallway. “What do you think?”

			“I think it’s something we should talk over with Jean-Claude,” Micah said.

			“Yeah,” Nicky said.

			“Are you saying that Anita’s lioness created a real male lion inside her?” Nathaniel asked.

			“No,” Rodina said, “I think the lioness created a thought, or a message for Anita.”

			I nodded. “She wants a mate. She wants me to find a male lion to be my animal to call. She’s tired of waiting, or she feels the need of backup, or something.”

			“I felt it when the male roared inside Anita. I felt it like a punch almost,” Nicky said.

			“Is that typical when another male roars at you?” Micah asked.

			“No, I’m the Rex of our pride; no one has that kind of power here.”

			“Anita does,” Rodina said.

			“Not as a lion, she doesn’t,” Nicky said.

			“But she’s not just a werelion,” Ru said. “She’s our evil queen reborn, or reimagined.”

			Rodina nodded. “Our evil queen had enough power to back down any of the cats, large or small.”

			“I really wish you would stop saying evil queen every time, and just say queen.”

			Rodina gave me a smile that was part joy and part evil, the kind of smile that her brother had on his face when he fed me Domino’s blood. I fought not to shiver but failed. She knew that she creeped me out sometimes. She enjoyed it.

			“But, Anita,” she said in a sweet voice, “we don’t want a fair and just queen to follow. We of the Harlequin want our motherfucking evil queen back.”

			“I am not your girl, then.”

			“Oh, Anita, don’t be modest. I’ve seen you drain the life out of one of the Selkies until he was just a dried, screaming husk. That’s not white magic, my queen.”

			“I was out of options to save our lives,” I said.

			“And you were ruthless enough to use black magic.”

			“It’s not black magic,” I said.

			“Well, it sure as hell isn’t white.”

			“It’s a psychic ability, not magic.”

			“Pronounce it tomato or tomahto; it’s still a red, squishy vegetable.”

			“Actually, it’s a fruit,” Bram said.

			We all looked at him.

			He looked as close to being embarrassed as I’d ever seen him. “Well, it is a fruit.”

			“Okay,” I said.

			Rodina laughed. “Fruit or vegetable, it’s still dark magic, and you are the first full-fledged necromancer in thousands of years, Anita. There are videos of you on YouTube raising an army of zombies in Colorado.”

			“The Lover of Death had raised an army of undead. I had to do something to stop them from killing more people.”

			“Your motives were good,” Rodina said.

			“You saved hundreds of lives, Anita,” Micah said.

			“I don’t doubt that,” Rodina said.

			“Then what is your problem?” I asked.

			She smiled that happily evil smile again. “I don’t have a problem with the fact that you’re the evil queen in this story; you have a problem with it.”

			“Anita is not evil,” Micah said.

			Rodina shrugged. “Necromancer, succubus, can feed off anger and suck the life force right out of someone. What on this list makes her not our evil queen?”

			“She doesn’t lash out with her power just to hurt us,” Ru said, voice soft.

			Rodina glanced back at her brother.

			He looked uncomfortable, as if something in her face wasn’t happy with him, but he spoke up in the face of his sister’s disapproval. “It is not power that makes someone evil; it is what they do with that power.”

			“A pretty thought, Brother, but you know what they say about power corrupting.”

			“I do, but I was not as happy with our old queen as you and Rodrigo were. She was petty, ill-tempered, mad, and had enough power to destroy the world. We were all afraid of her, even you.”

			“Evil queens are meant to be feared.”

			“And that is my point, Sister. Anita works very hard to be fair and just, and not frightening.”

			“So you’re saying that she’s the good queen—the white queen and not the black?”

			“Yes.”

			It was interesting watching them talk about me almost as if I wasn’t there, but Ru seemed to be winning the argument, and I wanted him to win, so I just listened. We were all listening to them, and the siblings talked as if none of us mattered in that moment but the two of them. I wondered if they missed Rodrigo in these brother-sister moments.

			“If you’re evil, you can’t just decide to be good,” she said.

			“If you’re evil, no, of course not.”

			“Well then?”

			“If you decide day after day to make good, positive, moral choices, then you are not evil. In fact, you would be the definition of a good person.”

			“You’re saying that she’s not evil because she has decided to be good?”

			“That is the only way any of us are ever good. We choose to do what is right instead of what is wrong,” Ru said.

			“That would be so boring,” she said, rolling her eyes.

			“Good isn’t boring,” I said.

			She gave me a disdainful look.

			“I’m in love with three of the men in this hallway, and that’s a very good thing.”

			“But morally it makes you a whore,” she said.

			Micah stiffened and made a movement toward her, but I touched his arm. It made him look at me, and I let him know with a glance that I had this. He let me speak for myself, which was one of the things I loved about him.

			“You think being good means that very narrow fundamentalist Christian or Muslim or Jewish definition, but it always comes down to fundamentalism of some kind. Is that what you think good is, Rodina?”

			“That’s what everyone thinks good is,” she said, rolling her eyes again.

			“No, that’s not what everyone thinks good is; it’s what the world tells us is the definition of good.”

			“I thought you were Christian; you even go to church, so by your own beliefs you are not a good person.”

			“My path of faith is between me and God, and He’s okay with it.”

			“You can’t know that your god is okay with what you do.”

			“I know that when I pray, demons can’t touch me. I know that my cross still shines with holy fire when I’m faced with a vampire. If I was damned like the Catholic Church said when it excommunicated all the people who could raise zombies, then my cross wouldn’t work, my prayers wouldn’t work, but they do.”

			Rodina stared at me. “You’re joking.”

			I shook my head. “I would never joke about that.”

			“You cannot be good.”

			“Why not?”

			“Your faith cannot be that pure.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because you feed on sex and rage and raise armies of the dead.”

			“I was a little worried about all that, but apparently God is cool with it, and if He doesn’t have a problem with it, then neither do I.”

			“No,” she said, and she sounded angry, flustered even.

			“Let it go, Sister.”

			“No.”

			“Why not let it go?” Bram asked her.

			She looked at him and then back at me, hands in fists at her sides. “Because if she’s not evil, then she won’t let us do the things I want to do.”

			“What do you want to do?” I asked.

			“You met my brother.”

			“I did.”

			She just looked at me until I finally said, “Oh, sorry, but I’m not evil enough to let you do the kind of shit Rodrigo enjoyed.”

			She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, let it out in a rush, and then settled like a bird shaking its feathers into place. She gave me calm eyes. She was still and silent and contained. It was scarier than the temper tantrum had been.

			“I serve you because I must, but I hope you fall from grace just far enough to let me enjoy the rest of my eternity.”

			“I’ll do my best to be just evil enough so that you won’t be bored.”

			She bowed then, very formally, and I remembered Moroven complaining about that and forcing her to curtsy even though she was wearing pants. Moroven had left her in that low curtsy until her legs ached, because once you bow or curtsy in front of your queen you aren’t supposed to rise again until they notice you.

			“Nice bow; now let’s go talk to the lamia between shows.”

			Rodina looked up at me, face still unreadable, but she stood up straight, military straight rather than her usual. She suddenly had the bearing of a soldier. “Thank you, my queen, for noticing.”

			Nathaniel came to hug me and said, “Let me talk to Melanie first.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I’ll sweet-talk her, and you and Micah will just interrogate her.”

			“If it will get us the most information with the least amount of fuss, sure,” I said.

			“You know her better than we do,” Micah said. “We’ll follow your lead.”

			“You’ll have to let me see the pictures from Florida, so I know what I’m talking about.”

			Micah nodded. “I know, and I’ll have to break confidence to show Melanie as well.”

			“Aren’t you going to have to check with your clients to do all that?” I asked.

			“I’m making an executive decision that they’re being insane about this level of secrecy. I need information to be able to help them, and I can’t get that without telling people the truth.”

			“Great. That means we can show Edward when we see him.”

			“No, I promised I wouldn’t show the pictures to anyone who might hunt them down for execution without their permission.”

			“Damn it, Micah.”

			“That is a reasonable fear, Anita. Even you don’t share everything with Edward, because you don’t want to endanger some of us.”

			“Fine, but I do share most things now.”

			“Good to know,” he said.

			Nicky said, “If you want to catch Melanie the Lamia between shows, we need to hustle.”

			“Are we going to have to run the stairs again?” Ru asked, sounding sad.

			Nicky grinned. “Not if we hurry.”

			Suddenly, we were all willing to hurry. Nice to know even the immortal hated extra cardio.
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			MELANIE DID HER show in one of the tent-fronted areas to the side of the midway. It was designed to look like the food stand and game area of a traveling carnival that would go through the middle of the country in the summer. We even had rides: Tilt-a-Whirl, Ferris wheel, mirror maze, and the fun house, though the rides weren’t really why people came to the Circus of the Damned. You could get more spectacular rides elsewhere. You could get cotton candy and a corn dog, play ring toss, and win prizes like a big, flappy rubber bat or a stuffed toy wolf that howled when you squeezed it. You could do everything you did at traveling fairs without the heat and dust, but that wasn’t why we had lines out the door and around the block. The permanent big top, with its striped tent entrance, was just to the left of the main doors. Its one-ring show was definitely one of the reasons for the crowds. The sideshow was more than halfway into the huge warehouse space, because if the line for the big top converged with the one for the sideshow, it became an impassable mass. So now the tented fronts of the sideshow attractions didn’t start until you’d walked through the games, food stalls, and rides. It also meant people did more impulse buying, which was nice for the bottom line, but the main reason to move the two main attractions farther away from each other was crowd control. The security people had requested it, along with the fire marshal.

			Melanie’s area was the last in the line, closest to the back door that led to the underground, which made our bodyguards’ jobs easier since there was less crowd to wade through. Nicky led the way, Bram brought up the rear, and Rodina and Ru took left and right, so the three of us moved in a bubble of their arms suddenly moving outward to stop people from getting too close. We didn’t really expect a problem that the three of us couldn’t have handled on our own. The four of them were mainly helpful getting through the crowd and discouraging anyone who might know us through the media. Micah was on the news a lot representing the lycanthrope community, and I’d become a social media darling since the proposal and wedding announcement to Jean-Claude. Nathaniel under his stage name, Brandon, had gotten stopped by fans for years. He’d actually had less of that since his hair was cut, which was one of the few pluses to it for me. There were more of our guards scattered throughout the midway. You could pick them out by the bright orange shirts with Security in large white letters on the back; smaller letters on the front read, Circus of the Damned Security. They were keeping the crowds in line outside the sideshow from blocking the food and gaming booths across from them. It was also part of the deal with the fire marshal to keep the aisles free. It was one of the places where we actually needed more security.

			Nicky started us wading through the line. Some people complained, but he glared at them and they thought better of it. One of the security guards came toward us, saying, “No line cutting.” He was tall and athletic-looking like most of them, built closer to Bram’s body type than Nicky’s. I couldn’t put a name to the strong, lithe-looking man. The fact that he didn’t recognize any of us on sight might mean that I had never known it.

			It was Rodina who called out, “We’re working.”

			He looked at her and then at Ru, and then at the rest of us. His eyes widened when he got to me and Micah. I think he recognized us from TV and social media, if nothing else, or maybe Claudia had started showing our pictures to the new hires.

			“Sorry, Roe, Ru, I didn’t see you behind the big guy here.”

			The new guy tried to get introductions, but Nicky and I both shook our heads. We were in a crowd of strangers. They didn’t need to know our names. If you had enough threats to your safety to need bodyguards, anytime you could be anonymous was good, and bodyguards don’t like people to know their names, because then strangers can yell out their names and distract them at the wrong moment.

			The new guy’s name was Jamie and he looked like a hundred other college-age guys across the Midwest. He wasn’t unattractive, but he was attractive in a way that was so generic that it left no impression. He’d have been a great spy because he could have blended in so many places. He’d have been killer at undercover on a college campus, but instead he was working security for us, which meant he was a wereanimal, because he wasn’t a vampire and we only hired supernaturals for security. Jamie hid his energy well; I got only the smallest flare of power from his anxiety about dealing with three of the primary people security was supposed to guard. Nicky and Bram made him a little nervous, too, but I think that was just him doing the big, athletic guy math of, if there was a problem, he wasn’t sure he would win a fight against them. The fact that neither Rodina nor Ru nor the three of us made him do the math made me take more points away from him. Bigger didn’t always mean tougher in a fight. It sure as hell didn’t mean it when some of the smaller people were armed.

			Jamie did escort us through the line and hold the tent flap so we could go through into the lamia’s lair, which is what the poster above her tent called it. There was a small entryway / waiting room with another tent flap in front of us.

			“Let me go see where she’s at with the people ahead of you,” Jamie said. He didn’t wait for us to say yes or no; he just disappeared through the next tent flap and left us standing there. There were a handful of chairs against one soft cloth wall, a rug on the floor that looked Persian, and a small table in one corner with what looked like little catalogs and pamphlets. There was a price list attached to the tent wall. I moved close enough to see that it was a price list for pictures and signatures from the lamia. It was extra to get your picture taken with her above and beyond the price of both the unsigned picture of your choice and the signature itself. I knew that you had to pay for a ticket to watch Melanie just stand in front of you and change from human shape to half snake, but I hadn’t known that there were so many other ways Melanie made money for herself and us. The last time I’d paid attention to the lamia, she’d just stood on a raised stage so everyone had a good view and then changed shape. She hadn’t talked to the crowd or answered questions or much of anything. Apparently, she was much more interactive now.

			Jamie opened the tent flap and leaned in, whispering, “She’s almost done; just keep your voices down.”

			He held the flap open for us and we were suddenly inside The Arabian Nights, or what Hollywood thought the interior of The Arabian Nights would have looked like. It was all Persian rugs on the floor and wall hangings and cushions in brilliant colors and a wide variety of cloths and textures. There was a small knot of people near the middle of the room. Two security staff stood to either side of the people, so I was pretty sure that Melanie was the center of all the small group’s attention, but I couldn’t see her at first. Then movement near the floor caught my attention and I realized it was her tail trailing through a pile of multicolored cushions; the pattern of her scales had been strangely camouflaged until she twitched the tip of her tail. The rest of her was still hidden behind the small group of fans. They had to be fans if they were willing to pay not just to see her transform but extra for an intimate meet-and-greet, the price sheet had said. I realized that the crowd had to move through this “intimate” room to get to the main stage. I’d have thought it would be the other way around, but then I saw the lounging couch on the far side of the room. It was made up like a bed in a harem costume drama, and I think that was the point. They’d take the crowd through and let them build up their own fantasy about what intimate might mean, if they were willing to pay to find out.

			There was a small table to the left of the door where a woman wearing an orange shirt with a cartoon version of the fanged clowns on the roof done large across the front of it was ready to sell us things. The Halloween shade of orange marked her as staff, but the image was one of the ones we sold as souvenir T-shirts in other colors. I knew the staff were issued two shirts in that shade of orange, but with designs that we sold. We had two different fanged-clown shirt designs.

			The woman at the table wasn’t selling shirts, though; she was selling pictures and a pen, all with Melanie’s image on them. There was another price sheet pinned to the wall behind her. The woman started to smile at us and offer us a chance to buy, but Jamie explained we weren’t here for that.

			Micah whispered to me, “Lamias are Greek; Mediterranean, not Mideastern.”

			“I know that and you know that,” I whispered back.

			Nathaniel leaned in and said, “They tried Greek at first, but white togas and a faux Greek temple made people think she was supposed to be Medusa. It confused people.”

			“So they didn’t believe her real origins?”

			“The only half snake that most people know about is Medusa.”

			Micah cursed softly and got his phone out. “You need to see the pictures before we talk to her.”

			Nathaniel moved closer so he could look over Micah’s shoulder as he found the pictures he’d texted me. Jamie tried to look, too, but Nicky moved to block his view. It meant that Nicky would be able to see, but Micah didn’t tell him to move, so apparently he really was going to share information as he saw fit, instead of asking for permission constantly. Rodina tried to peek, but Micah told her no. Ru took the hint and just stayed staring around the room looking for dangers. Bram did the same, but then he’d been one of the only people allowed into the meetings with Micah, so he didn’t need to look at the pictures; he’d seen the real thing.

			I realized that we hadn’t really prepared Nathaniel for seeing them, because we hadn’t been planning on bringing him to see Melanie until he suggested it. I had a moment of regret that Nathaniel was going to get dragged into the bad side of our jobs again. I wanted to protect him, but it seemed like no matter what I did lately, he ended up involved in the bad stuff.

			His face was somber as he looked at the pictures. Nicky’s face showed nothing, but then he truly was a sociopath, so he didn’t have the depths of feeling that Nathaniel did. I was Nicky’s conscience, his Jiminy Cricket, he’d called me once. Nathaniel didn’t need me to help him feel empathy.

			The people were being ushered out by one of the security guards near Melanie. We were next and there wasn’t time to see how the pictures had affected Nathaniel. We’d talk later. Right now, we could see the lamia, because that’s what I thought of first: not Melanie, but lamia. Her skin was darker than I remembered it, as if she was getting a summer tan. I guess when you belong to an ancient vampire you don’t get out in the sunlight much, but now she belonged to herself and she could tan if she wanted to. Her hair was still long and thick and black. Her upper body was covered by a short silk robe that looked more Oriental than Arabian, but since she was already a Greek myth, we weren’t really going for authenticity. The robe hid where her human body met serpent, so that it was like watching an attractive woman standing there, except where her legs should have been were the coils of a giant snake flexing and moving against the bright carpet and scattering of pillows. She turned with a wide, professional smile; then she saw me, and the smile vanished. Her golden eyes with their slit pupils looked even more exotic with tasteful but dramatic makeup around them, though it was hard to get more dramatic than snake eyes in a human face. She gave me a look that seemed to hold actual hatred in it. I didn’t like her because she was dangerous and had tried to kill me, but I didn’t hate her, so what had I done to make her hate me?

			Nathaniel let go of my hand and flashed her one of the smiles that made customers at Guilty Pleasures rain money on the stage. Her glare at me shifted to something softer. He walked toward her with his hand out toward her. Rodina and Ru started forward to flank him like good bodyguards, but he told them to stay back.

			They stopped moving, but they looked at me for confirmation. I just nodded. I don’t know if Nathaniel noticed the exchange, but Melanie did. She smiled even more warmly at him and reached out toward his offered hand. Nathaniel said, “How do you get to be more beautiful every time I see you?” his voice holding that edge of teasing that had never worked on me, no matter who used the tone.

			She smiled at him, taking his hand in hers and drawing him in for a hug. “Maybe you prefer your women darker-skinned,” she said, looking at me. I was pasty white compared to her tan or Micah’s or even Nathaniel’s own skin tone. Nothing I could do would ever make me tan; burn, but not tan.

			“You look amazing with or without the tan,” Nathaniel said, trying to draw back from the hug. Melanie held on, pressing her breasts against his chest, making way more of the innocent hug than was polite. She looked directly at me while she did it. Something personal was going on that I had no clue about, and then I got a clue as I watched her hands explore Nathaniel’s body. He had to move her hands off his ass, laughing and kissing her cheek as he did it, so that she didn’t take offense at it. Was she jealous of Nathaniel? Did she see him as having left her for me? Just because he thought of them as fuck buddies didn’t mean that’s how she’d seen it. Great, just what we needed: a jealous lamia.

			Nathaniel turned with her hand in his, smiling, as if he hadn’t just had to move her hands off his ass. I was used to shit like that at his job, but outside of it, it pissed me off. That probably showed on my face, because Micah drew me in against him, which made me look at him instead of them, or maybe it bothered him, too.

			I looked at him, and he gave the smallest shake of his head, which could have meant a lot of things. I’d ask later. Melanie couldn’t make me jealous because there was no reason to be jealous of her and Nathaniel. There just wasn’t. He was here to help Micah get information out of Melanie, and that was all.

			Micah said, “Melanie, I’m sorry to barge in here like this. I know you only have a short break before your next group of fans.”

			“Nathaniel texted that you needed my expertise about some Coalition matter, though I cannot imagine what expertise I might possess that would aid you.” She was calmer than I’d expected, or remembered. Of course, when I’d first met her, she’d spent centuries enslaved and controlled by an ancient vampire; maybe that would make anyone cranky.

			“You should drink something while we talk to you. You still have quite a crowd waiting to see you,” Nathaniel said.

			She looked at him, smiling, and again her face softened more than I thought it should have. I was pretty certain that Melanie thought of him as an ex, not just a fuck buddy she stopped fucking. I wondered if the concept of fuck buddies had existed in ancient Greece.

			Nathaniel led her over to the couch, and I was fascinated by watching the muscles in her tail move. She moved just like a snake, strong and muscular, except the top part of her was held aloft more like a snaky centaur, or maybe it was just Nathaniel holding her hand so that the human part of her seemed more human. When I’d seen her in this form years before, she’d moved forward much more like a serpent that just happened to have human parts. Tonight, she moved like a person with a snake’s tail. I wasn’t sure I could have explained the difference out loud, but it was there.

			One of the security guards pushed back a wall hanging to reveal a small refrigerator. He pulled out a bottle of sparkling water and had it opened and ready for Melanie by the time Nathaniel got her settled on the couch. He tried to let go of her hand and join us, but she pulled him down beside her on the couch. He sat beside her as if that was dandy with him.

			“Ask your questions, Callahan; as Nathaniel said, I have a lot of fans still to see.”

			Micah came forward with his phone, and Bram trailed him like a shadow. Micah didn’t tell him to stay back—I’m not sure it occurred to him to tell his tall, dark, right-hand man to stay behind. Bram went with him almost everywhere, even if it was just a few yards across a room.

			Micah did make the security guard who had handed her the water and was now standing beside the couch back up. He didn’t even try to explain why, just called the pictures up on his phone screen and tried to show them to her, but she ignored the phone to look at his hand. She set the water bottle on the floor and touched Micah’s hand to turn it, and I realized she was looking at his engagement ring. Nathaniel had proposed to Micah, but he hadn’t done it with a ring in hand. He’d waited until Micah accepted the proposal and then he’d surprised him with a thin gold band channel set with yellow and green sapphires all the way around. It was originally designed as a woman’s anniversary band, something a couple added to the woman’s original wedding set at ten years, or twenty, depending. The wedding bands were being custom made in mokume-gane, which was a Japanese metal technique originally designed for swords. Their rings would look like wood grain with no wood involved.

			Melanie looked at the ring the way that women who wanted one on their own finger looked at them on other people’s hands: part admiration, but mostly jealousy. “So it’s true; Nathaniel proposed to you.”

			“Yes,” Micah said.

			“We found a ring in purple sapphires for me, but my hand is bigger, so we either have to have it sized up, which isn’t easy with a ring that has stones all the way around, or we find me a different engagement band and just match the wedding bands.”

			Micah had to put his phone in his other hand because she wanted to see that the sapphires went all the way around. “Very pretty,” she said at last, but not like her heart was in it. Again, I had the impression that she’d cared for Nathaniel a lot more than he’d cared for her, which surprised the hell out of me. Not because Nathaniel wasn’t wonderful, because I thought he was, but because Melanie had seemed crazy and to care for no one but herself when I first met her.

			Micah tried to show her the phone pictures again, but she looked past the phone to me, and she wasn’t hostile this time. “You aren’t wearing the ring that’s in all the videos,” she said.

			“It’s for formal occasions,” I said.

			“What do you wear for everyday?” she asked.

			She was a lamia, her dead vampire master had said she was the last one in the world, but she still wanted to see the ring. Melanie might be more girly girl than I would ever be, even with the snake tail.

			“I’ll show you the ring if you’ll please look at the pictures and answer our questions.”

			“I was going to answer Callahan’s questions.”

			“Then it’s a win-win,” I said and went to show her the ring and see if we could get past the weird interpersonal shit and actually learn something. Nicky came with me, and I didn’t tell him to stay back. I knew that between those red lips were retractable fangs with the type of venom that had almost killed me once. Did I think she’d try to bite me tonight? No, but with Nicky at my side, I knew if she did try, she’d die failing.
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			“WHY WOULD I know anything of this abomination?” she asked after she’d looked at the pictures.

			Micah answered, “They think their family curse originated in ancient Greece, and you were alive then, and in the same area of the world.”

			“So you thought because my beauty reminds you of these monstrosities that I would know how they came to exist?” Her voice was rising.

			“I had hoped you would know something that might help them.”

			“Help them? Help them how?” She stood up, if that was the right word. She was taller than both Micah and me. Given how much tail she had left lying on the floor, she could have been taller than Nicky if she’d wanted to be.

			“They want a cure,” Micah said.

			“If it is a curse, there is no cure, only another spell.”

			“Do you think it’s a curse?” Micah asked.

			“No, curses in my time were aimed at one person, a tribe, or a city perhaps, but not a family line. If the gods wished to destroy a family, they would destroy the bloodline. There would be no descendants left.”

			I had to ask. “Did the gods actually curse people back then?”

			“Of course they did.”

			“Did you ever see a god or goddess curse someone for real? I mean not just a story you heard, but with your own eyes.”

			She looked disdainfully at me, rising a little higher on the muscular reach of her tail so she could look even farther down her nose at me. “I was worshipped as a goddess once, Anita. I know the gods cursed mortals.”

			What are you supposed to say to that?

			“We meant no insult,” Micah said.

			She raised herself higher yet, stretching up on that long, multicolored tail so that it gave the illusion she was literally growing above us like some stage giant. She hissed and I saw the fangs between those ruby red lips. Her forked tongue flicked out between them.

			I felt Nicky tense at my back and said, “Silver bullets don’t work on her.”

			“How about lead?” he asked.

			“Nope.”

			“Would you kill me, Anita Blake? Would you finish what you tried to do years ago?”

			“You threatened me first,” I said.

			“Anita killed your old master and freed you, Melanie,” Nathaniel said, voice mild and soothing. He was trying to talk her down and maybe remind me that I didn’t need to add fuel to her fire.

			“She did not do it to free me. She did it to save herself and Jean-Claude.”

			“True, but she still freed you from someone you hated.”

			She lowered herself a few inches. “It is good not to be enslaved.”

			Micah said, “I didn’t think that the snake lycanthropes in these photos were lamia, or anything close to you.”

			“Then why bring them to me?”

			“Because there aren’t that many snake shapeshifters of any kind, and I hoped you might know more than I did about them.”

			“Do you know every type of feline supernatural being or shapeshifter in the world?” she asked. She was calmer now. Her temper used to be a lot worse than this. Maybe she’d gone to therapy, too, or maybe just being enslaved to the Earthmover had made her crazier.

			Micah smiled and shook his head. “No, no, I don’t.”

			“Then why should I know all the snake ones?”

			“Fair point, but you are from ancient Greece and the family traces itself back to there.”

			“Just because they are of Greek descent doesn’t mean I would know the family. Callahan is an Irish last name; do you know all the people of Irish descent?”

			He sighed, still smiling. “Of course not.”

			“Does it amuse you to waste my time?”

			“No, no, I’m laughing at myself for wasting both our times and grasping at straws.”

			“Grasping at straws—what does that mean?”

			“It means I’m desperate to help this family, and I’m willing to do almost anything to find a way to do that.”

			“Why do you care so much about them?” she asked.

			“If you’d met them, seen the despair, then you wouldn’t have to ask.”

			She was down to her usual height. She looked at him with her gold, slit-pupiled eyes, and I couldn’t read the expression in them. They were different enough from any of the eyes that I knew how to read that she was blank to me.

			“I do not think I would be as moved as you were by their plight.”

			“It’s not like any shapeshifting I’ve ever seen. The snakes are separate from them. It’s not them turning into the snake, but as if their body parts are being changed into individual serpents. But the human part of them continues to be separate from it. The snake part doesn’t communicate with the rest of them as a normal lycanthrope’s beast does.”

			“My tail does not talk to me either. It is part of me, not some animal trapped inside me as yours is.”

			“What is happening to this family is neither true lycanthropy nor the ancient magic of the lamia.”

			“Then they are damned like Sisyphus in Tartarus with no possibility of rescue.”

			Jamie said, “Sorry, Melanie, but the crowd is getting restless.”

			“I’ll be ready in a moment, Jamie. Callahan and Anita were just leaving.” She leaned down to get her bottle of sparkling water and sip from it again. She kissed Nathaniel on the cheek, but the rest of us didn’t even get offered a handshake. We were dismissed.
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			THE NEXT GROUP of fans was already being ushered through the door as we went out the exit. The noise of the midway seemed louder for some reason. Maybe I was just tired. Yeah, I was suddenly exhausted. Nathaniel squeezed my hand and got me to look at him. “Are you okay, Anita?” He had to almost yell over the music from the nearest gaming booth, or maybe it was the Ferris wheel, which towered over everything.

			“Tired. I think the time-zone change and all the issues with the flights are finally catching up with me,” I said, leaning in toward him so I didn’t have to yell.

			“I know I’m tired,” Micah added from the other side of Nathaniel.

			Nicky added, “The interview with the lamia was hard on Anita.”

			We all looked back at him, because he’d let Bram take lead on the return trip. “Why?” Nathaniel asked, looking at me.

			“I associate Melanie with a lot of stressful events, Nathaniel.”

			“Anita almost died twice thanks to the lamia’s old master,” Rodina added from beside me.

			“So Melanie is sort of a trigger for you,” he said, studying my face.

			I nodded and looked away, because I didn’t want him to accidently read my thoughts in that moment, because they weren’t fair to him.

			“Did you know how close Anita came to dying before you dated the lamia?” Rodina asked.

			He shook his head. “The last one, because that was in public so everyone in the preternatural community here in St. Louis knew, but I didn’t know about the other attack until I’d been in Anita’s life for a while.”

			“He didn’t betray you with her, Anita,” Rodina said.

			I frowned at her. “I never said he did.”

			“You feel it, though, and I am forced to feel it with you.”

			Nathaniel stopped walking so suddenly that Nicky almost ran into us.

			“You don’t normally share out loud the emotions Anita is feeling, in front of the people she’s feeling it about,” Nicky said.

			“Oh, sorry,” Rodina said, and she closed her eyes, looking almost pained. “Well, if that burst of emotions is any indication, I have fucked up royally.”

			“Yeah,” I said, “thanks.”

			“Do you actually think I betrayed you with Melanie?” Nathaniel asked.

			“Let’s get out of the crowd before we do this,” Bram said from in front of us.

			I looked at the person running the pellet-gun booth. I’d thought he was human, but a moment of concentration and he was a shapeshifter of some kind. A lot of our employees weren’t human anymore, which meant they could hear above the crowd noise. Great, just great.

			“Thanks, Bram, yeah, get us some privacy.”

			The three of us kept holding hands, but we were quiet. Bram opened the door in the back wall but went through first rather than hold it for us, because bodyguards always go through the doors first if there are enough of them for it. Ru caught the door and held it for the three of us and Nicky, so that he and his sister brought up the rear. The guards in the little entry room had changed shift, and I knew these two.

			Peppy—Pepita—was a little taller than me, darkly Hispanic, with her straight black hair cut even shorter than when she’d come to us, so that it was shaved on the sides and only a little longer on top. She was built like a square, with a pair of shoulders that would be the envy of any man. In the black on black of the behind-the-scenes bodyguards, she looked very masculine. The body-armor vest hid her chest and made it look more like nice chest muscles than breasts. She was partnered with Roger Parks, who was bigger than anyone in the room but Nicky, and taller than anyone but Bram. Roger was a nice guy who looked like he’d take your head off and shit down the hole. He played to the menacing looks, but in a fight Peppy was the more dangerous of the two, partly because she couldn’t count on people backing down from just her appearance. I had to work harder, too.

			She grinned at me. “Hola, gatita negra.” She used the nickname that the wererats had given me; I was their black kitten. I didn’t like being called just Kitten, but somehow being their black kitten wasn’t the same.

			“Hola, Peppy,” I said, and I turned to the other guard. “Hey, Roger, Roger Parks.”

			Roger smiled and shook his head. “Hey, Anita. Are you always going to greet me like that, with both my names?”

			“It’s how you introduced yourself to me the first time,” I said, smiling.

			He rolled his eyes. “I remember.”

			“It makes me remember you.”

			The far door opened, and Claudia came through it with Pride at her back. “If we keep hiring new people, even I won’t remember everyone’s names.”

			Peppy and Roger did the civilian equivalent of coming to attention. I’d seen some of our ex-military types salute Claudia before they could catch themselves. She was head of security at the Circus, which meant she was in charge of the main security for Jean-Claude and the rest of us principal clients. Though I wasn’t sure client was the right word when we were their bosses and paid their salaries.

			Claudia was also six feet, six inches tall and built so that she could have walked onto most fit-model or Ms. Olympia contests and won by sheer intimidation. Her straight black hair was back in a tight ponytail like usual. It left her face clean and very unadorned. She had strong features, very Hispanic, and since she never wore makeup, her face and the rest of her were so damned intimidating it took a while to realize that she was actually beautiful. She was guapa, which is a Spanish word for a woman who is handsome rather than pretty, like the difference between Nathaniel and Nicky in attractiveness.

			Pride was a few inches over six feet tall, but beside Claudia he looked shorter. Only his shoulder spread was wider than hers; he didn’t hit the weights as hard as she did, but then few of the guard did except Nicky. Except for him and Roger, even the other men in the room looked delicate beside her. Though as Claudia walked farther into the room, I realized that Peppy’s shoulder spread was wider. It wasn’t that the girl was lifting heavier than Claudia; it was just natural body shape. Peppy had fabulous shoulders and arms if you were wanting to lift or box.

			Pride followed Claudia like a blond, golden-skinned shadow. His short hair curled too much to avoid it unless he wanted to shave it down, so it spilled artfully or messily around his handsome face. He was model handsome, like most of the golden-clan weretigers, with blue-on-blue tiger eyes adding to the exoticness of his skin tone. He wasn’t a blond who had tanned to a light gold; his natural skin color was golden, like most of his clan.

			“Are you saying that you’re having trouble keeping the new security hires straight, too?” I asked Claudia.

			“I remember their faces, but names are starting to be a problem.”

			“Then we need to put a hiring freeze on,” I said, “if you agree?”

			“I agree, but it’s not up to me. I’m only in charge of the security at the Circus and the main security around Jean-Claude and the rest of you. Hiring for other clubs and the overall hiring isn’t up to me.”

			“Fredo would agree with you,” I said.

			“Fredo is still out of town on that special assignment,” she said. Fredo, like a lot of the wererats, did contract work overseas, though I’d thought he was past the age for it. Wereanimals age slower than humans do, but he looked well over fifty, and that’s old for contract—read mercenary—work. Fredo had two specialties, knives and driving, so wherever he was, either he was driving someone who needed protection, or he was doing something with knives that I probably didn’t want to know about.

			“I thought you were in charge until Fredo got back from his assignment,” I said.

			“So did I.”

			“Okay, who’s hiring all these people, then?”

			“Each animal group gets to bring in people of their choice,” she said.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“After the last few years they’re trying to recruit people that can help them fight, if it’s needed.”

			“Logical,” I said.

			“People who are good in a fight aren’t always good at working in anything else, Anita.”

			I looked at her, trying to think my way through it. “Are you saying that the animal groups in town are bringing in fighters and then expecting us to find places for them to work in our security without asking first?”

			Micah said, “Claudia, you should have said something to us.”

			“You’re busy helping other cities with bigger issues than this,” she said.

			“Then you should have brought it to me,” I said.

			She gave me a look, one hand on her hip, and I realized that though her nails were trimmed as short as possible for fighting and weapons practice, they were painted red. I’d never seen her use polish before.

			“You’re traveling out of town for the Marshals Service and to raise the dead almost as much as Micah is lately. Besides, Anita, this is my job.”

			“And you’re great at it,” I said.

			“But it’s not your job to talk to animal groups outside of the wererats about their new people,” Micah said.

			“No, it’s not. Our king tried to speak with some of the other leaders, but they accused him of trying to serve the interests of the wererats over the rest of the groups in town.”

			“It shouldn’t have fallen to Rafael to try to fix this,” Micah said.

			“Then just stop saying yes to employing them as part of our security force,” I said.

			She closed her arms over her chest and scowled. Her arms tensed and all that muscle stood to attention. It was sort of eye-catching, but I made myself raise my eyes to look at her face in case she thought I was staring at her chest instead of her arms. I think she was grinding her teeth.

			“Wow, you’re pissed. What happened, or what else happened?”

			“They were recruited to the various animal groups and invited to move to St. Louis with the understanding that they would be guaranteed employment.”

			“It’s not our job to guarantee them employment,” Micah said.

			“That needs to come from you or Anita.”

			“Why hasn’t Jean-Claude stepped in and stopped it?” I asked.

			She shook her head. “He told me to talk to his accountant. He sees it as a money issue, and there’s money to pay them. What there isn’t, is work for them, and too many idle fighters are bad news.”

			“Agreed,” I said.

			“I’ll talk to Sylvie about the payroll and then to Jean-Claude about what I learn,” Micah said.

			“You leave again on Friday,” Claudia said.

			“I’ll talk to them before we leave for the wedding on Friday. I promise.”

			“And I’ll explain to Jean-Claude that it’s more a security issue than a money issue,” I said.

			“We can always use really good people,” Claudia said.

			“I’m confused,” I said.

			“I don’t want to pass up people like the SEAL team, Anita, but we don’t need more people whose only experience has been as college bouncers, or college athletes that didn’t quite make the cut to professional.”

			“May I add one?” Pride asked.

			Claudia nodded, once down, once up.

			“We don’t need more martial artists that have never had a fight outside of a tournament.”

			“Sorry, Claudia,” Roger said, “but I was a bouncer at a college bar and I’d been in martial arts and wrestling all the way through college myself.”

			“Yeah, but you don’t suck like most of them do.”

			Roger grinned at her. “Thanks, boss.”

			Peppy added, “A lot of the new wereanimals aren’t very good with violence.”

			“They’re wereanimals,” I said. “They hunt animals; that’s violence.”

			“Hunting for food isn’t the same thing as when the food has fangs, claws, and fists of its own,” Claudia said.

			“Fair enough,” I said, “but we don’t need people that can’t fight for real on our payroll.”

			“I couldn’t agree more,” she said.

			“And you say you brought this to Jean-Claude’s attention?” Micah said.

			“I did, but as I said, he saw it as a payroll issue, not of the new hires being below the standards that the wererats had set for your bodyguards.”

			“Yes.”

			“You didn’t push the topic until he understood what you were worried about, did you?” Nathaniel asked.

			“I talked to him,” she said, scowling at him.

			Nathaniel faced her angry face and smiled. “But you didn’t push.”

			She glowered at him. He just looked at her and smiled, and gradually the anger left her, so that she looked chagrined, a look that I’d never seen on her face before. “Maybe not as hard as I should have.”

			“Why not?” I asked.

			Her eyes flicked to me and then to Nathaniel, who seemed to already know the answer. Pride touched her arm, lightly, and said, “You need to tell Micah and Anita.”

			“Tell us what?” I asked.

			“I assume you’re headed back downstairs to sleep,” she said.

			“Yeah, trying to get there.”

			“Let’s talk on the stairs, then,” she said.

			We didn’t argue, just moved for the door that she and Pride had just come through. If they didn’t like the idea of going back down the stairs after just getting to the top of them, neither of them showed it. The rest of us just followed them back down the steps until Claudia thought we were far enough down to not be overheard from above.

			She turned, leaning against the wall while the rest of us fanned out along the steps. “I didn’t push the topic because Jean-Claude makes me nervous,” she said, looking at the floor and then up at me as if daring me to make more of it than there was to make.

			I met her angry, defiant look and didn’t know what to say. I finally looked at Nathaniel. “And you knew this how?”

			“I’ve been in the room for a lot of her reports to Jean-Claude,” he said.

			“God, I hate that it was that obvious,” she said.

			“It wasn’t that obvious—I swear.”

			She looked at him as if she didn’t believe him, but then some tension left her. She was like most powerful shapeshifters and could smell when someone was lying. Apparently, Nathaniel was telling the truth.

			I started to ask, Why does Jean-Claude make you nervous? but Nicky touched one arm and Nathaniel touched the other. I looked from one to the other of them. What was I missing?

			Micah asked, “Has Jean-Claude done anything to make you nervous around him?”

			I frowned at the two men touching me, as if to say, See, it wasn’t just me.

			“No, he’s always the perfect gentleman.”

			“It’s not just you that’s nervous around him,” Pride said.

			I looked at him. “What am I missing here?”

			“It’s not just Anita who has gained power as our evil queen,” Rodina said.

			“Will you please stop calling me that?” I said.

			“As you wish, but you are heir to our dead queen’s power, and through you it flows to all of those metaphysically tied to you.”

			“We all share power, so what?”

			She looked at me as if I were being silly, or deliberately stupid.

			Nathaniel answered, “Jean-Claude’s sexual attractiveness has gone up.”

			I frowned at him. “That’s not possible.”

			“It’s possible,” Pride said. “I’m completely heterosexual, but I’m noticing Jean-Claude in a way that I didn’t before Ireland.”

			“Pride is right. It all started after Ireland,” Claudia said.

			“Are you saying that Jean-Claude’s natural charisma has gotten that much better?” I asked.

			They both nodded.

			“And when was someone going to tell us that?” I said.

			“They just told you,” Nicky said.

			“Are you both having trouble being alone with Jean-Claude?” Micah asked.

			They exchanged looks with each other. Claudia shook her head and said, “I make sure I’m never alone with him.”

			“Are you saying you don’t trust him alone with you?”

			“Anita, don’t make me say it.”

			“I’ll say it for both of us,” Pride said.

			“One of you say it,” I said.

			“It’s not Jean-Claude that we don’t trust; it’s us,” Pride said.

			“Are you saying that you’re afraid that you’ll . . . what? Throw yourself at him?” I asked.

			“Not exactly,” he said.

			“Then what?” I asked.

			“If he asked us to donate blood to him, I don’t think we’d refuse,” Claudia said.

			“You don’t donate blood to anyone,” I said.

			“I know.”

			“We’re saying that if Jean-Claude wanted to take advantage of the leveling up that you’ve all done, he could,” Pride said.

			“Are you having issues around any of the rest of us?” I asked.

			“Not like we are with Jean-Claude,” she said.

			“I like women and I’m still not having as much trouble with you as I am with him,” Pride said.

			“Good to know,” I said.

			“Are you truly happy knowing that they are more attracted to Jean-Claude than to you?” Rodina asked.

			I nodded.

			She laughed.

			“What?” I asked.

			“Most women would be bothered by that,” she said.

			“I’m relieved,” I said.

			“Why?” This was from Ru.

			“I don’t want people attracted to me by magic; that’s just creepy.”

			“There are men and women through the ages that have paid fortunes to seek out the very spells that you do not want,” Ru said.

			“Love potions and charms and all that kind of stuff are illegal for a reason,” I said.

			“It’s illegal because people will use love spells, if they can find ones that work,” Rodina said.

			“I didn’t think there was such a thing as a real love spell,” Micah said.

			“Not true love,” Rodina said, “but lust; there’s plenty of those.”

			“Lust is easier than love, always has been,” Ru said.

			Rodina nodded, face solemn.

			I looked at the siblings and felt like there was a story there. I debated on whether it was any of my business. Ru looked at me. “I feel your curiosity. I would ask what I have no right to: Please do not ask this story of us.”

			I looked into his black eyes with the guy-liner done heavy around them and thought that if he was going to do the eyeliner, he needed to do something less conservative with his hair. Out loud I said, “You can keep your story, Ru.”

			“Thank you, my queen.” He did a bow that went with the title.

			“No need to bow,” I said.

			“You are being generous in your treatment of us. I wish you to know that I appreciate it.”

			“Okay, and you’re welcome,” I said.

			“Do you want us to talk to Jean-Claude about this?” Micah asked Claudia.

			She looked shocked. “About the payroll and the guards, yes, but about the other, absolutely not.”

			“Pride?” he asked the man.

			“No, not unless it gets worse.”

			“Promise to tell one of us if it does grow worse,” Micah said.

			They both promised and went back up the stairs. We continued down them toward our bed. I was suddenly tired.

			“I’m sorry that seeing Melanie bothered you,” Nathaniel said as we walked down the endless steps.

			“I’m sorry that seeing her interact with you made me feel sort of jealous.”

			“I was never with her while we were dating.”

			“I believe you,” I said.

			“It bothered me, too,” Micah said.

			“Why? You’ve seen me with ex-lovers before.”

			“I’m not sure I have,” Micah said.

			“He didn’t come to town until after you were with me,” I said.

			He hugged Micah. “I’m sorry, I forgot.”

			Micah hugged him back, smiling. “It’s okay. I didn’t think it would bother me this much.”

			“I think what bothered me was that you called Melanie a fuck buddy, but she seemed to be a lot more serious toward you than that,” I said.

			“I noticed that, too,” Micah said.

			“I can’t help what she thought or even felt. I can only tell you that I was sleeping with a lot of people at the same time.”

			“Did she know that?” Micah asked.

			“Yes,” he said. “I was still working as a paid escort, for one thing.”

			“Were you sleeping with other people off the clock?” I asked.

			“Yes, and I made no secret of it. I was slutty, but I made sure everyone that was interested knew it before I slept with them. I’d stopped taking drugs and was in a program to stay off of them, but I was using sex as my drug; I just didn’t realize it.”

			I wasn’t sure what to say to that and finally settled for, “Yay, therapy.”

			He nodded. “I was afraid to sleep alone, and the only reason that people sleep with someone is sex, so I made sure I was having enough of it that I was never alone. It was all pretty desperate.”

			“I’m glad you don’t have to be desperate anymore,” I said.

			“Me, too,” he said, smiling.

			“Me, three,” Micah said, and came in to take us both into a hug. We held on to one another on the stairs. It felt so good, I just wanted to go back to the bedroom and curl up between them and sleep.

			“Would it be really weird to say I’m tired and I just want to curl up between the two of you and sleep?”

			“That would work for me,” Micah said.

			“I’d be lying if I said that I wasn’t disappointed,” Nathaniel said, “but we did have great sex earlier, so you might persuade me to just sleep if you promise to wake me up with great sex.”

			“I think we can manage that,” I said, half laughing.

			“I’ll do my best to make sure the sex is great when we wake up,” Micah said.

			“Then let’s go to bed,” Nathaniel said, grinning at both of us.

			And for once, the three of us stripped off our clothes, crawled into the big bed in Jean-Claude’s room, and just slept. We were waiting for him when he finished his meeting, just before dawn. He stripped off his clothes and crawled into bed next to Micah with a murmured, “So warm.” He had time to fall asleep with us in a tangle of arms and legs and spooning bodies before the sun rose aboveground and he died for the day.

		

	
		
			15

			MICAH AND I talked to Jean-Claude about the security hiring issues before we had to fly out on Friday for Edward and Donna’s wedding. A phone call for another treaty-dispute issue between animal groups out west came up as we were packing. Normally, Micah would have blown off the wedding to take care of it, but he sent Jake and Kaazim in the private jet. They’d both been with him on the last trip to deal with the same two groups, so they knew the situation as well as he did. That meant that we suddenly had to find tickets on commercial airlines to Key West. Having to do last-minute ticket shopping helped us make the decision to limit the number of bodyguards we were bringing with us. On one hand we were all feeling a little suffocated about having so many bodyguards around; on the other hand, we’d had a ton of bodyguards in Ireland and still almost come to grief. Choices, choices.

			Nicky and Bram were givens, but after that it got trickier. Jake and Kaazim would have been our next top picks, but they were handling Coalition business so Micah could enjoy the trip. Jean-Claude insisted if we were taking so few guards that two of them be Harlequin. I couldn’t argue, but then Micah insisted that none of the extra guards be ones we were sleeping with since this was supposed to be a couple trip for the three of us. That was fair, but one or more of us was sleeping with the rest of the Harlequin we trusted. Yeah, yeah, we’ve got to stop sleeping with our employees or we’re going to need an HR person. Because I couldn’t come up with a better idea, Rodina and Ru were in coach behind us.

			They’d shown up in oversize black T-shirts with young-angry-person slogans, baggy khaki shorts, and combat boots. The 5.11 boots were the only thing that was part of their normal clothes—well, and the black eyeliner. It didn’t look very bodyguard professional, but honestly what bothered me most was that I was wearing almost the same outfit, except I was wearing a plain black tank top over blue jean shorts with a black boyfriend-style black shirt over the tank. I was even wearing my own 5.11 boots, the pair with side zippers, perfect for going through the airport. If I’d seen their clothes first, I might have changed, or made them change. I was supposed to be the boss, after all.

			I hadn’t chosen my clothes just for comfort; I’d chosen them because I knew they’d help hide the gun at my waist. I had the sky-marshal training, so I was allowed to carry on the plane, but a lot of people get nervous around guns, and the last thing I needed was some Good Samaritan thinking I was going to hijack the plane while Nicky and Bram were only a few seats away. The poor Samaritan wouldn’t know what hit him. So, in the interest of everyone’s safety, I chose clothes that would keep the gun our little secret.

			Bram was the only one of us in jeans with a white tank top tucked into them, and a black shirt unbuttoned like a jacket over the first shirt. He was wearing black 5.11 boots just like the three of us. Nicky had a black tank top with a large Hawaiian shirt in a bright pattern unbuttoned over it. The bold pattern would hide his gun, as would Bram’s black shirt—once we landed and they could get their weapons out of the checked luggage. Nicky’s thighs wouldn’t fit in most shorts, so he was wearing jean cutoffs that he’d sort of made himself. He’d gone for black slip-on Vans instead of combat boots.

			I’d known the wedding was in Florida. I’d known that the closest airport was in Key West. What I hadn’t realized was that the airport isn’t big enough for really large airplanes, so it was two seats on one side, a single seat on the other side of the aisle, and a round metal tube that was far too small for my claustrophobia. I wasn’t the only one I knew with a fear of flying, aviophobia, but I was the only one I knew with the combination of phobias. I’d thought I was getting better at flying because of how well I’d taken the flights to New Mexico and back, but this trip was teaching me that though my fear of flying might be easing through a sort of immersion therapy from all the business flights, the claustrophobia hadn’t really improved much. I’d loved small spaces until I’d had a diving accident that involved a cave underwater, in the dark. That had been the start of it, but I’d also woken up in a couple of coffins when vampires captured me and decided to save me as a snack for later. Waking up in the pitch black with a dead body beside you that you know in a few hours will come to “life” and feed on you . . . I’d earned my claustrophobia.

			I sat in the small airplane thinking this was so much better than being trapped in a dark coffin with a vampire. It was, it really was, and this plane was fully functional, not like the one that had nearly crashed with me on it a decade earlier that had given me my fear of flying. I’d been in a helicopter that crash-landed more recently, but it hadn’t made the phobia worse. It just hadn’t made it any better.

			I sat beside the window because that helped ease the claustrophobia. If only looking out and seeing clouds and the ocean so far below didn’t make the aviophobia worse. I closed my eyes and tightened my death grip on the arm of my seat. I tried not to grip Micah’s thigh quite as tight as the chair arm. I’d been holding his hand, but he’d lost feeling in his fingers, so he’d moved my hand to his jeans and the thigh underneath. On one flight I’d actually bled him through a pair of jeans, so I was really trying to monitor my grip. He shouldn’t have to bleed because I was a great big baby on planes.

			The plane shook and then hit some bumpy air, like a car hitting a rough spot in the road. With my eyes closed, my stomach rolled from the movement, so I had to open my eyes. I’d never thrown up on an airplane and I didn’t want to break that streak.

			“Anita, honey, it’s okay,” Micah said.

			I turned and looked at him. Sunlight from behind me spilled across his face, making the pupils of his eyes spiral down to a pinpoint so that the green and gold of his irises filled his eyes. They were framed by his new glasses. We’d finally persuaded him to get colored frames. They were a mix of brown and green tortoiseshell that made the green in his leopard eyes more prominent than the yellow, but maybe that was partly the forest green T-shirt he was wearing and the tan. As a human he’d had perfect eyesight, but cats, even leopards, are nearsighted, and now so was Micah. I was actually feeling better, just gazing at him, when the plane shuddered again. It sort of slid sideways as if there were ice on some invisible celestial highway. I suddenly didn’t feel well again.

			“It’s okay, Anita. It’s just a little bit of turbulence.”

			“Easy for you to say.” It sounded grumpy even to me, and I didn’t want to be grumpy at him. A few nights sleeping home in St. Louis with us had helped chase away the dark mood he’d been in about the Florida case. Some really great sex as a threesome had helped, too. I didn’t want to rain on his brighter outlook because I was being cranky.

			His smile widened, as if I hadn’t just grumped at him. “You know how I feel about your fear of flying.”

			I frowned at him because I couldn’t help it. “You sort of like that I’m afraid of it.”

			“I don’t like that you’re afraid, but that I can be brave for you is kind of nice.”

			“We could talk about work; that usually distracts me.”

			Nathaniel leaned across the aisle from the one seat on that side and said, “I like that you’re both big and brave for me, but no work talk. You promised.” He smiled and offered a hand to Micah, who took it, and between them they had enough reach to be able to hold hands across the aisle. I’d have had to squeeze Nathaniel’s hand and let it go.

			Since Nathaniel was the only one of us who didn’t have a concealed-carry permit, he didn’t have to stick with dark colors or patterns that would conceal things later, so he was wearing a pale lavender tank top, black khaki shorts, and purple jogging shoes. The tank top showed off the muscles in his shoulders and arms and the shorts managed to be tight across his ass but loose elsewhere. I wasn’t sure how the shorts managed that, but it meant that he looked great coming and going.

			“No work talk at the wedding unless something new happens with my . . . clients,” Micah said. His face was already losing some of its happiness, the tension singing down his body where I was touching him.

			“Thank you,” Nathaniel said, and lifted Micah’s hand up so he could plant a light kiss across his knuckles. Micah smiled and some of the tension eased away. I kissed him on the cheek and he turned and looked at me, smiling again.

			The announcement for landing came on, and my pulse instantly tried to climb out of my throat. It was so ridiculous that my phobia was still this bad. I clung to Micah’s thigh through his jeans, took a few deep breaths, and concentrated on controlling my breathing. He put his hand over mine, which made me look into his eyes. He smiled and there was such confidence, such surety that we were going to be fine. In the face of his calm it was hard to be afraid. He’d been my steadying force from almost the moment we met. He fit a role in my life that I hadn’t even known I needed filled, as if he’d shown up for a job I hadn’t been advertising but that I really needed someone to do.

			He leaned in to kiss me, and we were still kissing when the plane’s wheels bumped onto the tarmac. I startled away from the kiss, staring into his face from inches away, but we were on the ground and my phobia was over until the next time. The plane jerked hard, as if the pilot was shoving his foot as hard as he could on the brakes. We were thrown forward, and the brakes were still being stamped on; the plane slid a little to one side, as if we were leaving the runway.

			“It’s okay, Anita,” Micah said, “it’s a short runway. The pilot has to use the brakes.”

			My mouth was dry as I said, “Short runway; are you saying we’re going to run out of runway?”

			“No,” Micah said, gripping my hand, “we’ll be fine.”

			The plane finally shuddered to a stop.

			Bram said, “I’m betting the pilot is fresh out of the navy.”

			“Why?” Nicky asked.

			“He lands like he’s trying to put a fighter onto a carrier deck. Now, that’s a short runway.”

			I had to swallow hard to get past the dryness in my throat and to say, “Remind me to never try to land on an aircraft carrier.”

			“We’d first have to get you into a fighter jet,” Bram said and shook his head.

			“You’re right—you’d have to drug me like Mr. T from the old A-Team to get me on a fighter jet, let alone a landing more exciting than this.”

			The seat-belt sign went off and the clicks of seat belts being unbuckled filled the plane as people got to their feet and crammed themselves into the aisle. Nicky and Bram got to their feet and blocked everyone else on either side of us so that Nathaniel and Micah could get to their feet and get the carry-ons from the overhead. I got my brief bag out from under the seat and stood up, still trapped near the window. I had to bend over or I’d have bumped my head. There was more than one reason that Nicky and Bram had aisle seats, or Nathaniel for that matter.

			Nicky’s broad shoulders acted like a wall to the people filling the plane behind him. People ahead of Bram waited as near the outer door as the flight attendants would allow, while we all waited for the door to open.

			Bram got his oversize backpack settled into place and then glanced at me. “If you thought it was essential for you to get on a fighter and land on a carrier, you’d do it. No Mr. T bullshit needed.”

			“Define essential,” I said.

			“Saving lives.”

			“Oh, that essential,” I said. “Well, yeah, if you put it that way and there was absolutely no other way for me to get to where I needed to go.”

			“I hope you never have to do a carrier landing, because you would hate it, but I know you could do it if you had to.”

			“How do you know?” I asked.

			“Because you can’t let anything beat you.”

			“I was going to say because you’re just that brave, but what Bram said works,” Nathaniel said.

			I wasn’t sure what to say to all the compliments. I wanted to squirm with some vague embarrassment and wasn’t sure why. “My grandmother would have said it was because I was just that stubborn.”

			“That, too,” Micah said, and moved so I could wedge myself in beside him as the door opened and people finally got to deplane. He gave me a quick kiss before we started shuffling in line behind Bram. Nathaniel slid in behind us and Nicky brought up the rear like a movable wall. We were sandwiched between the bodyguards, safe as houses, but I was worried about Nathaniel. Micah and I could take care of ourselves, but our shared boy didn’t train as hard as we did. He didn’t need to for his job, so as we shuffled down the aisle with Bram and Nicky bookending us I felt safe enough, but for the first time my claustrophobia took a backseat to my worries about Nathaniel. The plane was a controlled environment, two guards were plenty for that, but once we were through the door into the wide world it would be anything but controlled. I was suddenly wishing we’d been able to put Rodina and Ru in the front of the plane near us, but that was silly, because we could only exit the plane one at a time. We’d wait on the tarmac for them to catch up with us, but it hit me again that I was unreasonably worried about Nathaniel’s safety. I knew it wasn’t logical, but some things aren’t about logic; they’re about feelings, and feelings are some of the most illogical things in the world.

			Bram was in the doorway, the sun so bright it made a halo around his body. I realized belatedly that sunglasses would have been a good idea. I glanced back and found that the other three men had changed to dark glasses. It was just me fumbling at the top of the stairs trying to find my glasses in the big purse/briefcase combo that a friend had talked me into buying. It was supposed to be the perfect travel bag, but as always when it came to women’s purses, it was a lie. Every purse comes with its own movable black hole that eats things and spits them back out later. Screw it. I could squint until we got inside the terminal.

		

	
		
			16

			WE WAITED ON the tarmac for Ru and Rodina to work their way free of the plane. It gave me time to fish my sunglasses out of my new purse/briefcase. R and R finally came down the stairs, laughing and looking relaxed, as if they’d enjoyed the flight. Glad someone had. They moved out to either side of us like they had at the Circus. Bram kept the front and Nicky brought up the rear. I felt like we suddenly had a sign above us that read Bodyguards! but it was probably less obvious than it felt. If it bothered Nathaniel or Micah, I couldn’t tell.

			The three of us walked hand in hand across the tarmac toward a long, low building that had large writing that read Welcome to the Conch Republic, as if we were entering a new country. As we got closer I could see there was much smaller writing saying Welcome to Key West underneath what looked to be statues above the doors leading into the airport. The statues, or whatever they were supposed to be, had what looked like parents with two kids on one side with the wife reaching out toward three people on the other side. The three were probably meant to be a family, too, but there was no mother figure, just an older man, a younger man, and a boy. The two older men were reaching out toward the woman. It was like they were trying to reach around a big thing in the middle that read 90 miles to Cuba, southernmost point. I guess everyone needs a selling point.

			“What the heck is the Conch Republic?”

			“Key West tried to secede from the Union once and even declared war on the rest of the country,” Micah said.

			“You’re kidding,” I said.

			He smiled at me, his eyes hidden behind the prescription sunglasses. “You can even get a passport from the Conch Republic. It’s not a real passport, but they still offer it.”

			“Did you learn all this on your business trips?” I asked.

			“We went on the tram tour,” Nathaniel said.

			“Was it interesting enough to do it twice?”

			“Totally,” he said, and he swung my hand in his as Micah agreed.

			“Anything the three of us can do together will be wonderful,” he said. We were all smiles and happy, but I had a thought for the big man who was bringing up our rear guard. Nicky was my lover—we loved each other, not the same way I loved the two men holding my hands, but it still felt odd to leave him out of so much. We’d all discussed this ahead of time. Nicky would be working along with Bram, which meant while he was on the job he wasn’t my lover, or Nathaniel’s bro, or anything but a bodyguard. It had to be that way, or we would have needed more guards. But I still had a moment of feeling unfair to Nicky.

			Rodina moved up so that she was behind Bram, and Ru dropped back to be with Nicky as we walked through the doors and into the airport. I glanced back at Nicky, but he was looking around the airport for danger. He was on the job; any longing looks I wanted to share needed to be aimed at Micah or Nathaniel until we were safe somewhere inside, and even then, it would depend on where we were and what was happening. He was a bodyguard first this trip, and everything else second. It had to be that way, but I still felt weird about it.

			The four bodyguards were all searching the crowd for trouble, but since most of the crowd had just gotten off the plane with us from St. Louis, they’d already looked at each of them as they boarded the plane. Bram, Nicky, Ru, and Rodina stood around us like boulders of various sizes in the middle of a river, so that the crowd flowed around us, because there were suddenly more people than our medium-small plane could have held.

			“Did another plane land ahead of us?” I asked.

			“No,” Nicky said.

			“I told you, it’s a small airport,” Micah said.

			I looked around and realized that the car-rental agencies, all three of them, were against the far wall. There was a small loop of conveyor belt that stuck out from the wall to the right, and a juice and drink bar in the middle of the room. The wall behind us, where we’d entered, was covered in advertisements and flyers for local attractions. I wondered what the Dry Tortugas were and why I would want to visit them.

			“Where’s the baggage-claim office?” I asked.

			“Far left as we come in the door, past the other luggage belt,” Bram said.

			“The luggage isn’t off-loaded yet,” Micah said. “We have time.”

			“How do you know that? Maybe they’re quick today,” I said.

			He smiled at me and shook his head. “I’ve flown in here three times in the last month and a half. It’s a small airport with a small staff. They get it all done, but you might as well start adjusting to island time.”

			“What’s island time?” I asked, instantly suspicious.

			He smiled. Nathaniel laughed and said, “I loved the laid-back attitude here, but it irritated Micah after a while and you will probably hate it.”

			“How laid-back is it?” I asked.

			“It’s island time,” Micah said.

			“What does that mean?”

			“That you better hope whoever you need didn’t blow off their job to go diving or sailing or fishing,” Bram said, and he sounded disgusted.

			“That’s not everybody,” Micah said.

			“It feels like it,” Bram said.

			“But we’re on vacation,” Nathaniel said, “so it doesn’t matter as much.”

			“If we can come up with a way to help the people that live on Kirke, I am going to do some work, Nathaniel.”

			Nathaniel’s face sobered. “I’ve seen the pictures now. If we could really help them, it would be worth sacrificing part of our first-ever vacation.”

			Micah pulled him in closer so he could give him a quick kiss. It was rare for Micah to be the one who elicited a public kiss from the other man. It brought the smile back to Nathaniel’s face like sunshine after rain, as if there should have been rainbows in his eyes from the happiness.

			“Thank you for understanding,” Micah said.

			“We’d understand better if we’d seen the pictures, too,” Rodina said.

			“It’s a need-to-know basis,” Micah said.

			“And we don’t need to know,” she said.

			“No.”

			“Nicky and Bram have seen them, Sis,” Ru said.

			“And we just have to trust them to share information with us if it’s needed?” she said.

			“Yes,” he said, and he seemed at peace with the division of labor.

			She sighed but let it go.

			“Be happy you didn’t have to see the pictures,” Nathaniel said.

			Micah and I both hugged him at the same time, and only long practice at group hugs kept us from getting in one another’s way. “I’m sorry that I had to bring more horrors into your life,” Micah said.

			“It’s for a good cause,” Nathaniel said, and then leaned back enough so he could see Micah’s face. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t want you to get dragged into work if it won’t help or it won’t change anything.” He looked serious now; not sad, but determined.

			“I will do my best.”

			Nathaniel looked suspicious.

			“I need this vacation, too,” Micah said.

			“All right, but I’m serious, Micah, and you, too,” he said, looking at me.

			“What did I do?” I asked.

			“Nothing yet, but you’re as bad as he is about work.” Nathaniel gave me a look that I guess every spouse sees eventually. It’s the I-know-you-too-well-so-don’t-even-try-to-tell-me-I’m-wrong look. We weren’t married yet, but we’d been living together for five years. Some things don’t need a wedding ring, just time.

			“I won’t apologize for my work,” I said.

			“I don’t want you to, but I do want this trip to be about the wedding and just enjoying ourselves.”

			“Micah’s work will be harder to avoid, but I’ll do my best unless bodies start dropping.”

			“Is this where someone says, ‘It’s quiet, too quiet’?” Nicky asked. I looked at him, but he was still scanning the crowd, as if he hadn’t spoken.

			“Or ‘I have a bad feeling about this’?” Bram said, and he was still looking at the milling crowd, too.

			“Don’t you start, too,” I said.

			“Who’s supposed to pick us up?” Micah asked.

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Donna said that whoever was free would be here. It wouldn’t be her or Ted,” Nathaniel said.

			“God, I hope it’s not Dixie,” I said.

			“Would I do that to you?” a man’s voice said, and then I could finally see Bernardo Spotted-Horse through the crowd.
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			HE WAS TALL, dark, and handsome, with those perfect cheekbones that only certain ethnicities would give you. His was Native American. A red tank top looked great against the perfect brown of his skin. The shirt was loose over a pair of blue jean shorts. The body that showed around the tank top and the shorts was muscular and spoke to a lot of gym work. He’d have looked even better if he had tucked the shirt into his shorts, but then the gun in the waistband of his shorts would show. How did I know he had a gun in his waistband? Because the tank top showed too much skin for a shoulder holster and the shorts showed clearly that he wasn’t wearing an ankle holster. How did I know he had a gun on him? Because it was the only explanation for the shirt being loose instead of skintight, and it was Bernardo. Also, the only way Jean-Claude had agreed to us traveling with so few bodyguards was the fact that Bernardo, Edward, and other law enforcement officers were going to be nearby for the visit. Almost all the groomsmen were either cops or military, so if anything happened, we had backup, or something like that.

			The moment I realized I wasn’t the only one in our group with a gun, a tension I hadn’t known I was carrying eased. Nicky and Bram were both great hand to hand, but one silver bullet from a distance and none of that mattered. I was really glad to see Bernardo and know that we had at least two guns.

			I may have wasted more smile on him than normal because of it.

			Nathaniel got to him first, shaking hands and then hugging at the same time, in that one-sided guy hug that seemed to scream We are not gay! as if any physical contact between friends was potentially questionable. I wasn’t a guy, so I could have given him a normal hug, but that wasn’t really the kind of friendship Bernardo and I had. We were more work friends, so I offered my hand. He shook it, wrapping his much larger hand around mine, and then he drew me into the same one-armed, awkward guy hug that he’d given Nathaniel. Except that I was five inches shorter, so my face was buried against the firmness of his chest, so it was even more awkward, but he moved me to the side like a dance move, so that awkward turned into graceful.

			I drew back and said, “We’re not on the clock; you could have just had a hug.”

			“Now you tell me,” he said, and laughed. I noticed some of our fellow passengers eyeing him covertly, or not so covertly. He was Hunger to Edward’s Death and my War. Why Hunger? Because he was so handsome that he made people hungry for him, but he couldn’t satisfy them all, so he left them wanting. I thought it was stretching the metaphor for him to be Hunger, but he had the fourth-highest kill count among the preternatural marshals, so he got to be one of the horsemen. Bernardo acted like he didn’t notice the people looking at him, but I knew he saw it; he always saw it, but he never got obnoxious about it. He was a good-looking man, he knew it, and there was nothing wrong with owning that and enjoying it. My own issues about beauty would never allow me to be that relaxed, but, hey, that was me.

			Nicky and he just shook hands and then he introduced Bram to Bernardo. I’d forgotten that they’d never met. Sometimes I forget that all the people in my various friend groups don’t know one another.

			“Bernardo, this is Micah,” I said, smiling, because again it seemed like they should have met by now.

			Bernardo shook his hand, saying, “I see you in my news feed so often, it feels like we’ve already met.” He smiled as he said it.

			Micah smiled back. “And I’ve heard so many stories about you, it feels like we should know each other.”

			Bernardo looked at Rodina and Ru, who were still watching the crowd. “But these two are new.”

			“Bernardo, this is Rosemary and Rue Erwin.” Those were the names on the passports they’d used at the airport. All the Harlequin had legal identities, though after a few hundred years, legal and real weren’t the same thing. It wasn’t like they could produce birth certificates from when they were born. Nobody was doing birth certificates before the fall of Rome.

			Rodina smiled and rolled her eyes as she held out a hand to him. “I know, terrible names, aren’t they, but Mom was seriously into gardening.” Her accent was perfect midwestern American. Her word choices were suddenly late teen, early twenty-something. She was going to play the younger side of her apparent age. I don’t know why that bugged me, but it did.

			“Hey, at least she didn’t stick you with a boy’s name the way she stuck me with a girl’s,” Rue said. The quiet, almost shy boy-man was gone, and he was a much more forceful teenage boy. I wondered if they’d pop in and out of character the way Edward did with Ted.

			Bernardo looked at me. “Babysitting, or did you bring friends for Peter?”

			I didn’t know what to say, because I sucked at subterfuge. They hadn’t done anything but use the other names until that moment, so it had caught me off guard.

			“We’ve made you unhappy again,” Rue said.

			“What do you want us to be?” Rodina asked.

			“Older,” I said.

			Nathaniel said, “You need to be old enough to get into a bar or a club.”

			“Fine,” she said and put all the teenage angst into that one word. She turned and smiled at Bernardo, and she was just suddenly older. It was subtle, but it was like a different person inhabiting her skin. It was a little disturbing.

			“Morgan Erwin, Dr. Erwin, but I say it second, so people won’t think I’m a medical doctor.”

			Bernardo shook her hand, looking a little bemused, but he’d been friends with Edward long enough to go with it. “What are you a doctor of, if not medicine?”

			“History.”

			“Do you teach?”

			“No, I was a curator of antiquities at one point.”

			“At a museum?” he asked.

			“Something like that.” She smiled sweetly as she said it but kept a certain world-weariness in her expression that helped her look older than twenty.

			Bernardo turned to Ru, held out his hand, and said, “I can’t wait to hear who you are.”

			Ru gave a wider smile than I’d ever seen on him. “Dr. Wyatt Erwin, but I’m not a medical doctor either.”

			“History?” Bernardo asked.

			“No, literature.”

			“Which means he’s spent his postcollege years asking people if they want fries with that,” Rodina said.

			Bernardo looked from one to the other of them, and then at the rest of us. “I can’t wait to hear all about what’s new in your life, Anita.”

			“I can’t wait to tell you.”

			“The luggage is starting to come through,” Nicky said.

			“Great,” I said, and I meant it. Luggage I understood. The last few minutes with our newest bodyguards, not so much.
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			WE HAD ALL the other suitcases in tow before we went to the room with the sign above it that read Luggage Claim. We showed our IDs and claimed our locked bags from the man in the room. Micah only had one gun in a lockbox with extra ammo, but the rest of us had at least one large equipment bag that was almost as long as I was tall. It took less time to get our weapons than to get our regular luggage.

			I let Nicky take one of my equipment bags so I could sling the other across one shoulder and still keep my hand free for my gun. Until we had a chance for everyone else to rearm in the parking lot or the car, Bernardo and I were still the only ones armed. As we stepped out into the blaze of sunshine outside the airport doors, it bothered me more than normal that we weren’t all armed like a platoon. At least I’d remembered to put my sunglasses on this time.

			It was just a short crosswalk to the parking lot. Apparently, Bernardo had rented an SUV just before we landed so he could chauffeur us around. “Who dropped you off?” Micah asked.

			“The hotel has a car and a driver that you can use if no one else has reserved it. They had an opening to drop me at the airport, but then they were booked for the return trip,” he said as he led the way through the open parking area and underneath a large covered area. He went directly to a white SUV without having to double-check the numbers on the parking slots. He’d scouted it before we landed.

			“Do you want to just load up the luggage and I’ll drive you to the boat?” he asked as he opened the back of the SUV.

			“Boat?” I said.

			“Didn’t anyone tell you Kirke Key is an island off the coast?”

			“Crap, they did. I just didn’t put it together.”

			He flashed a white smile in that dark face of his. “It’s not like you to miss something that obvious, Anita.”

			“It’s been a hard year.” I tried to make it light, but it didn’t come out that way.

			“I’m sorry about Domino.”

			I realized that he had met Domino on at least one case. “Thanks,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say, so I got very interested in loading the suitcase with my clothes into the open back of the SUV. He took the hint and let it go. Guy rules meant that unless I opened up, he wouldn’t push. Sometimes guy rules were exactly what I wanted.

			Nicky put his equipment bag up next to my suitcase and started unlocking it. Bram moved so the view was blocked. Rodina and Ru got the hint and helped hide the fact that Nicky was getting his handgun and belt holster out. The three of them kept looking out at the empty parking structure while Nicky armed himself. Micah moved behind the wall of bodies and let them hide him while he opened his own lockbox and got his gun out. He had an inner pants holster, because his shirt wasn’t as loose as Bernardo’s or as patterned as Nicky’s. Legally we could have armed ourselves in plain sight of the entire airport, but just because it’s legal doesn’t mean that people don’t freak out about it, so it was just polite to be circumspect about it.

			Everyone but Nathaniel put on at least one gun. Everyone but Micah and Bram added knives. Yeah, that counted me. Guns could run out of ammo, but a sharp blade was always ready.

			When we were armed, we locked the cases back up, stowed everything in the back, and could have gotten in and driven away, except I was finally ready to talk to the newest members of our merry band.

			“What’s with the pretending to be someone or something you’re not?”

			Rodina and Ru looked first at each other and then at me. “We spent most of the last thousand years as spies. It’s automatic to have a part to play,” Rodina said.

			“That won’t work this trip. You are bodyguards, period. Don’t overcomplicate it.”

			“How do we explain that we look like teenagers but you trust us enough to guard your back?”

			“We could tell the truth,” Nicky said.

			“No,” Rodina said.

			“No,” Ru said.

			“Why not?” I asked.

			“If you wish to tell people that we are older than we look, that’s fine, but we have lived in subterfuge for lifetimes, Anita. We are not ready to be completely open with strangers.” She was as serious as I’d seen her since she arrived in America.

			“What do you think, Ru?” I asked.

			“Use the names on our passports and we will be your bodyguards.” He was as serious as his sister.

			“Is it that uncomfortable for the two of you to be out as bodyguards?” Micah asked.

			“If you let us be part of your group but not obviously guarding you, then if we are attacked they will see we are delicate, young, and assume inexperienced. It would give us a few minutes’ advantage while they underestimate Ru and me.”

			“So the whole ‘let’s pretend to be doctors’ wasn’t just to be irritating and difficult?” I said.

			“We weren’t pretending on the doctor part,” she said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“We were in one city for a very long time,” Rodina said.

			“We both have several academic degrees,” Ru added.

			“Really?”

			They both nodded.

			“Is it really history and literature?” I asked.

			They nodded again.

			“Were you really a curator of antiquities?” I asked.

			“Yes.”

			“At what museum?” Micah asked.

			“The vampire council’s collection.”

			We stared at her then. “I didn’t know they had a museum,” I said.

			“It wasn’t a formal one, but vampires collect things. We keep souvenirs to remind us of the life we had, or might have had, or even souvenirs in the way that modern serial killers do.”

			“You said we, but you’re not a vampire,” Bernardo said.

			She gave him the full weight of those black eyes. “Not in the way you mean, no, but then neither is Anita.”

			“She’s human and you’re not that either.”

			“You are the marshal the other officers have named Famine or Hunger.” It wasn’t exactly a question, but he answered it with a nod.

			“Do you really believe that Anita, who the marshals named War, is human?”

			“Yes,” he said.

			“Completely human?” Rodina made it a question with the uplift of her voice.

			“I’m not sure what that means anymore,” Bernardo said.

			She smiled, and her face finally held that teasing, almost cruel edge that was her usual expression. “That is either a diplomatic answer or an honest one.”

			“It smells like the truth,” Ru said.

			The two of them looked at me in unison, which was an unnerving habit I’d almost broken them of, because it unnerved me and it bothered them that I didn’t like it. But sometimes they couldn’t help it—the habit was too ingrained.

			“We are sorry to make you uncomfortable,” Rodina said.

			“But we must find our place among you,” Ru said, finishing his sister’s thought.

			I looked at the two of them. “I guess it has been a big change for you coming to us in America.”

			“If you make us behave as Nicky and Bram do, then when we are attacked they will try to take the four of us out first,” Rodina said.

			“But if you let us hide,” Ru said, “then they may leave us unharmed long enough for us to kill them and save the three of you.”

			“You’re twins, aren’t you?” Bernardo said.

			They turned their heads to look at him as if there was one brain moving both of them. “No, we aren’t twins,” Ru said.

			“We were triplets until Ireland,” Rodina said.

			“We had a brother,” Ru said.

			“What happened to your brother?” Bernardo asked.

			“He died,” she said.

			“He sacrificed himself to save Anita,” Ru said.

			“He took a shotgun blast to the chest,” I said.

			“Rodrigo saved Anita and me,” Nathaniel said.

			Bernardo looked at him, at me, and then at what remained of the triplets. “So, you lost your brother, your triplet.”

			They nodded.

			“That’s hard.”

			“Yes,” Rodina said.

			“We miss him,” Ru said, and then he looked at me. “I’m sorry that makes you feel bad, Anita, but the grief over Rowan’s death deadens my ability to feel your pain.”

			I almost asked who Rowan was, but Rodina said, “Rosemary, Rowan, and Rue Erwin were our names.”

			She didn’t want me to use Rodrigo’s name any more than her real one. He was dead and she still wanted to help him hide his identity. It was a level of hiding in plain sight that I would never understand, but I didn’t have to understand it, not really.

			“We’ll need a cover story that makes more sense than either of the ones you told Bernardo in the airport,” I said.

			Rodina smiled at me and then Ru echoed it. “Thank you, our queen.”

			“First of all, you can’t call me that on this trip. It’ll give everything away.”

			“As our queen wishes,” Ru said. For a second I thought he might be joking, but he wasn’t.
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			THE SUV LOOKED big until we tried to stuff all of us in it. Nicky rode shotgun because his shoulders squeezed us in the backseat, though since we had to unfold two extra seats just in front of the luggage, weren’t they the backseat, and Micah and I were in the middle seat? Rodina and Nathaniel squeezed in the backest seats. Micah was pressed between me and Ru. Bram managed to get his six-foot-plus body folded between me and the door. There was a bodyguard for each of us so that if someone tried to hijack the car, everyone could be covered.

			Bernardo drove out of the parking area and we’d barely turned onto the next small road when the ocean was suddenly visible, shining and spreading out toward the horizon. I’d seen the ocean on the West Coast, up and down the East Coast, and in Ireland, but I’d never seen ocean that was this blue. It was aquamarine, turquoise, pale sapphire, as if God had ground up jewels and turned them into water.

			“Wow,” I said, “I’ve never seen water that color before.”

			“It gets even prettier as we drive up toward the Middle Keys,” Bernardo said. He turned left, and I watched the shining water dotted with sailboats and motorboats, though some of them looked big enough to be called something else. How big does a boat have to be before you call it a ship?

			I settled back in the curve of Micah’s arm and the back of the seat and looked out at my first Caribbean blue ocean. I suddenly felt like we really were on a vacation. We weren’t on the road long before we turned left again onto the Overseas Highway, U.S. Route 1. “It’s the only highway in the Keys,” Bernardo said.

			“Must make it hard to get lost,” I said. Small trees had closed around the highway, but even without the ocean visible you wouldn’t have mistaken it for the Midwest or either coast. I wasn’t sure what kind of trees were hugging the road, but they were unique enough that it felt foreign, as if it weren’t America anymore, but someplace new. The short trees vanished, and now there was ocean on either side of the road, though one side was an overall pale turquoise green, and on the other side of the road it was as if the water was striped, pale turquoise, and then so many shades of blue, from sky blue to royal blue, cobalt, and finally a navy blue that was almost black. The darkest blue reminded me of Jean-Claude’s eyes, and I was sad that he wasn’t here.

			“The darkest blue looks like Jean-Claude’s eyes,” Nathaniel said from behind us.

			I turned so I could see him as I said, “I was thinking the same thing.”

			“Even if he was with us, he could never see the ocean looking like this,” Micah said.

			I turned back to look at him, pressed so close to him that I had to move my head back to focus on his face. “What do you mean?”

			“Sunlight,” he said. “It doesn’t look like this at night.”

			“Oh,” I said, “I knew that. I mean, I know, but . . .”

			“But you forgot anyway,” he said, hugging me with the one arm around my shoulders and kissing me gently on the cheek.

			Bernardo said, “Did you forget that Jean-Claude was a vampire?”

			“Not exactly,” I said. It seemed terribly sad that Jean-Claude could never see the ocean spread out to either side of the highway in shades of blue and green, shining in the sunlight.

			“He could see it on a video,” Nathaniel said.

			I turned to give him a smile. “We could take a video and send it to him.”

			“And pictures,” Micah said, smiling.

			I nodded and cuddled my face against his.

			“You’re really going to miss him,” Bernardo said.

			I looked up from Micah to see Bernardo looking at us in the rearview mirror. “Why do you sound surprised?” I asked.

			He glanced back at the road and then back at us. “I see how you are with Micah and Nathaniel and I just don’t know how there’s more room for anyone else.”

			“I figured of all people you’d understand being attracted to multiple people at once,” I said.

			I caught his grin in the mirror before he turned back to watching the road. “I can be attracted to a lot of women at the same time. It’s one of the reasons I’ve never been married. Monogamy just didn’t seem reasonable when the world is full of so many beautiful, funny, smart women.”

			“Thanks for adding the funny and smart part,” I said.

			He laughed. “I don’t just go for looks all the time.”

			“Just most of the time,” I said.

			“You really don’t have room to throw stones at my glass house, Anita.” He was still laughing as he said it, but I think he meant it.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

			Micah hugged me a little tighter. “Honey, you don’t date unattractive people.”

			“You date people because you find them attractive,” I said.

			“Belle Morte would be happy with the men and most of the women in your life, Anita,” Rodina said.

			“And she collects only the fairest of them all,” Ru said.

			“They can’t all be the fairest of them all,” I said, glancing at him where he sat on the other side of Micah. I don’t know if my irritation showed on my face or if he could feel it.

			“I’m sorry if that offended you, my queen.”

			“It didn’t offend me, Ru. It just didn’t make me happy.”

			“All I know is that you are unhappy with me and I would do anything to make you happy once more.”

			“Don’t say anything,” I said.

			“But it is the truth.”

			Nicky spoke from the front seat. “Anita tries not to think about what it means that we are her Brides.”

			“Wait,” Bernardo said, “I knew Nicky was your Bride, but are you saying that Ru is, too?”

			“And me,” Rodina said from behind us.

			“So you’re both part of the poly group?” Bernardo asked.

			“No,” Rodina said.

			“Not yet,” Ru said.

			I leaned around Micah and glared at Ru. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			“We are your Brides. That means that we serve you in any way necessary or desired by you.”

			“I get that; so what?”

			“It’s okay, Anita,” Micah said, stroking his hand down my bare arm the way you’d soothe a horse or a dog.

			“Do you want them to be part of our polycule?” I asked, glaring at him, because my confusion was turning into anger and any target would do.

			“No, I really don’t, no insult to either of them, but there are so many people in our poly group now that it’s hard to know how to take care of all of them.”

			“Then why are you trying to soothe me, after what Ru said?”

			“He’s your Bride. Doesn’t that mean that he’s supposed to be willing to do anything for you?”

			“Yeah, but I didn’t ask him to feed the ardeur with me. He’s just here as security.” I sounded angry, even to me.

			“If that is all you need from me, then I am happy to be of service,” Ru said, leaning around Micah so he could see my face more clearly.

			“I just need you to protect Nathaniel, Micah, and me; that’s it.”

			“Of course,” Ru said.

			“We have guarded queens before you and we will guard queens after you,” Rodina said.

			Nicky said, “Is that a threat?”

			“No, just the truth. Before our first evil queen died, I thought we would guard her all our days. It has left me with doubts about the permanence of anything, or anyone.”

			“The queen is dead, long live the queen,” Ru said.

			“And that’s not a threat?” I asked.

			He looked surprised, but then his face went back to unreadable blankness, which seemed to be his most common expression. “We would never threaten our dark queen.”

			“I’m not even sure we’re capable of threatening Anita,” Rodina said.

			I glanced behind me at her. “What does that mean, Rodina?”

			“We must take care of you. We are compelled by your emotions more than our own. If you are unhappy, it is almost a physical pain until you are happy once more.”

			“You are a pain in my ass a lot of the time, and that makes me unhappy.”

			“I told you, Anita, I like being a pain in the ass. I even like the pain when you’re unhappy with me sometimes.”

			“Why?” Micah asked, glancing at her.

			“I think it helps me mourn our brother. I want to hurt, maybe even need to hurt, while I mourn.”

			“I do not enjoy pain,” Ru said.

			“I’d have totally pegged you for the submissive and Rodina as the dominant,” I said.

			“You should know not to judge people like that, Anita. So many of us don’t wear our kinks on our sleeves the way that Nathaniel and Nicky do. You don’t.”

			“We are not talking about our kinky preferences in the car like this,” I said.

			“Does Mr. Spotted-Horse not know your preferences by now?” Ru asked.

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.

			“Both of you like beautiful lovers, you are polyamorous, and he stated that he wasn’t monogamous. Why have you not explored the possibilities of each other? Since you work together, being lovers would be practical; it would help you feed the ardeur while you are being a marshal.”

			I studied his face, because he was so serious. “I can’t argue with your reasoning, but I’m just not that practical.”

			“I would say you are one of the most ruthlessly practical people I have ever met,” Ru said.

			“Do I say thank you or I’m sorry?”

			“Neither. I am your Bride; you owe me no explanations.”

			“You say that, but you don’t seem to mean it,” Micah said.

			“I do not know what you mean, my king.”

			“You say that Anita owes you nothing, but you want things from her and you want her to give them to you.”

			“What do I want from our new queen?”

			“To belong,” Micah said, looking into Ru’s face from inches away.

			“We belong to the Harlequin,” Rodina said.

			“But the Harlequin belong to Jean-Claude and Anita.”

			“Yes, which means so do we,” Ru said.

			“No,” Rodina said, “we belong to each other, Little Brother.” She was angry; it spilled around the edges of her words and began to trickle energy through the car.

			“If you lose control and bring Anita’s beasts, I will be pissed at you,” Nicky said.

			“I do not want to raise her beasts.”

			“Then control yourself.”

			“What’s wrong, Rod . . . Morgan?” Nathaniel asked.

			“Our Nimir-Raj is right; we wish to belong, truly belong. We are lost without our brother. He was my right hand, as Ru is my left. I feel amputated from the person I was, the life I thought we were living. I would give almost anything to have Rowan here in this car helping protect you all. I miss his smile, that look of evil mischief in his eyes.”

			“You are mourning someone I would have killed for what he did to Domino.”

			“We think that’s partially why he sacrificed himself at the fight in Wicklow,” Ru said.

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“He was your Bride. We can feel what you are feeling most of the time. We all knew you meant to kill him when you had the chance. We all felt your hatred and loathing of what he had done to your tiger.”

			“He knew you would never let him leave Ireland alive. We all knew it,” Rodina said.

			“I won’t apologize for wanting to avenge Domino.”

			“We are not asking that of you; we would never ask that of you,” she said.

			“Then what are you asking?” Micah said in a calm voice.

			“Let us mourn our brother, and stop hating us for it.”

			“I don’t hate you for mourning your brother,” I said. “I hate you a little because you remind me of him, and, no, I can’t forgive what he did to Domino and me.”

			“He’s dead, Anita. He gave his life to save yours. As revenge goes it’s quite complete,” she said.

			I turned in Micah’s arms, so I could see her sitting there beside Nathaniel. “No, that’s not revenge. Revenge would have been plunging a sword into his lungs and heart the way he did to Domino. Revenge would have been killing him myself!” I felt the first stirrings inside me of my beasts. It forced me to start doing my breathing exercises. I had to be more in control than this—I had to be—or the beasts inside me would rise to the bait of my rage and try to tear me apart.

			Nathaniel reached out to me and I moved in Micah’s arms so I could take his hand. If Rodrigo hadn’t sacrificed himself, Nathaniel could have died in Ireland. I hated that the same person had done something so evil and something so good. It messed with my head and my heart. The moment Nathaniel touched me I felt calmer; the anger was still there, but it was muted. I was glad to be touching my two men, glad to be driving with them on our first-ever vacation together with the ocean spilling out on either side of the road like some impossibly beautiful postcard. I was happy for all that, so very happy, but I still regretted not having killed Rodrigo myself. Was that crazy, sociopathic, psychotic? Maybe? But it was still how I felt, and one thing I’d learned in therapy was that you had to own your feelings, all of them. You didn’t have to act on them, but you had to acknowledge them. Buried feelings always found a way to uncover themselves. You could do it voluntarily and have some control over it, or you could stuff them down into the darkest part of your psyche and give your inner demons new ammunition to use against you. I was really trying not to do that anymore.

			I said the truth out loud in a voice that was so strained and careful it almost didn’t sound like me. “I hate that I owe Nathaniel’s life to the same person who killed Domino. I hate that all I can see when I look at the two of you is him. I hate that I’m still so freaked-out about almost losing Nathaniel in Ireland. I hate that I can’t seem to let go of it all and just move forward. It makes me feel weak and stupid.”

			“You are not weak, or stupid,” Micah said, kissing my cheek while I glared at Rodina.

			“I will honor your candor with my own, because Ru and I have not had so much truth aimed at us in centuries. It is most refreshing,” she said, but the word refreshing had some bite to it, like an angry echo, as if I wasn’t the only one holding my inner demons back.

			“Sister,” Ru began, but she waved him silent and he allowed it.

			“I want to hate you for what you did to the three of us. I blame you for my brother’s death and I want to hate you for that, too. I want to hate you, Anita Blake, but I cannot. Your magic prevents it. Instead of being able to hate you, I am forced to care about your feelings. It causes me physical pain when you are unhappy, especially if that unhappiness is with Ru and me. You have bound us to you for eternity, or until we die saving you, or you kill us as a whim.”

			“I’m not very whimsical.”

			She made a sound that was part laughter and part exasperation. “Well, that is the naked truth. Seldom have I met anyone less full of whimsy than you, our would-be queen.”

			“So you’re both safe,” Nathaniel said, and he hugged Rodina, just a quick, friendly hug, but I felt my eyes narrow.

			Micah hugged me and turned me to kiss him; maybe he noticed my reaction to their hug. “You and I are the two least whimsical people I have ever met.”

			“I have to be whimsical enough for all three of us,” Nathaniel said, smiling.

			We reached out over the back of the seat and he had to stop hugging Rodina so that he could hold both our hands. The three of us rode like that, awkwardly holding hands over the seat, as the ocean stretched out on either side of the highway, and I wished that we were heading to our wedding instead of Edward’s. If we could have gotten Jean-Claude down here to stand in the sunlight with us, a wedding by the ocean sounded perfect.
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			THE HIGHWAY DROPPED low enough that the trees blocked the view and the water actually lapped the edges of the road, in the roots of the mangroves and other trees that I didn’t know the names of. It bothered me that I didn’t know what all the plants and trees were called. I’d have to get a plant identification book, just so I’d know what I was looking at. Yes, we had eventually stopped gazing into one another’s eyes and started looking at the scenery again.

			“You guys didn’t tell me how beautiful it was here,” I said as the highway started to rise again over one of the many bridges that spanned from one island to another. I’d known theoretically that the Keys were a series of islands, but I hadn’t expected that they would seem like islands. I think I’d thought each one would be bigger, or maybe I’d just never been anywhere that the ocean was so present.

			“We figured it would be more fun to just bring you, since we knew the wedding was coming up,” Micah said. He raised my hand to kiss the back of it.

			“You already feel more relaxed, and we just got here,” Nathaniel said.

			I turned around so I could see the smile I heard in his voice. It was worth turning around for. With the dark glasses hiding his eyes, it helped me see just how great a smile it was, though his hair had escaped the ponytail again and was falling around his face. The bright sunlight brought out more of the red in his auburn hair. I fought to just enjoy how great he looked in that moment, and not think about why his hair was short. Why couldn’t I let that go?

			He touched his hair, putting it behind his ear; he’d felt some of what I was feeling in that moment, what I was thinking. We all worked to stay behind our metaphysical shields with one another, but some of it leaked over. He was my moitié bête, my leopard to call, which meant we were closer than just lovers. I felt that he was sad, not because his hair was short, but because it made me sad.

			“I’m sorry that it bothers me this much,” I said.

			He reached out to touch my face. “I love that I know what you’re feeling, Anita; never apologize for that.”

			“And the rest of us don’t have any idea what you were thinking, only that you were sad about it,” Rodina said, her tone somewhere between disdainful and fighting not to be angry.

			I looked into her dark eyes and said, “And I can’t feel what you’re feeling at all.”

			“No, because we are only your Brides; we feel your emotions, your desires, your needs, but you know nothing of our internal landscape.”

			“You’re right, we just have to muddle through like every other person on the planet and actually talk to each other about what we’re thinking and feeling.”

			The car slowed down. I looked back to the road because I thought we were stopping. When we kept creeping forward I looked for a car accident or something else to take us from sixty to about thirty miles per hour.

			Bernardo answered before any of us could ask. “It’s the Key deer sanctuary. You have to drive very slowly through here or the cops will give you a ticket.”

			“What’s so special about deer in the Keys?” I asked.

			“They’re a different species, or subspecies,” Bernardo said.

			“They’re really tiny,” Nathaniel said.

			I turned to look at him. “How tiny?”

			“Look to the right,” Micah said.

			I looked where he pointed and there were two deer beside the road. Nathaniel was right; they were tiny compared to any deer I’d ever seen. They couldn’t have been any bigger than a German shepherd, maybe half the size of a white-tailed deer. I turned as the car crept past them. They were watching the traffic with big, dark eyes, their ears twitching back and forth.

			“They’re so pretty,” I said.

			“Too small for much meat,” Rodina said.

			“Are you just trying to spoil the moment?” Nathaniel asked her.

			“It’s just the truth,” she said.

			“If you can’t be positive, then just stop talking,” he said to her.

			She looked surprised that he’d spoken to her like that. Maybe she’d thought that his flirting with her had meant more than it had. Hell, I’d wondered about it myself, but his body posture, his whole attitude toward her, let me know that it was just his usual flirting. He’d probably started out as a flirt, but years of working at Guilty Pleasures had made flirting almost an automatic reflex. Rodina was learning that it hadn’t meant anything to Nathaniel except a little fun.

			“This is the first time the three of us have ever gone on a trip together. I know you’re in mourning for your brother, and I really am sorry for that—I know what it means to lose a brother—but if you’re going to rain all over Anita’s happy moments, then we need to send you home and fly in someone else that can do their job without letting their feelings get in the way,” Nathaniel said.

			She stared at him for a second, openmouthed. Rodina had made the mistake that a lot of people did with Nathaniel: She’d just seen the flirtatious pretty boy, the stripper who managed to sleep his way to the top of the local food chain.

			She closed her mouth and sank back into that blank face that all the really old ones could manage. “I can do my job.”

			“Great,” he said, and that was that. He flashed me a smile and said, “We drove through the sanctuary on the way back to the airport and saw more of the deer. They came right up to the car, begging for treats.”

			“There are signs all over warning you not to feed the deer,” Micah said.

			“The deer came right up to the car windows, totally expecting that we’d give them something,” Nathaniel said. His face was shining with the memory of it.

			“I’d love to see more of the deer,” I said.

			“We’ll come back, but no guarantees on seeing deer,” Micah said.

			“I understand, but, hey, at least I got to see two of them.”

			A sign let us know that we were leaving the Key deer area and we could go from forty-five miles per hour to whatever the actual speed limit was. I’d been so busy watching the scenery and gazing into my sweeties’ faces that I hadn’t kept track of it. I looked at the back of Nicky’s head. He was working, and he was not my sweetie when he was on the job, but it was a little weird to be so up close and personal with Micah and Nathaniel and not touch Nicky at all.

			I reached up to touch the back of his neck where his hair met the bare skin of his newly shortened haircut. He responded by turning and smiling at me but said, “It’s okay, Anita, I don’t feel left out.”

			“Okay, just checking.”

			He smiled a little wider. “And that is one of the reasons I’m okay with it.”

			If he had been closer I’d have kissed him, but since he was on the job he might not have allowed it, and nothing is quite as disheartening as offering someone a kiss and having it refused.

			“We still need a cover story for R and R,” Nicky said.

			“Whatever story you want to use, think of it fast because we’re about ten minutes away from the marina and the boat to the island,” Bernardo said.

			I voted for the truth, but I was outvoted. Jean-Claude and I were accused of wanting to be dictators. That wasn’t our goal, but every once in a while a little dictatorship didn’t sound so bad.
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			THE MARINA DIDN’T look that different from ones I’d seen with my family as a kid when we visited relatives on the Great Lakes, but the Great Lakes didn’t have palm trees or the ocean spreading out to the horizon like a Caribbean island wet dream. The boat that would take us to the island was at the end of the row closest to the open ocean. We shouldered the bags like we had in the airport and headed down the wooden walkway with Bernardo leading the way. The walkway was wide enough for two of us to walk abreast, but no more, so Rodina and Ru had to walk in front and behind, one trailing Bram and the other following Nicky. The three of us were still in the middle of our bodyguard sandwich. A man’s voice called out, “Hey, Bernardo, let me help with the bags.”

			I had so many taller people in front of me that I couldn’t see the man who was being helpful until Bernardo and Rodina were on the boat, with Bram standing at the end of the wharf so he could keep an eye on us. The man who was helping stow the bags was under thirty with brown curls turned gold from the sun and a tan everywhere that I could see around his white T-shirt and khaki shorts. The T-shirt had a small logo over the pocket that matched the design on his white slip-on boat shoes. When he turned around there was a slogan on the back: Marry Me on Kirke Key, Florida.

			Micah’s phone rang as I was handing my first equipment bag to Bernardo on the boat. He let Nathaniel move ahead of him in the queue as he said, “Christy, what’s wrong?”

			I had no idea who Christy was, so I let Nicky hand over my other equipment bag and then took Bernardo’s hand to step from wharf to boat. The uniformed man was named Roberto, though he looked more like a Chad, or maybe a Ken for Malibu Barbie, but Hispanic came in a lot more colors than most people realized.

			“We’re about to get on the boat for Kirke,” Micah answered to the mystery woman on the phone. “Damn,” he said.

			The tone of voice made Nathaniel say, “No work—you promised.”

			“Hold on a minute, Christy.” He hit the button that put her on hold and turned to Nathaniel.

			I let Nicky help me out of the boat and back to stand beside them. “What’s up, Micah?” I asked.

			“Christy’s husband is one of the pictures I showed you. He’s drunk at a bar, too drunk to drive home safely, and he’s fighting not to change.”

			“Stupid; drinking lowers your inhibitions,” Nathaniel said.

			“Christy says she’s called everyone else that could go to him. She remembered that we were arriving today, so she called.”

			“No, Micah,” Nathaniel said.

			“He’ll be outed if he shifts, Nathaniel.”

			“He shouldn’t have gotten piss-faced drunk in a public place.”

			“I’m going to have to agree with Nathaniel on this one,” I said.

			“Christy is pregnant on full bed rest. It’s why she can’t go get him herself.”

			“You’re afraid that she’ll go get him, if we don’t,” I said.

			“I’ve met her husband. Andy was drinking to self-medicate. It actually can help them not change form if you can keep the drunk to a certain level.”

			“It doesn’t help our form of lycanthropy at all,” Nathaniel said.

			“It does seem to help them, but Andy has gone from being a functional alcoholic to being . . .”

			“A drunk,” Nathaniel finished for him.

			“Yes,” Micah said.

			“No, Micah, just no. It’s not your problem. It’s not our problem.”

			“The snakes that his body changes into are venomous, and non-native to this country.”

			“Jesus,” I said, “there won’t be antivenom for it if they bite one of the people in the bar.”

			“People could die,” Micah said.

			“So, if I say, no, don’t go, and his snakes bite someone and they die, somehow it’s my fault for wanting to protect our time together.”

			“I didn’t say that,” Micah said.

			“But you can save the day, and everyone will be safe,” Nathaniel said.

			“That’s the hope.”

			“Damn it,” Nathaniel said, “go save them.”

			Micah moved to kiss him, and Nathaniel actually turned away from him. Micah’s face fell, and my stomach tightened into a hard knot. I did not want this fight, not now, not at the beginning of our trip together. Nathaniel’s anger trickled along my skin and through my head, cracking our careful metaphysical distance. He was furious. I wasn’t sure I’d ever felt him so angry at us.

			He took a deep breath, let it out slow, and then hugged Micah. “I love you, damn it.”

			“I love you, too,” Micah said, his face concerned as he pressed himself into the hug.

			Nathaniel kissed him and then turned to me. “I love you both.”

			“We love you lots,” I said, and for the first time I wasn’t sure about moving in for a hug or a kiss.

			He shook his head and then grabbed me, pulling me into an embrace. I let myself relax against his body, the strength of his arms, the solidness of his chest against mine. I buried my face against the side of his neck, breathing in the vanilla scent of him. A piece of his hair tickled along my cheek, and I felt that poignant sense of loss for his longer hair, and for just . . . for surety, for a surety that I could never have. You can say all the vows you want, but they mean that death does us part, and anger, misunderstandings, much smaller things than death, can part you from people. I leaned into his body, his strength, him, even though I could still feel the tension of his anger behind the shields that he’d put back in place hard and tight so we could touch and I wouldn’t know how angry he still was at me.

			We kissed and I said, “I’m sorry.”

			“But not so sorry you won’t go save the day,” he said.

			I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just looked at him as he drew back from the kiss.

			“I’m sorry you’re mad.”

			He nodded. “I know. Now, go and help Micah.”

			I wanted to say more, to apologize, or to make things all right between us before we left, but I didn’t have any words to make this okay. I’d learned that sometimes when words can’t make it better, just stop talking and do something, so I did.

			“Hand up my equipment bags,” I said.

			“I’ll just take Bram with me.”

			“No, you’ll take Anita with you. She’s got a badge and you don’t. If the worst happens and you’re there with him, you’ll get dragged in for questioning at the least,” Nathaniel said.

			“He’s right,” Nicky said. “They’re small towns. They don’t get a lot of lycanthrope-related crime.”

			Bernardo handed a bag up to Nicky. “Where are you going with all your gear?”

			“No time to explain, just got to grab and go,” I said.

			Bernardo stepped from the boat back to the wharf. “Okay, let’s go.”

			“No, Bernardo,” Micah said.

			“I heard Nathaniel say that Anita is coming because she has a badge; well, two badges are better than one.” He lifted the hem of his oversize tank top to flash the badge tucked into his belt.

			“There isn’t time to argue. Let’s go,” Micah said, heading back down the wharf. Bram fell into step behind him. Bernardo went with them. I turned back to Nathaniel. He kissed me and then turned me around. “Go with him. I’ll be fine with R and R.”

			Micah yelled, “Anita, are you coming?”

			“Coming!” Nicky and I got our equipment bags and started moving with purpose toward the SUV. The others were already getting into the vehicle. We heard the engine start. Nicky started running toward them; if my big equipment bag bothered him, it didn’t show. Within a few steps, I was cursing the bag I was carrying, but it was the purse on my other shoulder that really made me curse. If I could have remembered everything in it, I’d have left it with Nathaniel. The purse slipped down my arm until it was damn near tangling in my legs. I shifted it so I was carrying the strap balled up in my free hand, because it wouldn’t stay on my shoulder with the other bag already taking up most of my back. I’d packed for airport travel, not for running to the rescue. Silly me.
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			THE BAR HAD a cheerful sign that read Herbie’s Chowder House, complete with a cartoon fish that seemed to be fishing for itself. Herbie’s looked cheerful, but the location looked as if it was in the middle of nowhere on the side of the road, maybe because of the overgrown vacant lot beside it. It wasn’t overgrown with just weeds either, but with tropical-looking trees and underbrush, as if it had been vacant a long time. The bar sat right beside Highway 1, the main road through the Keys, so it wasn’t as middle of nowhere as it seemed. I guess in the Keys there wasn’t a lot of choice about where to put things, but the building managed to seem convenient for drive-by customers and isolated all at the same time. The gravel parking lot out front was so full we had trouble finding a place to park.

			“It’s just past noon; isn’t that too early for a full bar?” I said.

			“Some people use their vacations as an excuse to drink,” Bernardo said.

			“Some people travel to paradise to fall into a bottle,” Bram said.

			“That, too,” Bernardo agreed.

			We’d all talked ourselves out of putting on body armor, but I had put on a loose T-shirt over my tank top so that I could put on the custom-made knife sheath that went down along my spine and then attached with straps to my belt. The original had been part of a shoulder rig for guns, but I’d finally had a second made so I could carry my largest knife more regularly, and my regular carry for guns had become a waist holster or inner pants holster, depending on how concealed I wanted to carry.

			“I’m still amazed you can carry a blade longer than your forearm and no one ever sees it,” Bernardo said.

			“As long as my hair is down it hides the hilt.”

			We all made small adjustments to our weapons, or at least touched some of them, before we got out of the car. It becomes automatic to flex your body or lightly touch to make sure that none of your weapons has shifted out of place. The trick is never to do it where people can see you, because nothing gives away the fact that you’re carrying a gun like touching it to adjust it. We got out of the car with everything settled in place and threaded our way through the cars.

			“Remember that thanks to Jean-Claude’s vampire marks, I’m poison-proof, so if anyone has to wade into the snakes, it has to be me.”

			“Lycanthropes are poison-proof, too,” Nicky said.

			“Since this may be some ancient type of snake, let’s not test how proof you and Micah are, okay?”

			“I’m your bodyguard, remember.”

			“I remember, and I’m in love with you. I’d really rather not lose you over some macho bit of grandstanding, okay?”

			Nicky gave a small smile and said, “You’re the boss.”

			Micah said, “Bernardo stays completely away from the snakes.”

			Bernardo raised his hands in a sort of push-away gesture. “As the token human, I’ll let you guys wrestle the deadly snakes.”

			Bram opened the door first like a good bodyguard, so that if the noon drunks got out of hand, they’d attack him first. I figured since no one was screaming or saying what the fuck that Andy hadn’t changed into snakes yet. It was good to be in time to prevent tragedy, rather than just cleaning up after it.

			The bar surprised me by being brightly lit and painted white, with the bar against the left-side wall and small, high tables against the right. Small family groups were having lunch at the tables. Either the licensing laws were different in Florida than in St. Louis, or everyone was ignoring them. I guessed if the kiddies weren’t drinking the liquor from Dad’s and Mom’s glasses, we were good.

			“Cheerful,” I said.

			“Food smells good, too,” Bernardo said.

			He was right. If I hadn’t eaten on the plane, I’d have been more interested. Micah said, “There he is.” We followed him and Bram farther into the room, starting toward the bar proper. I couldn’t tell which of the hunched figures was our guy yet. One person drinking looks a lot like another.

			A woman wearing the bar’s logo on her T-shirt came toward us smiling. “We have bigger tables in the other dining room, or did you want to sit at the bar? I think we can just fit you all in.”

			“Sorry, we’re here to give a friend a ride home, but we’ll definitely keep your place in mind for later,” Micah said, smiling.

			She did an eye slide toward the bar. “Are you here for Andy?”

			“I take it he’s a regular,” Micah said.

			“Getting to be,” she said. She looked back at the bar with her hostess smile fading around the edges. This wasn’t a bar bar; it was a restaurant that had a bar in it, which meant that they would be even less happy with serious drinkers than a normal bar. I wondered if Andy had gotten thrown out of his usual bar, since he was only “getting to be” a regular here.

			“He’s the dark-haired one on the end,” Micah said.

			Bram moved ahead of Micah. There really wasn’t a lot of room between the middle tables and the bar, so I went between the two rows of tables to come into the bar area from the other side, with Nicky trailing behind me. Bernardo stayed at the door. We were getting glances from some of the restaurant patrons because we weren’t acting like normal tourists; we were acting like potential trouble.

			Micah was talking softly to the man by the time Nicky and I were on his other side. Two of the men at the bar got up with their drinks in hand, looking more at Nicky than at anybody else. People who didn’t know how to fight and were just impressed with size always looked at him first. He was like camouflage for the rest of us, unless people were trained enough to know what they were looking at.

			The man we were trying to save just sat there as if nothing had changed. He was darkly tanned, with short black hair that looked coarse even from a distance. He huddled over his drink like it was the most important thing in the world, and maybe it was to him. His wife was on bed rest with their unborn baby in her body, and he was here drinking. Addicts only love their addiction. If you believe anything else, you’re lying to yourself.

			I was on the other side of Andy now. I could see the bloodshot eyes, the unshaven face that could pretend it was a beard, but he’d just stopped shaving. At least he didn’t smell as unkempt as he looked; since we were going to be in a car with him, I appreciated that.

			I could hear Micah’s voice now. “Do you really want Christy to get out of bed and lose your baby?”

			“No,” the man said in a voice that sounded like he had gravel in his throat. I didn’t know if he wasn’t used to talking or if he’d screamed himself hoarse. He looked up at me as if he’d just noticed I was there. “Who’s this?”

			“My fiancée,” Micah said.

			“Congratulations,” he said, and that seemed to get him up on his feet, as if just the social niceties made him think to be nicer. Hey, if social conditioning works in our favor, I’m all for it.

			Andy swayed enough that Micah and I each caught an arm. Micah kept Andy’s arm on the way to the door, so he didn’t bump into things like the ball in a drunken pinball game. Bram came next and Nicky and I brought up the rear. Bernardo held the door and out we went.

			Bernardo drove, and after some discussion Micah took the passenger seat, because if the two bodyguards were going to have to risk one of their primaries, they didn’t want to risk both of us. Since I was doubly protected from venom with lycanthropy and vampire marks, I got to sit beside Andy. The fact that Micah let me win the argument was one of the reasons I loved him. It was logical that I sit beside the potential danger, but a lot of men would have rather risked their lives than concede it. Bram and Nicky had their own moment of who would sit on the other side of Andy. Bram finally won by saying, “My shoulder span is smaller; we just fit better with you against the door.”

			Andy let Bram buckle him in for safety, but then he slumped forward, and I thought he’d passed out, which was fine with me. I didn’t think he was going to be a great conversationalist. Most drunks aren’t. They think they are, but they aren’t.

			We were almost back to the turnoff to the wharf when Andy startled awake. He looked at Bram and at me and he didn’t know where he was, or remember how he’d gotten here. “Who are you? Why am I here? No! No! Let me out!”

			He reached past me for the door handle; I pushed his hand away from it. He seemed to think we’d kidnapped him. He lashed out with big fists, but we were trained, he wasn’t, and he was drunk; no one is good drunk. Bram pinned his arm and I got the other arm in an elbow lock, putting just enough pressure to make him tap out and stop fighting. I felt the skin change texture and had time to let go of his arm, and then it was a nest of snakes that just happened to come out of his shirtsleeve. The pictures hadn’t done it justice. I was sitting next to a bouquet of green-scaled, hissing, fang-baring snakes. I went from zero to terrified. Even if you like snakes, you don’t want surprise snakes that close to you. I screamed. Micah yelled, “Anita!”

			“I will kill you!” Andy screamed. “I will kill you all!”

			Some of the heads were hissing in different directions like they were covering us all. Two of them reared back to strike at me, and I punched Andy in the face from inches away with as much force as I’d used against anyone in a long time.

			He slumped forward, unconscious, and the snakes vanished into just his arm again. “Fuck,” Bram said softly. I don’t think I’d ever heard him use that word before.

			“Did anyone get bit?” Micah asked.

			“No. I mean, not me,” I said.

			“I’m good,” Bram said.

			“Is Andy alive?” Micah asked.

			I looked at the unconscious man and was suddenly afraid for a different reason. I started searching for the big pulse in his neck. Nicky said, “I can hear his heart; he’s still alive.”

			“Is his neck broken?” Micah asked.

			I stopped fishing for a pulse and said, “I didn’t hit him that hard.”

			“You hit him pretty hard.”

			“It was a good punch,” Bram said.

			“He startled me,” I said.

			“He startled us all,” Bernardo said. He glanced in the rearview mirror. The rest of us looked at the unconscious man.

			“Did I really hit him hard enough to worry about spinal injuries?”

			“If he was human, you’d have snapped his neck,” Nicky said.

			“I didn’t mean to do that.”

			“We need to find more humans for you to work out with, so you can modify your strength better,” Bram said.

			I stared at the slumped man between us. “Is their kind of lycanthrope harder to hurt, just like us?”

			“Not just like us, but, yes, they’re tougher than human-normal,” Micah said.

			“Good to know,” I said.

			Andy groaned and moved enough to let us know everything still worked. I was so relieved that I was almost nauseous. I hadn’t meant to hurt him, just to protect us. Andy didn’t wake up or come to, though, which was probably just as well. Bram and Nicky carried him on board the boat after we’d stowed all our gear. Roberto—the boat driver, captain, or whatever—said, “Thanks for getting Andy, Mr. Callahan.”

			“He changed in the car. If he’d done that at the bar, people could have gotten hurt.”

			“There were kids in the restaurant,” I said.

			Roberto looked at the unconscious man. “Andy’s burned his bridges with all of us, except for Christy. She still thinks he’s going to sober up and be a great dad.”

			“Loving an addict won’t fix them,” Bernardo said.

			“I know that and you know that,” Roberto said, “but she’s his wife and about to have his kid. I guess she’s got to have hope.”

			“Hope is a lying bitch sometimes,” I said.

			“Isn’t that the truth,” Roberto said and started easing us away from the dock. I’d have enjoyed being out on the blue, green, turquoise sea more before I had been scared shitless by a face full of snakes and nearly broken a man’s neck with one punch. Micah pulled me into his lap where he sat in one of the three chairs.

			“Look”—Bram pointed—“dolphins!”

			I looked where he pointed, and there they were, my first-ever wild dolphins. They rolled out of the water in a line like the humps of a sea serpent. I smiled because . . . dolphins! They leapt from the water and my heart leapt with them, because—wild dolphins!

			I glanced back at the small cabin where we’d put the still unconscious Andy, and then I went back to watching the dolphins, because there was nothing more I could do for Andy, but maybe if I looked out at the ocean, felt the spray on my skin and Micah’s arms around me, and watched dolphins ride the waves, just maybe I could do something for me.
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			THERE WERE TWO burly guys that looked a lot like Andy on the dock when we got to Kirke. They turned out to be his cousins. Christy had guilted them into just meeting us at the dock and bringing her husband home to her. They thanked us for bringing him back, but not like they were happy to see him. Who could blame them?

			I texted Nathaniel that we were on the island. His reply text was, “At the pool enjoying our vacation. Have room keys. I love you both.” It was a very dry message for him. I glanced at Micah. “I think our shared boy is still pissed at us.”

			“Upset. If he was still pissed he wouldn’t have added the I love you both,” Micah said.

			“Trouble in paradise?” Bernardo asked.

			“Nathaniel is still upset, but he has the room keys at the pool.”

			“Where his text says he’s enjoying our vacation,” Micah said dryly.

			“That sounds like a girlfriend text,” Bernardo said.

			“How would you know what boyfriend texts sound like?” I asked, smiling up at him.

			He bowed his head. “Good point—I’ve only dated women. Are you telling me that it’s not that different dating men or women?”

			“Everyone is broken,” Nicky said.

			Bernardo looked at him. “Are you saying you’ve dated both?”

			“I had a misspent youth,” Nicky said with an utterly flat delivery.

			“Am I the only one here that’s never dated same sex?”

			“I didn’t date, I hooked up, but yeah.”

			Bernardo looked at all of us and then said, “When I met Anita she was like the untouchable virgin and I was the man whore. When did I become the more conservative one?”

			I laughed at the dismay on his face, and the men joined me. “Trust me, Bernardo, I never planned on being wilder than you.”

			“So, you’re all telling me, honestly, that it doesn’t matter that much whether you’re dating men or women? Really?”

			“Bitches be crazy, and men are stupid; it’s all hard,” I said.

			“What she said,” Nicky said.

			Micah just nodded.

			Bernardo laughed. “I keep hearing about the women in your life, Anita, but I’m not going to believe it until I see for myself.”

			“You are never going to see me making out with our girlfriends, Bernardo. Fantasize on your own time.”

			He blushed, which I hadn’t thought possible. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

			“Aww, you really didn’t.” I punched him lightly in the arm. “We really are friends now.”

			He laughed again. “Do not put me in the friend box.”

			I grinned at him. “Would it be a first for you?”

			He nodded, the laughter fading to a really nice grin, not the one he must practice in the mirror every morning, not the one that melted strange women into puddles of desire, but just a grin with no agenda attached. I felt privileged to see Bernardo when he wasn’t posing.

			Nicky offered to stay in the lobby with the bags while we got the keys, but I said, “If Nathaniel is really upset, it could take a while.”

			“I’m good. Go do what you need to do,” he said. I knew that part of what made Nicky so easygoing in the relationship was that he was my Bride. My happiness, my peace of mind, were truly more important than his own, but it was nice to have at least one person in my life who was low maintenance, instead of high. I wanted to kiss him good-bye to show how much I appreciated it, but he shook his head. “I’m working.”

			I nodded and walked hand in hand with Micah off toward the pool. Bram went ahead of us, opening the side door that led back outside through a wall that was mostly glass. “If we were looking for Nathaniel last trip, he was usually at the pool,” he said.

			“Because you were both working,” I said.

			“Yes,” Bram said, leading us down a sidewalk with huge tropical plantings on either side.

			“It was a business trip; Nathaniel knew that. It was even his idea to come with me on it.” Micah sounded irritated.

			“But this isn’t a business trip and he’s back at the pool by himself,” I said.

			Micah sort of marched through all the pretty landscaping like he wasn’t seeing any of it. It made me jiggle his hand in mine to make him glance at me. “If you go out there angry, this will be a fight. Is that what you want?”

			He stopped walking so abruptly that Bernardo almost ran into us. “Do you need some privacy?” he asked.

			Bram just stopped on the path like a good bodyguard. The really good ones could make you forget they were there.

			Micah shook his head and looked at me. His jaw was set in that determined line that could be anger or just stubbornness. Sometimes it helped get things done; sometimes it didn’t. His stubbornness was like mine, part asset and part deficit, depending on the situation and what side of it you were standing on.

			I watched the tension ease in his face, felt it ease in his hand. “No, I don’t want to fight with Nathaniel.”

			“Good, me either.”

			“I couldn’t have just left Andy at the bar to lose everything. It’s my job to help people like him.”

			“It’s not your job to be a taxi service for drunk strangers who are being self-destructive,” I said.

			“So you agree with Nathaniel that I should have just left Andy to his issues?”

			“No, because if his secret comes out, then it endangers everyone else on the island, so I’m okay with helping him out this once.”

			“Didn’t his wife say that she’d called other people and they refused to go get him this time?” Bernardo asked.

			Micah looked up at him, and even through the sunglasses it wasn’t entirely friendly.

			“Sorry if it’s not my business.”

			“Since you came to help us ride to the rescue, I’m okay with it,” I said.

			Micah let out a sharp breath of air. “What’s your point, Bernardo?”

			“The wife, Christy, called friends and family first, right?”

			“I suppose,” Micah said.

			“People who would lose the most from the whole snake thing coming out, right?”

			Micah nodded.

			“But they were willing to let him hang in the wind. Ask yourself, how many times have they gone and gotten his ass? How many times have they cleaned him up and brought him home?”

			“A lot, probably,” Micah said.

			“Not probably, Micah. They were willing to let the family secret out, to risk all of them, rather than go get Andy one more time. You only get to that point after years of this shit.”

			“Are you speaking from experience?” I asked.

			“Not me, but my mom. It’s why I ended up in foster care and why I stayed there until I was eighteen and could join the military.”

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” Micah said.

			“No one knows. I don’t talk about it, but Nathaniel is up front about being an addict when he was on the streets. On one of his trips out to New Mexico for the wedding we talked. He has no sympathy for addicts that won’t get help, especially ones that have a family and people depending on them.”

			Micah sighed and hugged me. “Was I wrong to help Andy?”

			“I didn’t say you were wrong,” Bernardo said.

			I pulled back enough from the hug so I could see Micah’s face. “It’s not about right and wrong sometimes; it’s about seeing everyone’s point of view.”

			“I’ll add one thing for both of you,” Bernardo said.

			We looked up at him, and there was a seriousness to his face that I’d never seen before, or not about this kind of stuff. “Sure,” I said.

			“You are both serious white knights and serious sheepdogs, but you need to learn that there will always be people that need saving.”

			“I know that,” I said.

			“Then do you know that if you find a little happiness, people to love, that you should put them ahead of saving strangers? Not all the time—you both have your jobs—but from Nathaniel’s point of view, this isn’t a work trip, and this wasn’t a work emergency. No one’s life was in danger. There was no murder. This was an addict doing self-destructive shit, and last I checked that’s not in either of your job descriptions.”

			We stared at Bernardo and then at each other and then back at him. “Have you been saving this up?” I asked.

			“Like I said, Nathaniel and I talked.”

			Micah looked at Bram, who was standing just down the path like he heard nothing. “Do you want to weigh in on this?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“I think that’s Bram-speak for don’t drag me into this,” I said.

			Bram nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

			“Let’s go to the pool and talk to our shared boy.”

			Micah nodded. “Let’s.”

			Bram led the way down the sidewalk, having to push some of the plantings away with his hand or get hit in the face. Micah and I were short enough to go under all of it, but I heard Bernardo moving the big leaves overhead as he came behind us. Being short wasn’t always bad.
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			THE POOL WAS crowded enough that I couldn’t see any of our people at first. I finally spotted Rodina sitting at a table under an umbrella. She was still dressed in street clothes, probably because it’s nearly impossible to hide weapons in a woman’s bathing suit. There were far too many drinks at the table for just her, but where was everyone else?

			It was Bernardo who said, “There’s Ted.”

			I didn’t recognize Edward at first glance, first because his short blond hair looked different wet, and second because he was wearing swimming trunks. I don’t think I’d ever seen him with so much skin showing. I’d seen him shirtless years ago, but I didn’t remember him being in this good a shape. He had a six-pack, which takes a hell of a lot of work and nutrition. He was forty, but watching him walk to the edge of the pool, I’d have put him in his early thirties, tops. I knew he’d started worrying a little about his age, because fighting monsters was all about being physically fit whether you were running away from them or chasing them down. Apparently, he’d taken that worry and hit the gym and nutrition even harder than in the past.

			Micah leaned in and whispered, “Most of the exotic dancers at Guilty Pleasures don’t have abs that nice.”

			“Yeah, who knew?”

			“You didn’t know Edward looked that good out of his clothes?”

			I shrugged. “I’ve never seen him out of his clothes.”

			A second man, whom I didn’t recognize, came to stand beside Edward at the edge of the pool. The man had dark hair shaved close to his head, but not like military close, more like he was going bald, so he’d decided to shave it down rather than have that monkish fringe of hair. He wasn’t fat by any means—he wasn’t even exactly heavy—but he had enough body fat that he looked soft beside Edward’s fierce leanness.

			Someone else I didn’t know called out, “Go!”

			Edward leapt smoothly into the water. The dark-haired man followed a second later, not nearly as smoothly. Edward surfaced and started making for the opposite end of the pool in a strong Australian crawl, breathing easily with his strokes. I’d never truly mastered the stroke because I could never quite get my breathing in rhythm with my arms, so I ended up pretty much drowning myself when I tried it. I know, I know, it’s supposed to be the easy stroke that everyone can do. The dark-haired man surfaced, gulping for air before he started doing a breaststroke that was surprisingly fast, closing in on Edward’s lead rapidly. A dark-haired woman in a pink bikini was jumping up and down yelling, “Go, Paul, go!” Other women and some men who were already wet from the pool were yelling for Paul, too. Call it a hunch, but I was betting that the man racing Edward was named Paul.

			We had people yelling for Edward—well, Ted—too. Bernardo joined in the yelling of “Go, Ted!” I felt silly but added my voice to theirs.

			Paul didn’t pass Edward, but he got within a body length before Edward reached the wall and a blond woman who looked like she was in her teens but was wearing a T-shirt over her bikini that had Bride on it declared Edward the winner. It hadn’t actually been that close. I mean, we could see from where we were standing at the halfway point that he’d won, but it was still gracious of her to declare him over Paul, who turned out to be her groom.

			“What’s going on?” I asked.

			“You left the men unsupervised too long, Anita,” Rodina said from the umbrella-covered table. I realized there were umbrellas in some of the drinks on the table, too.

			“What does that mean, I left them alone too long?’

			“You and Donna and the rest of the wives/girlfriends. You weren’t here to be a civilizing influence and now they’ve challenged all the young studs to a swim meet.”

			I raised my eyebrows at that. “A swim meet—really?”

			Edward came up to us, drying off his hair and upper body as he moved. Up close I could see a scar on his upper chest. I didn’t normally notice it, but maybe the scar talk in New Mexico with Donna had made me notice it. I didn’t know about any other scars, but I’d been with him when he took a wooden stake through the chest from a booby trap while we were trying to get a much younger Peter and Becca to safety. It had been the trip where I met them and Donna for the very first time.

			Edward/Ted said, “We figured that all you wimminfolk would be upset if we challenged them to an impromptu fight club. Besides, swimming is the only thing that almost negates a lycanthrope’s supernatural strength and speed.” He started with a thick accent, or he wouldn’t have used the word wimminfolk, but by the time he finished he had no trace of any accent, just that perfect middle-of-nowhere-America voice that was either natural or training. He didn’t usually forget his Ted accent in public like this. I’d noticed he was slipping more in New Mexico, too.

			“Does it really?” Micah asked.

			Edward gave him a long look out of his pale blue eyes. “Your tone says you know different, pardner.” Just like that, Ted’s thick, vaguely Texas, or somewhere southwestern, accent was back. Why did he keep slipping in and out of character? It wasn’t like him.

			“Extra speed and strength seem to be across the board for most of us,” Micah said.

			“You also have to know how to swim better than the man racing you,” Edward said, and again he sounded like himself, not Ted. Then the accent returned with a vengeance as he said, “And none of your fellow shapeshifters have ever been much for swimming, or so they said.” It wasn’t like him to keep losing the accent in public. I might have tried to get Edward off to one side for a whispered question or two, but Micah said, “Look.” I looked where he gestured and suddenly forgot all about Edward’s Batman dilemma.

			A bevy of bikini-clad women parted like a curtain and Nathaniel and a blond man I didn’t know were suddenly revealed, laughing and flirting with the women. Nathaniel flirted almost unconsciously, but he didn’t usually turn it up this high unless he was onstage. The two men stalked to the far end of the pool, having to peel a brunette, a blond, and a redhead off of them like towels. I finally recognized the blond man; it was Ru. Out of his clothes he seemed taller, almost as tall as Nathaniel’s five feet nine. In clothes he’d looked thin, delicate even; out of them he looked lean and muscular. He didn’t bulk as nicely as Nathaniel did, but within the limits of his body type he was muscled everywhere that I could see. He was narrower through the hips than Nathaniel, but then Nathaniel was built like the male version of an old-fashioned pinup. Ru was built like a long-distance runner who hit the weight room. The leaner body type with its naturally lower body fat gave him one advantage; he had not a six-pack, but an eight-pack. No amount of exercise or diet will give you more than a six, but if you have the genetics for it, you can get an eight-pack. I’m told a ten-pack is possible, but I’ve never seen one in person. Nathaniel lost too much of his ass when he leaned down even for a six. He looked fabulous as he was. I didn’t need to be able to trace my finger between the connective tissue of his abs to appreciate that he was beautiful. The gaggle of flirting women behind them was admiring both views pretty damn hard. I had time to be happy that Nathaniel was mine, and admit that Ru looked awesome, both of them in their body-hugging Speedos, purple and blue, respectively, and then they dived into the water and began to swim under the surface. I went to the edge of the pool with Micah’s hand still in mine, so I had a better view. The flirting women did the same thing, but I couldn’t really blame them. Who wouldn’t want a better view?

			They were suspended in the water side by side, Nathaniel’s hair flared out around his head like an auburn halo. Ru’s short hair was thick enough, or long enough on top, to move slightly in the shining blue pool. They both came up out of the water at the same time, breaking the pool’s surface in bright flashes of light where the sun hit the water. I heard their breaths gasp in, and then they were swimming side by side, and I realized they were racing. Nathaniel wasn’t that competitive, and Ru hadn’t seemed that competitive. Of course, Ru hadn’t seemed flirtatious or even that social until now.

			The women trailed along the pool edge, some calling out Ru’s alias, Wyatt, and others calling for Nathaniel. Micah gave a small frown and looked at me. I knew the look. If you left Nathaniel alone long enough, he usually picked up an admirer, and he didn’t always discourage it, but this seemed more than usual. I wondered if it was the addition of Ru; maybe he was more of a flirt than we’d realized.

			A tall, lean man with skin the color of black coffee, wearing a slightly larger swimming suit, was standing at the end of the pool watching the two of them intently. His skin was so dark it was harder to see the muscle development, but it was there. He wasn’t mine. Lieutenant Colonel Muhamad (Frankie) Franklin was one of Edward’s oldest friends, though he knew him only as Ted Forrester, which was Edward’s legal name and the one he’d entered the military with. You don’t start out as Batman. So, oldest friend, but not that close; the close ones knew the secret.

			It was hard to tell from where we were standing who touched the wall first, but when they came out of the water breathing heavy and laughing, it was Nathaniel whom Frankie pointed at as the winner.

			“If you weren’t taller than me, we’d have tied,” Ru said.

			Nathaniel just nodded, grinning. He swept his hands through his hair to smooth it back from his face. I watched his handsome face laughing in the pool, that body that he worked so hard to maintain come dripping out of the water, and I knew that I’d come close to losing some or all of that beauty, because that’s what the vampire had threatened: not just death but disfigurement, torture. The helplessness of that moment haunted me, and I hated that it did, but I couldn’t seem to let it go. I couldn’t even stuff it to the back of my head, where I’d been shoving other bad memories for years. The memories from Ireland lived right in the front of my head, so that everything filtered through them.

			Ru smoothed his hands through his own shorter hair, which seemed even brighter yellow wet. He was smiling and patting Nathaniel on the back, as if they were best buddies.

			Micah whispered, “What is going on?”

			I just shook my head and shrugged, because I had no idea.

			I lost sight of them then as the bevy of bikinis closed around them. A few men came in and got their women out of the group, some with grace and smiles, others obviously upset that the women were flirting a little too much. None of the men who pulled them away were in the same ballpark of handsome as either Nathaniel or Ru. I was prejudiced about Nathaniel, maybe, but it wasn’t sentimentality that made me think it of the other man.

			Rodina came to stand next to us and spoke low. “Ru is very good at mirroring whomever he is with; it makes him a near perfect undercover spy. I told him to stay close to Nathaniel, and he has, but he’s also imitated him a little too well. If one of you could claim Ru as well as Nathaniel as your lover, that would be most helpful. He’s good at getting into these situations, but not at getting out of them.”

			“I’m not claiming Ru,” Micah said.

			She leaned toward me. “Before you refuse as well, Anita, let me add that if you don’t play girlfriend for my brother, I’ll be forced to do it.”

			I turned and stared at her.

			“The look on your face, your feelings in my head: You find the thought of me playing his girlfriend almost as disturbing as I do; so happy neither of us finds incest fantasies enticing.”

			“What do you want from me, Rodina?”

			“It’s Morgan, and just help my brother, Wyatt, extract himself from his too-successful flirting. Morgan and Wyatt Erwin, because you wanted us old enough to teach undergrad, not be one, remember.”

			They came padding barefoot toward us, smiling and talking excitedly to each other, as if they really were best friends. The redhead was on Nathaniel’s arm, one brunette on Ru’s, but another brunette had put herself between the two men, an arm through each of their arms. Nathaniel’s lavender eyes had darkened with the exertion or the excitement of the competition so that they were the color of violets. It usually took sex to make his eyes that dark. Ru’s eyes couldn’t get any darker, but they were shiny with laughter and a joie de vivre that I didn’t think he had in him.

			“Hi, pussycat. Hi, Wyatt,” I said as they came up to us with the other women still in tow. I looked at Nathaniel’s eyes a little closer and realized that they weren’t darker from exercise; it was anger. He’d upped his flirting game with these strangers because he was pissed at us for abandoning him. I wasn’t sure what to do to soothe the anger, extract him from the women, and make up for the fight that was threatening to happen, but Micah knew exactly what to do. He stepped forward and cupped his hands around the bottom of Nathaniel’s face and kissed him like he meant it. Nathaniel extracted himself from the redhead like she didn’t exist, putting his arm around Micah. He tried to extract himself from the brunette, but she seemed sort of frozen on his arm, as if she couldn’t process the two men kissing. I always enjoyed seeing the men in my life kissing each other; the only thing better was when they were on either side of me in bed and kissed over me. The second brunette was staring openmouthed at them, too. She clung even harder to Ru’s other arm. I wasn’t sure if it was a possessive gesture or to steady her world. She’d thought she had a shot at one or both, and now half of the handsome duo was kissing another man. She didn’t seem to have a fallback plan for this turn of events.

			Ru laughed, enjoying the women’s reaction. He’d been the quiet, shy one of the triplets. In Ireland when we needed to pretend to be a tourist couple, it had been Rodrigo who had smiled and flirted on my arm. Ru just didn’t seem interested, and suddenly he was suave and debonair. “Hi, Anita. Your fiancés seem to have missed each other.” Even his tone of voice was deeper, richer. If I’d had my eyes closed, I wouldn’t have known it was him.

			“Did you say they’re both her fiancés?” the redhead asked.

			“I did.”

			“They are,” I said, but I was looking at Ru, trying to figure out how to do this next part. I was terrible at undercover work.

			Rodina seemed to have figured out that I needed a push, because she came up to us and said, “Kiss her, brother dear, before her fiancés are done with each other and a line starts to form.”

			The Ru I thought I knew would have hesitated or been embarrassed, but this new person gave me a look from his dark eyes that was all male. “The invitation needs to be from the lady in question,” he said in that deeper voice.

			“Sure, but you better be fast before they come up for air,” I said.

			He managed to extract himself from the brunette who had finally let go of Nathaniel’s arm. She looked lost and about four years younger than I’d have put her when she was all confident on their arms. I’d thought she was older because she was the tallest, at least five-eight, but the look on her face and the sudden awkwardness of her body language in the bright bikini made me wonder if she was even legal.

			The brunette on the other arm wasn’t so easy to get rid of; she snuggled tighter to his side, putting both hands and some of her body into holding on. It was a definite possessive gesture. He’d only been flirting with her for less than two hours; how was that long enough for possessiveness? The brunette was short enough that she came in under his shoulder, which made her my height, or maybe an inch shorter. Her dark hair was somewhere between curly and wavy, which probably meant it was natural. Permanents always seem to pick one. She was tanned enough that the white bikini she was wearing made a nice contrast. Her eyes were hidden behind large round sunglasses. The glasses hid a lot of her face. What I could see was pretty, but her face was sort of round and unfinished, which made me deduct a few years off her age no matter how grown-up the body looked. She was college age, somewhere between eighteen and twenty-five, though I was betting much closer to the younger age. I think she was glaring at me through the sunglasses. I managed not to feel intimidated by the glare.

			When Ru realized he’d have to actually struggle to extract his arm from her, he stopped trying to get away and gave a small shrug. “Anita, this is Bettina. She and her friends are here for their best friend’s wedding.”

			“The blonde in the Bride shirt?”

			“How did you guess?” He grinned, but his eyes were watching me, trying to see what I’d do. If he’d been my real boyfriend instead of a pretend one, I’d have been more aggressive, but . . . “So how did Bettina and friends get the idea that you’d be more than just flirty?”

			He glanced down at the woman on his arm. “I’m not really sure.”

			The redhead said, “You lying bastard, you’ve been flirting your asses off with us.” She had hands on slender hips, small breasts pointed sort of aggressively. She had the beginnings of a sunburn on her pale, freckled face and shoulders.

			Micah and Nathaniel came up for air. “You’re just too adorable for your own good, Wyatt,” Nathaniel said with both arms around Micah, who usually didn’t do that much public display of affection with Nathaniel. He loved us both, but he was still a little uncomfortable in public with his first-ever boyfriend, now fiancé. It was fun to see him feel he had to mark territory like that, and it was probably the perfect way for him to say sorry to Nathaniel.

			“And now you’re going to have to wait your turn, Wyatt, because here’s my line,” I said, motioning toward Micah and Nathaniel. They came toward me still holding hands.

			“Hey, Nathaniel, are we going to race or are you going to keep kissing on your boyfriend?” a strange man was yelling from the other end of the pool. He was tall, slender, but muscled enough to have his own six-pack. I was betting he was a college athlete of some kind.

			“Give me a minute to kiss on my girlfriend and then I’ll be right there,” Nathaniel called.

			“I don’t care who you kiss—just let’s do this, unless you want to admit that we’re going to win and just concede.”

			Nathaniel glanced at the redhead and the other brunette, and then back at the tall dude by the pool. “You don’t care who I kiss, really?”

			The tall brunette held her hands up and shook her head as she backed up. “I’m sorry, but this all got too weird for me.”

			The redhead looked defiant. “I’m still game if you mean it. The idiot yelling at us is my boyfriend, Randy, and I’d like to see if he really doesn’t care.”

			The redhead came over to Nathaniel and Micah. She was almost as tall as Nathaniel but still seemed delicate beside him. She truly was one of those people who had small bones and a small body frame, and even though not a rib showed on her, she had almost no breasts or ass; she was naturally thin—because of genetics, not a starvation diet. She also looked soft, as if there wasn’t much muscle tone to her, so she thought she was in shape because she was thin, but it’s not the same thing as being strong. Her big hazel eyes were her best feature to me, but I wasn’t the one who had been flirting with her.

			Nathaniel smiled at her and said, “Just a minute, let me ask my girlfriend how she feels about it.” He came to me then, still wet here and there from the pool, but his front was now surprisingly dry thanks to Micah. I glanced down and found that a lot of the front of Micah’s clothes were now wet, as if he’d spilled something all over the front of him. They hadn’t tried to keep any space between their bodies. Micah had made a lot of progress to be able to kiss him like that in public; maybe it was his version of makeup kissing.

			I turned to Nathaniel and we shared a smile, both of us proud of our shared man for being brave and owning his feelings. His smile was a real one now, without that edge of anger in it. We came together, wrapping our arms around each other effortlessly. We knew where our hands, arms, and finally our bodies went as we slid as close together as we could get with clothes still on, though the itty-bitty bathing suit he was wearing almost didn’t count. He was already a little happier to be there from kissing Micah. If he and I kissed too much, the Speedo might not hold him comfortably. I told him so.

			“I’ll risk it,” he said and bent those few inches downward as I raised my face upward. And just like the rest of us, our lips knew exactly where to go. We kissed with lips, tongue, and finally, lightly, teeth. If he wasn’t going to have to swim immediately afterward, I’d have used more teeth, but the Speedo had to hold.

			We ended the kiss slowly, reluctantly. For a moment we’d forgotten where we were and why we were putting on the show. We’d just got lost in each other. We stood there for a moment sort of trying to recover from it and get back to the reality around us.

			“Wow,” one of the women said.

			“Randy has never kissed me like that,” the redhead said. She was almost right beside us, as if it really was a line at a kissing booth.

			“I’ve never been kissed like that,” Bettina said.

			The redhead actually touched Nathaniel’s shoulder as if to turn him from me to her. She wanted a kiss. I don’t think Nathaniel would have done it, but Edward stepped between them just in case. “No, we are not going to goad them into a fight. We are going to finish the race, win their money, and then we’re done.”

			“Hey,” said the redhead, “it’s not your call who he kisses unless you’re his dad or something, and dads don’t have abs like that.” She’d managed to compliment and insult him in one sentence. It took me a moment to realize that Edward might actually be old enough to be Nathaniel’s father. I never thought of him as that old, or Nathaniel as that young, but the math worked. Fuck, that sort of bothered me, though I wasn’t sure why.

			“How do you know that you’re going to win?” Bettina asked, still holding on to Ru.

			Edward gave her a look that was way more him than Ted. It made her move a little back behind Ru, though she didn’t let go of his arm. It made me think better of Bettina that she recognized the look as dangerous.

			“Wait, you guys have bet money on this? That doesn’t sound like any of you,” I said.

			“Some of the other men were talking trash, so Ted suggested a friendly wager,” Ru said as he tried to get Bettina to let go of his arm without hurting her.

			“They implied that they were young stud muffins and some of us were more stud doughnuts now,” said Sheriff Rufous Martinez as he walked back to the table with something tall and fruity-looking in a glass. He was a big guy, about six-three, and had played football in college, so I’d learned, but hadn’t been fast enough for the pros, so he must have been in good shape once. Now . . . he patted the hard roundness of the belly that covered way too much of the front of his body if you were worried about heart attacks. “It was my fault. I’m the only one who likes doughnuts a little too much.”

			“Sweets aren’t your problem, Rufous,” Edward said in his Ted accent. “Fatty meat and starches are.”

			“You’re starting to sound like my wife, there, Ted,” he said, easing his bulk into a chair that almost didn’t hold him. Apparently, he’d gained weight sort of all over; the belly just distracted you from the rest.

			“But why are Wyatt and Nathaniel swimming against each other if it’s an us-versus-them thing?” I asked.

			“We both won our first matches,” Nathaniel said.

			“Are we racing or not?” Randy called from the edge of the pool.

			Nathaniel smiled and said, “I’ll be right back.”

			“Does that mean he thinks he’s going to win?” I asked.

			“Win or lose, it’s quick,” Rufous said.

			Micah leaned in to whisper, “I’ll cheer on Nathaniel; you help Wyatt get rid of Bettina.” He started to walk toward the rest of the group that was moving up to watch the race. I was left facing Wyatt, um, Ru, and the pretty girl on his arm. She was pretty, or would have been if she’d stopped frowning and clinging to Ru as if only violence would remove her.

			Rodina leaned in and whispered, “Please, Anita.”

			I looked at Ru, at this new more confident exterior and the body that had been totally hidden under the baggy clothes he preferred. His eyes started to be a little less certain as I stared at him, and somehow, I didn’t want to ruin his mood. He seemed happier than I’d ever seen him. Maybe it was an act, or maybe just pretending to be happy can help.

			I held my hand out to Ru, and he smiled. He gave me the hand she wasn’t clinging to with both hands and some of her body weight. She pretty much had him pinned. I wondered if she was always this clingy or if it was something about Ru that made her so determined. I tried to draw him to me, but she held on as if it was going to be a tug-of-war with him in the middle. That was too ridiculous, so I moved to Ru’s other side and touched his face. He slid his arm around my waist for the first time, and he felt as strong as he looked. He tightened his arm around my waist and drew me in against the side of his body. It was so much bolder than I’d thought he had in him, and for a second it reminded me of Rodrigo, who had been bold and dominant and domineering. I started to recoil from him. He felt it and the light started to fade from his eyes; that quiet, nearly beaten look was creeping back into his eyes, and I didn’t want to see it back. I didn’t want to be the cause of it. Rodina was right; they were in mourning, too. We’d all lost in Ireland. I stared up into his black eyes and for the first time I saw Ru, not Rodrigo, but the man standing in front of me instead of the ghosts behind me.

			I smiled up into his face, let my fingers play along the water drops on his skin. That light touch filled his eyes back up with something happier. I tried to put my arm around his waist but ran into Bettina’s body.

			“Hey, I’m not into girls, okay?” she said.

			I hesitated for a minute with my arm pushed against her body as I tried to hug him; then I smiled up at him and did my best to let him see/feel/think what I was about to do. If it had been Nathaniel, I would have been able to just lower my shields and be sure he understood, but with Ru the connection only went one way: him sensing me. I went up on tiptoes, leaning against the line of his body and putting my lips against his; it wasn’t even a kiss, just a touch. I felt his lips curl into a smile and I smiled back. I turned my arm to go around her waist, so I was hugging both of them. She made an unhappy “Hey!” I pulled harder and broke from Ru’s lips to lean toward Bettina, as if I meant to kiss her. She gave an unhappy squeal and let him go, only my arm keeping her in place. If I’d been a little more perverse, I’d have gotten a kiss before I let her go, but I didn’t like Bettina enough to even go that far. I moved my arm and she stumbled back as if she’d been fighting harder against my arm than I’d felt.

			She was calling me names now, lesbian being the nicest of them. I ignored her and was finally able to look up into Ru’s ebony eyes without any distractions. He smiled, I smiled, and then I leaned in toward him as he leaned in toward me. We kissed, a light brush of lips, and then his hands tightened on the back of my body, pressing us together so that there was more body English to the kiss. I felt his body through the front of his small bathing suit. It made me push away from the kiss and turn my face in against his neck. His skin was slightly cool from the pool, but it must have been a saltwater pool, because there was no hint of chlorine. His skin smelled clean and good. I wrapped myself around him, burying my face in the bend of his neck where the pulse beat underneath his skin. He was suddenly so warm, and underneath the sweet scent of his skin was heat, a heat that I could warm myself with, if only I could reach it.

			I kissed his neck, pressing my lips over that warm, pulsing smoothness. I licked lightly over it and found his skin salty, and not from sweat, but from the salt water of the pool. I licked across his pulse, harder this time, licking as if I could touch that beating thing with my tongue if only I licked hard enough.

			Ru shivered in my arms. He said, “Anita,” in a voice that was a little breathy.

			I opened my mouth enough to set teeth against his skin on either side of that pulsing, dancing point. I could feel it against my tongue like something alive and separate from him, like a tiny bird fluttering under his skin waiting for me to free it so it could fly high in a spill of crimson feathers and screams.

			A hand grabbed my hair hard enough that it hurt. Under other circumstances I might have enjoyed it, but not now. I set my teeth in the flesh. If they tore me away now, they’d take his neck with me. I heard a low growl and realized it was me.

			Micah’s voice against my ear: “Anita, don’t do this, not here in front of Edward and the wedding guests.”

			He could have said a lot of things, but that was a good one to bring me back to myself and wonder what the hell I was doing. I relaxed in Ru’s grip and stopped biting him, drawing first my teeth and then my mouth back from his skin.

			Ru’s eyes were slightly unfocused, as if he’d gotten more from the partial bite than he should have. Rodina spoke low near my ear: “My queen, when is the last time you fed?”

			“I had food on the plane,” I said.

			Micah kept his grip on my hair. He knew that the danger wasn’t over yet. I almost told him, I’m okay, I’m safe, but I didn’t know what had made me lose control, so I just let Micah draw me back from Ru. Bram stood a little ahead of Micah, closer to me than to his leopard king. If I lost control, he was going to defend his king. I was glad to know that Bram was there, because I wasn’t sure what had just happened, or why. Stupid metaphysics.

			Nathaniel put an arm over Ru’s shoulders and drew him away from me as Micah moved me. Ru said in a voice that was still lower than normal, “I am yours in whatever way you need me to be, my queen.”

			I blinked and looked at Nathaniel’s worried face as he stared at me. “Did you win?” I asked.

			“What?” he asked.

			“Did you win the race, the heat, the swimming thing?”

			He smiled then, and Micah said, “That’s our girl.”

			“I lost,” Nathaniel said.

			I must have looked surprised, because he added, “The guy is going through college on a swim scholarship and he’s nearly five inches taller than me. He touched the wall first.”

			“So, did we lose the money?” I asked, as if I really cared. I didn’t, but sometimes you support your people even when they do things you don’t understand like bet money on winning a swim race with strangers, or try to tear the throat out of one of your friends. See, we all try to understand one another’s little foibles.

			“Not yet,” Edward said. He was standing near us with a towel in his hands. I was pretty sure there was a weapon of some kind in the towel. I was okay with that. He was only human, after all, and the rest of us standing there weren’t. He was the most dangerous human being I’d ever met and one of the most dangerous people, human or superhuman, but still, a weapon was good to have when you were dealing with supernaturals, because sometimes the only difference between a preternatural human being and a monster was a little unsatisfied bloodlust.

			Bernardo was standing a little behind Edward. It wasn’t that he wasn’t going to help if he was needed, but he didn’t have Edward’s cold-blooded determination, meaning that he might hesitate if it came to killing me. I was their friend, after all. If Edward ever made the decision that I was too dangerous, he’d pull the trigger, because he trusted his judgment that completely, and so did I. Bernardo wasn’t as self-contained as Edward, but then few people were.

			“We’re going to take Anita to the room for a few minutes,” Micah said, and he looked at Edward when he said it.

			Edward gave a minute nod. “Good idea,” he said; his voice was tight, cold. I expected his eyes to be the pale of winter skies, which was the color that his eyes became when he was about to kill. I looked into a richer, friendlier blue than I’d expected and saw something in his eyes that I’d never expected to see: hesitation. He’d do it, but I’d crossed a line for Edward, just as he had for me. We’d pull the trigger on each other if we felt we had no choice and other people’s safety was on the line, but it would cost us. Damn it.

			I looked past him and saw Rufous. He’d finally stood up, too, though he looked out of shape enough that it made me worry for him, and then I saw his face. His eyes had narrowed, and for lack of a better word he had that cop look, and it was aimed at me. I’d done something interesting and not in a good way. He didn’t know what was going on, but he was a cop, and if the flags go up, cops run toward the action, never away from it. Physical fitness and age had nothing to do with it. Rufous was a police officer, period. That made me wonder, so I glanced behind me toward Frankie. He wasn’t a cop and never had been, but he was a man who had spent a lot of his career settling violent problems with violent solutions. He was behind us, and I finally realized that both Nathaniel and Ru had given some of their attention to the tall, dark, and potentially dangerous man. I’d totally forgotten about him, which was worse than careless; it was stupid. Just as Edward wasn’t my only dangerous friend, so I wasn’t his either. If you had to pick a wedding to crash, this would not be the one to choose.

			Edward just kept looking at me, not even really at any of the three men around me, as if our eye contact was all that mattered. I finally gave as good as I got on the eye to eye. We were staring at each other as if that long moment was everything, and for us, it was.

			“Donna and all the other women are having a spa day, so you’ve got some time to rest in your room before dinner tonight.”

			“A nap sounds great,” I said.

			“Don’t nap too hard,” he said, glancing at Ru’s neck, where a light imprint of my teeth was showing on his skin.
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			WE WENT BACK to the lobby and got Nicky and the bags, and then Nathaniel led us to our rooms. Bram and Nicky’s room was beside ours, Ru and Rodina’s across the hall from us. We’d filled Nicky in on the adventure by the pool. He hadn’t seemed surprised. “All the master vampires with Brides fuck them, Anita. All the bloodlines, not just Belle Morte’s line.”

			I turned in the hallway just short of our rooms and said, “How do you know that?”

			“I started asking around when you brought these two back from Ireland.”

			“Asking who?”

			“I asked the Harlequin; they served the old vampire council for thousands of years.”

			“You didn’t ask us,” Rodina said.

			“How could I ask you about your own fate?”

			“We knew once she owned us that we were her meat if she wished it, in any way she wished it,” Rodina said.

			“I don’t want you as my meat, either of you.”

			“You didn’t plan on wanting me either,” Nicky said, and gave me a look.

			“I hear someone coming; let’s finish this talk in one of the rooms,” Micah said.

			We were actually opening the door to our room when Donna came down the hallway. I still wasn’t used to her newly lightened hair. It had so many highlights in it that it was nearly blond, but it looked natural, as if she’d just been out in the sun a lot. The hair was new enough that I was distracted by it until she got close enough that even the large round sunglasses couldn’t hide the fact that she was crying. I exchanged a look with Nathaniel. He’d held her hand through the wedding process more than I had, but one look and I knew that he didn’t know what was wrong either.

			“Anita, I need . . . We need to talk.” Her voice held tears, but it also held anger, and the dreaded phrase we need to talk never ended well.

			My pulse actually sped up as I said, “I thought you were with the other ladies getting your nails done.”

			“I don’t give a damn about my nails, not now.”

			Oh shit.

			Nathaniel tried to put his arm around her in a comforting way, but she shook him off. “No, no, I don’t want another man to comfort me right now. I’m sorry, Nathaniel, it’s not you, or about you. I’m just feeling like all men are fucking liars right now.” I didn’t think I’d ever heard her say fuck before.

			On the plus side, she wasn’t mad at me, because she was pissed at men and I wasn’t one, so yay for me! On the downside, the comment didn’t bode well for Edward—sorry, Ted. Had she found out more about the Batman side of his life this close to the actual wedding? That would suck, a lot.

			“What’s wrong, Donna?” I asked, because I felt I had to ask.

			She grabbed my arm and started pulling me down the hallway. Apparently, we were going to have a girl talk. I looked back at the men. “We’ll handle things here,” Micah said.

			Nathaniel gave me a very serious and sad look. He mouthed, Sorry. He knew I hated handling this kind of emotional upheaval, but a lot of people assumed that, being the woman, I’d be better at it than the men. Boy, did they have the wrong girl, um, person.

			I’d do my best with Donna for Edward’s sake, but she and I had never been friends, really, let alone the kind of girlfriends who could grab each other and drag each other down a hallway for an emotional heart-to-heart. I had no idea what had upset her this much and made her turn to me. She had two best friends here, plus her co-owner in her metaphysical shop, so why was I the one with the sobbing bride on my arm?

			Nicky tried to follow like a good bodyguard, but Donna just pointed a finger at him wordlessly. Rodina tried next, but Donna said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t know you. This is private.”

			“I’ll be okay; everyone chill,” I said.

			“No,” Nicky said, “you can’t go anywhere without at least one of your bodyguards.”

			“No,” Donna said, “I want to talk to Anita without an audience.”

			“Anita goes nowhere without a bodyguard.”

			Donna started to try to protest, but Rodina said, “We could use the little café area at the end of the hallway. The doors are glass and we can keep an eye on Anita without eavesdropping.” She smiled as she said it, exuding helpfulness. I knew that unless people were shouting around us, any wereanimal would be able to hear at least some of the conversation, but I didn’t tell Donna. We all need our illusions and I was pretty sure Nicky meant his ultimatum. He was my Bride: I could have just ordered him to let me go; same for Ru and Rodina, but Bram had free will, and I was pretty certain he’d use it to support his fellow guards.

			Ru and Bram stayed with Nathaniel and Micah, herding them into our room. Nicky and Rodina went with us, him in front and her behind. I think if Donna hadn’t been crying so much, she’d have put up more of an argument, but she was too distressed about something to marshal her forces, so in the end she let Nicky and Rodina go outside first, and when they gave their all clear, Donna pulled me through the double doors and into the brilliant Kirke Key sunshine. It was good that they’d already declared it a safe zone, because I nearly ran into the small chairs and tiny, nearly useless tables that had been crowded onto the balcony. I should have gotten my sunglasses out before we went through the door. I couldn’t even remember when I’d taken my sunglasses off. Was it my imagination or was sunlight by the ocean just brighter than normal? I squinted, shielding my eyes with my other hand, because she had a death grip on my right arm. If bad guys had jumped us, I was blind in the sunshine and couldn’t have gone for my gun. Perfect. Lucky for us I wasn’t on the job today, so no bad guys, just hysterics.

			I used her own grip on my arm to turn her around to face me. “Donna, what’s wrong?”

			“Did you know Ted had been married before?”

			I stared at her for a moment, and my face must have showed my surprise, because she suddenly collapsed into one of the little chairs as if saying it out loud had taken everything she had. Her hands had slid down my arm so that she was holding my hand loosely in hers, while her shoulders shook with her weeping. Jesus, what did I do now?

			I patted her hand awkwardly and waited for the crying to pass, and then I realized she was trying to talk through the tears. It was hard to understand her, but I caught a word here and there. “You didn’t . . . know either . . . Stupid . . . How could I . . . Deceive us . . . You know him better . . .”

			I was finally getting a clue as to why she’d come to me with the news and not her other friends. They were her friends, but I was Ted’s best friend, so by her reasoning I should feel betrayed, too. Best friends tell each other everything, right? Not exactly, at least not if your best friend was Edward. He loved keeping information to himself. Though I had to admit that this was a stupid thing not to have told Donna.

			She’d taken us to one of the little seating areas that the hotel had scattered around where there were views to be had. I managed to hook one of the little chairs with my foot and pull it over so I could sit down while I tried to commiserate. “He’s free to marry you, right?” If there was a mysterious first marriage, its being legally over seemed the most important fact to establish.

			She nodded, which helped the tight feeling in my gut to loosen. I hadn’t even known I was that tense until some of it eased away. “So he’s divorced?”

			She nodded again, her head almost touching her knees as she wept. I totally didn’t understand why she was this upset, but maybe I had different criteria for keeping secrets. “How did you find out about it?”

			She mumbled something mostly into her own lap. I hated to say it, but: “Sorry, Donna, but I didn’t understand that last part.”

			She raised her head enough to say, “Carol, Frankie’s wife, said she was so happy that Ted’s taste in women had gotten so much better than when he was eighteen.”

			“He was married at eighteen?” I asked. I couldn’t picture Edward that young, let alone the kind of young guy who would marry just as he’d gotten into the military.

			“Carol gave the ex-wife some insulting name. I really thought better of Carol than to make fun of someone’s weight.”

			I worked with a lot of ex-military, and I was beginning to get a clue. “Did she call the woman a dependapotamus?”

			Donna took a shaky breath and nodded. “That sounds right.”

			I smiled before I could stop myself.

			She jerked her hand back from me. “It’s not funny!”

			“No, it’s not, but dependapotamus is a nickname for a certain type of woman that hangs around the fringes of military bases and sort of preys on young military guys.”

			“What do you mean, preys on?”

			“They are pretty and charming, but once they get the soldier to marry them, then the charm goes away and a lot of them seem to do nothing but stay home and spend the man’s, or woman’s, military benefits.”

			“Woman . . . You mean there are men that do the same to female soldiers?”

			“It’s less typical, but it happens.”

			“So you’re saying that these women and men try to marry young soldiers so they can have their benefits?”

			“Apparently,” I said.

			“But that’s awful.”

			I nodded. “It can be. I’ve heard stories of men who have been deployed and their wives empty their bank accounts and file for divorce while the soldiers are still fighting for their country.”

			Donna looked suitably appalled. “Sending someone divorce papers while they’re fighting for their lives . . .” She seemed to be having trouble finding a word to describe it.

			“Some ex-military guys I know think the women do it on purpose sometimes, because if the soldier dies on active duty while they’re still married, she’d get more money.” Everything I was saying was true, but I was trying to give the details that would bother Donna right in her liberal, freedom-loving heart.

			“That’s monstrous!”

			“It’s hard to picture Ted that young and that naïve, but even he had to start somewhere,” I said.

			“I’ve seen pictures of him when he was first in the military. He looks so young and unfinished, as if he’s not Ted yet,” she said. Her voice was clear, and somewhere in all the talking the tears had stopped. We were making progress.

			“Think how embarrassed Ted would be to admit that he’d been tricked into marrying someone like that.”

			“He’d be mortified,” she said.

			“Young Ted would be, but Ted now, your Ted, would have put it on the list of things that just aren’t important anymore.”

			“What do you mean list of things? Are you saying he has more things he’s hiding from us?”

			Oh shit, I had to be careful here or I’d open a can of worms that Edward might never forgive me for. “What I mean is that men like Ted compartmentalize; it’s part of what helps them be good at their jobs. Something like a dependapotamus that got her hooks into Private Ted Forrester twenty years ago would be put in a compartment of things that didn’t affect him or his life now. It just wouldn’t be important except as a lesson learned.”

			She took the big sunglasses off and blinked at me. Her mascara and eyeliner had run in black tears down her cheeks. It made her look fragile, like someone to protect. “Is that how you do the job, Anita? You put things in separate compartments so that the emotional things don’t interfere with the job?”

			And it was moments like this that made me glimpse why Edward was marrying Donna. She got it; at some level she would make the logical leap about Edward, about me, about all of us who put on a gun and went out to hunt the monsters. It also meant she was more insightful than was comfortable sometimes, but it still made me think better of her for thinking of the questions, and then for having the courage to ask them. She’d already gotten brownie points for handling Dixie in New Mexico; now she got more.

			“Yes,” I said, “that’s part of what I do for the job.”

			“You’re not angry about Ted being married before, not even a little bit, are you?”

			“No.”

			“You were surprised by it, I saw that, but you weren’t upset even before you figured out what Carol had meant by that horrible hippopotamus comment.”

			“No,” I said.

			She studied my face. “Why not?”

			I licked my lips and tried to be very careful. “Ted and I are best friends, but we’ve only known each other for nine years. We don’t tell each other everything that happened before that.”

			“But a marriage is important. I’d tell my best friends something like that.”

			“But your best friends are women. It’s different when your best friend is a man. You talk about different things.”

			“You’re not just his best friend; you’re his work wife, his monster-hunting partner.”

			“Yes, but you’re his real wife; even without the ceremony, you guys have been dating for close to seven years. You’ve made him happier than I’d ever thought possible. I didn’t even know Ted wanted a family, or could see his life with one, until I got off that airplane five years ago and met you and the kids.”

			She smiled, but it didn’t stay. Her face got all serious again. Damn it, I’d been winning. What was wrong now? “If you’d thought that Ted wanted a family and a more normal life, would you have pursued him harder?”

			“Pursued him how?” I asked.

			“I believe that you weren’t having an affair before, Anita, I do, but there is something between you. It feels like it could have been more than just friendship. If you had thought he wanted a family and marriage, would you have tried to date him?”

			“You mean would I have wanted to do the white picket fence with Ted?”

			“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”

			“Donna, if you haven’t noticed, I’m not a white-picket-fence kind of girl.”

			“Every woman wants that.”

			“Maybe I did in college—I was even engaged for a little while back then—but I’m never going to have what you think of as a normal life.”

			“Would you want one if it was possible for you?”

			“What would normal mean for me? I’m here with both Micah and Nathaniel. If normal means giving either of them up, count me out.”

			She smiled then and rubbed at her eyes as if she’d just thought about her eye makeup, but it was too late. The black tearstains had started to dry against her skin; she’d need a makeup remover just to get it all off now.

			“And you have Nicky with you again, too.”

			“He’s my personal bodyguard,” I said.

			“Anita, he’s more than that to you.”

			“Yes, he is.”

			“When you marry Jean-Claude, is he really not going to make you give any of them up?”

			“He would marry Micah and Nathaniel along with me if it was legal.”

			“And Nicky?”

			“He’s okay with Nicky, too.”

			“I’ll never understand how you manage so many relationships.”

			“Not all of them are primary relationships.”

			“How can anyone be okay with not being someone’s primary relationship?” she asked.

			“Some people don’t want the pressure of being someone’s one and only.”

			“I wanted to be Ted’s one and only, but even if his first marriage wasn’t important, he still has you.”

			“We went through this, Donna. He and I are not a romantic item.”

			“I believe that, but Ted still needs you in his life. I’ll never be enough for him alone. He’ll never be just mine.”

			“But we’re not having an affair.”

			“Not a physical one, but emotionally you really are his work wife. You meet emotional needs for him that I never can. I’d almost prefer an affair, because I could make him give that up, but what you and he have is something that he won’t give up.”

			“I don’t know what to say to that, Donna, except that he is in love with you, madly, deeply, in love with you. I’ve never seen him like this about anyone else in all the time I’ve known him.”

			“Carol said the same thing.”

			“And she saw him with the first wife, so he didn’t love her the way he loves you.”

			“Then why did he marry her?”

			“Because he was eighteen and maybe away from home for the very first time, and lonely as hell. It’s a recipe for being vulnerable.”

			“I suppose you’re right,” she said.

			I caught movement from the corner of my eye and realized it was Nicky and Rodina opening the door for Edward. He came through the door still in his swim trunks. He’d just added sandals and sunglasses. I thought he’d hurried to find Donna after someone clued him in, until I saw her face when she saw him. She looked like someone had hit her between the eyes with the oh-my-God-he’s-so-sexy hammer. The British would say she was gob-smacked. Edward had come wearing nothing but his bathing suit the same way some women will wear a low-necked blouse if they want to stop a fight and turn it to other things.

			I had to admit that Edward looked very nice coming through the door with the sunlight dancing over all that muscled leanness. I’d known Edward was handsome, but I’d never really appreciated that he was sexy. He was my best friend; you just shouldn’t speculate about sex and your true bestie. Nope, just nope.

			“Oh, Ted, I’m so sorry I was stupid about you being married once before,” she said, standing up and going to him.

			He hugged her to his mostly naked body as he said, “I was eighteen, it lasted less than six months, and she took me for everything I had. I’m so sorry you had to find out through Carol mentioning it.”

			“When Carol called your ex-wife a dependapotamus, I thought she was being mean about her weight, but Anita explained what it meant,” Donna said.

			He flashed me a look over Donna’s head, relief and a thank-you all there in his face. To her, he said, “It’s exactly what she was, but don’t call her my ex-wife; she wasn’t important enough to even be that.”

			“Anita and I couldn’t imagine you that young and naïve, but I guess we all get to be young and stupid.”

			“Oh, I was that, honeybunch. I was that in spades.” His accent had thickened. I already knew that honeybunch was his special nickname for her. I called Nathaniel pussycat, so I really couldn’t bitch.

			She held him tight and then raised her head so he could kiss her. The kiss got a little busy, and I suddenly wanted a graceful exit either for me or for them, but I should have known that Edward was ahead of me.

			“Let’s go to our room, honeybunch.”

			“I need to go back to the spa. I left Becca getting her nails painted to match her flower-girl dress.”

			“Becca will be fine with the other bridesmaids with her.”

			“But I ran out on Carol; she must be frantic.”

			“She called Frankie, and he told me, and that’s how I knew to find you. Carol will explain to everyone that we needed some private time.”

			“I’ll let the two of you kiss and make up, and I’ll go back to my guys.”

			Donna grabbed my hand in another spontaneous gesture of how close she seemed to think we were; sometimes I thought she wanted me close so she could keep an eye on me with Edward, but then, like now, I thought she just liked me as a friend. It was all too convoluted and therapy-rich for me.

			“You are the best best woman ever,” she said.

			“I’ll second that,” Edward said in his Ted voice. The smile on his face was all Ted as well. If they ever gave out Oscars for playing your secret identity, I’d vote for Edward.

			They left to go to their room and I was looking forward to going to mine. I wondered if Wyatt and Bram were still with Nathaniel and Micah or if everyone had gone to separate rooms by now. I mean, we did need to talk about vampire Brides and why I’d almost taken a bite out of Wyatt’s neck, but I was really hoping for separate rooms and some alone time with Micah and Nathaniel. This was supposed to be a romantic trip for us, damn it. I hadn’t even seen the inside of our room yet. But, hey, I’d managed to calm Donna down, and the wedding was still on. As long as I didn’t try to take another bite out of anyone, I’d put today in the win column. I started for the door where Nicky and Rodina were waiting to escort me safely back to my room. I was pretty sure the walk back wasn’t going to be that dangerous, but I wasn’t a bodyguard; I was the body being guarded. The body being guarded has to learn when to shut up and let people do their jobs; I was still learning.
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			NICKY WAS STARTING to open the door for me when I was suddenly facing most of the other bridesmaids coming down the hallway. Denny, short for Denise, the five-foot-nine, golden-tanned, natural blond maid of honor, was almost in tears. Dixie was yelling at her. They were almost the same height, and thanks to good hairdressing their hair was even nearly the same shade of blond. You could see the shadow of their being athletes in high school together, though Denny was still a serious runner and even did some triathlons, which meant she was lean and muscled and had that tall athlete’s body that only a lifetime of athletics and good genetics will give you. Dixie had stayed thin, but she was no athlete. It made her look ten years older than Denny.

			Nicky looked at me, and I shook my head, mouthing, I’ll be fine.

			Rodina peeked around the door and said, “If you need us, just yell.”

			“Will do,” I said, and followed my fellow bridesmaids back out into the Florida sunshine. At this rate I was going to wish I’d put on sunscreen.

			“Dixie, stop being such a bitch.” This from Lucy, Donna’s partner in her metaphysical shop. Lucy was not a small woman, but she didn’t worry about the fact that she wasn’t thin, just like she didn’t worry that her hair was mostly gray and white with streaks of the original blond she’d started with in among the other colors. Letting her hair go natural and refusing to use makeup made her look older than she was, but Lucy didn’t seem to care about age, so it worked for her. I’d have said she looked like someone’s grandmother, but she didn’t; she just looked like her. She’d explained that her silver-frame glasses were invisible trifocals, which I hadn’t known was possible. She was one of the most comfortable people with age I’d ever met. She was also a practicing witch, as in Wiccan, but since Donna couldn’t do anything psychic, one of them needed to be talented.

			“How dare you call me that?” Dixie yelled, turning to face her with her hands in fists at her sides. I really hoped she didn’t take a swing at either of them; she might take manhandling from Donna, but me . . . she’d never forgive me.

			“You are being awful, Dixie,” Denny said, with a little hiccup that let me know she was either about to start crying or had just stopped.

			“What’s happened now?” I asked.

			“Did you know about Ted’s first marriage?” Lucy asked.

			“No,” I said.

			Dixie made a very unattractive snort. “That’s rich. Of course you knew. Men always confide everything in their mistresses.”

			“Would you please stop saying that awful lie?” Denny said.

			“It’s not a lie,” Dixie said.

			“How many times do we have to tell you that there is no affair?” I said.

			“It doesn’t matter what you say, Anita. I see the way Ted looks at you.”

			“He admires Anita, respects her,” Denny said.

			“No man respects and admires a woman unless he’s fucking her.”

			“Were you looking for me to pick a fight?”

			“No, she wants to tell Peter and Becca that you and Ted are cheating together,” Denny said, tearing up again.

			“Peter knows about all of it. You leave Becca alone.”

			“When Carol told us about the first marriage and Donna didn’t know about that either, I knew it was all lies,” Dixie said.

			“What is your problem? Are you jealous that Donna has a second chance at happiness?”

			“I’m not jealous that Donna is about to marry a two-timing liar. I want to save her from making the mistake of her life.”

			“She is going to marry Ted,” Lucy said, “and nothing you say will change that.”

			“She won’t forgive him for lying about the first marriage. The wedding is already off.”

			“Actually, they made up,” I said.

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“I would say go ask Donna, but they went back to their room to have makeup sex. It’d be rude to interrupt.”

			“Liar!”

			I looked at her and let her see how pleased I was that the news upset her. “Why should I lie when the truth pisses you off so much more?”

			“I won’t let her make a mistake like this, and if you were her friend, Denny, you’d be with me on this.”

			“Ted is perfect for her,” Denny said.

			“He’s a lying son of a bitch.”

			“Donna doesn’t agree, and she is going to marry him, Dixie,” Lucy said.

			“I’m going to tell the kids, both of them. Peter won’t want his mother marrying a cheating bastard.”

			“We keep telling you that Peter knows the truth,” I said.

			“But Becca doesn’t. If I tell her what Ted and you have done, there won’t be a wedding.”

			“You leave the child alone,” Lucy said, and there was a steeliness to her tone that turned her gray-blue eyes mostly gray.

			“Do you not want to be in this wedding, Dixie?” Denny asked.

			“Donna didn’t trust Anita and Ted at her own wedding unless Anita had someone else to fuck besides Ted. She was ecstatic when you brought Micah and Nathaniel. She thought with two men at your disposal you’d leave Ted alone for this week, at least.”

			Denny started crying again. “You are being so horrible.”

			“No, what’s horrible is that Donna’s own son is okay with her being cheated on.”

			“He’s Ted’s son, too,” Lucy said.

			“No! No! I was there for Donna’s wedding to Frank. That was true love! If he hadn’t died, then Ted would never have gotten his . . . hands on Donna or their children. I have half a mind to tell Peter how disappointed his real father would be that he’s not defending Donna’s honor.”

			“Just leave Peter out of this,” I said.

			“The woman who is cuckolding my best friend doesn’t get to tell me what to do!”

			I almost said that I wasn’t sure a woman could cuckold someone, but I figured that correcting her vocabulary would not help things.

			Lucy touched Dixie’s arm and said, “Let Donna handle Peter the way she sees fit, Dixie.”

			Dixie jerked away from her and glared at us both. “I will tell Becca and see how the wedding goes with the flower girl accusing her father-to-be of fucking one of the maids of honor.”

			“You will not talk to Becca without Donna’s permission,” Lucy said, before I could say anything.

			“I was there when Becca was born. I’m Aunt Dixie. I’ll talk to my niece as I see fit.”

			“If you really love that little girl, you will leave her alone,” Lucy said.

			“She deserves to know the truth.”

			“There is no truth to tell her,” I said.

			“Lying bitch,” she said.

			“I thought we had the talk about pet names in New Mexico.”

			“Donna protected you then.”

			“No, she protected you and she told you so, because I heard her say it.”

			“You are a vile woman,” Dixie said, and her eyes were shiny now, too, as if the anger was turning into tears.

			“Ted is the only father Becca remembers. Do you really want to take that away from her because you don’t like him?”

			“I am not the bad guy here,” Dixie said.

			“If you tell Becca those lies, then you will be,” I said. Dixie went for the door, slamming it behind her so hard that for a second I thought the glass was going to break.

			Denny called out, “Dixie!” and ran after her.

			Lucy patted my arm. “I better go after them and make sure she doesn’t do anything we’ll all regret, like talk to the kids. I’m sorry this is going to be so unpleasant for you, Anita.”

			I actually patted her hand back and said, “Thanks, Lucy. Good luck talking sense into Dixie.”

			“Can you tell Bernardo what’s going on? Carol told her husband and Marisol told Rufous, but Bernardo doesn’t have anyone to fill him in.”

			“You think he needs to know right now?”

			She looked at the door. “I have to go make sure Denny and Dixie are all right, but, yes, my intuition says it’s important that you talk to Bernardo.” She looked at me and there was weight to it; her power, her magic, whatever word, breathed along my skin. “Talk to him, Anita, and then you can go have fun with your men.”

			I didn’t ask her how she knew I was eager to get to my men—she was psychic, after all, or maybe it was just a good bet that if I had a couple of hours before dinner I was going to be with them. Either way, I wouldn’t argue with the power that goose-bumped along my arms.

			I was left alone in sunshine and heat, the sound of waves on the shore below. It should have been idyllic. Peter knew the truth, the real truth, both what his mother had believed and what Ted and I had admitted to, and why we’d admitted to a lie. Peter didn’t understand why she’d needed the affair to be real either, but he loved his mother and wanted her to marry Edward. We’d all agreed—Ted, Donna, Peter, and I—that Becca didn’t need to know either way. She was eleven; her parents’ sex lives weren’t her problem. If Dixie told Becca about the affair without Donna’s permission, I wouldn’t have to take care of Dixie; if Donna didn’t do it, Edward would. I didn’t think he’d kill her for it, but Dixie didn’t understand how much danger she might be in if she messed with his happy family. She saw handsome Bruce Wayne or bumbling Clark Kent, not the Dark Knight or Superman. If she pushed hard enough, she’d find out that even Superman has a temper.
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			I TEXTED BERNARDO to find out where he was, and wasn’t surprised to find that the answer was “Pool.” Nathaniel couldn’t follow through on the flirting, but Bernardo was footloose and fancy-free. What better place to pick out his gazelle than the watering hole where he could observe them in their natural, bikini-clad habitat? Rodina took the lead this time, so I could see around her; following Nicky was like driving behind a semitruck on the highway—it blocked all the exit signs. I remembered to put my sunglasses on before walking outside this time; that was an improvement. I could see the sunlight dazzling and dancing on the blue water of the pool, but it didn’t blind me this time. There was a family group with two small toddlers at one end of the pool and a dozen young ladies in various states of undress on the other end of the pool. Two of the women were actually wearing one-piece bathing suits, so I’d have to revise my earlier sarcasm about bikini-clad gazelles.

			Some of the women were sitting with their feet dangling in the water, some going in and out of the pool, more showing off their bathing suits than actually swimming. I looked around at all the tables with umbrellas and empty chairs and then realized there was one table I couldn’t see because the majority of women were blocking my view. Call it a hunch, but I walked toward the table I couldn’t see.

			“We’ll wait here,” Nicky said as he took up a post at the edge of the gazelle herd.

			“Good luck in there,” Rodina said with a smile.

			I had to weave my way through the women until I found him sitting at the table under the umbrella, with a tall drink at hand and a pair of swim trunks the only thing covering all that tall, dark, and handsome. The only thing that surprised me was that the trunks were loose fit. I’d have bet Bernardo was a form-fitting-trunks kind of guy, but, hey, it’s nice to leave something to the imagination sometimes. Besides, I’d accidently found out just how well-endowed he was, and maybe looser trunks were better. He wouldn’t scare any of his gazelles prematurely.

			It was hot enough that he should have had his long, thick black hair in its usual ponytail or braid, but it was loose around his broad shoulders. It was Bettina, the short brunette who had flirted so hard with Ru earlier, who came up behind him and ran her hands through his hair. Apparently, when she lost out with Ru and Nathaniel, she’d gone looking for other flirtatious men. I looked around and didn’t see the redhead but did see the taller brunette in the bright bikini moving in from one side with a fresh drink in her hand. I didn’t recognize any of the other women; maybe it was a fresh batch. I’d thought Bernardo would use the swimming pool the way a lion uses a watering hole, but I’d been wrong. He was using himself for bait—not to attract gazelles, but to find a lioness.

			“Hey, Bernardo,” I said, and I didn’t try to hide the smile and headshake.

			“Hey, Anita.”

			“Not you again,” the tall brunette said.

			“Are you sleeping with all the beautiful men in the hotel?” Bettina asked.

			Bernardo reached up and caught her hand in his, bringing it around so he could lay a gentle kiss on her wrist. Her eyes damn near fluttered closed. That seemed like a lot of reaction for something so small, but, hey, it wasn’t my wrist being kissed.

			“Don’t worry, baby—we’re just work friends, no benefits.”

			“Absolutely no benefits. He’s all yours, girls,” I said.

			Bettina wrapped her other arm around Bernardo’s neck and leaned her breasts against his hair. It was such an obvious marking of territory that it made me smile. Then Bettina put both arms around his neck, which made her breasts spill around either side of his throat like bikini-clad pillows. Bernardo patted her arm but kept looking up at me as if she wasn’t trying to hug him with her breasts. This wasn’t the reaction she was hoping for. She didn’t understand it, but she wasn’t frowning at him; she was frowning at me. Why is it that women never blame the guy for ignoring them for another woman, but only blame the other woman?

			“I need to ask you to give the groom a message before you retire to your room.”

			“I’m a little busy; why can’t you tell him yourself?” he asked, and his voice sounded gruff, almost unfriendly. He moved Bettina’s hand so that he could lay a kiss on her other wrist. That made her smile happily and wriggle her breasts even closer to him, though frankly she had to be driving her collarbone into the back of his head at this point, or maybe that was just me being picky.

			“He and the bride went back to their room for makeup sex. I don’t want to disturb them, but this is important.”

			“Makeup sex? What are they fighting about?”

			“Ted’s first marriage that Donna didn’t know about.”

			“What? I didn’t know Ted had been married before.” He’d stopped touching Bettina and was sitting there with her wrapped around his shoulders like a PG-13-rated towel.

			“Neither did I,” I said.

			He let the surprise show on his face. “I can see why Donna got pissed.”

			Bettina rubbed her face against his hair, which made him reach up and rub his hands down her arms, idly, like you’d pet a dog that had shifted in your lap. The other women were beginning to see the writing on the wall, and it was either going to be Bettina’s name or mine, but not theirs. They were looking uncomfortable and frowning at both Bettina and me.

			“I talked her down, but she confided something in Dixie, and now Dixie has shared it with the other bridesmaids and she’s threatening to tell Becca, and that would go really badly.”

			He was serious now, watching my face, still touching the girl’s arms, but even she had figured out he wasn’t concentrating on her. She tried to put her leg around the edge of his chair and into his lap, I think, but moves like that look better in the movies. Her leg ended up over the chair arm but couldn’t reach more than the edge of his thigh, and it looked awkward, but she kept it there because she couldn’t seem to figure out how to take it back. Ah, to be a few years younger and both that bold and that bad at it.

			Bernardo touched her calf, letting her know that he appreciated the effort, but most of his attention was on our conversation. “What is it? What is the crazy bitch threatening to tell the best niece in the world?”

			I tried to think of a clever way to hint, but I suck at hinting. I’m really more of a just-say-it kind of person. Bettina was pouting because he wasn’t paying enough attention and the other women were trying to decide if they could outflirt her. The awkward leg thing had given some of them hope. “I’m sorry, ladies. Can you excuse us for just a few minutes? I’ll make it quick, promise.”

			“Ladies? I’m not a lady,” Bettina said, standing up but keeping her hands on his bare shoulders.

			“Well, you said it, I didn’t.”

			“I meant that you know my name,” she said, and I half expected her to stamp her foot at me.

			“Fine. Excuse me, Bettina, but I need to speak with Bernardo for a few minutes.”

			She gave a little upset sniff but said, “That’s better, thank you.” I’d really expected her to be more insulted by all the talk of ladies, but apparently she was harder to insult than I’d thought. She flounced off to join her tall friend, who began to shake her head almost as soon as they started to talk. Bettina might still be game to try to bag Bernardo, but her friend was fed up with me interrupting their fun, or maybe she just didn’t like her odds. It was quite a crowd around Bernardo.

			I had to shoo a couple of them out of hearing range, because Bettina moving away had given them even more hope. Bernardo had to be charming at a couple of more, and they hovered nearby like vultures waiting for the handsome gazelle to stop struggling. Some of the women found other chairs beside the pool and tried to drape themselves artfully, or blatantly, waiting for Bernardo to finish talking to me. He ignored them all; that would have been enough to make me walk away. I don’t deal with being ignored.

			He pulled a chair over so I could sit and leaned in toward me. “What is Dixie threatening to tell Becca?”

			I told him.

			His face showed the shock. “Fuck,” he said with deep feeling.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“But I thought that Donna and Edward cleared all that up. Donna doesn’t believe you guys were an item, right?”

			“Not anymore,” I said.

			“Then what is Dixie’s problem?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			“What can we do to minimize the damage?”

			“You tell Edward when he and Donna come back out of their room,” I said.

			“Why can’t you tell him?”

			“Because this is supposed to be a romantic trip for the three of us, and Micah and I have already disappointed Nathaniel once today. They’re waiting in our room for me now.”

			He motioned toward the waiting women. “And I don’t have people waiting for me?”

			“You haven’t bagged and tagged yours yet; I have.”

			He sat back in his chair. “You think I couldn’t have a woman in my bed within the next few minutes?”

			I laughed. “I know you could, but would it be the one you wanted?”

			“I want them all,” he said, smiling and obviously pleased with himself.

			I shook my head. “I know that’s not true.”

			He looked a little less pleased. “How do you know that?”

			“You’re pickier than that just on the beauty scale alone.”

			He studied me through his dark glasses, now firmly back hiding his eyes. “So are you.”

			“Don’t compare my dating preferences to yours. I’m a lot pickier than you are.”

			“That’s fair,” he said, and then he smiled, adding, “You know, if you wanted to join me and one of the beauties here by the pool, you could.”

			I laughed. “I’ve got my own threesome waiting for me in my room, but thanks for thinking of me.”

			He laughed, too. “I thought you liked girls now, or are you just dating them to make your guys happy?”

			I shook my head. “I told you, Bernardo—fantasize about me with other women on your own time, and when you meet the other women in my life you will fantasize.”

			He gave me a smile that was almost a leer. “Can’t wait to meet them.”

			“So, will you tell Edward?” I asked.

			“I’ll tell him before I pick my afternoon delight.”

			“You did not just say afternoon delight.” I lowered my sunglasses enough so he could see me roll my eyes.

			He laughed, lowering his own glasses so he could wiggle his eyebrows at me.

			“Good luck,” I said, and started to walk away. Nicky and Rodina settled on either side of me. I glanced back, and Bettina was already at his side, but then so were a few of the other women. Rodina said, “I’m beginning to see why you never slept with your work friend.”

			“Yeah, I don’t like being part of a herd,” I said.

			She glanced back and said, “Moo.”

			I glanced back, too. Bettina had climbed into Bernardo’s lap, but the other women hadn’t given up yet. One was starting to give him a back rub. I followed Nicky, with Rodina bringing up the rear. I watched the back of Nicky’s body, the spread of his shoulders and his ass as he walked away from me. It made me happy to know that he was mine. Micah and Nathaniel were waiting for me back at the room, and I was looking forward to joining them. I liked that I had people in my life and that we were sure of one another. We were poly, but we were secure in our group. I liked that, a lot. My own love life always interested me more than anyone else’s.
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			WE WERE ALMOST to our room when I saw a tall, dark-haired man coming toward us. He had to be over six feet tall or I couldn’t have seen him over Nicky’s body. It took me a second to realize it was Peter Parnell, Donna and Edward’s son. When had he gotten that tall and how had I not recognized him? Part of it was me still wearing the sunglasses in the dimmer hallway, but a lot of it was that at nineteen he was finally filling out into the man he’d be for the rest of his life. If I hadn’t known that both Nathaniel and I grew several inches after age nineteen, I’d have said he was done.

			Nicky moved slightly to the side so that Peter and I could see each other better, I think. I guess I was completely hidden behind him. Genetics and working out had broadened Peter’s shoulders and just helped fill out his arms and legs and everything in between so he looked more finished than he had even a year ago. His hair had gone from deep brown to a nearly black brown. It was short except on top, where he’d left it long so that his bangs, if that was the right word, fell across the edge of one eyebrow, because he swept his hair to the side and did something to it so that it stayed that way. He had a habit of running his fingers through just that part of his hair now. I wasn’t sure if it was to make sure it stayed where he wanted it, or if he’d started styling it that way because of the habitual gesture.

			I studied his face as we walked toward each other, trying to see the shadow of the young boy I’d first met, but all I could see was this big, athletic stranger walking toward me. Well, not quite a stranger, because he looked so much like the picture of his dead father that Donna kept in the living room that it was a little disturbing. She was the only person I knew who kept a picture of her first husband when she was with someone else, but maybe that was because she’d been widowed. No, that couldn’t be it, because my father didn’t keep any pictures of my mother out, and my stepmother, Judith, didn’t keep any of her first husband out either, and they were a widow and a widower. Maybe it was a Donna thing, or maybe she wanted her kids to remember him. Whatever her motive, I wondered how Peter felt seeing his dead father’s face in the mirror every morning.

			“Do I have something on my face?” Peter asked as we all came together in the middle of the hallway.

			I shook my head. “No, well, wait, is that a five-o’clock shadow?”

			He grinned and there was a glimpse of the kid I’d met all those years ago. It made me smile to see it. “Maybe I’ll see if I can grow a beard.”

			“If you stop shaving before the wedding, your mom will kill you.”

			He laughed. It was a deep chuckle, and there was nothing little boy about it. I was happy for him growing up, but sometimes I missed Peter from a few years ago. I wondered if this was a tiny bit of how parents feel when they watch their kids grow up: happy and sad all at once.

			Peter noticed both Rodina and Nicky, but he looked longer at the man. Peter had only been introduced to Nicky as my or Nathaniel’s bodyguard on trips to New Mexico, at first. He had been fine with Nicky; he hadn’t even had the issue that most men did with Nicky being physically intimidating, until he found out that Nicky was my lover. He’d liked Nicky less after that. I’d known that Peter had had a crush on me for a while, but I hadn’t thought that it might bother him if I added new men to our poly group.

			Nicky said, “Peter.”

			“Nicky.”

			Rodina smiled at them both and then looked down to hide it. She was the ultimate spy and centuries-old assassin; she could control her facial expressions, which meant she wanted Peter to notice, because Nicky wouldn’t care. Peter glanced at her, noticing. Why did she want him to see it? I’d ask her later, but I didn’t try to hide my irritation with her. Brides were supposed to want to keep me happy, right?

			I said, “Why aren’t you out by the pool? I know Edward made sure you know how to swim.”

			He rolled his eyes, and again, that was something he’d done when I first met him. Peter was still in there, just bigger. “While Uncle Bernardo is holding tryouts for his bimbo of the night, no, thanks.”

			It was my turn to laugh. “Fair enough.”

			“I would think you could give Bernardo a run for his money with his bimbos,” Rodina said.

			I looked at her, but she was looking at Peter like a girl looks at an attractive guy. Was she flirting with him? Why would she be flirting with him?

			I looked at Peter; I mean, really looked at him. I tried to look at him not as Edward and Donna’s son, but as a person. He was a little too traditionally masculine for my preferences. I preferred pretty or beautiful to handsome, and his face was longer than I liked, but it was a good face, a strong face. The hair spilling around his eyes gave him that careless bad-boy look. His eyes were a nice solid brown, deep and dark and full of a force of personality that I liked, though not everyone likes that amount of internal fire. But I did. His lower lip was fuller than his upper one, but I could see running my thumb along that pouting lower lip. I realized with almost a shock that Peter was a good-looking guy, and there was a reason that he’d been able to pass for twenty-one before he was eighteen. He didn’t look like a kid anymore and probably hadn’t for a while. I just hadn’t noticed.

			Peter looked at Rodina. “I don’t think I’m in the same league as Uncle B.”

			“He’s a little too pretty for my taste. I like my men to be more handsome than pretty,” she said. She gave him a look out from under her eyelashes. There’s only one reason any woman gives that look to anyone. She was flirting. In my head I wanted to say, But why are you flirting with him? But her reaction to him had made me see Peter not as a kid, but as a grown-up, and if you liked your men closer to the rugged, handsome side of the scale, then he was worth flirting with, weird as that seemed to me.

			“We’re working,” Nicky said.

			“But once Anita is safely in her room with Micah and Nathaniel, then we won’t be working anymore,” she said.

			I looked at her and had to bite my tongue, because what I wanted to say was No. I wanted to tell her she couldn’t sleep with Peter. He was Edward’s son; my bodyguards weren’t allowed to sleep with his kid. But was that fair? Was it fair to Peter? Was I being overly protective? When Peter was fourteen, some very bad people had kidnapped him and Becca. It hadn’t been Edward’s fault. They’d been bad guys Donna’s preservation society had actually gotten on the wrong side of, but it had been Edward, Bernardo, Otto, and me who had gone in and saved the kids. We’d saved them, but not in time for Peter. His first sexual experience had been abuse, and I could never make that not have happened. I could never truly save Peter, and that fact haunted me and colored how I felt about him. I knew that, but knowing it didn’t make it go away. Fuck.

			My phone beeped. It was a text from Micah. “What’s taking so long, sweetheart?”

			Nathaniel texted a second later. “Where are you?”

			“What?” Peter asked.

			“Texts from Micah and Nathaniel.”

			“Nathaniel’s really been looking forward to this trip with the two of you,” Peter said.

			“I know,” I said.

			“We should get you tucked into your room so you can start enjoying your trip,” Rodina said. Her face was completely blank and businesslike as she said it, but there should have been a smile with it.

			“Go have fun,” Peter said and turned to go.

			“Don’t go too far,” Rodina said.

			He frowned at her, as if trying to figure out if she was kidding.

			Again, I had another moment of wanting to play parent or big sister or auntie, or something, and tell Rodina to back off and Peter not to sleep with her. He was nineteen, legally an adult, and I wasn’t his mom, his sister, or even his real aunt. I was his father’s best friend. What rights did that give me in his life? Deeply conflicted did not begin to cover it.

			“We can change and go down to the pool,” Rodina said.

			Peter shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

			“If you look as good out of your clothes as you do in them, I’m betting I’m not the only girl around the pool that prefers my men a little more rugged than your uncle.”

			“Rugged, huh.” He looked at me. It wasn’t a friendly look. “You told her about the scars.”

			“No,” I said.

			Rodina looked from one to the other of us. “I meant masculine when I said rugged. Anita doesn’t confide in me.”

			“I don’t believe you,” he said, and he was just suddenly angry. I remembered another thing that Peter and I had in common—rage. He grabbed the hem of his T-shirt and yanked it up, showing that Edward wasn’t the only one who had been working on his abs and that Peter had his own scars. The weretiger’s claws had cut across his upper stomach and the right side of his upper chest, and I knew that higher up on the shoulder and his arm were scarred, too, because I’d been there when he’d almost died saving my life. It was the one and only time that Edward had brought Peter as backup for one of our “adventures.” I’d made him swear that Peter wouldn’t go into the family business again until he hit twenty-one. I’d have liked to get Edward’s promise that Peter wouldn’t go into the family business at all, but I knew better than to ask that.

			Rodina raised eyebrows and smiled. “Nice.”

			“It’s not nice,” Peter said.

			“You’re right, it’s not nice; it’s awesome. Scars like that are a badge of honor, Peter. It means something monstrous tried to kill you, but you killed it instead.”

			“How do you know I killed it?”

			Rodina smiled. “Well, I did hear the story, but not from Anita. You saved her life, getting those scars.”

			“Did they tell you that one of the other guards died helping me save her life?”

			Rodina’s face went blank and unreadable. She stopped trying to flirt. “I heard.”

			“His name was Cisco and he died to help me save Anita.” The anger had turned to something cold and distant, and that was more Edward’s flavor of anger than mine. Peter pulled his shirt down and just walked past us all and kept walking. I don’t know what Rodina had been trying to accomplish with him, but I don’t think this was it.

			She waited until Peter was out of earshot and then said, “I tried, Anita.”

			“What were you trying to do?” I asked, and I couldn’t keep the anger out of my own voice.

			“Help Peter feel better.”

			“Why do you care how Peter feels?” I asked.

			“Because you care, my queen, and if Peter was happier, you’d be happier.”

			I frowned at her. “I don’t think my emotional health is tied that closely to Peter’s happiness.”

			“We are your Brides; we can feel when you’re unhappy, and that is how you feel whenever you talk to him, or even talk about him.”

			I looked at Nicky. “Is that true?”

			“Do you want me to answer that?” he asked.

			I sighed. “You just did.” I don’t know what I would have said next, because Micah texted me again: “Nathaniel isn’t happy. Hurry, or we’re going to have another fight on our hands.” Well, shit.

			“Maybe you’re right; maybe I am fucked up about Peter and Edward and his whole little family, but there’s nothing I can do about it. But there’s something I can do with Micah and Nathaniel to avoid another fight.”

			“Go make Nathaniel happy,” Nicky said. He even moved across the hallway and motioned at the door.

			“I will leave Peter alone, my queen. I’d hoped to make you and him happier, but the situation is more complicated than I understood.”

			I looked at Rodina’s blank and unreadable face. “Thanks, I guess.” I got out my key card and went for the door to our room.
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			I CLOSED THE door behind me and leaned against it, letting out a breath of tension I hadn’t even known I was holding. Rodina made me so tired, because how I felt about her and her brother was so damned complicated. Being tied to her metaphysically until she died, or I died, just seemed like a terrible idea. It worked with Nicky, because he made things easier. Rodina and Ru didn’t seem to make anything easier. If they were all my Brides, then why were they so different? Why did they make me feel so different? The answer of course was that they weren’t Nicky. I’d made the rookie mistake of assuming because my first relationship with a Bride was this way that they would all be the same. I knew it didn’t work that way with real romantic relationships; why had I assumed that the rules would be different for Brides? Wishful thinking? Stupidity?

			I looked up to find there was a living room with a desk with a flat-screen above it on one side and a couch on the other side. There were closet doors to my immediate right and a half bath to my left and a long stretch of empty living room. I knew that Micah had booked us a honeymoon suite, but I hadn’t expected it to be bigger, just more honeymoon-y. Right now, the room could have been simply a nice business suite.

			I called out, “Hello, honeys, I’m home.”

			“Bedroom.” Micah’s voice, but slightly distant. There was one more closed door in the living room area. Chances were that was the bedroom, and since there were no other doors that made sense to open, I pushed away from the door and forced myself to stand upright, shoulders back. I centered myself and then tried to push all the other issues away. I tried to focus on just Micah and Nathaniel and the fact that they were waiting for me behind this door. We were on a romantic trip together, damn it. I was not going to be the one who dropped the ball and ruined this moment for us.

			I opened the door in time to see Nathaniel jerk away from Micah’s hand on his shoulder. They were wearing matching robes with the hotel logo on them. Nathaniel turned to me, and as soon as I saw his eyes I could feel the anger like heat along my skin. My own anger tried to flare up to meet his, as if his was just the spark I needed to burn us all up in one spectacular fight. I just stood there, breathing hard and trying to count slowly. I would not be the one that drew first blood. It would not be my fault if this afternoon went up in smoke. It would not be my issues that ruined today, damn it. My hands were already trying to curl into fists, my shoulders rolling forward. My beasts tried to ride the anger, but I thought at them, or myself, or both, Don’t even try it! For once all my inner beasts just faded back, like a dog that had been chastised.

			“Bettina and I are Facebook friends.” Nathaniel spit it at me like an accusation.

			I had to swallow hard and fight to control my voice as I said, “Why are you mad at me for something she posted to Facebook?”

			“She’s complaining that you tried to steal another man from her, but she won this time. She seems to think that it was the fact that she was in a bikini and you were wearing too many clothes at the pool.”

			The ridiculousness of this woman that we’d just met posting things about me on social media, and that causing a fight between Nathaniel and me, helped my anger start to fade. It was just too stupid a reason for us to fight. “I didn’t try to steal Bernardo from her.”

			“But you did go down to the pool and talk to him, while you knew we were up here waiting to have a romantic afternoon with you.”

			I finally had a clue as to why he was so angry—to him it was just another case of me ignoring him for other people. “I didn’t want to go and hold Donna’s hand in the first place, remember.”

			“So how did it help Donna for you to go down and lounge by the pool with Bernardo?”

			“Are you jealous of Bernardo?” My anger faded even more, because Nathaniel was one of the least jealous people I knew. I glanced at Micah, trying to get some clue as to what was going on. He shrugged and spread his hands, showing either that he didn’t know or he didn’t want to get dragged into it.

			“Maybe I’m jealous of anything that seems more important to you and Micah than I do.”

			“I know we went to rescue the local guy, Andy, and I’m sorry that interfered with our time together. I’ll give you that one, but talking to Bernardo was wedding related.”

			“And it was so important that it couldn’t wait until after we’d had sex?” His voice was rising again, the softness around his mouth vanishing into his anger. I had to fight to keep my hands from turning into fists again, the tension in my shoulders returning.

			My voice came out too soft, too controlled, closer to the way I talked when I was angry on the job and didn’t want to lose my shit at a suspect. “If I hadn’t given Lucy’s message to Bernardo, I’d still be waiting to give the message directly to Edward. I hunted down Bernardo so that I could be up here with you now instead of in an hour.”

			“You know Edward’s room number. You could have just told him yourself.” Nathaniel’s tone was sneering. I’d never heard him like this. Because it was so unlike him, it helped me to be less angry.

			“He’d just taken Donna back to the room for makeup sex, and since he’d forgotten to tell her that he was married once before, and she just found out today, the makeup sex is going to have to be fucking spectacular.”

			“What did you say?” Micah asked.

			“Edward was married before and didn’t tell Donna?” Nathaniel asked.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			Nathaniel looked shocked. “Jesus, is the wedding canceled?”

			“It was, until I talked Donna down.”

			“Start from the beginning, Anita,” Micah said.

			“From where Donna dragged you off for the girl talk,” Nathaniel said. He wasn’t angry now; he looked shaken. Nothing like a real crisis to short-circuit a fight.

			I told them everything that had happened, including Dixie’s being more convinced than ever that she needed to stop the wedding, and her determination to tell Becca. “Lucy told me to find Bernardo and have him warn Edward, so I could be here with the two of you sooner.”

			Nathaniel sat down on the edge of the bed and put his hands in his lap, head down and staring at the floor. “I’m sorry I was so terrible when you walked into the room.”

			I sat on the bed beside him, leaning my head on his shoulder, taking one of his hands in mine. “I forgive you, if you can tell me what it was all about, so I won’t step on that particular emotional landmine again.”

			“I’m not sure, not really.”

			Micah came to sit down on the other side of him and reached for Nathaniel’s other hand, so the three of us sat in a row holding hands. “Before Anita got here, you were talking about our being workaholics, and that you needed more time with us than you were getting.”

			I sat up straighter, using my free hand to sweep his hair back so I could see the side of his face. “I’m sorry that we’re both working so much.”

			“It’s not just that.”

			“What is it, then?” I asked.

			He glanced at me, and then at Micah. He took a deep breath, let it out, and then took another one as if he were getting his breathing under control for something physical. “Even when you’re in town we don’t always have sex anymore.”

			“We had great sex just yesterday,” I said, and almost laughed.

			He gave me an unfriendly look. “We used to have sex twice a day. Now we’re lucky if it’s once a day.” The hurt in his eyes chased the last of the laughter away.

			“Oh, Nathaniel,” I said, and leaned in to kiss his cheek, “baby, I’m sorry. If I need to say it out loud, I want you. I always want you.”

			“Then why aren’t we having as much sex as we were before?” He looked at me with such sadness in his eyes that it made me kiss him again, but he didn’t respond with his usual passion. He looked at me, wanting explanations more than affection at that moment.

			Micah said, “I can’t speak for Anita, but sometimes I’m exhausted when I come in from a trip. My being tired doesn’t mean I don’t love you.” He kissed Nathaniel’s other cheek.

			“I know you love me, Micah, but do you want me?”

			“Of course I do. How can you ask that?”

			“You almost never initiate sex when it’s just the two of us. When we were together in Jean-Claude’s bathtub was the first time you’d suggested just you and me in months.”

			Micah looked surprised, started to say something, and then seemed to think better of it. He sat there for a few seconds, hugging Nathaniel with one arm, while he thought about it. “I hadn’t realized it had been that long, but I think you’re right.” He laid his head on Nathaniel’s shoulder and hugged him more tightly. “I am so sorry.”

			“If it’s any comfort, it’s not just you,” I said. “Micah and I aren’t doing much better with just the two of us.”

			Micah raised his head. “It hasn’t been months for us.”

			“No, but we’re both tired, and holding each other sometimes seems like the best thing in the world.”

			Micah reached across to take my hand while he kept his arm around Nathaniel’s shoulders, which meant we both had to let go of Nathaniel’s hands to hug him and hold each other. “Falling asleep in each other’s arms is the best thing ever,” Micah said.

			“It is great. I love it, too, but I love it most when we fall asleep after having sex,” Nathaniel said.

			“Well, me, too,” I said.

			“Am I the only who is having problems getting into the spirit of things?” Micah said.

			“After seeing the pictures and knowing what you’ve been dealing with, I think the case is getting to you,” I said.

			“There have been some really hard ones the last six months.” His face looked sad. His eyes were almost haunted as he stared at the wall, and he wasn’t seeing the honeymoon suite. I knew that look. I had my own version of it. Sometimes the nightmares just pile up so high inside your head that you can’t stop thinking about them.

			“I know some of it,” Nathaniel said, “and that’s why I haven’t been pushing this, but the fact that we’ve been in Florida for hours and still haven’t had sex is just depressing. There was a time when we couldn’t get into the bedroom fast enough to get our clothes off and fuck like bunnies.”

			“We fucked like bunnies this week,” Micah said, smiling.

			“Every other day, and that was after months of not having sex with you at all, Micah.” Nathaniel looked at him.

			Micah looked uncomfortable and drew a little away from both of us. “I’m allowed to be tired and stressed from work, Nathaniel.”

			“You are, but I’m allowed to miss you, miss us together, and to be sad that you find more time to have sex with Anita than with me.”

			“We discussed this before I said yes. I’m still not completely comfortable with . . . sex with men. I feel bad that there are things that I still don’t do for you that you do for me.”

			Nathaniel took his hand and said, “I know I’m your first-ever boyfriend, and that you never expected to be in love with another man. I know that you’re heteroflexible at best, not bisexual like I am. I love that you love me enough to push your boundaries as much as you do, and I told you that because you let me sleep with other men in our polycule, so that I get those needs met elsewhere, that I can live with you not doing certain things with me.”

			“I am sorry that I’m still not there completely with you.”

			“If we were monogamous, it wouldn’t work, but we’re not, so I can get my guy-on-guy needs met. But that you don’t reach for me as much as you reach for Anita . . . that hurts.”

			“I didn’t realize it had gotten that bad,” Micah said.

			“I think it’s because you and Anita are out of town and in town opposite each other a lot lately. When she’s with us you think of sex more, because there’s a woman in the bed, not just another man.”

			“I can’t even deny it. I just hadn’t realized it.”

			“I wasn’t going to bring it up on our trip. I thought we’d catch up on all the sex and nefariousness together, but when that didn’t happen I just couldn’t take it anymore.”

			“You needed to tell us,” I said.

			He looked at me. “I know you’ve worked hard to control the ardeur better, Anita. The fact that you can go more than twenty-four hours without having to feed is great for traveling with the marshals, or going out of town to raise the dead, but I miss you reaching out to me like you did before. Feeding the ardeur is such a high.”

			“I can’t feed on the same people every time without risking draining them to death. I don’t want to risk either of you.”

			“And I love that you want to keep us safe, but now that you can go longer between feedings, that means that the ardeur isn’t pushing us to have as much sex as it was before, and I’m beginning to think the ardeur was the reason we had as much sex as we did.”

			“Probably,” I said.

			“Passion doesn’t stay at the same level all the time,” Micah said.

			“It does for me,” he said.

			“I don’t think I can do sex twice a day, every day, forever,” Micah said.

			“I can,” Nathaniel said.

			Micah smiled gently and touched Nathaniel’s face. “I’m sorry, but I’m not as multiorgasmic as you are.”

			“I’m a girl, so I can have sex twice a day, every day, if the scheduling works.”

			Nathaniel smiled and kissed me.

			“I’ll try to do better, but Anita’s right—this case has just drained me. I can’t seem to get it out of my head, and that is a serious mood killer.”

			“If Anita releases the ardeur, you’ll be in the mood.”

			“I fed on Jean-Claude before we left, so I don’t have to feed, but I can feed again if we all agree to it.”

			“Do you ever get full from the ardeur, like having too much chocolate cake?” Micah asked.

			I smiled. “There’s always room for chocolate cake.”

			Micah smiled back, his eyes filling with heat that had nothing to do with being a wereanimal and everything to do with being lovers. “Yay, cake,” he said, his voice low.

			Nathaniel stood up and untied the sash of his robe, proving that he was as naked under the robe as I’d thought. “Eat me.”

			“Before or after I release the ardeur?”

			“Yes,” he said.
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			MICAH TOOK OFF his robe, too, and the two of them lay down on the bed side by side. They were both strong and fit. Nathaniel lifted more weights, so he had more definition, but Micah was lean enough that what muscle he had showed. He might not lift that much, but he did fight practice more than Nathaniel did. It was like looking at two different male ideals—the fit model and the martial artist. Micah would have argued that he wasn’t able to practice as much as some of the guards did, but then, he wasn’t a bodyguard. He practiced as much as he did because all wereanimal leaders could be challenged to defend their positions. Sometimes one could choose a champion to fight in his place, but most lycanthrope cultures didn’t allow that. I worked out to stay in shape for my job, too, and I was just as likely as Micah was to end up with my physicality being the difference between coming home safe and not coming home at all. We didn’t talk about it much because there was no point; it was our reality.

			I stood there admiring the view of my two men, and by the time I crawled onto the bed between them their bodies had already started to prove that they were admiring their view of my body, too—or maybe I was being too egocentric, and it was the view of each other’s bodies. I didn’t care—I loved and desired them both.

			“Release the ardeur, Anita,” Micah said as he helped Nathaniel pull me down between them.

			“Before we’ve done any foreplay?”

			He went up on one elbow, so he was looking down at both of us as we lay looking up at him. “If we get to a certain point and then you release the ardeur, we’ll finish like we always do, and that’s fabulous, but I’m willing—no, I want—to try something different.”

			Nathaniel went up on his elbow on the other side of me so he could look across eye to eye with Micah. “We usually release the ardeur when everyone’s dick is where they want it for orgasm.”

			“Which means I’ll be in someone’s mouth or inside Anita,” Micah said.

			“I’m okay wherever I end up, and whoever ends up in me,” Nathaniel said.

			I was left looking from one to the other as they talked over me. I was okay with that; this was more their issue than mine.

			“That’s not true,” Micah said. “I’m too wide even for you to want me to do anal on you.”

			“But you don’t enjoy anal in any way, so unless it’s my idea to put you back there, even with the ardeur it won’t occur to you.”

			“I’m sorry that neither of us likes anal,” I said.

			Nathaniel smiled down at me. “I have other people in my life who do, but it does disappoint me.”

			“I love you, Nathaniel. I love both of you, and I want to be with you both, really be with you both.”

			“I love you even more for trying, but if we release all our inhibitions this early, I know what I’m going to want to do, and if we don’t use lube, then even the ardeur can’t make that part of the body make its own lubrication, which means it may feel good while we’re doing it, but once we sober up from the metaphysics it’s going to hurt. I do not want the first time we do anal to be painful.”

			“All right, then let’s put lube in first, just in case.”

			Nathaniel raised his eyebrows at that. “And how do we do that in a way that you’ll enjoy?”

			“Get the gloves and the lube and I’ll explain.”

			“I should say What a wonderful gesture and talk you out of it,” Nathaniel said.

			“Why?” Micah asked.

			“Because you don’t really want to do this, and you’re using the ardeur as sort of getting drunk to relax into it.”

			“I love you. We’re getting married. I want to try.”

			Nathaniel looked down at me. “What do you think?”

			“I think we either try it or we do something more normal for us, and think on it some more.”

			He looked back at Micah. “I really appreciate the offer, Micah. I really do. I love you even more for it, but I want the first time to be special, not a drunken orgy.”

			“I might not ever be able to do it without the ardeur helping me lower my inhibitions.”

			“I know that, but let’s work on exploring anal with smaller, gentler things before we go for it, even with the ardeur. I love you too much to hurt you. The same goes for you, Anita.”

			“How did I get into this discussion?”

			“You know what they say—everyone has an asshole.”

			I laughed, because I couldn’t think what else to do. “I already have an opening that works just fine for both of you.”

			“We’ll discuss it later,” he said, smiling.

			“We will, will we?”

			He nodded, grinning.

			“Well, I don’t know about that, but I do know that I want one of you to go down on me, and I want to have both of you in my mouth at least once, and I want you inside me.”

			“We can do that,” Micah said.
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			MICAH PUT ME across his face, so I could look down my body and see his eyes looking up at me as he licked and sucked between my legs. We’d put his hair back in a ponytail to help keep it out of the way. My hands held on to the headboard, because I couldn’t reach anyone else to hold on to. Nathaniel was behind me going down on Micah. I prided myself on having control of my gag reflex for deep throating, but Nathaniel didn’t have a gag reflex at all. The only challenge for him with Micah was the width, and even there his mouth was bigger than mine. I looked over my shoulder to try to watch a little of it, but Micah did something with his tongue that made me gasp and turn back to staring down into his chartreuse eyes.

			I felt his body shudder and I knew that something that Nathaniel was doing behind me was bringing him close. It almost distracted me from Micah’s mouth between my legs, but he was too good at it for me to be distracted for long. He sucked on that sweet spot and I felt that warm weight between my legs growing heavier, and from one movement of his mouth to the next he drew me over the edge and brought me to screaming. I clawed at the headboard and yelled wordlessly, head thrown back. His tongue and mouth kept going until I was trying to find my words to tell him Enough, but I felt his body shudder again, and this time it made his mouth hesitate, lose its rhythm, and I looked down to see his eyes flutter closed, and watched them lose focus, felt his body go from straining to limp, and I knew that Nathaniel had brought him to orgasm, as Micah had brought me.

			Nathaniel was suddenly kneeling behind me, his voice growling in my ear. “You didn’t release the ardeur.”

			I managed to shake my head. I was still trying to recover from the afterglow of the orgasm.

			He put his lips near my face, so his breath was hot against my skin. “I want you to release it when I’m fucking you.”

			I nodded, still having trouble talking.

			Nathaniel lifted me off Micah and half carried, half dragged me down the bed and put me on all fours so that my knees were between Micah’s legs, my arms on either side of his hips. I was suddenly staring down at his groin; his body wasn’t completely hard anymore, but he still wasn’t small.

			I felt Nathaniel pushing himself against my opening. “God, you are so wet. I’m going to fuck you while you lick Micah.”

			Micah managed to say, “Too sensitive.”

			“I know,” Nathaniel said. “That’s why I want her to do it. You were willing to let me fuck you in the ass. I think you’ll enjoy this more.”

			I might have protested, but he grabbed my hair, just tight enough to click that internal switch over so that I wanted to do what he wanted. He pushed himself inside me, and just having him inside me when I was so wet and so sensitive from the oral made me cry out. Nathaniel found a rhythm, pushing himself in and out, sliding over that one spot inside as if he could feel exactly where it was. He used my hair to push my head down toward Micah as he slid himself in and out of me. I licked Micah and found that he was harder than he had been just seconds before. He was enjoying watching us together.

			Nathaniel started moving faster in and out of me. I felt the thick, heavy weight of pleasure start to build inside me. “I’m going to fuck you hard, Anita, and I want you to suck Micah’s dick until I tell you to stop and then release the ardeur and feed on me. Do you understand me?”

			I managed to say, “Yes.”

			“Then put your hand around Micah’s cock and suck it, while I fuck you.”

			I did what he asked, because in that moment it all seemed like such a good idea. Micah filled my mouth and more, but I didn’t have to deep throat him; he was too sensitive for that now, anyway. I could stay higher up on all that thick hardness and make small noises around him, as Nathaniel fucked me hard and fast, so that I screamed around Micah’s body, which made him cry out, “God!”

			Nathaniel brought me screaming, with Micah’s body like a living gag to soften the noises. “Stop sucking him.” I did what he wanted, letting go of Micah as Nathaniel used my hair to raise my body back up to all fours as he fucked me as hard and fast as he could, and brought me again to orgasm, screaming without Micah’s body to muffle the noises.

			“The ardeur, Anita—now, now!” His voice was strained as he fought his body to hold on one more minute, while I unleashed that part of me that could feed on what he was about to do. The power washed over both of us and it, or Nathaniel, or both, brought me another climax, as Nathaniel thrust inside me one more time. I felt his body convulse, felt him pulsing inside me, and I fed on the feel of him pushed as deep inside me as he could, fed on the strength of his hand in my hair, his other hand on my shoulder, fingers digging in as he spilled himself inside me and I drank him down everywhere his body touched me.

			He called out my name and then he half collapsed across my back and let go of my hair. “God, I love you,” he whispered.

			“I love you, too,” I said in a voice gone hoarse with screaming.

			“I love you both so much,” Micah said from the bed just underneath us.

			My knees gave out and I collapsed on top of him, with Nathaniel on top of me. Micah laughed, and petted our hair while we waited to be able to move again. We’d clean up and then we’d be able to sleep in a sexy cuddle pile just the way Nathaniel had wanted.
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			WE WOKE STILL spooned together in a warm nest of sheets and bodies. It felt so good that I just lay there listening to them breathe, feeling the rise and fall of their bodies against mine. Nathaniel was still deeply asleep, but Micah moved restlessly. If I wasn’t careful I’d wake him on one of the few mornings that we could all sleep in together. I slowed my breathing down, deepened it, and did my best to pretend to sleep while my eyes were still open, so I could see the line of sunlight from the crack in the drapes. We’d have to remember to close them better tonight, but this morning I liked watching the light play in Micah’s curls and along his naked back. If I could have figured out a way to turn over and see the light on Nathaniel, I would have, but I knew that would wake Micah.

			I lay sandwiched between them, listening to their breathing, feeling the beat and pulse of their sleeping bodies. I memorized the feel of it all, so that later it could be one of my happy thoughts. I was kissing the back of Micah’s neck and waking us all up with more cuddling and maybe more sex, when there was a knock at the door so loud and authoritative that I knew it was a cop, or someone who had been a cop of some kind. They all had that loud, resounding knock that made your heart beat faster and your pulse jump to your throat for a second, even if you were innocent. The sound alone was sort of scary.

			“What is that?” Nathaniel said, raising his head but hugging us tighter to him.

			“I don’t know—maybe someone complained about the noise,” I said as I tried to get up.

			“You are a screamer,” he said, but he was still holding me tight, his heart thudding against my back.

			“The complaint should have come in last night, not this morning,” Micah said, lying very still in the bed, as if he were listening harder than I could. He was a wereanimal, so his hearing was better than mine.

			I had to tell Nathaniel to let me go so I could check the door. I put on one of the robes that we’d used last night after we cleaned up. I tossed the other one to Micah in the bed. We were both more modest than Nathaniel. I belted the robe tight and put my Sig Sauer .380 in the right-hand pocket, got my badge in its little wallet cover out of the drawer beside the bed, and went for the door. I was pretty sure it was the police, and if I was answering the door armed, I wanted my badge with me.

			I glanced back to find Micah standing by the bed with his robe tightened in place. Nathaniel was still in the bed with the sheets covering him.

			The knock sounded again. I called out, “I’m coming. I’m coming.” I let myself sound as cranky as I felt about the interruption. A man’s voice said, “Kirke Key Police. Open the door!”

			I couldn’t think what we’d done to earn an early morning wake-up call from the local police. I checked the peephole just in case, but it was a uniformed officer at my door. Edward had even sent me a text of the local uniforms in the area before I got on the plane. I’m not sure I would have thought of it, but it was Edward: He pretty much thought of everything when it came to the job. It was the right uniform.

			I opened the door enough to see and be seen, but not like I was inviting him in to visit. Just because we were both cops didn’t automatically make us buddies. Besides, I didn’t really want him to see the men tucked into the room behind me if I could avoid it.

			“Can we come in for a minute and look around?” the tall officer asked.

			“What’s this about, Officer”—I read his name tag—“Dunley?” I asked.

			“Are you alone in the room?”

			“No, I’ve got friends with me.”

			“We need to speak with your friends,” he said.

			I flashed my badge. “Marshal Anita Blake.”

			His eyes widened. He hadn’t expected to find another cop of any flavor in the room. He got control of his expression and said, “Still need to speak with your friends and anyone else in the room, Marshal.”

			“Why? What’s the problem, Officer?” I said.

			“Reports of a woman screaming last night,” he said.

			“Sorry about that. I guess we got louder than I thought.”

			“Were you fighting with your friends?”

			“No, we were having sex.” I could have lied, but why? Once he got inside the room and saw the men, especially Nathaniel in the bed, what else could it be?

			But the truth threw Dunley for a second. He looked at me, frowned, almost smiled, got control of his face, and said, “Well then, you won’t mind me seeing your friends and getting their side of things.”

			“And if I do mind?”

			“The more you don’t want me in the room, the more I want inside. If you’re on the job, then you know what I mean.” If I was on the job, he’d said. I looked at him a little harder. He was taller than me, no big surprise; he had more weight around his middle than was probably good for him, like the beginnings of the gut that Rufous had on him. The weight drew the eye down to his duty belt, where it strained at his waist, so you might underestimate his height and the rest of him, but I had to look a long way up to meet his brown eyes, which put him over six feet. He had to be at least six-three, and the biceps that bulged at the short sleeve of his uniform shirt showed that underneath the recent weight gain there was still plenty of muscle. His brown eyes weren’t unfriendly, but they did that narrow cop thing, and then a dark eyebrow arched. Apparently, I wasn’t meeting his idea of cop perfection either.

			“I really need to see your friends and anyone else in the room, Marshal.”

			“It’s two friends and me, but sure. Why not?” I opened the door and ushered him into the room. He stopped at the bedroom door. I glanced toward the bed and found Nathaniel sitting up with the sheets in his lap, smiling at the officer as if he were about to be introduced to him on the street, somewhere nice and not embarrassing. Micah stood beside the bed, trying to look relaxed and failing. He’d have been happier with clothes on. Me, too.

			“And your names are?”

			“Micah Callahan.”

			“Nathaniel Graison.” Nathaniel smiled, trying to be pleasant.

			“Did you participate in a swim race at the pool here yesterday?”

			I hadn’t expected that question. It wasn’t just a noise complaint question. Nathaniel’s smile faded a little around the edges. “I did.”

			Dunley looked at me then, and I realized that he’d kept the door open behind him. There were hotel employees hovering in the hallway. “Marshal Black, was it?”

			“Blake,” I said. So much for me being well-known in police circles.

			“Well, Marshal Blake, did you have an argument with another woman down by the pool?”

			I shook my head.

			“You didn’t fight with another woman about her paying too much attention to Mr. Graison here and another gentleman?”

			“It wasn’t an argument, but I did have to explain to a couple of women that Nathaniel wasn’t free to follow up on any perceived flirting.”

			“Did you also feel that you had to explain that one Bernardo Spotted-Horse, also a marshal as it turns out, was also unable to carry through on his flirting?”

			I smiled. “No, I just needed to discuss some wedding details with him that I didn’t want half the beautiful women in the hotel to overhear, so I asked for some privacy.”

			“And it’s just a coincidence that the same woman was involved in both altercations?”

			“It wasn’t an altercation or a fight or anything like that. I gave my message to Bernardo and left him to carry on with his flirting, or whatever.”

			“How did it make you feel knowing that Mr. Spotted-Horse was going to have sex with a woman you’d already fought with over Graison here, earlier today?”

			I frowned at him, feeling like I was missing something important. “Bernardo is just a work friend and fellow wedding member; that’s it. He and I have never been an item. He can sleep with anyone he wants.”

			“If you’ve never been an item with Mr. Spotted-Horse, then why did you get angry at him interacting with other women?”

			“I told you before, I wasn’t angry about anything. I just needed to tell him something about the wedding.”

			“And what did you want to tell him that was so private?”

			“Something private,” I said, because I was so not going to tell the local cops about the supposed affair. No way.

			“Funny, that’s what Spotted-Horse said, too. I’d really like to know what wedding detail could be so top secret that you couldn’t say it in front of other people.”

			I shrugged, because nothing I could say would help, and if he kept me talking I might give him a hint. I did not want to do that. Besides, if he thought I was arguing with other women about Nathaniel and Bernardo, his thinking I was having an affair with the groom would just confirm that I was pathological about men.

			“Why are you asking us all this?” Micah asked, still standing by the bed.

			“Did you sleep with Ms. Bettina Gonzales, Mr. Graison?”

			“No, I’ve been with friends since I left the pool yesterday.”

			“We’ll need the names of those friends.” He actually got a small notebook out of his pocket and started riffling through the pages. I didn’t know that anyone still used notebooks like that.

			“Micah was with me the whole time.”

			“And what is your relationship to him?”

			“He’s my fiancé.”

			Dunley raised eyebrows and looked at Micah. “Is that right, Mr. Callahan? Are you and Mr. Graison engaged?”

			Micah nodded. “Yes.”

			Dunley turned to me with his notebook and pen in hand. “Someone told me that Mr. Graison was your fiancé, Marshal Blake.”

			“He is.”

			Dunley looked at me and then back at Nathaniel and Micah and then back at me. “How does that work, Blake? Bigamy is still illegal.”

			“Marrying more than one person is illegal, but there’s no rule against being engaged to more than one person, as long as everyone knows about everyone.”

			Dunley frowned, staring down at his notebook as if he wasn’t sure that what he’d written made sense. “So you’re all engaged together?”

			“Yes.”

			“All the news says that you’re engaged to the master vampire of St. Louis, this Jean-Claude.”

			His asking that meant he’d known exactly who I was before he ever knocked on the door. “I am,” I said.

			“So are any of you actually going to be marrying each other?”

			“I’m not sure what that has to do with anything, but I’m going to be marrying Jean-Claude, because as you said, we can only legally marry one person at a time.”

			“And you, Mr. Graison, who are you marrying?”

			“Micah and I are planning a wedding,” Nathaniel said. He was watching the police officer’s face now. He was still trying to look pleasant, but I knew his eyes and they showed that he was thinking hard, trying to figure things out. What the hell was going on?

			“So, Blake, you’re planning to marry someone that isn’t here this weekend, but you’re engaged to the two gentlemen here, and you’re sleeping with Mr. Spotted-Horse and Mr. Wyatt Erwin.” Knowing Ru’s name meant he had probably talked to the others first.

			“I told you I’m not sleeping with Bernardo, and since you brought it up, I’m not sleeping with Wyatt either.”

			“You’re not sleeping with either Spotted-Horse or Erwin.”

			“No,” I said.

			“And yet you got into a fight with another woman over both the men you’re not sleeping with, plus a fight over Graison here.”

			“I told you, I didn’t fight with anyone, over anyone.”

			He looked back to the two men at the bed. “But you are sleeping with these two gentlemen?”

			“Yes,” I said.

			“And all the men are okay with you sleeping with all the other men?”

			“We share really well,” Nathaniel said, drawing his knees up to his bare chest and trying for winsome, but mostly hitting lascivious, or maybe that was just how he made me feel. Was he trying to distract Dunley, or just tired of the questions?

			“Mr. Graison, are you sleeping with Mr. Callahan?” Dunley asked.

			“I am.” Nathaniel smiled as he said it.

			“What about Mr. Spotted-Horse?”

			“No.”

			“Mr. Erwin?”

			“Nope.”

			“And you, Mr. Callahan, who else are you sleeping with?”

			“Why the twenty questions, Officer Dunley?” I said.

			“Just trying to get a sense of what happened, Marshal Blake.”

			“What has happened, Officer Dunley?”

			“What do you think has happened?”

			“Oh, for the love of God, Dunley, just tell us what’s happened.”

			“So you’re lovers with Callahan, Graison, Spotted-Horse, and Erwin?”

			“I’m just work friends with Spotted-Horse, as I keep telling you. Erwin is just a friend and employee.”

			“According to witnesses, you were in a passionate embrace with him at the pool yesterday.”

			“I really can’t explain what happened with Wyatt by the pool, or if I can, I don’t owe the explanation to you.”

			“Well, I’ll make a note that you don’t want to be helpful in this investigation.”

			“What investigation?” I asked. Something bad had happened, and whatever it was had probably happened to Bettina, last name Gonzales. I wondered if Bernardo had even known her last name before they had sex. I doubted it, but maybe last names weren’t that important for a one-night stand.

			“Are you sleeping with anyone else in the wedding party, Marshal Blake?”

			“No.”

			Dunley nodded and made another note. “How many other men here in town are you sleeping with that aren’t in the wedding, Marshal?”

			I debated whether I should answer at all, or if it mattered that the police knew about Nicky and me. “And if I was sleeping with anyone else in town, why would that matter?”

			Dunley had to look back through his notes and made enough of a big deal out of it that I wasn’t sure if he really needed to check his notes, if it was something he did to give himself time to think, or if it was supposed to mess with our nerves. If it was the latter, he could have saved the act.

			“So the three of you are all lovers, all engaged to each other; is that it, Ms. Blake?”

			“It’s Marshal Blake, and yes.”

			“You don’t seem to care if I call Marshal Spotted-Horse mister.”

			“He’s not here to feel insulted. I am.”

			“You’re standing here in a robe in a hotel room with a naked man in your bed, and a second man in a matching robe, and I’m insulting you by calling you Ms. Blake as opposed to Marshal Blake; really?”

			“Are you implying that a woman who has multiple lovers is such a slut that she can’t be insulted, Officer Dunley?”

			He looked at me and thought it through; then he glanced back at the still-open door. Another officer had shooed away the civilians sometime during it all, but still Dunley didn’t want to get accused of some kind of sexual insensitivity, not unless he could prove it was all part of his clever questioning technique.

			“I would never use that word, Marshal Blake.”

			“Good to know, but it is what you think of a woman who would sleep with multiple men, isn’t it, Officer Dunley?”

			“Absolutely not, Marshal Blake.”

			“Really. I could have sworn that you implied that rather strongly just now, Officer Dunley.”

			“I most certainly did not.”

			“Then what are you implying, Officer Dunley, and why do you have this intense curiosity about our personal lives?”

			“Just trying to get an understanding of what might have happened between you and Bettina Gonzales.”

			“Nothing happened between us, Officer Dunley.”

			“That’s not what her friends say.”

			“I can’t help what other people say, Officer Dunley.”

			“Don’t you want to know what her friends said happened between the two of you?”

			“You’ve already told me what they said.”

			“No, Marshal, I did not.”

			“Yes, you did,” Micah said from the bed.

			Dunley frowned for a second and then recovered with a smile that I think was supposed to be disarming but wasn’t in the least. He was questioning us like we were suspects or at least persons of interest. Something bad had happened to Bettina. She wasn’t my favorite person, but she didn’t deserve whatever would make the police question people like this.

			“What’s happened to Bettina—Ms. Gonzales?” I asked.

			“You tell me.”

			“I would if I could, but I left her by the pool with the rest of Bernardo’s harem of possibilities.”

			“So it doesn’t bother you that Spotted-Horse fucked Ms. Gonzales?”

			He’d used the word on purpose, hoping to shock me. “I think it’s probably bad judgment on his part, but other than that, no.”

			“Why is it bad judgment on his part?”

			“Bettina seemed a little high-strung and definitely possessive after a very short amount of time.”

			“What do you mean a little high-strung?”

			“She took insult really easily, even where none was intended.”

			“Her friends say that you fought with her.”

			“They’re wrong.”

			“They say things got heated between the two of you after you tried to kiss her, and she rebuffed your advances.”

			I laughed before I could stop myself. “Rebuffed your advances. I haven’t heard that one in a long time, but trust me, I did not try to kiss Bettina.”

			“Several witnesses say differently.”

			“I may have implied that I’d kiss her to make her leave Wyatt alone.”

			“Why would that make her leave him alone?”

			“She was homophobic, and letting her think that Wyatt and I were angling for a three-way made her retire from the field.”

			“Retire from the field. Now who’s using old-fashioned terms?”

			“Sorry, you’re right. Let me just say that using her homophobia against her was a way to avoid a fight, though it was totally Wyatt’s fault for flirting that hard when he didn’t mean it.”

			“I’m sorry, Anita, honestly; it was just so much fun to flirt with all of them. We got carried away,” Nathaniel said.

			“How carried away did you and Bettina get, Mr. Graison?”

			“I meant Wyatt and myself. We were both flirting with the bridesmaids from other weddings and we may have gotten carried away.”

			“How far did you get carried? What plans did you or Mr. Erwin make with Bettina Gonzales?”

			“None.”

			“I find that hard to believe, Mr. Graison. Were you jealous when she slept with Mr. Spotted-Horse?”

			“I didn’t know she slept with him until you told us a few minutes ago, but no, it doesn’t make me jealous. I had no intention of actually sleeping with any of the women by the pool.”

			“Then why flirt with them?”

			“It was fun.”

			“Was it fun when you arranged to meet with Ms. Gonzales later?”

			“No. I mean, I didn’t arrange anything with her.”

			“How angry were you when she chose Spotted-Horse over you?”

			“If you want to look at it that way, I chose Anita over Bettina, so it’s Bettina that should have been pissed, not any of us.”

			“How far would you have gone to make sure Mr. Graison there chose you over Bettina?”

			“I don’t have to go far. He’s my fiancé; he’s already chosen me.”

			Dunley had to look at his notes again, but this time I was pretty certain he was giving himself time to think. “But you have no idea where Mr. Erwin was last night.”

			“I’m sure his sister can vouch for them since they were sharing a room,” I said.

			Micah said, “What has happened to Bettina Gonzales?”

			“I didn’t say anything had happened to her.”

			“Stop the game playing, Dunley,” I said. “Obviously something has happened to her, or you wouldn’t be here asking twenty bajillion leading questions about the day’s events.”

			He smiled before he could stop himself as he said, “I don’t think I’ve hit a bajillion yet.”

			“It feels like it,” Nathaniel said.

			“Oh, this is nothing, Mr. Graison. You should see a real interrogation. Now, that may be a bajillion questions by the time everything’s said and done.”

			“This isn’t an interrogation, Dunley, and you and I both know it.”

			“Do you want it to be an interrogation, Blake?”

			“No. Do you have enough to bring any of us in for one?”

			Dunley gave me the hard cop-eye stare, but it wasn’t his serious best, so I didn’t flinch. “Not yet.”

			“You’re fishing, talking to anyone who saw her.”

			“What’s happened to her?” Micah asked again, voice more impatient.

			“When’s the last time you saw Bettina Gonzales?”

			“We told you, by the pool before we came upstairs,” Nathaniel said.

			“I told you, by the pool with Bernardo and his bevy of beauties,” I said.

			“Spotted-Horse is lucky that her friends came and picked her up at his hotel room door. If we didn’t have witnesses that said she’d left his room happy and healthy, we’d have him in a room answering questions right now.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Bettina Gonzales is missing.” He’d telegraphed it so hard, it wasn’t a surprise to any of us.

			“I thought you had to be missing twenty-four hours before the police would look for you,” Micah said.

			“Normally, or even forty-eight hours,” I said.

			“Neither of you seems surprised she’s missing,” Dunley said.

			“You telegraphed it pretty hard,” I said.

			“Sorry, but if that was you being subtle, it didn’t work,” Nathaniel said.

			“Why are you looking for her so soon?” I asked. “Please tell me you didn’t find anything like blood, or . . . things.”

			“Like what things?”

			“I work with the preternatural branch of the Marshals Service, Officer Dunley. That means I see some really horrible things as part of my job. I can think of a whole bunch of stuff that I hope you haven’t found in connection to Bettina Gonzales.”

			“Why would you care that much about a woman you fought with twice and had to chase away from your man—sorry, men.”

			“Look, we didn’t fight, and I don’t chase anyone away from my men. If they’re my men, as in my lovers, then I don’t have to defend my territory, because they’re happy to be with me. Bettina didn’t strike me as someone I wanted to become bosom buddies with, but there didn’t seem to be any harm in her. I hate the thought of her family and friends here to celebrate a marriage and now they’re searching for one of their loved ones. I’ve seen enough awful things in this world. I really just wanted to enjoy Ted and Donna finally tying the knot and enjoy being in the Florida Keys for the first time ever.”

			Dunley studied my face as if trying to read more in my eyes than there was to read. He looked at Nathaniel and asked, “Do you have any idea what might have happened to Ms. Gonzales?”

			“No, but if I did, I would tell you.”

			“Did she talk to any other men, flirt with any others?”

			“Not that I saw.”

			“Me either,” I said.

			“Mr. Callahan, do you have any idea what might have happened to Ms. Gonzales?”

			“No.”

			“Can you think of anything else that might help us locate her?”

			We all shook our heads. “We’d help if we could, Dunley.”

			“I want to believe you, Blake.”

			“I want you to believe me, because it’s the truth.”

			“Come on, Blake. You’re on the job. You know the rule.”

			“Everyone lies,” I said.

			He nodded. “Even U.S. Marshals,” he said.

			“We’re Feds. You local guys think we have horns and tails hidden under our clothes.”

			He looked at me, and this time he let his eyes go up and down. I realized that the front of the robe had gaped a little so that he’d gotten to see more of my breasts than I’d wanted to share. Damn it. I glared at him, as defiant as I could make it, because bold, self-righteous anger was the only defense I had against the embarrassment that was trying to make me blush. I finally lost the battle and closed the robe a little bit more, holding it in place this time.

			“How can someone with this many lovers blush?” Dunley asked.

			“Anita is a delicate fucking flower,” Nathaniel said.

			I glared at him as I tried not to blush even harder.

			He smiled at me. “I love that you still blush.”

			“I’m amazed you still blush,” Dunley said.

			“Get out of our room,” I said.

			“That doesn’t sound like you want to help us find the woman.”

			“We’ll help all we can, but right now we’ve given you all the information we have.”

			He held out a business card to me and gave me two extra ones so that he didn’t have to walk to the bed and give them to the men directly. Maybe he was more bothered by the almost naked men in the room than he’d let on.

			“If you think of anything that will help us in our investigation, call.”

			“We’ll do that.”

			“Enjoy the rest of your day, Marshal Blake.”

			“We’ll do that, Officer Dunley.”

			He left. I shut and locked the door behind him and said, “Well, fuck.”

			So much for a leisurely room service breakfast and more sex. I was pretty sure the mood was ruined for all of us.
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			“HOW COULD YOU get involved in a case on our wedding trip?” Donna asked all of us later, as if we’d planned the whole thing. And by us, I mean everyone who got questioned by the police and knew both the lie and the truth about the supposed affair.

			We were in a conference room in the hotel. We were supposed to be double-checking if we liked the room for the rehearsal dinner; instead we were on the verge of another argument.

			“Now, honeybunch,” Edward started in his best Ted voice.

			“Don’t you honeybunch me, Theodore Magnus Forrester! You promised no crime-fighting on this trip. You gave me your word!”

			“Magnus?” I said, smiling.

			That stopped Donna’s rant long enough for her to turn to me, frowning. “You didn’t know his middle name?”

			“Nope.”

			“How can you share information about you and your life so differently between us?” she said, turning back to Edward.

			“According to you and your therapist, the fact that I share different parts of my life with both of you is the entire point of me living with you and working with Anita.” His voice had dropped down into that low, middle-of-nowhere accent that was Edward. He didn’t even fight to keep Ted’s smiling eyes and pleasant expression going; he just looked at her. I knew he loved her to pieces, but in that moment I realized it was possible for her to wear him down enough that down the road it might not be her who called the relationship quits. He’d marry her and it would work for years to come, but that one look said he was already tired of some of her shit, and she was certainly telling everyone around us that she was tired of his.

			Donna nodded and said, “That’s true, but . . . I’ll never understand it.”

			“And I’ll never understand why you had to tell Dixie about Anita and me in the first place. If you hadn’t shared the lie with her, then she wouldn’t be trying to tell Becca.”

			“I thought it was the truth, and we are not changing topics yet.” She actually walked up to him with her finger pointing at his face like he was five and she was scolding him. “You promised me no police stuff on this trip.”

			“Ted didn’t plan on one of the other hotel guests going missing,” Micah said.

			She turned on him as if trying to find a reason to scold him, too. He just stood there, smiling softly, his hair still loose around his face. He’d left it down because he knew how much Nathaniel and I both loved it. Maybe he was also seeing if he could distract Donna for a minute. I hadn’t tagged her as a long-hair fan, but a pretty man is a pretty man. Or maybe she just couldn’t find anything to yell at him about, and that was probably exactly why he’d spoken up.

			She turned to Bernardo, as if Micah hadn’t said anything. She wanted a fight and she was going to have it. “And you—if you could keep it in your pants, the police wouldn’t be questioning all of us.”

			Bernardo actually took a step back from her shaking finger. “Hey, I’m in the clear. Her friends can testify to the fact she left my room happy and healthy.”

			Donna gave him a look of such scorn that he started looking guilty. I hadn’t been sure he could feel that where women were concerned. “You wouldn’t need an alibi for the girl’s disappearance if you hadn’t fucked her.”

			I think Donna had cussed more on this trip than I’d ever heard her. The shock was beginning to wear off.

			“I’m not the one getting married to you, so who I fuck is none of your business.”

			“How dare you talk to me like that?” She turned to Edward. “Are you going to let him talk to me like that?”

			“You yelled at him first,” Edward said in a voice that was cold and even, and very not the Ted she thought she was marrying.

			“So you’re taking his side against me?”

			He gave her as cold a look as I’d ever seen him give her and said, “No, Donna, I’m taking mine.”

			“What does that mean?” she said, and she was still angry, but there was an uncertainty to her voice now. Maybe he’d never aimed this much of the real Edward at her before.

			“It means that this isn’t one of our cases. We did not seek this out or bring this to our door. You, on the other hand, told Dixie our secret. The secret that you made me swear not to tell to any of my groomsmen. You said that it would be humiliating and that they wouldn’t understand the arrangement we all had. I kept my word, but you told one of your bridesmaids. Why? Why did you do it, when you’d expressly forbidden me from doing the exact same thing?”

			She actually started to blush, but her words were still angry and strong. “How can you compare the disappearance of a young woman to me telling what I thought was the truth to one of my oldest and closest friends?”

			Edward stared up at her from the chair that he was sitting in, and I watched his anger slide through his eyes. I’d never seen him this kind of angry with her. “Why, Donna? Why tell anyone?”

			“I . . . I needed to tell someone. I needed a friend to talk to about it.”

			“Why?”

			She turned to me, because she was one of those women who didn’t like being the only woman in a group, but it just seemed weird that she kept turning to me since I was the other woman. “I just needed to be able to talk about it with another woman that isn’t my therapist. You understand that, right, Anita?”

			I looked at her, trying to figure out what to say that wouldn’t make things worse.

			Nathaniel tried to help, stepping in and taking my hand in his, which made her look at him. “Anita’s not like that, Donna. She doesn’t feel that compulsion to talk about everything with her girlfriends.”

			“Well, I do,” she said, and she reached out toward Edward in his chair. “I didn’t know that it would affect how Dixie felt about you and Anita. I swore her to secrecy. She promised she wouldn’t tell anyone. I even told her that I just needed one friend to know the whole truth, so I could vent from time to time.”

			“So she broke her word of honor to you,” Edward said.

			“Yes, and I never thought she’d obsess about it like this.”

			“She’s still threatening to tell Becca,” he said in a voice so cold and so full of icy anger that I didn’t blame Donna for flinching. It was a shame the make-up sex had been wasted on the news about Dixie and her threat.

			“I talked to her about that, Ted. She says she won’t tell Becca.”

			“Did she give you her word of honor that she won’t tell Becca?” Edward asked, still in that cold, angry tone.

			“Yes, she swore to me, promised me.”

			“The same way she promised she wouldn’t talk to anyone else about your secret?” he asked. His eyes were that pale, winter blue now; it was almost a gray. It was the color his eyes went when he was being Edward the assassin. Edward the cold-blooded sociopathic killer had eyes the color of winter skies.

			Donna went pale. “Don’t look at me like that, Ted, please.” That meant that she’d seen the look on his face before, but never aimed at her. It also meant she had some idea what that look in his eyes meant. I almost felt sorry for her, but she had brought it on herself.

			“If Dixie tells our daughter, it could change how she sees me forever, Donna. I won’t be Daddy anymore; I’ll be the lying bastard that’s cheating on her mommy.”

			Donna started to tremble, and then her eyes filled up, and I knew it was only a matter of time before the tears started. I did not want to stand here and watch her cry. I did not want to be part of this fight. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one, because Micah said, “We’ll give the two of you some privacy to talk this out.” He touched both Nathaniel and me on the shoulder and started ushering us toward the door. Nicky, Bram, Ru, and Rodina were by the door, trying to be bodyguards and not get dragged into anything. Bernardo followed us toward the door. We were all wanting out of the fight, but sometimes no matter how hard you try, you can’t get out of it.

			“And Anita won’t be Aunt Anita anymore. She’ll be the lying bitch that’s betraying her mommy by sleeping with her daddy. Is that what you want Becca to think about both of us?”

			The huddled group of us froze. Nicky had his hand on the doorknob. Damn it! “Please, Ted, don’t drag me further into this than I already am.”

			“Do you want to lose Becca as your niece?” he asked, still in that cold voice.

			“No, of course I don’t.” I stayed looking at the door, though. I wasn’t turning around and losing the few steps of freedom I’d gained if I could hold on to them.

			“I didn’t mean . . .” Donna’s voice shook, and I didn’t have to turn around to know she was crying. “I didn’t want to damage anyone’s relationship with Becca. She’s recovered so well from what happened, and she loves you so much.”

			“You have to think things through, Donna, especially where the kids are concerned.”

			“I always think about the kids first.” That was less tearful and angrier again.

			“Do you, or do you think about your feelings first? Because that’s the only reason you told Dixie—so you would feel better.”

			“I thought we all worked through the mess with Dixie,” Nathaniel said.

			I wanted to grab him and say, Don’t, but I guess he was invested in the wedding further than the rest of us.

			Edward answered, “We’ve been having to hide Becca from Dixie. I don’t see how she can be in the wedding.”

			“And now you’re involved—you’re all involved—in a police investigation on our wedding trip,” Donna said.

			I don’t know what would have happened next, but we heard Peter yelling and a woman’s voice raised. Nathaniel opened the door and led the way out. In that second, I think all of us preferred whatever fight was in front of us to the one in back of us.
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			PETER WAS CARRYING a screaming and struggling Dixie across his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. She was wearing a one-piece bathing suit and looked to be still wet from the pool. He was wearing baggy swim trunks and a soaking-wet oversize blue T-shirt. He had her arms and one leg pinned, but her other leg was kicking out wildly. She was also yelling, “Put me down, you son of a bitch! How dare you! I used to babysit your ass!”

			I knew Peter was better at hand-to-hand fighting than Donna was. If all he’d wanted to do was to take Dixie to the ground like Donna had done in New Mexico, he’d have been efficient and quick. But unless he wanted to hurt Dixie, or had zip ties or restraints of some kind, it was hard as hell to make someone go with you if they really didn’t want to. He’d also been socialized not to hit a girl, but the girl had no problem hitting him.

			Lucy was behind them in a flowing swimsuit cover-up. Her gray hair was still dry, so apparently she hadn’t even had time to get in the pool before whatever the current crisis was had struck.

			“What the hell is going on?” I asked.

			Peter said something, but Dixie was yelling so much that I couldn’t understand it.

			I realized that part of the problem was that Donna was yelling at Edward in the room behind us, so that we were getting a double dose of yelling women. Edward’s voice was a low, angry rumble; he was holding on to his control and his temper. Donna seemed to feel that all bets were off, because she was cursing like a sailor.

			It was Wyatt who leaned in and told me, “Peter said he doesn’t know how to put her down without hurting one of them again.”

			I wasn’t really sure what Peter meant about getting hurt again, but I looked at Peter and the woman across his shoulders and did some quick physical math. “We’re too short to make a smooth transfer,” I said.

			“I’m not,” Nicky said, “but I’m working.”

			“We’ll cover for you,” Rodina said.

			Nicky looked at Bram. “Let’s help the kid.”

			Bram shook his head. “I’m working. Nothing takes precedence over that.”

			Bernardo came over to us. “I’m not on the job.”

			“Let’s do it,” Nicky said.

			They moved toward the struggling pair. Peter’s lips moved again, but I still couldn’t hear him. Nathaniel leaned in and said, “Peter said be careful, she bites and scratches.”

			“Look at Peter’s right hand,” Micah said.

			I looked and there were bloody nail marks in Peter’s hand, where he was still fighting to keep the leg from kicking along with the other leg that he hadn’t managed to pin. I saw the bloody marks on his thigh about the time that Nathaniel said, “Jesus, look at his thigh.”

			“I didn’t know Dixie had that kind of fight in her.”

			The men shook their heads in agreement.

			Bernardo grabbed the one leg that Peter hadn’t managed to pin. Dixie started to scream louder, which I hadn’t thought possible. “Let go of me! Help me! Someone help me!” But no matter what words she was using, she didn’t sound scared; she sounded pissed.

			Nicky wrapped his hands over the one hand that Peter was using to pin her wrists. Bernardo got both her ankles in his hands. They said something to Peter, or to each other, but all I could hear was Dixie calling them sons of bitches and to let her go. I’d underestimated Dixie; she was hell on wheels when she finally got going. It was going to take all three men to get her off of Peter’s shoulders and to the floor without hurting her or letting her hurt any of them. If they’d been willing to hurt her, it would have been easier, a lot easier. She certainly hadn’t minded hurting Peter. I wondered where she’d bitten him.

			Bernardo and Nicky held and lifted as Peter did a sort of overhead press with the main part of Dixie’s body. All that weight lifting paid off, because her body weight didn’t seem to be hard for him. What was hard was that the “weight” was wiggling and struggling as hard as it could. He didn’t exactly drop her, but he wasn’t able to hold on to her past a certain point, and Bernardo and Nicky suddenly had all of Dixie’s body weight just at the ankles and wrists. They didn’t drop her, but she probably thought they were going to, because she stopped struggling as hard but gave a nice blood-curdling scream. If hotel security hadn’t been alerted before, someone was sure as hell going to call now. Great.

			They laid Dixie’s body on the floor but didn’t let go of her. Bernardo pinned her legs between his arms and body, which cut down on a lot of the squirming. Nicky was having more issues with her arms, because when he tried to change his grip, he got closer to her face and she snapped at him like a dog. Fuck.

			The noise brought Edward and Donna out of the far room, so they were with us when Rodina joined Nicky and took one wrist and arm. Dixie went wild as they pinned her more securely to the floor. She kept trying to bite something or drive her nails into someone. It was like she didn’t know where she was, or didn’t care.

			Peter went to his mother and said, “She’s your friend, Mom. Tell her we’ll let her go if she stops trying to hurt us.”

			Donna went forward reluctantly, as if she were a little afraid of the struggling woman, too. I didn’t blame her. I was pretty sure that Dixie would hurt any flesh she could reach. She seemed like she’d gone a little crazy. I wasn’t sure Donna would be able to calm her down. It looked like a kind of violent hysteria.

			Donna bent over so that she could be sure that the other woman could see her, but Dixie didn’t stop struggling or screaming. Donna yelled her name until the struggling slowed down, and then she told the other woman, “If you stop struggling, they’ll let you go. Do you understand that, Dixie? If you stop trying to hurt them, they’ll just let you go.”

			The woman on the floor stopped moving and just lay staring up at Donna.

			“I think you can let her go,” Donna said.

			Edward said, “Don’t let go of her until she says something coherent to Donna.”

			Donna started to protest that, but Peter stepped into her line of sight again and pulled his T-shirt down at the neck to show a bloody bite impression of Dixie’s teeth in the top of his shoulder and back. She’d damn near taken a piece out of him.

			“Talk to her, Mom.”

			Donna looked a little pale after seeing the bite and him holding up his bleeding hand. She didn’t argue with him anymore, just went back to talk to Dixie. She kept talking until Dixie started talking in full sentences and seemed to be making sense. Even then, when Bernardo, Nicky, and Rodina let go of her, they counted to three, let go at the same time, and moved back fast from her. She actually lay there for a second or two, as if she didn’t realize they’d let her go. Donna offered her hand and Lucy came to take her other hand, and together they got her on her bare feet. Dixie stood there in her yellow one-piece bathing suit holding her friends’ hands. She seemed very quiet, too quiet, as if she’d gone somewhere deep inside herself. It was almost as unnerving as the screaming and fighting had been. What the hell was going on?

			Peter stood to one side, close to Donna, but not too close to Dixie. I think he’d had all of her he wanted for the day, or forever. “She’s your friend, Mom, and this is your fault.”

			“What are you talking about, Peter?”

			Lucy chimed in, “Dixie was determined to tell Becca at the pool. The little girls were playing together, being so happy.”

			Dixie looked angry again at that. She jerked her hands away from the other women and backed up into the corner where there was a chair, but she didn’t sit down in it. She stood beside it with the wall at her back, one hand on the chair as if to steady herself.

			Donna had gone pale. “Did she tell Becca?”

			“No,” Peter yelled, “because I stopped her.”

			“He tried being polite first,” Lucy said, “but Dixie wouldn’t shut up. She said that Becca deserved the truth, that she should know what kind of father she was getting.”

			“You did not,” Donna said, staring at Dixie.

			Dixie gripped the back of the chair hard enough for her hand to mottle with the pressure. “She does deserve the truth, just like you deserve a husband that won’t cheat on you.”

			“I told you that it’s not true, Dixie. Ted isn’t cheating on me with anyone. If you tell Becca the lie, then I don’t . . . I don’t think I can forgive you for it.”

			“You’d throw twenty years of friendship away over me telling the truth?”

			“Becca doesn’t need to know everything about our grown-up problems. Her therapist explained that some things are not supposed to be shared with children until you have run out of options, and it’s not true, so there are lots of options.”

			“Why did you tell Dixie at all? Even when you believed it was true, why tell her?” Peter asked.

			“I have a right to talk to my friends.”

			“Not when it impacts Becca and me to this degree. You’re the mom, the grown-up. That means that you suck it up and deal instead of messing up our lives because you can’t deal.”

			“How dare you talk to me like that.”

			“If you don’t want me to talk to you like that, then act better, do better.” He was waving his arms wide as he talked, big, upset gestures. Donna looked small beside him, but she didn’t flinch and she didn’t give ground.

			“I’m sorry that Dixie didn’t keep my confidence, but it was bothering me more than I thought it would, Peter. I thought I could do it. It was knowing that I’ve never had Ted’s undivided attention. Them getting involved in a case on our wedding trip proves that even if they’re not having an affair, it’s still true.”

			“What’s true, Mom?”

			“That there are parts of him that he never shares with me, but only with Anita. It hurts me. Don’t you understand that?”

			“You aren’t a marshal, Mom. He can’t share work with you.”

			“But he shares with her in ways he doesn’t share with Bernardo.”

			“What made you think they were more than just best friends?” Peter asked.

			She gave him a scathing look, one hand on her hip. “You see how they are together.”

			“Yes, I do, which is why I’m asking the question that I should have asked months ago. What made you think they were more than friends?”

			“He talks to her more than he talks to me. He confides in her the way a man does to his wife.”

			“Maybe some men, but Ted’s not like that, Mom.”

			“I’ve been married before, Peter. I know how marriage works and what husbands do.”

			“You know how your first marriage worked. You know how Dad was with you, but from what I remember, he was nothing like Ted. They are such different men, Mom. Didn’t it ever occur to you, or your therapist, that they might be very different husbands? If they’re very different men, then they would be just as different in a relationship with you.”

			“I think I know more about marriage and relationships than you do, Peter.”

			“You’ve seen Anita with Micah and Nathaniel—hell, with Nicky now. She treats them completely different from how she treats Ted.”

			“I’ve always valued how respectful Anita and Ted are when they’re around us. I know they’re not having a physical affair, but I appreciate that they modify their emotional behavior when they’re around me,” Donna said.

			“I have seen Ted with Anita when you’re not around, Mom. They don’t act like a couple, and they sure as hell don’t interact the way she does with Micah and Nathaniel.”

			“They’re engaged to each other; of course she acts differently with them.”

			Peter shook his head. “No, Mom, it’s not that. She’s not engaged to Nicky, but she treats him more like a boyfriend than she’s ever treated Ted.”

			Dixie had caught on. “No, just no. You are not magically going to say there is no affair, so you can marry her now? That’s just bullshit and more lies.”

			“If Anita had been a male friend from the Marshals Service, would you have suspected that Ted was having an affair with him?” Micah asked in a soothing voice, the kind of tone that you use to talk children back to sleep, or jumpers away from windows.

			“You mean suspect Ted of being gay?” she asked.

			“Yes.”

			She laughed as if it was too absurd to even think about. “Of course not.”

			“Are you saying that Anita’s being a woman is the only reason you thought it was more than friendship?” Micah asked.

			“No, of course not.”

			“Then what made you suspect?” he asked.

			“He confides in Anita. He’s always coming back from seeing her with every other sentence ‘Anita this’ and ‘Anita that.’ There’s this look in his eyes when he talks about going out on a case with her that he doesn’t get when he’s home.” Her voice grew soft at the end, as if she didn’t like admitting that last part.

			I knew that look in Edward’s eyes wasn’t about sexy time with me. It was about the fact that working with me usually meant it was going to be a tough job. Something that would challenge his skills, push his limits, allow him to use that part of him that enjoyed the action, the danger, and the violence. Sometimes that last part wasn’t fun, but if we didn’t enjoy it at some level, we’d have different jobs, or we wouldn’t be good at the one we had. That was the real truth that Edward hadn’t been able to explain to Donna.

			“I told you that it wasn’t Anita as a woman that made me act like that,” Edward said.

			“You told me it was the job, the action, the thrill of the chase, or some bullshit like that.” The scorn in her voice was thick enough to walk on.

			“Why didn’t you believe him?” Micah asked quietly.

			“Because it’s too ridiculous. You put on a badge and a gun to protect people and put away the bad people, but the violence is a necessary evil, not the reason for it all.”

			I looked at Edward with renewed respect. “You really did try to tell her the truth.”

			He nodded. “I would never have asked you to tell such a complicated lie if I hadn’t tried to tell Donna the truth first.” His voice was still empty of accent, but now he sounded tired.

			“He really did try, Anita,” Peter said.

			Donna and Dixie were looking at all of us. “What the hell is going on?” Dixie asked.

			Edward ignored them both and talked to me. “Thank you for going along with the lie, Anita. I know it bothered you, and I know you thought it was ridiculous to confess to an affair we weren’t having just so Donna would marry me.”

			“Ridiculous about covers it.”

			He smiled, but it left his eyes tired and unhappy.

			“No,” Dixie said. “You are not going to get out of the affair that easily.”

			“We can’t get out of something we were never in to begin with,” I said.

			“But you are still involved with Anita in your work, Ted.”

			“I can’t change my work, Donna.”

			“But on our wedding, Ted, to get involved in a case on our wedding.”

			“We’re not involved yet; we’re just being questioned like almost everyone in the hotel.”

			“But if they ask you to help with the case, you will. I know you will.”

			“I love you, Donna. I love that you wear your heart on your sleeve, but I hate that you let your feelings overwhelm you to this degree. I accept that it’s two sides of the same coin, that maybe you can’t be as open and caring unless your emotions rule you, but I’ve let you manipulate me into a no-win scenario. I win, Donna, I always win, except with you. I let you win a lot. I should have just stuck to the truth and kept on living together, but I had this stupid idea that I wanted to marry you. I wanted to be the legal father for Peter and Becca. I wanted the white picket fence with you, enough to lie, enough to pretend that I was something I wasn’t. I would never have an affair, never cheat you and our family like that. But now it’s about emotional cheating. I don’t even know what to say to that, Donna. I gave in on the stupid affair thing, and now you think I’ll give in if you just push hard enough. Well, I won’t. I can’t.”

			“Ted,” Peter said, “don’t, please don’t.” Peter looked on the verge of tears.

			Edward gripped his arm. “I’m sorry, Peter, sorrier than I’ve ever been about anything.”

			“No,” Donna said, and started to cry. “No, don’t . . . I love you. I love our family. I love the life we have together.”

			Edward looked at her, his face still empty, as if he’d shoved all his emotions away so that no one could see them. If you control your outside demeanor, sometimes you can almost pretend that you control your inside feelings; almost.

			“Oh, Ted, don’t look at me like that,” she said, and started to cry harder.

			Edward started to let go of Peter’s arm, but Peter put his bigger hand over Edward’s and kept them touching. The first tear slid down his cheek, his face struggling to stay in control the way Edward was controlling his. Peter didn’t want to be like his sobbing mother; he wanted to be like Edward, and that had been true almost from the first time I’d seen them all together.

			“How do you want me to look at you?” Edward asked in a voice that was empty. I’d heard him hurt people with that emptiness in his voice. Donna flinched as if she’d never heard it before, and she probably hadn’t. If she only knew that it wasn’t an affair with me Ted was hiding, but something much more violent and dangerous.

			“Like you still love me,” she said in a voice that was choked with tears, “like we’re still a family.”

			Edward’s eyes flinched then, because that was really it. He, Donna, Peter, and Becca were a family, and he wanted them to keep on being together. He’d wanted it so badly that he’d compromised who he was, and who we were, so that Donna would marry him. My chest was tight watching the three of them. I swallowed hard, because I would not cry here. This was their moment to cry, or not cry. I didn’t want to take away from that by drawing attention to me.

			“I want to be a family with you, all of you. I wanted it so much that I was willing to confess to an affair I wasn’t having, because you wouldn’t believe the truth. I love you and Peter and Becca, and those stupid fluffy dogs back home, so much that I convinced my best friend to confess to an affair she wasn’t having either. But now you want us not to cheat emotionally. We’re best friends. We have an emotional connection, Donna. That’s what best friends means.”

			“Oh, Ted,” she sobbed, and then wrapped her arms around him. He didn’t hold her back, just let her hold him. Silent tears were running down Peter’s face as he stood there watching them.

			Nathaniel grabbed my hand. I glanced at him and watched a tear trail down his face. He’d spent more time with Donna and both kids than I had. He was Uncle Nathaniel to Becca. This would be a loss of more than just the wedding for a lot of us.

			I squeezed his hand and then had to look away, because if I’d kept watching him tear up, I couldn’t have stopped myself from joining him. I would not cry until it was done, for better or worse.

			“I’m sorry that I’m insecure about Anita. I will do better, I swear, and if the police need you to help find that girl, of course you can help, of course.”

			Donna pressed her face harder into Edward’s shoulder, the tears coming in huge, wracking sobs that seemed to be breaking her shoulders and back, she was shaking so hard from them. Slowly he raised one arm and wrapped it around her. It made her cry even harder, which I hadn’t thought was possible, and she wrapped her arms tighter around his waist, as if holding on so that she didn’t fall. Peter stepped into them and wrapped his arms around them both. Edward hugged him back and the three of them held one another. The only dry eyes were his, but he was holding them. I just wasn’t sure if it was a good-bye hug or a sign of reconciliation from him.

			“You can’t just ignore that he’s having an affair because you love him, Donna.” It was Dixie who had stepped closer to them, her hands in fists, her eyes shining with rage. She really was beautiful when she was angry. It gave her color so there was more contrast between her pale skin and dark blond hair; even her eyes were a richer blue when she was angry. The question was, why was she this angry about Donna’s love life?

			Donna ignored her, or maybe she was crying so hard she hadn’t heard. Peter was bent over so that his head was buried on the other side of Edward’s head so he couldn’t see Dixie. After the damage she’d already done to him, that seemed unwise, or maybe he knew that Edward could see her, or maybe he trusted all of us. He’d literally brought the problem, Dixie, to us; maybe he did trust that we would fix it now. Looking into her fever-bright eyes, I wasn’t sure that was going to work. You can’t fix crazy.

			Ru put a hand on Nathaniel’s back and my shoulder, leaning close, and whispered, “What’s wrong with her?”

			I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

			Nathaniel whispered back, “Is she going to hurt them when she gets close enough?”

			Micah came in close to my side, finding my hand to hold. We all seemed to need a reassuring touch, because there was just something in her face as she crept toward them. I was really glad she didn’t have a gun in that moment, because as illogical as it seemed, I wouldn’t have trusted her with it. I wasn’t sure she was even seeing Edward, Donna, and Peter, because her reaction didn’t match the tearful forgiveness and love in front of her. Dixie looked like she saw something terrible, frightening, or even disgusting.

			Bernardo moved toward them, slowly. It took me a second to realize he was trying to get between Dixie and the family. He was right; there was something wrong with the look on her face. She’d already tried to be inappropriate by telling a child personal grown-up things, and the damage she’d caused to Peter should have been reserved for someone who was hurting her.

			She kept creeping closer to the family as they hugged. Bernardo kept creeping closer to her, just in case. The tension that had dissipated when they all started to hug was back, but it was a different kind of tension. Dixie wasn’t done yet.

			It was Lucy who stepped in, putting a hand on Bernardo’s arm so he’d move and let her closer to the other woman. “Dixie,” she said in a low, soothing voice. There was no reaction, as if she hadn’t heard. “Dixie,” Lucy repeated in a louder tone, “Dixie, look at me.” Still no reaction. All Dixie’s attention was aimed at the hugging family.

			“You can’t take him back, Donna. Don’t do it. Once they cheat on you, you can never trust them again.” Dixie said it as if Lucy wasn’t trying to talk to her, as if there was no one in the room but her and Edward’s family.

			“Dixie!” Lucy said it sharp now.

			Dixie blinked once, and some of the fever intensity on her face softened as she turned to look at Lucy, who was close enough to touch now. Dixie blinked again, and more of the emotional turmoil vanished from her face. She straightened her shoulders so that she wasn’t hunched, but her hands stayed in fists at her sides.

			“Dixie, can you hear me?” Lucy asked, voice softer again.

			Dixie nodded wordlessly, but now her face looked too smooth, too empty. Her blue eyes were back to their paler shade of normal, but they were too big in her face, like people look when they’re in shock. It was as if she’d expended too much emotion in the last few minutes, so she had to teeter-totter to no emotion. Whatever the rest of us thought about Donna and Edward and the kids, or how Peter had solved the problem of getting Dixie away from Becca, it wasn’t how Dixie saw any of it. Something about either the coming nuptials, the supposed cheating, or the kids, or something we couldn’t even guess at, touched her at levels that no one was going to understand but her.

			“Dixie, honey,” Lucy said, “I need you to say something, anything.”

			Dixie shook her head.

			Lucy reached out slowly to touch her shoulder. Dixie was fine right up until her hand touched her bare arm, and then she flinched. Touch wasn’t good for her right now, so Lucy drew her hand back. “Honey, Dixie, are you all right?”

			She nodded, and then in a voice that was empty of all emotion but very clear, she said, “Yes.”

			The answer was so obviously a lie that I’d have been tempted to say, No, you’re not, but Lucy was smarter than me. She said, “All right, honey, let’s go back to your room. You need to shower off from the pool and get dressed.”

			Dixie nodded again, but her eyes were still too big, and her hands were still in fists at her sides. Something was still deeply wrong, but I had no idea what it was or how to deal with it. Lucy started trying to herd Dixie down the hallway without touching her, which is harder than it sounds, but it worked. Dixie moved ahead of her. Bernardo stepped out of the way. Dixie’s eyes flickered up to him, and there was a flash of rage in her eyes. Just a blazing glimpse, and then her eyes were empty again, and she let Lucy ease her down the hallway.

			Edward, Donna, and Peter, with tears still drying on two of their faces, were watching now. Edward’s face showed no emotion, but Donna’s showed enough for both of them. Peter just looked confused, like he was trying to figure it out. So was I, but as long as Dixie went elsewhere to calm down, I was good. I’d learned a long time ago that you can’t fix everyone, but Peter was nineteen; he didn’t know that yet.

			“Did I do that to her?” he asked in a low voice.

			“No,” Edward said.

			“I’m not sure,” Donna said, which wasn’t helpful to her son.

			Peter looked at her, his face stricken. “I didn’t know what else to do to keep her from telling Becca.”

			“I know,” she said, hugging him closer. “You did the best you could.”

			“You were trying to remove her from the situation without hurting her,” Edward said.

			“Yeah,” Peter said.

			“But she didn’t feel the same way about you,” Edward said and motioned down so that they all looked at Peter’s leg. There was blood actually running down his thigh from underneath the baggy swim trunks. That was some scratch.

			Donna gave a little scream of panic. Not helpful. She tried to pull up the leg of his trunks, and Peter pulled away. “I can do it, Mom.”

			He pulled the leg of his shorts up, and it wasn’t a scratch. It was a stab wound. “That wasn’t done with fingernails,” Rodina said.

			“No,” Edward said and knelt so he could see the wound better.

			Donna started to cry again, as if the tears were still too close, or maybe she just didn’t know what else to do. She had her moments, but unless she worked at it, she wasn’t always great in an emergency.

			“What did she stab you with?” Bernardo asked.

			“A fountain pen,” Peter said. “She grabbed it off a table as we passed it. I didn’t even know she’d grabbed it until she stuck it in my leg. If it had been a real knife, she’d have really hurt me.”

			There was a lot more blood than I would have expected from just a fountain pen. Then the blood blurped out of the small hole. That was bad.

			Edward was leaning close to the wound. He raised the hem of his white T-shirt to gently wipe away the blood. “I think a piece of the pen is still in the wound.”

			“I didn’t think it was bleeding this much,” Peter said.

			“It probably wasn’t,” Edward said, “but the piece that broke off kept working in deeper as you walked.”

			“Why is the blood coming out like that?” Donna asked.

			“I think the piece in his leg nicked an artery.”

			She made a small sound and went pale.

			“Don’t you dare faint,” I said.

			She flashed me a look that wasn’t entirely friendly. “I’m allowed to be upset.”

			“Yeah, but if anyone gets to faint, it’s Peter. It’s his leg.”

			She frowned at me, but her color was better. Her anger with me was fine if it meant she held her shit together and didn’t make the current emergency more about her.

			“I’m not going to faint,” Peter said.

			“Bring that chair here,” Edward said.

			Bernardo went to get the chair that Dixie had been leaning on earlier.

			“I can walk to the chair, Ted,” Peter said.

			“Walking is what worked the shrapnel into your artery. No more walking until a doctor okays it.”

			“Doctor? I’m not that hurt.”

			Bernardo had the chair behind Peter, who started to sit down, but Bernardo grabbed his arm and Edward got up and took the other. “Keep the leg straight, no bending at all.”

			I started forward, but Nathaniel beat me to it, kneeling to help steady Peter’s leg at either side of the knee so the leg stayed straight.

			“You guys are scaring me.”

			“Good,” Edward said. “We need clean towels or something to hold on the wound, but we can’t press hard like normal to get the blood flow stopped.”

			“Will napkins do?” Rodina asked.

			“Depending on what they’re made of, yes,” Edward said.

			She went back down the hallway in search of napkins.

			He called after her, “If you see a staff member, ask if they have a doctor on call for the hotel and if he’s in residence. If the doctor is on site, then send him to us. If an ambulance would be quicker than a doctor, then have the staff call one.”

			“I’ll go with her,” Micah said. He kissed me on the cheek and then followed Rodina down the hallway. Bram followed them without consulting anyone. He was Micah’s shadow, period.

			“An ambulance?” Peter said. “She put a fountain pen in my leg, not a blade. If I need stitches, can’t you just drive me?”

			Edward slipped his white T-shirt off completely, flashing that unexpectedly great upper body again. He knelt and put the white cloth carefully over the wound. We needed to get the bleeding stopped, but we didn’t want to press on the piece of shrapnel and force it to tear the artery more. The white shirt started turning scarlet. Peter’s foot twitched and the shirt was suddenly heavy with blood, as if a lot of it had come out in an instant.

			“Did it hurt when I touched the wound?” Edward asked.

			“Not much, but I’m having trouble keeping my foot still.”

			I knelt behind Nathaniel and supported Peter’s foot on my knee. He looked embarrassed. “You don’t have to do all this. I’ve been hurt a lot worse than this before.”

			He was right. I’d seen him in the hospital after a weretiger had cut him up. He’d been sixteen and done it to save me after the same tiger had nearly gutted me. Why was it that almost every time I saw Peter something bad happened to him?

			“You’ve had bigger wounds, Peter, but just because a wound is small doesn’t mean it’s not serious,” Edward said. It made me look at the shirt he was holding against the wound. It was almost completely soaked with blood. That had happened quick; fuck.

			Micah was back with an armful of nice linen napkins and Bram. “Rodina is double-checking on the ambulance. I thought you’d need the napkins sooner.” He looked at the now-dripping shirt and just held out the napkins to Edward.

			“I can hold them on my wound,” Peter said.

			“Just sit still, Peter. The more you move, the faster you bleed,” Edward said.

			Donna was just standing there staring at everything. Her uselessness was beginning to piss me off. She whispered something and then said it louder. “This is my fault. If I hadn’t told Dixie, this wouldn’t be happening.”

			I agreed with her, so I lowered my face and looked at Peter’s leg in my hands, which was weird, so I looked up at Nathaniel’s broad back kneeling just ahead of me, and then to Peter’s face. He was pale; his brown eyes looked darker even than I knew they were, because his skin was a bad color. He was naturally darker than either Edward or me, but in that moment we both had more color. I prayed, Let it just be shock and fear; don’t let him be pale from blood loss.

			“I’m sorry, Peter, Ted.”

			“I can’t believe you told Dixie, of all people, Mom. She would never help you feel better about anything. She’s one of those people that turns everything into some kind of drama. How did you think confiding in her would be a good thing?”

			“I thought she’d understand, because her husband cheated on her, too.”

			I looked up at her then. We all did.

			“Ray is a cheating son of a bitch,” Peter said. “He doesn’t have a girlfriend; he has hookups.”

			Donna stared down at him, looking shocked. “How do you know that? How do you know any of that?”

			“Because their son Benji has been in martial arts with me for years. Everyone thinks the kids don’t know about stuff, but it’s kind of hard to miss when Benji’s dad would pick us up for carpool smelling of perfume and it wasn’t the kind that Benji’s mom wore.”

			“Dixie told me that Ray cheated on her a couple of times but swore he’d stopped.”

			“We drive ourselves to class now, so maybe he has sworn off other women, but all of the kids in carpool knew that he was fucking around.”

			She corrected him automatically. “Don’t say fucking, Peter.”

			“Is that really more important than what I’m telling you?”

			“No, of course not, but I didn’t know it was that bad.”

			“Because when you saw Ray at parties he was all cleaned up and presentable and stayed by Dixie’s side. Anyone can pretend for an afternoon or an evening dinner party, Mom. Outside of that she was hostile to him, she knew, and he knew she knew, but he didn’t stop and she didn’t divorce him. Benji chose a college out of state so he didn’t have to deal with it.”

			Donna looked horror-struck. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

			“Tell you what? That Benji’s dad would drop us off smelling of his aftershave and pick us up smelling like perfume? You wouldn’t have believed me when I was little, and by the time I got big enough to explain it so you might have believed me, I’d given up trying to tell you a lot of things. Besides, it would have embarrassed Benji if you had tried to talk to his parents about it, and you would have taken me out of their carpool. You’d have told the other parents because you’d have felt it was immoral or a bad example for the kids. You’d have tried to make it better and it would have just been worse. Like today.”

			“Peter,” Edward said, that one word a sort of warning for him to mind how he spoke to his mother.

			Peter glared at him. “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me she wouldn’t have done exactly that.”

			Edward met the weight of his son’s gaze but said nothing. He kept holding more napkins against Peter’s leg, and they started to turn red. Where the fuck was the ambulance?

			“So this is all my fault,” Donna said. “The fact that you and Anita are having an affair, or maybe you really aren’t, but you let me believe it, because I wouldn’t believe the truth. Which sounds ridiculous.”

			“Benji’s mom hates his dad, and she shows it when there are no grown-ups around. Was it her who started convincing you that you couldn’t live with a man that cheated on you?” There was sweat beading on Peter’s forehead now as he glared up at his mother. His big hands were gripping the bottom of the chair as if he needed to hold on to stay in it. When had he started the death grip on the chair?

			Bernardo moved behind Peter, putting a hand on either shoulder. He was careful not to move him more, but he was there in case the kid’s death grip on the chair failed. The napkins were filling up with blood. Was it my imagination or was Peter’s leg heavier than it had been a second ago?

			Edward said, “Peter, look at me.”

			Peter did what he asked, and lowering his head was better; some of the color came back to his face. He was still sweating, though.

			“You’re right, Peter,” Donna said. “Dixie was trying to convince me that I couldn’t marry Ted unless he gave up Anita.”

			Peter looked back at her, but his head leaning back wasn’t good. Bernardo pushed his head forward and a little down. “You don’t have to look up to talk,” he said.

			Peter swallowed hard, as if his mouth was dry. “Would water help?” Micah asked.

			“Ice chips,” Edward said.

			“I’ll see what I can find.” Micah started down the hallway at a slow jog, with Bram at his heels.

			Peter said, “Why didn’t you ask Ted to give up Anita, if you really believed they were lovers?”

			“I did.”

			Peter tried to look up, but Bernardo held his head and shoulders downward. “Easy, kid.”

			I must have looked surprised, because Donna said, “Ted didn’t tell you that, did he?”

			I went back to staring at Nathaniel’s back. I so wanted out of this conversation, out of this moment. Where the fuck was the ambulance?

			Edward said, “I told Donna that Anita was my partner. She was the person I trusted most at my back in an emergency. The one I trusted to bring me home safe to you, Becca, and her. I asked her if she really wanted me to give that up.”

			“I couldn’t ask him to give her up then, because all I could think was that if something happened to Ted on the job and Anita wasn’t there to save him, it would be my fault. I couldn’t stand that, so I thought I could live with the affair, and now I know there was never a real affair.”

			“Donna,” Nathaniel said, “you’re being so sexist.”

			“What? How have I been sexist?”

			“You admitted that if Anita had been a man, you would never have accused them of an affair. If she’d been another man, you would have just thought they were partners.”

			“Yes, I did say that, but it’s not just that she’s a woman.”

			“When I look eager about going out with Anita, it’s about the job, not some imaginary affair, Donna.”

			“No, it’s not just that.”

			“What then, Mom? What is it? What made you believe it?” Peter asked.

			She was quiet for so long I thought she wasn’t going to answer, but then, finally, in a voice that was low and embarrassed, she did. “It’s because she’s a beautiful woman.”

			That made me look up at her. She was blushing, so she was embarrassed. Good, she should have been.

			“There’s just something about you, Anita. It’s like you give off this sexiness like you enjoy it and you’d be good at it.” She blushed harder, because now I was looking at her and letting her see what I thought of her reasoning.

			“Don’t look at me like that, Anita.”

			“How do you want me to look at you?”

			“Like I’m not crazy, like I didn’t let my insecurities wreck my wedding and injure my son.”

			I didn’t know what to say to that, so I did the best I could. I looked away from her.

			“The ambulance is coming,” Nathaniel said.

			“How do you know?” Bernardo asked.

			“I can hear it.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Me either, but if Nathaniel says he hears it, he does,” I said.

			“It’ll be here soon, Peter,” Nathaniel said.

			“Good,” Peter said, his voice a little thick.

			His leg got very heavy all of a sudden. Nathaniel said, “It’s okay, Peter, we got you.”

			“Hold on, son,” Edward said, “just hold on.”

			I could hear the ambulance now. Ru knelt beside Bernardo so he could put steadying hands on Peter’s chest. Nathaniel and I held his injured leg still and straight as he passed out. Edward kept both his hands on the wound and the blood-soaked napkins. We all held Peter and waited for the ambulance.

			Donna wiped her eyes and got a handle on herself. She stopped crying and started helping us do first aid on her son. It was like she’d fallen back into the old Donna, the pre-Edward Donna, and suddenly, when she realized the shit was hitting the fan for real, she found that strength I’d seen in the bridal shop when she put Dixie on the ground. I liked the new, strong Donna, but I couldn’t have dealt with the weak version. Good thing I wasn’t the one marrying her. Though looking at Edward’s face at that second, I wasn’t sure he was going to be marrying her either.
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			EDWARD RODE IN the ambulance with Peter. He’d grabbed my arm as he moved beside the gurney and made me run with him. “Take care of Becca; keep Dixie away from her.”

			“I will.”

			They loaded a still-unconscious Peter into the ambulance, and Edward squeezed in with the EMT in the back, still shirtless. His bloody shirt had been discarded on the floor somewhere. Doors closed, and they were off, sirens screaming, lights swirling. Donna was left staring after the ambulance, as if looking at it hard enough would make it travel faster, or some other magical thinking. Edward had told Bernardo to keep an eye on Donna, so he was standing near her, waiting for her to react. I thought that Donna should have been looking after Becca, rather than needing anyone to look after her, but that was just me.

			Becca was with Nathaniel. She was tall for her age, but she’d still wrapped herself around him like she was half her height and years younger than almost twelve. She’d buried her face against the side of his neck, his hair just long enough to spill across her face.

			Micah and Bram were standing by Nathaniel and Becca. Micah was trying to help comfort her. Bram was watching the crowd that had gathered to watch the show. If he was uncomfortable, it didn’t show. Carol had insisted on her husband coming with her to take their daughter, Ellie, the other flower girl, away from the sight of blood and the potential trauma of watching someone she knew being loaded into an ambulance. Lieutenant Colonel Franklin hadn’t wanted to go, but he gave in to his wife. The rest of the wedding party had found us, attracted by the lights and sirens. Becca had tried to go with Peter, but when she realized she couldn’t go but Edward was going, she’d let Uncle Nathaniel pick her up and carry her out of the way.

			Ru and Rodina were standing a little apart, between where Nathaniel and Micah were standing with Bram and where I was standing with Nicky. Nicky showed nothing about the drama. He was his usual calm self.

			Lucy and Dixie were talking to the two uniformed policemen who had shown up just after the ambulance. I realized that one of them was Officer Dunley from earlier. He caught my eye and motioned me over toward them. I glanced back at Becca and the men. They seemed to have things as under control as they were going to be for a while, so I went to join the uniforms and the hysterical woman, because Dixie was hysterical. She seemed to be upset that Peter was so badly hurt and was hiccuping between sobs, “I didn’t mean to hurt him.” Lucy was patting her shoulder and trying to help explain what had happened to the stoic policemen. Nice that there was one other woman involved who wasn’t having a hissy fit.

			Officer Dunley raised an eyebrow at me and let me see an expression that matched it for a second before he went back to blank face. He was a good cop; he’d do his best to add no emotion to the situation.

			He couldn’t quite keep the irony out of his voice as he said, “Marshal Blake, I take it you’re involved in all this.”

			“If you mean I know everyone involved, then yes.”

			His mouth quirked just a bit at the corner, as if he found my wording amusing but was fighting not to show it. He took me off to one side and left the other uniform to continue to try to talk to Dixie, with Lucy helping as best she could.

			There was a slight settling of his broad shoulders when he got us to a quieter part of the parking area near the ever-present palm trees. “Did you witness the assault?”

			“No, just helped give first aid until the ambulance arrived.”

			“Witnesses say the man involved abducted the woman from the pool area.”

			I realized in that moment that this could go entirely badly for Peter. He had taken Dixie against her will and carried her fighting and screaming through the hotel. Witnesses would be able to testify to that. I didn’t know how Florida law was written. Did his just carrying her away like that constitute assault?

			“I wasn’t there.”

			“You said that you didn’t witness the assault.”

			“When you said assault, I thought you meant her attacking Peter.”

			“Ms. Carlitos says that she didn’t mean to hurt him as badly as she did, but she was afraid for her safety.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m betting that’s not what she said.”

			“Then you tell me in your own words.”

			“Look, Peter is only nineteen.”

			“And over six feet tall, big guy, a lot of women would be scared if he picked them up and manhandled them like that,” Dunley said.

			“Maybe, but that’s not my point.”

			“And just what is your point, Marshal?”

			I resisted the urge to call him Officer. “He’s nineteen and he’s never had to try to deal with a woman that he didn’t want to hurt, but who didn’t give a damn if she hurt him.”

			“You make it sound like Ms. Carlitos started the fight.”

			“I’d call it a disagreement, not a fight.”

			“Disagreement, huh? Parnell just got rushed off to the hospital with a stab wound. That’s one hell of a disagreement. In fact, I’d call it a fight when a woman is so afraid of a man that she stabs him.”

			I didn’t like the wording again, but I couldn’t really argue with it at face value, so I ignored it. “Dixie did start things off.”

			“In what way?”

			And here we were back to the fucking lie again. I cursed Edward for dragging me into it, and cursed myself harder for letting myself get dragged into it. I was debating how much to tell him when a man in a polo shirt and slacks walked up to us. I thought at first it was someone from the hotel, but Dunley stood a little straighter and sighed. It made me look at the new guy, and the moment I really looked at him I knew we were in trouble, or Peter was, because it was a detective. How did I know? Maybe it was the gold shield. I hadn’t known that the Kirke Police Department was big enough to have detectives, but there it was, slipped into the pocket of his polo shirt. The way that Dunley gave ground to him, not only was he a detective, but either his rank was high enough or he was respected or scary enough that Dunley wasn’t going to fight for it.

			The detective was maybe five foot nine at best, built slender, so that he looked almost fragile beside Dunley. His hair was a rich chestnut brown, a little long for most cops—I mean, you couldn’t even see his ears—and just long enough that it was beginning to wave, or maybe settle into loose natural curls. It didn’t seem to be a fashion statement, more like he hadn’t seen a barber in a while. I wondered what could have made a police detective ignore the boys’ club haircut for that long. He was also tanned, as if he spent a lot of his off days doing something outdoorsy. Then I looked into his eyes and all pleasant speculation stopped. It wasn’t the color of them, which was a brown so dark they looked black. I’d seen more exotic and more ominous eye color. No, it was the cold, nearly unfriendly calculation in them. His intelligence and intensity were all there trapped in his eyes, while he tried to play to the fact that he wasn’t physically imposing, that he didn’t look like a cop. Maybe the hair was on purpose. It certainly helped him look a little disheveled, and it distracted from the neatness of his clothes and the precision of the mind staring back at me.

			“Detective Terry Rankin, this is Marshal Anita Blake,” Officer Dunley said.

			“Dunley tells me you’re in town for a wedding.”

			I nodded. “That’s right.”

			“So you’re a bridesmaid.”

			“No, I’m the best man,” I said, staring into his dark eyes. If he thought I’d flinch because of really good eye contact, he was wrong. I loved eye contact.

			He blinked then, and it was nice to know that I could make him blink. “Best man. So you’re standing up with the groom, not the bride?”

			It was my turn to blink. I’d hoped for at least a few comments about whether I was the best man for the job or something, anything to break the tension that seemed to roll off of the detective.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“What’s your relationship to Peter Parnell?”

			I fought to keep my face blank and pleasant as I said, “He’s the biological son of the bride and the stepson of the groom, and he’s also a groomsman in the wedding.”

			“Stepfather—are the bride and groom already legally married and this is just a renewal of vows?”

			“No, but the family has been living together for years. Call the wedding a legal formality.”

			“So you just know him as their son?”

			“I’ve known Peter since he was a kid.”

			Rankin nodded as if that was somehow significant. “So you’re close to him and his family?”

			“Close enough that I’d like to see about getting more of us to the hospital to check on Peter.” I was really wanting away from the detective, because something was up, something more than just the mess between Peter and Dixie. You didn’t get a detective on something that could be put down to high jinks gone wrong.

			“How well did Parnell know Bettina Gonzales?” Rankin asked.

			It took me a second, because I wasn’t used to thinking of Peter by his last name. The confusion over the name probably saved me from looking shocked, because I was. I totally hadn’t seen that coming and I should have. They had a woman vanish from their hotel earlier today, and then another woman being carried off against her will, so scared about it that she stabbed the man doing it. Any cop would try to put the two events together.

			I shook my head. “Not well.”

			“Really. A nineteen-year-old boy and a twenty-one-year-old girl hanging out by the pool, but you’re sure they didn’t talk to each other.”

			“I answered the question you asked, Rankin. If you have another question, ask it.”

			“When you say they didn’t know each other well, what does that mean?”

			I shrugged. “It means what I said.”

			“You really don’t know if he talked to Bettina Gonzales, do you?”

			“I don’t know what Peter is doing every minute of the day, if that’s what you mean.”

			“So you wouldn’t know if he and Bettina hooked up, would you?”

			I opened my mouth, closed it, and tried to think. “I didn’t see Ms. Gonzales paying any special attention to Peter. She seemed pretty focused on Bernardo Spotted-Horse last time I saw her.”

			“Dunley told me what you had to say about Spotted-Horse and our missing woman.” Again he hadn’t given me much to talk to, or about. He was trying to get me talking. I knew that Peter wasn’t involved in whatever had happened to Bettina, but I also knew that anything I said could be used against Peter. It was amazing how innocent comments could sound guilty once the police finished with them. I was a cop. I knew how this game worked.

			“Then you know everything I know.”

			“I doubt that, Blake. I really doubt that.” He made it sound sort of ominous, as if he knew I was hiding things and he would dig out my deepest, darkest secrets. I wasn’t hiding anything about any of this, so my secrets wouldn’t help him find the missing girl. I don’t know why, but I kept thinking of Bettina as a girl. Twenty-one was legal, but she’d seemed so unfinished and insecure. It was hard to think of her as all grown-up.

			Rankin gave me the serious eyes again, trying to make me fess up if he’d just stop staring at me. I stared back and managed a friendly smile. I wasn’t sure it reached my eyes, but it was the best I had under the circumstances.

			“I need to check on Peter’s little sister. She’s pretty upset, watching him get carted off in an ambulance.” I actually turned away, but Rankin wasn’t done with me.

			“I notice you’re not defending Parnell’s innocence.”

			I turned back and didn’t try to keep my eyes friendly now. “Innocence for what, Rankin? Peter is the one that got stabbed so deep in his thigh that his artery got nicked.”

			“He’s also the one that dragged a screaming woman out of the hotel pool and carried her against her will through most of the downstairs area of the hotel. We have a dozen witnesses that say Ms. Carlitos was begging him to let her go and calling for help from passersby.”

			“If they’d really thought she was in danger, why didn’t they help her?”

			“Parnell is over six feet tall and in good shape. They were afraid of him, Blake.”

			I tried to see Peter that way. Tried to see him as a big, athletic guy people would be afraid to mess with, but I couldn’t. “I’m sorry, Detective Rankin, but I know Peter too well to see him like that.”

			“You wouldn’t be afraid of a six-foot-plus man who was carrying a screaming and obviously frightened woman through a hotel?”

			“No.”

			He let me see that he didn’t believe me.

			“I’m with the preternatural branch of the Marshals Service, Rankin. I spend my time hunting vampires and lycanthropes. A tall guy with a struggling woman doesn’t even step foot in the ballpark of what I’m afraid of.”

			“I know who you are, Blake.”

			“Then you know that I’d do the same thing you’d do if you really thought a woman was being abducted right in front of you. We’d both double-check what was actually happening, and if it was an abduction, we’d stop it.”

			“Most men wouldn’t see you as much of a threat,” he said.

			“Most men are stupid.”

			His mouth quirked as if he almost smiled, but if I’d amused him, he managed to fight it off. He went right back to that serious intensity of earlier. “You’ve known Parnell since he was a kid, but you still haven’t defended his honor. Most people tell me how their friend couldn’t have done it, that they’re too nice a guy, they’d never hurt anyone. I find the fact that you aren’t protesting like that interesting, Blake. It’s like you know something we don’t about Parnell and the missing woman.”

			“Do you want me on the record saying the usual shit that everyone says? He didn’t do it. Well, of course he didn’t. I don’t have to defend Peter, but right now I do have to check on Becca and her mother and get us organized to head to the hospital and check on Peter.”

			I walked away then, and, yes, Rankin called after me, but I wasn’t under arrest. I didn’t have to keep talking to him, or any of them. I knew the rules and how far they could be bent. I would gain nothing by talking to Rankin and Dunley, but things I said could hurt Peter later. He was innocent of Bettina’s disappearance, but if things went wrong, he might end up charged for what he’d done with Dixie. Assault maybe, or even holding someone against their will. Who knew? If the local cops wanted to make a big deal out of this, they could. Peter might have more problems than just a stab wound. Of course, he had to live through the last to worry about the first. Did I really think Peter would die from what Dixie had done? No, but there was a tightness in my chest that was less sure.
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			EDWARD LET US know that Peter was in surgery. Donna was already there with Uncle Bernardo. Sheriff Rufous and his wife, Marisol, were still out sight-seeing and no one had been able to get ahold of them yet. Lieutenant Colonel Franklin came to offer to take Becca to their room to hide out with their little girl, but I had to say no. Until Edward relieved me of duty, Becca was with us.

			The police were still interviewing people, and that included Micah, Nathaniel, Ru, Rodina, Bram, and Nicky. I wasn’t sure why they wanted to question Nicky—he hadn’t even been at the pool—but the police were very insistent on it. Once Detective Rankin showed up, the police were suddenly way too interested in everyone I was traveling with, or maybe it was just them being thorough and me being paranoid. But for whatever reason, I was suddenly out of bodyguards, and even lovers. Rather than feel nervous about it, I was almost relieved, as if maybe I needed a little more alone time. I felt almost guilty taking Becca back to her room to change, just her and me, as if I needed permission from Nicky or someone to be out by myself. The hotel was swarming with police. I figured I’d be safe enough.

			The top of Becca’s head came to my shoulder, but she still took my hand in hers and swung it between us as we walked. She’d liked to swing hands like that since I’d met her, but what was adorable at six was a little odd at eleven, or maybe it was just the realization that she was going to be taller than me. If she came up to my shoulder now, by the time she was fourteen she’d be as tall as I was, just like Peter had been. She might not reach his full height, but I was remembering one of those articles I’d read when I was waiting somewhere. It had said if you take a man’s height and subtract five inches, then that’s how tall he’d have been as a woman. If you added five inches to a woman, that would have been her height as a man. I wasn’t sure it was true, but I’d liked the idea that I’d have been five-eight as a man. If I took Peter’s height for Becca, she might end up five-ten at least.

			“Aunt Anita,” she said in a voice that was way more serious than her usual cheerful tone. I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. I glanced at her as we walked down the hallway to their room, and still she didn’t say anything. She looked down at the floor as we walked, swinging our hands back and forth as if she didn’t realize she was doing it. Maybe it was a comfort thing for her.

			“What’s up, Becca?” I asked.

			“Aunt Dixie was yelling things at the pool before Peter took her away.”

			My stomach clenched tight and I damn near stumbled. I did not want to have this conversation with Becca. I sure as hell didn’t want to have it with just the two of us. Nathaniel was better with kids than I was, and Micah was calmer with nearly everyone and everything. One of the things I’d learned was that calling someone your other half, or other halves, doesn’t mean you’re not whole without them, but you do divide up your life according to each other’s strengths. Talking to an eleven-year-old about the supposed affair I wasn’t having with her dad . . . Hell, maybe there was no good way to have this conversation. I was just being cowardly wanting to have the men with me, but right that minute I would rather have faced a bad guy than have this particular talk.

			I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and said, “What kind of things?”

			“That you and Daddy were . . . like, boyfriend and girlfriend, like, dating each other. That’s not true, is it?” I was almost a hundred percent certain those hadn’t been the words Dixie used, but I could work with them.

			“No, Ted and I aren’t dating.”

			“That’s good, because he can only date Mom, right?” She stopped and turned to me in the hallway, still holding my hand, so that I had to stop, too. She stared up at me with those sincere brown eyes of hers, so direct, so convinced I’d tell her the truth. She hadn’t changed all that much since she was six. “I mean, I know that you date Uncle Nathaniel and Uncle Micah and they date each other, but that’s not what Mom and Dad do, right? They don’t date other people, right?”

			“That’s right, they’re monogamous.”

			“And you’re poly-whatsit,” she said.

			I couldn’t help but smile. “Polyamorous, yes.”

			“But Dad and Mom aren’t polyamorous; they’re the first one, they’re monogamous.”

			“Yes.”

			“Then why did Mom’s friend say that?”

			“I’m not sure why Dixie did it.”

			“Is she crazy?”

			I thought about the look on Dixie’s face earlier. “Actually, I think she might be.”

			“I’ve never seen anyone that’s crazy before. It was scary.” She shivered a little.

			I hugged her, pressing my cheek against the top of her hair. “Let’s get you out of the bathing suit and into some street clothes,” I said.

			“Can I wear my pink dress?”

			“Are you telling me you only brought one pink dress?” I said.

			She pulled away from the hug enough to smile up at me. “One pink dress, but I have pink shorts, pink jeans, pink sandals, and my pink cowboy boots, plus pink shirts!”

			I laughed. “Do you think that’s enough pink for one trip?”

			She smiled even broader, and shook her head hard enough that her hair fluttered around her face.

			I laughed louder, and she joined me. We got to the door to their room, still shiny with laughter. I fished in my pocket for the key card. “Why don’t you ever wear pink, Aunt Anita?”

			“Not really my color,” I said as I slid the key card into the lock and got a green light. I opened the door, and a deep voice called around the corner of the hallway nearest to us. “I would like to see you in pink, Anita.”

			I pushed Becca into the room, told her to change, and turned to face the corner as the owner of that voice came into view. At seven feet, his bald head nearly touching the ceiling, he’d kept the black Vandyke beard and mustache. It gave form and helped highlight his face, so that it wasn’t just the black arch of his eyebrows that gave his face color. I could see that he might be considered handsome by some women, but I knew too much about the inside of his head and heart to ever see him that way. His eyes weren’t just a dark brown that looked black like Detective Rankin’s; they were black like Rodina’s and Wyatt’s. I wondered if there was Welsh ancestry in him somewhere. But his eyes were more disturbing, because they were set so deeply in his face that they were like twin caves.

			“Olaf,” I said, and the only thing that kept me from drawing my gun was that Becca was trying to come back out of the room.

			“Anita,” he said, watching me with a look that was almost hungry, like he was a lion and I was the gazelle. He was a werelion now, but I was no gazelle.

			“Uncle Otto!” Becca cried out and managed to slip under my arm and run toward the big man.

			“Uncle Otto?” I said, and it was all I could do not to say, When the hell did you become Uncle Otto? Becca flung herself into his arms as if he wasn’t a sociopath or a serial killer. But as U.S. Marshal Otto Jeffries, he wasn’t either of those things. I watched him swing the little girl up in the air, and the smile on his face seemed real enough. What the fuck was going on?
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			HE TRANSFERRED BECCA to his left arm, so his right was free. He’d seen me almost go for my gun. I still wasn’t sure that it wasn’t my best move, but if I didn’t want to explain an affair with her father to Becca, I sure as hell didn’t want to deal with her watching me shoot Uncle Otto to death in front of her when he hadn’t done anything in front of her to warrant it. The things we do for children.

			“What the . . . What are you doing here, Ol . . . Otto?”

			“I was invited to the wedding,” he said, smiling at Becca as she put her arms confidently around the smoothed muscled strength of his neck. I’d never seen him look so normal or so happy, but then I’d never seen him interact with Becca like this either. I was pretty sure it was cause and effect.

			I was so taken by his act as he moved down the hallway that it took me a second to realize what he’d said. “Ted didn’t tell me you were coming.”

			He stopped feet short of the door and set Becca down on the carpet. “Go change like Aunt Anita told you to, kleines Mädchen.” Thanks to my German grandmother, I knew he’d just called her little girl. His voice matched the smiling face, but the little girl couldn’t see him now, so his eyes were all for me. There was nothing friendly, or uncle-ish, in that black gaze.

			I was in front of the door, but Olaf stayed those awkward few feet farther from the door than social norm would have dictated. Whatever we were doing on this trip, he didn’t want to spook me—yet.

			Becca looked from one to the other of us. Olaf was still smiling and she couldn’t see his eyes well enough from where she was standing, but either my face gave it away or she was sensing the tension between us. “Is everything all right?” she asked in an uncertain voice.

			“Yeah,” I said.

			“Of course,” he said smoothly and filled his eyes up with the smile that was still curling his lips so that he looked like a friendly giant.

			“Go change, Becca, while Uncle Otto and I have a little talk.”

			“Are you going to fight?” she asked.

			That seemed to startle both of us. “Of course not,” I said, but not like I meant it.

			Olaf said, “I will try not to make Aunt Anita angry with me.”

			Becca narrowed her eyes at us. “Promise you won’t fight while I change?”

			“I will promise if Anita promises.”

			I looked at him, but he was smiling down at the child and ignoring me. “I don’t want to fight with Otto, so if he behaves himself, so will I.”

			“Aunt Anita,” Becca said, stamping her bare foot, “that’s not promising.”

			I sighed a little loudly and smiled through gritted teeth as I said, “I will do my best not to fight with Otto while you change clothes.”

			She gave me a look that reminded me of her mother when she was fed up with all the guy stuff. “All right, Aunt Anita, but you promised, no arguing.”

			“Do you ask your mom and dad not to argue like this?” I asked.

			“Sometimes,” she said, and with a last disapproving glance at both of us, she went into the room and closed the door behind her. The hallway seemed very quiet suddenly.

			“Edward doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”

			“My invitation came with a note from the bride.”

			“What kind of note?”

			“That she wasn’t sure why Ted and I had fallen out, but that she hoped we’d mend our friendship at the wedding.”

			Fuck, and this is what comes from having a secret identity. If you can’t come out as Batman to your fiancée, then it’s hard to explain that Uncle Otto is really the Joker, so maybe don’t invite him to the wedding. I don’t know what showed on my face, but it made him chuckle—a deep, rumbly, pleased sound that under other circumstances and coming from a totally different person might have been a sexy laugh. Honestly, I hadn’t thought Olaf had that kind of laugh in him anywhere.

			“Donna didn’t know any better, but you did. You know that you and Edward aren’t going to kiss and make up, so why did you come?”

			“He’s not the one I want to kiss.”

			“The last note I had from you said you were staying as far away from me as possible; you didn’t want me to tame you the way I had Nicky.”

			“The note said I was staying away from you until I found my way as a werelion, so that your vampire wiles could not turn me into another pet cat for your harem.”

			“I don’t remember the note saying vampire wiles or harem,” I said.

			He smiled and it almost reached his eyes. “Perhaps not, but both were implied.”

			I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and tried to be reasonable. Olaf was actually behaving himself admirably. He was doing his best not to scare me, or even be creepy, which was a big deal for him. I would behave if he would. Besides, if it came to a real fight, I wanted Edward and Bernardo with me, and they were both at the hospital.

			I thought of something. “How long have you been in town?” I asked.

			“Not long.”

			“Did you get here in time to see all the police?”

			“I watched Edward drive off in the ambulance and Bernardo follow with Donna in the rental car. Why are the police so interested in all of your people?” He was looking at me very steadily as he said it.

			My pulse started speeding up, so I breathed in slowly and evenly through my nose. If Olaf had still been purely human he might not have noticed, but as a werelion he’d know I was fighting to keep my heart rate down. He’d just admitted that he’d waited until all my backup was either gone or tied up with the police before he showed himself. He smiled, and this one wasn’t safe for children. It was the kind of smile that says not only is a man undressing you, but he’s thinking of what he’d do to you once you were naked.

			“So, you watched Peter get hurt and didn’t do anything to help?”

			The smile faded. “I did not see the attack happen, or I would have helped him.”

			I had a moment to think what kind of help he would have been, and part of me was sorry he’d missed it, but the sane part of me was glad. Peter might be charged with assaulting Dixie, but if Olaf had helped him out, I was pretty sure assault would be the least of our worries. Though honestly I’d never seen him injure a woman who wasn’t a villain. Edward had seen Olaf’s handiwork once, and what he’d done to the woman had haunted Edward. But it had been done in another country by Olaf, not by Otto Jeffries, who was Olaf’s Clark Kent. Otto Jeffries was a marshal in good standing. Hell, Jeffries wasn’t even on Interpol’s radar. It was a clean identity and I probably didn’t want to know how the military, or a government or two, had given Olaf a clean identity after some of the shit he’d done. Of course, there might be people on the planet who thought the same thing about Edward and Ted Forrester, but Edward was my best friend and Olaf wanted me to be his serial-killer girlfriend, or that had been his couple goal last time we talked.

			“But you did wait for everyone to go to the hospital?”

			“I thought we should talk alone first,” he said, and his face was serious, no leering. I wasn’t sure if that was reassuring or not.

			“So you found out which room I was going to and came up the other side so that I wouldn’t hear you following us.”

			“Yes,” he said, face still serious.

			“You work fast.”

			He bowed his head, acknowledging the compliment, though honestly it wasn’t exactly meant as one. If I hadn’t been working hard at not teasing him and making things worse, I’d have told him what fine stalker skills he had, but I knew better. I would behave myself if he would, until the point came when one of us did something to piss off the other one. Because there would come a moment when it all went to hell. I just didn’t want to be alone with him when it happened, or maybe I did. I guess it depended on if I was going to kill him or if he was trying to kill me at the time. For the first I didn’t want witnesses; for the second I’d want help.

			“You are still the only woman I have ever known that is comfortable with silence.”

			I realized that he thought I was waiting in companionable silence with him while Becca changed clothes. I just never knew what to say to Olaf that wouldn’t piss him off. “I try not to talk unless I have something to say.”

			“It is an admirable quality in both men and women.”

			Once he would have just said women. “Agreed,” I said, and then thought to ask, “Do you know how Peter got hurt, or do I need to fill you in on the details?”

			“The desk clerk said that he attacked a woman and she stabbed in defense of her virtue.” He said it with no affect, empty face, empty voice, nothing, as if he wasn’t in there somehow. I realized that his energy was the same now as it had been before he caught lycanthropy. I should have been able to feel his inner beast or some extra energy, but there was nothing. He was shielding hard and tight and perfect. Most lycanthropes never mastered shielding to that degree. He hadn’t been a shapeshifter that long, only two years, give or take. It was impressive, but I wasn’t sure if remarking on it would upset him, so I talked about something that upset me.

			“He didn’t attack anyone. He removed her from an area and did his best not to hurt her. She didn’t feel the same way about not hurting him.”

			“Why did he remove the woman by force?”

			I really didn’t want to go into details, but Olaf was the only other person besides Donna whom Edward and I had lied to about our relationship. To Donna it had been because she wouldn’t believe the truth; to Olaf it was because having me as Edward’s girlfriend meant he’d respect Edward’s threat more than just mine. Edward had marked me as his, as territory, and put up No Trespassing signs for Olaf by a look here, a hand hold there, a hug, a snuggle. Some of it had been done in front of other police officers, which hadn’t helped either of our reputations, but Edward had thought it was worth it to keep Olaf at arm’s length. I’d agreed and now I got to tell the truth, sort of.

			He looked angry by the time I’d finished, and the barest hint of warm energy breathed through the hallway. God, his control of his energy was amazing. If I hadn’t known what he was now, he could have passed for human even to me. Of course, he was shielding and I wasn’t trying to call his inner beast, but it was still impressive.

			“Why would this other woman want to tell the child?”

			“Her own husband cheats a lot and frequently, apparently. She stayed with him out of duty, but she doesn’t want Donna to make the same mistake. “

			“You are Edward’s only weakness. He will not fall again.”

			“I can sort of see why Dixie, the woman in question, wouldn’t believe that, though.”

			“Her husband is without honor.”

			“Apparently.”

			“Is she trained with a blade?” he asked.

			“Not to my knowledge.”

			“Then how did she stab him with a pen and hit an artery? That takes more skill than most trained soldiers have.”

			“I think she got lucky, or Peter got unlucky.”

			“No one is that lucky.”

			“She was grabbing for things to defend herself with and apparently someone had left a fountain pen lying around.”

			“A fountain pen is rare.”

			“Like I said, lucky and unlucky. Then a piece broke off in Peter’s leg and you know the rest.”

			“If Peter does not survive, neither will the woman.”

			“You know, normally I’d see that as a creepy comment, but I sort of agree with you.”

			“You would help me do this?”

			“No, I know Dixie as a person. I couldn’t help you do the sort of things you enjoy to her.”

			“Why does knowing her make a difference?” he asked, and it was a good sign that he asked the question rather than just be puzzled. I appreciated that he trusted me to ask it and that he would trust my answer.

			“Doesn’t knowing someone make it harder for you to hurt them?”

			“Not really.”

			We looked at each other. “Do you have any ability to feel real empathy?”

			“I don’t believe so, but since I know only what I feel, I cannot be certain that what I feel is not empathy. Now answer my question. Why does it bother you more if you know someone?”

			I tried to think how to explain it to him. “Dixie is a pain, and she may be crazy, as in pathological, about the whole cheating thing, but I know she has kids. I know her husband’s been a bastard to her. I know that he did carpool for their son and Peter to martial arts class for years. I don’t like Dixie, but she’s real to me, a real person with thoughts and feelings and a life of her own. I would have more trouble hurting her or taking away her life because I know she has a life. Does that make any sense to you?”

			“I understood everything you said, but I see knowing someone’s details very differently than you do.”

			“How so?” I asked, because he’d never been willing to talk this much about himself before and I was sort of interested in spite of myself. Though if Becca didn’t come out soon, I was going to be going in after her. I mean, she wasn’t even a teenager yet. What the heck was she doing in there that was taking this much time?

			“The more I know about someone, the more I can torture their mind as well as their body. It is often the personal details that give me what I need to break someone for gaining information.”

			“You mean like for an interrogation?”

			“That is one use, yes.”

			I debated whether I wanted to ask any more. So far the discussion had been mostly academic. It was interesting without being disturbing, which was a nice change for Olaf and me.

			“Sometimes strangers are more satisfying, if all I want is the blood and the pain, but sometimes a long hunt is even better. I know their facial expressions and how their body moves, so I can see their pain and fear even more than on a stranger’s face.”

			“And there you go,” I said.

			“What?” he asked, and he looked genuinely puzzled.

			“We were having a nice discussion, sharing insights, and then you have to go all Hannibal Lecter on me and overshare.”

			“You know what I am, Anita. You’ve known from the beginning. I never pretended with you, never hid what I was. I think that was the difference.”

			“You never hid because Edward told me what you were before we met.”

			“I’m not sure I would have pretended even if he hadn’t told you. I was so angry that he brought a woman to work with us on that case. What could a woman do that he, Bernardo, and I could not?”

			“I remember,” I said.

			He smiled then and shook his head, as if remembering, too. It was weird seeing him so . . . human. And I wasn’t talking about the werelion part. Olaf had been inhuman through his hatred of women and what that rage led him to enjoy doing to them. Standing here in the hallway was the closest to a normal conversation we’d ever had.

			“I wanted you from the moment I saw you,” he said.

			I didn’t try to keep the surprise off my face. “You certainly had me fooled. I thought you were just the biggest misogynist I’d ever met, and hated my guts because I dared try to be one of the men.”

			“All that was true, but I hated you more because I wanted you and I knew that Edward would kill me for it.”

			We stood there looking at each other. I debated letting the silence stretch, asking what I wanted to ask, or checking on Becca. Most people would interrupt before I had time to decide, but Olaf would let me be quiet as long as I wanted to. I could think and he could enjoy a woman who didn’t talk much. It was a win-win.

			“I can ask what I actually want to ask, or I can check on Becca.”

			“Ask,” he said.

			“So only Edward’s threat kept you from trying to kill me the first time we met?”

			“Yes.”

			“And now?”

			“I read Sherlock Holmes.”

			The change of topic startled me, so that I couldn’t think why it was important, and then I did remember. An offhand comment that I’d made and he’d taken way more seriously than I’d meant it.

			“What did you think of the stories?” I asked.

			“I enjoyed them, and I liked Holmes’s attitude toward women.”

			“I thought you would like that part but wasn’t sure how you’d feel about the stories themselves.”

			“You are the woman for me, Anita. No other has made me want to modify my urges so that I did not hurt them.”

			“I’m flattered,” I said, and I meant it. Anything that kept Olaf from trying to kidnap, rape, and torture me to death was a good thing. My understanding from Edward was that before me, that had been his endgame with any woman he “dated.”

			“Once you would have been angry or horrified,” he said.

			“I’ve grown as a person,” I said, trying to make it a joke, but he didn’t take it that way.

			“So have I.”

			“I appreciate that,” I said, “but I better check on Becca. She should have been changed and out by now.”

			“You are my Irene Adler,” he said, and he seemed serious.

			“So, what, I call you Sherlock?”

			“I would like that. Couples usually have private names for each other.”

			I kept my face turned away from his gaze by getting the key card out of my pocket. By the time I looked up I had my face under control, or hoped I did. I tried to make a joke of it. “Would you prefer Sherlock, or Holmes?”

			“Either. Would you prefer Irene or Adler?”

			I used the key on the door and pushed it open as I said, “I’m not sure; can I think about it?”

			“Of course. I will wait here in case the child is still dressing.”

			“Thanks,” I said, and made sure that I didn’t turn my back on him or lose sight of him as I went through the door and shut it behind me. I set the safety bar on just like they tell people to do, but I knew it wouldn’t hold if Olaf wanted inside. He wanted us to have pet names for each other. Sweet Jesus on a stick, what was I supposed to do with a semi-tame serial killer? I had no idea. Okay, where was Becca? I’d start with that. Surely an eleven-year-old girl would be easier to manage. Yeah, yeah, everyone out there who’s a parent, laugh it up.
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			BECCA HAD TAKEN a shower, carefully braided her hair in a complicated style that I could never have managed, and then gotten into her mother’s makeup. It wasn’t that the makeup looked bad on her. It was more that she looked like a sexy twenty-five-year-old from the chin up and a gangly eleven-year-old from there down. The pink dress with its white appliqué daisies was definitely a little girl’s dress. I think she’d even had a similar one in yellow when she was six.

			The makeup let me see the preview of what she might look like in a few years. She would be gorgeous. Watching her make the duck-lip pout at the bathroom mirror, I was suddenly a little worried about how grown-up she would be when the rest of her matched the makeup job. She saw me in the mirror then and her brown eyes went wide inside the thick eyeliner. She suddenly looked years younger, even with the makeup.

			I found makeup remover in the expensive debris scattered across the sink area and we started trying to get all of it off. She didn’t argue with me about taking it off, but she did ask me to take a picture of her with the makeup on. We compromised. I took the picture with my phone, not hers, and I’d keep it until Donna and Edward said it was okay for her to have it.

			“What do you want the picture for?” I’d asked as I started to scrub her face.

			“To put up online, of course.” She said it with a tone that implied, heavily, What a stupid question.

			That led into me having to lecture her on how a picture like that would attract boys much older than she was, and pedophiles as well. She gave me rolled eyes as if she’d heard this lecture before. I was so going to be talking to Edward about Becca’s web access at home and on her phone. What surprised me the most, I think, was that she wasn’t like other little girls her age. She had been kidnapped at six and tortured. They’d broken some of her fingers. They’d healed and her hand seemed fine, but she knew “the great bad thing” was real. Becca knew that there were bad people out there who would hurt children. They hadn’t touched her sexually, but I’d been tied up by bad guys and hurt. It had left a lasting impression on me. I looked into Becca’s eyes and didn’t see the caution that I expected. Was that why she was fine and Peter wasn’t? Was she that untouched by it? Did she even remember?

			She stared up at me with half her face smeared clean and the other still showing that disturbing adultness. “What’s wrong?” she asked me, and she looked older again, more serious. It was like another shadow of things to come, except this one was intelligent and perceptive. I suddenly wondered if she’d been as oblivious about what was happening out in the hallway as I’d thought.

			“Nothing,” I said automatically.

			She gave me a scathing look. “Why does everyone lie to kids?”

			“Because we think it’s something the kid doesn’t need to know.” I gave her my own look back.

			She crossed her slender arms over her chest and I realized there was muscle under the tanned skin. She’d been in dance since she was tiny, and I suddenly thought of Nathaniel’s body and some of the professional dancers, including ballet dancers, I knew. Becca wasn’t just going to be beautiful; she was going to be fiercely in shape. I was suddenly conflicted about that.

			“Do you still want to be a ballerina when you grow up?”

			“Yes.” But she said it like she didn’t mean it, or she didn’t want to answer the question.

			“You don’t sound very convincing about it,” I said as I went back to cleaning her face.

			“It’s just that when I say I want to be a ballerina, people think I’m like all the other little girls who say it. I’m working so hard, and every time I tell an adult, they pat me on the head and say, ‘Isn’t that nice,’ or smile like I’m still six. I’ve started saying I want to be a professional dancer because I’m tired of people treating me like I’m playing dress-up and spinning around the living room to classical records.”

			“I can understand that,” I said.

			“But now they ask if I want to be on Dancing with the Stars, or America’s Got Talent, and that’s not what I’m giving up nearly every single afternoon and weekend for. I want to be a dancer, a real one. I want to do pointe when I’m old enough. My teacher says I have the lines for it and that I’m going to be tall enough.”

			“That’s great, Becca. I took just enough ballet as a kid to know that I didn’t want to do pointe, and I was too short to be a prima ballerina anyway.”

			She grinned up at me. “It would be hard to find you a partner the same size as you, and you need to match for the ballet.”

			“I have a guy friend who’s my size and he’s a professional dancer.”

			Now I had her attention. “What kind of dancer is he?”

			“Ballet,” I said.

			“Where does he dance?”

			I told her what company he was with, and from that point on she asked questions I couldn’t answer, but I promised to ask my friend some of her questions next time I spoke with him. She was excited and chattering about ballet and dance and performance and a lot of details that were frankly over my head. I’d been younger than Becca when I stopped taking ballet.

			It did give me an opening to call the men. I started with Micah, but I ended up in voice mail. I left a cheerful message that Becca and I were up in the room and Otto Jeffries had arrived for the wedding, with his invitation coming directly from the bride. I called Nathaniel next and left a similar message, adding that Otto was waiting for us in the hallway. I called Nicky and left a message about Otto being a surprise. I didn’t want the message to be that a serial killer was up here scaring me when I couldn’t prove anything. I started to call Ru and Rodina but realized they didn’t know who Olaf was, so I couldn’t think of a good generic message for their phones. No one got back to me. Why were the cops questioning all of them this long? Then I realized I’d been slow, or stupid.

			Bettina Gonzales was a short, dark-haired woman, which made her exactly fit Olaf’s preferred victim profile. I had only his word that he’d just arrived. Maybe he’d been here for days watching all of us, waiting for a chance to see me alone. Did that sound paranoid? Maybe, but the difference between paranoia and caution is one simple thing: Are they really out to get you? Olaf had already made it clear that he wanted to be more than friends. Edward was afraid that if I totally turned him down, he’d move me from potential girlfriend to potential victim. I was worried about that, too. Was I going to have to have cocktails with Olaf, a coffee date? I already knew I didn’t want to date him; the preliminaries weren’t really necessary. What do you do with a serial killer who’s offering to behave himself if only you’ll date him? Hell if I knew.
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			I MADE ONE MORE phone call before we went back out to visit with Uncle Otto. I called Bernardo. I would have called Edward, but I didn’t want to make him feel like he had to choose between being at Peter’s side and being at mine. I was a big girl; I could take care of myself. I was a U.S. Marshal, too. Hell, I’d been a vampire executioner longer than Bernardo—long before we got grandfathered into the Marshals Service. So why did I feel the need to call for backup when Olaf hadn’t done anything to threaten me yet? Because he scared me—there, that was the irritating truth. I hated that he made me want a man by my side, even if that man was Edward. I could take care of myself, damn it! I believed that, I really did, but . . . I called Bernardo just in case. Just in case what, I tried hard not to think about.

			I went to his voice mail just like everyone else’s, but while I was in the middle of leaving my message he picked up. “Anita, the text of your voice mail mentioned a fellow marshal.” He was trying to play it cool, which meant Edward or Donna had to be close by. I heard voices and knew the rhythm of Edward’s voice enough to know it was him. I couldn’t understand anything he was saying, but I knew it was him talking.

			Bernardo lowered his voice and said, “Is Olaf, Otto, really there?”

			“Why would I make that up? Of course he’s here.”

			“Sorry, I . . . Jesus.”

			“Yeah,” I said, “how is Peter doing?”

			“Still in surgery, but once they got the bleeding stopped the surgeon came out to ask some questions.”

			“What kind of questions?”

			“If Peter had the anti-lycanthropy shot when he was attacked by the weretiger.”

			“Why would that matter enough for the surgeon to pause in the middle of things?” I asked.

			Becca grabbed my arm. “Is Peter okay? Is he hurt worse? What’s happening?”

			I looked down at her, having to struggle to keep the phone to my ear. “They’ve got the bleeding stopped,” I told her.

			“So why did they stop in the middle of the surgery?” she asked.

			“They’re asking questions about when Peter was attacked by the weretiger,” I told her.

			“Why?” she asked.

			“Is Becca right there with you?” Bernardo asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“Put me on speaker for a minute.” I did what he asked, and his voice changed to cheerful. “Hey, tiny dancer.”

			“Hey, Uncle Bernardo, is Peter okay?”

			“Peter is going to be fine. In fact, the surgeon came out to talk to your mom and dad because he’s doing better than they’d hoped. He wanted to come out and reassure everyone that it’s good news.”

			“You promise that’s the truth?” she said, face as suspicious as the words sounded, and again there was that echo of the older Becca she was going to become.

			“I promise, honest Injun.”

			She rolled her eyes and said, “Uncle Bernardo, you know that’s, like, racist or something. I used the word at school after hearing you use it and I got in trouble.”

			“I’m sorry, kiddo, I didn’t mean to get you in trouble, but tell your teacher that your uncle is a real-live American Indian, so he can say Injun if he wants to.”

			“I did, but she didn’t believe me.”

			“I can come visit your school, if you want.”

			“Will you promise to say honest Injun in front of my teacher?”

			He laughed. “Promise.”

			She smiled. “And Peter really is going to be okay?”

			“That’s what the doctors are all saying.”

			“When can I come see him?”

			“He’ll be in surgery for a little bit longer, and then you’ll have to wait for him to sleep off the medicine they gave him, so two to four hours.”

			That seemed to satisfy her. Bernardo said, “Take me off speaker, Anita.”

			“Are you guys going to talk grown-up stuff?” she asked.

			“Probably,” I said, and suddenly had Bernardo’s voice in my ear again. I asked him, “What’s up, Bernardo?”

			“Peter is healing faster than human-normal. Medical team saw the scars from the weretiger attack; that’s what got them asking about the vaccine.”

			“Okay,” I said, “why?”

			“Apparently, people who got the live vaccine after an attack have been exhibiting enhanced healing ability. There’s been a paper written up in a medical journal about it.”

			“Interesting,” I said.

			Becca was watching me suspiciously, trying to figure out what we were talking about that we didn’t want her to hear.

			“Blood work still comes back human, but they have enhanced healing, and some of them seem to be exhibiting better-than-normal reflexes.”

			“But Peter wasn’t vaccinated,” I said.

			“That’s what’s keeping the doctor asking questions, I think.”

			Then I had a thought. “The vaccine is just a different kind of lycanthropy, right? The idea is that they’ll cancel each other out.”

			“Yeah, and it seems to be working. They’ve got, like, an eighty percent success rate with the vaccine preventing attack victims from catching it, if they cross-match it so it’s not the same kind of lycanthropy.”

			“Wow, eighty percent. That is good odds,” I said.

			“But Peter didn’t get the shot,” Bernardo said.

			“No, but . . .” I looked at Becca. “Can you go in the bathroom and shut the door for a minute, please?”

			“No, but I’ll go out and wait with Uncle Otto and tell him you’re talking grown-up stuff you don’t want me to hear.”

			I debated whether I was comfortable with Olaf being a babysitter even for a few minutes and finally decided I was: If he wouldn’t hurt me for fear of Edward, then his harming Becca was right out. “Okay, I’ll be out in just a few minutes.”

			She gave me that eye roll again and then opened the door and went out, speaking to Olaf as she closed the door behind her. Her voice was full of disdain as she said, “She’s talking to Bernardo, but Peter is going to be fine, or that’s what they’re telling me.”

			I waited for the door to close and then said, “I’m alone.”

			“What did you want to say that you couldn’t say in front of Becca?” he asked.

			“When Peter got hurt, one of our wererat bodyguards got injured with him. Cisco was hurt so badly that he died from his wounds, and he bled all over Peter.”

			“Are you saying that the wererat blood acted like its own vaccine?”

			“Yeah, tell the doctor that when Peter was attacked, another wereanimal tried to protect him but ended up bleeding out on top of Peter.”

			“If the doctor asks where the other wereanimal came from, what do you want me to say?”

			“Make him an innocent bystander, or just don’t answer the question, or let Edward answer it. He was there, too.”

			“So was Otto,” Bernardo said.

			“I know. By the way, Otto Jeffries got an invitation to the wedding with a personal note from Donna in it.”

			“What?” I was glad to hear his voice as outraged as I’d felt. “What did the note say?”

			“Something about her hoping that Ted and Otto would work out their differences and mend their friendship at the wedding.”

			“She did not,” Bernardo said.

			“Oh, yes, she did. Doesn’t it sound like something she’d do?”

			“Yeah, I guess it does.”

			“But if Ted had told her the truth, that he was afraid of Otto, thought he was dangerous, then this wouldn’t have happened. Lies catch up with us, damn it.”

			“Donna couldn’t keep the supposed affair between the two of you secret. Do you really think she’d be able to keep her mouth shut about something as big as that?”

			“No,” I said, rubbing my eyes as if I was tired. I shouldn’t be tired. I was on vacation.

			“I’ll tell Ted and Donna that Otto is at the hotel. I’ll make sure Ted knows that he doesn’t have to rush off and rescue you from the big bad, but if I tell him about the note from Donna, there may be another fight.”

			“I can’t help that. Do what you think best.”

			“I know he loves her, and the kids are great, but . . .”

			“I know, I don’t get it either.”

			“But, hey, I’m never going to marry and settle down, so what the hell do I know?”

			“And I’m trying to marry more people than the law will allow, so I’ll keep my opinions to myself.”

			“That’s not what Ted told me.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“He told me you didn’t like her.”

			“I never said that.”

			“But it’s true,” Bernardo said.

			“And do you like her?” I asked.

			He was quiet for a second. “Not really, but he really loves her, like madly, truly, deeply shit.”

			“She makes him happy most of the time,” I said.

			“That’s more than I’ve ever had with anyone,” Bernardo said.

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.

			“I’m not looking for Ms. Right, and I’m having a hell of a good time looking for Ms. Right Now.”

			That made me laugh. “I noticed that out by the pool.”

			“I see the doctor—I’ll go tell him about your wererat friend.”

			“We’ll see you at the hospital later,” I said.

			“Yeah,” he said, and I heard him talking to the doctor before the phone cut off.

			I put the phone in my back pocket, stood up a little straighter, squared my shoulders, and went out to face Olaf and Becca. I opened the door to hear my chosen niece say, “I don’t know if Aunt Anita is dating Uncle Bernardo. Neither one of them is monogamous, so they could be.”

			Olaf looked at me, and there was a lot of rage in those dark, cavernous eyes. So much rage that his power trickled through the hallway like a breath of wind off the scalding fields of hell. Fuck. I should have known that with the level of control he had this quickly he’d be a powerful motherfucker. Like he hadn’t been dangerous enough before he became a werelion. And I so did not need a jealousy issue between him and Bernardo.

			“I am not dating Bernardo. The doctor had some questions about Peter’s injuries. The ones he got when Otto and Peter were helping me in St. Louis.” I gave Olaf a look and tried to convey with my eyes that I needed him to think, not get all pissy.

			He looked confused for a minute.

			“Why couldn’t I hear about that?” Becca asked. “I’ve seen his scars. It’s why he wears a T-shirt in the pool all the time now.”

			I remembered that he’d had a wet T-shirt on when he carried Dixie to us, but I hadn’t thought about it. I’d work on his comfort level with his scars later. “Bernardo needed to ask some questions from someone who was there when Peter got hurt.”

			“But why?” she asked.

			“Yes, why?” Olaf asked.

			I just looked at him and said, “Later.”

			He glanced down at Becca, who was watching me far too closely for comfort.

			“We will talk later.”

			“Yes,” I said, relieved he was letting it drop.

			“About many things,” he said.

			So much for my being relieved.
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			THERE WERE SECURITY cameras in the elevator and there usually weren’t on the stairs, so the three of us were waiting for the elevator. Becca had my left hand in her right, and Olaf’s right hand in her left, and was swinging our hands back and forth as she twisted on the balls of her feet to make the skirt of the pink dress swish back and forth. I realized there was some sort of slip or something underneath the skirt part that was making it billow out and make a sound like a different type of cloth was underneath, something that made that swish, swish sound as she twisted back and forth. She’d done the same kind of thing at six. She was suddenly back to being a little girl again. It was comforting, and at the same time I knew it wouldn’t last. She was a little girl, but the teenager was in there peeking out more and more.

			I glanced at Olaf. His face showed nothing. It didn’t bother him that we were standing there holding on to Becca while she twirled, but it didn’t seem to make him happy either. I turned back to look at the shiny doors of the elevator and realized that my expression was about the same as his. I guess I should stop throwing stones at Olaf unless I was willing to have them thrown back at me. We waited stoically for the elevator doors to open while Becca half danced between us.

			The elevator doors opened and Rufous was standing there. His face was grim and almost angry, and then he was smiling. He looked so pleased to see us that I’d almost have thought I’d been wrong about the grim expression before, but I knew what I’d seen.

			“There you are, Jeffries. I was just saying earlier today that we were missing one of the Four Horsemen, and here you are,” Rufous said, and ushered us onto the elevator.

			I started to get on, leading Becca. Olaf hung back a second, and since he still had Becca’s other hand in his, I couldn’t get on the elevator without letting go of her. Olaf said, “Weren’t you getting off at this floor, Martinez?”

			“Actually, I was sent to check on Anita and Becca. Marisol was wondering what took so long for the little one here to change into a pretty dress,” he said, smiling at the little girl.

			She let go of our hands, put her arms up gracefully above her head, and did a complete pirouette so that the skirt flew out around her and I got a glimpse of the crinkly chiffon underneath. She came down to first position, her feet in their white sandals at that odd and artificial angle that is the beginning of all ballet.

			“A very pretty dress, indeed,” Rufous said, beaming at her.

			She beamed right back at him.

			The elevator started to make a high-pitched buzzing sound. Rufous must have hit the button to make the doors stay open, and now the elevator was protesting. I put a hand on Becca’s shoulder and got us both in the elevator beside Rufous. He’d seemed really tall earlier by the pool. Now I didn’t feel nearly as short beside him. Something about standing next to someone who really is seven feet tall makes everyone else seem smaller.

			Olaf followed us into the elevator and it suddenly seemed more claustrophobic, as if there wasn’t room for Olaf and Rufous in the same small space. They were both really big men; it was just that some of Rufous’s size was wide, not tall. Looking at them standing there in front of me, I could suddenly see that Rufous was at least twice as wide through the shoulders as Olaf. That wasn’t middle-aged spread; that was just being a really big guy. I realized that Rufous had moved slightly in front of me and Becca. It was subtle, but he’d never done a thing to make me think he felt protective of me before. He thought Olaf was Marshal Otto Jeffries, officer in good standing, so why the change in behavior?

			Olaf noticed it, of course, and he looked down at Rufous in that way that really tall men can do when they want to emphasize to another man that they’re bigger. Most women miss it, but I worked with too many men not to notice.

			Rufous smiled up at him with that good ol’ boy smile that he usually wore, but I realized that he had his sidearm on and I was pretty sure he had his ASP, a collapsible baton, in one pocket of his shorts. I knew he had something in that pocket. A lot of police never go completely unarmed if they can help it, but Rufous wasn’t usually this obvious about it. What the hell was going on?

			Olaf frowned slightly, turning his head as if he was trying to see Rufous better. It wasn’t aggressive, but puzzled. Olaf didn’t know why Rufous had come to find us armed and ready for trouble either. Usually I like not being the only one who doesn’t know what’s going on, but there are only a small number of things that will make a man behave like this, and none of them were true for Rufous and me. Maybe he was protecting Becca from Uncle Otto? What had changed?

			I thought of it about the same time that Olaf did. He smiled, but it was a superior smile, condescending. “I did not think my having lycanthropy would bother you this much, Martinez. I had hoped better of you.”

			“I don’t think that’s it,” I said. “Rufous is cool around Micah and Nathaniel.”

			“If the Marshals Service sees fit to keep you on, Jeffries, then that’s good enough for me. I got no problem with you failing your blood test. I was sorry to hear that you caught it on the job.”

			Olaf frowned harder, looking almost angry. He and I did share anger as our go-to emotion unless we worked at it. “Then why are you here?”

			“I’m staying in the hotel for the wedding,” Rufous said, smiling.

			“As am I.”

			“Are you mad at each other?” Becca asked, and that meant she was picking up way more of the social context than I would have at her age.

			Rufous started to look behind him at her but stopped himself and kept his attention on the other man. Even if Olaf hadn’t been a werelion with more than human speed, the elevator was too small for drawing guns or batons or even blades. What most people don’t realize is how fast an unarmed person can close with you. In an elevator there wouldn’t be time to draw weapons, and Rufous might have been a big guy and a football player once, but he was no match for Olaf, even fully human, but now . . . A lycanthrope in an elevator is going to win unless you have your gun out and aimed and are willing to shoot them before they get a chance to move. Hell, a human with good reflexes is going to close with you, and then you get to wrestle for your gun. Not good odds. I knew logically that Olaf wouldn’t want to be caught on security video behaving badly, but the little moving box was feeling awfully claustrophobic about now.

			“No, honey, we’re not mad, are we, Jeffries?”

			“I am not,” he said in that careful voice of his. I realized that it was his version of Edward’s voice going empty. I hadn’t realized that I knew Olaf’s voice that well.

			The elevator doors opened at last. Rufous pushed the door-open button and said, “Ladies first.”

			I gave Becca a little push toward the door. She reached back for my hand. “You come with me.” She had that stubborn set to her face that reminded me of Peter. I gave her my left hand and let her lead me toward the doors, but I wasn’t leaving without Rufous and Olaf. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I wasn’t letting the doors close behind me with them still inside—mainly because I didn’t know why Rufous had ridden to the rescue. It wasn’t like him, at least not around me.

			I stopped in the doorway, putting a hand on one side of the doors just in case. “Everyone out,” I said, smiling.

			Olaf got out first, and then Rufous followed, but neither one of them looked away from the other completely. Rufous had started it, but Olaf was too aware of violent possibilities not to add his paranoia to the other man’s. I’d have done the same thing.

			One of the hotel employees came from behind the desk to ask us to please stop holding up the elevator. Rufous smiled and said, “Sorry about that.”

			The four of us stood in a little group. Becca still had my hand and was looking from one man to the other as people walked past us in the lobby. There was a uniformed officer at the main desk talking to the manager. There was absolutely nothing wrong, and yet Rufous was still tense. He could smile all the down-home smiles, but his body language still showed the subtle signs of a big man who was ready for trouble.

			I felt a warm trickle of energy from behind us. It made me turn, with Becca’s hand still in mine, so that I could glance behind me and keep an eye on Olaf.

			It was Nicky moving toward us, not hurrying exactly, but moving like he had a purpose. Something tight and tense loosened in my chest. I had backup I trusted now, backup that really could go up against Olaf and have a chance.

			Rufous was a cop, but he was only human, and an out-of-shape human at that.

			I wanted to touch Nicky so badly when he came to stand beside me, but I acted as professional as he did.

			He said in a low, tight voice, “Otto.”

			“Nicky,” Olaf said.

			Becca moved a little closer to me, as if she was picking up on the tension.

			“Where is everyone else?” I asked

			Nicky said, “The police are still questioning them.”

			“Why would they let you go and keep the others?” Olaf asked.

			“Murdock is the only one who never met the missing girl,” Rufous said.

			“They would have let Bram go, too, but he was arguing with the cops that he was going to wait for Micah.”

			“He’s Micah’s bodyguard,” I said.

			“There are more useful things than arguing with cops.” He looked at Olaf, who smiled.

			“No arguments,” I said.

			“I could hear Morgan and Wyatt. It seemed like they were both winding down.”

			“How did you hear them?” Rufous asked.

			“Through the walls. They aren’t that thick.”

			“I keep forgetting that preternatural hearing,” Rufous said.

			“What about Micah and Nathaniel?”

			“The police are still questioning Nathaniel, and Micah insisted on being with him or the interview had to end. I’m still not sure why the cop listened to Micah and not to Bram.”

			“Why are they still interviewing Nathaniel about what happened between Peter and Dixie?”

			Nicky’s smile slipped around the edges. There was suddenly a cynicism to his face that made me grab his arm and say, “What’s wrong, Nicky?”

			“They ran everyone’s name through the database and Nathaniel’s popped with his juvie convictions.”

			I frowned at him. “What does that have to do with what happened earlier today? Nathaniel didn’t do anything but help with first aid.”

			Nicky looked at me as if I were naïve.

			“What am I missing here, Nicky? Just tell me.”

			Rufous made a throat-clearing sound that no one ever used for clearing their throat but was only to get attention. We gave it to him.

			“Do you know something about this, Rufous?”

			He looked embarrassed, which I hadn’t seen on him before. It made me even more nervous. “Let’s find my wife. Ted asked her to come in from sight-seeing when Peter went to the hospital just for you, button,” he said, smiling down at Becca.

			“Ted call you?” I asked.

			Rufous nodded.

			“I’m not a baby, Mr. Martinez. Is something wrong with Uncle Nathaniel?”

			“No, button.”

			“And stop calling me button. I’m not an article of clothing; I’m a person. I’m just little, but I’m still a person.”

			I had to turn my face away and swallow hard to stop from laughing or giving her a high five. Both seemed good.

			“How much time did you say you were spending with Button here?” Rufous said.

			Becca glared at him. I fought not to laugh at her—one, because she was right, and two, because her dignity was on the line. People treat children as if they don’t have dignity, but they do, or they can.

			“How do you know this is my influence?” I asked him.

			“Well, it didn’t come from her mother,” he said, and there was a note of unhappiness in his voice. I hated that I agreed with Olaf on this, but I did.

			“Actually, my mom won’t let just anyone call her names like honey or sweetheart or button,” she said, arms crossed over her thin chest. That stubborn look that reminded me so much of Peter when he was younger was back.

			“She lets Ted call her honeybunch,” I said.

			She rolled her eyes at me as if I was being stupid. “That’s Dad. Of course he calls her that. She calls him teddy bear.”

			Nicky and Olaf were alerted to someone walking in our direction. I had to move slightly to see around Nicky. Rodina and Ru were walking toward us.

			“Teddy bear, huh?” Rodina said.

			“No, Morgan, don’t even think about it,” I said.

			“I do not encourage it,” said Nicky, “but if you are going to call Ted teddy bear, then I want to watch.”

			“As do I,” Olaf said.

			Rufous said, “Me, too.”

			“If I do it, I’ll try to make sure I have an audience,” Rodina said.

			“If they wanted to keep Nathaniel longer, why are you free this soon, Wyatt? You flirted with her as much as Nathaniel did.”

			“I’m not sure,” he said, but looked uncomfortable.

			“I see the little woman,” Rufous said, raising his arm to attract the attention of a woman who was almost as tall as he was, but without the middle-aged spread. Her hair was salt-and-pepper in careless curls cut just above her shoulders. There was a heat and happiness in Rufous’s face as he looked at the tall woman all the way across the lobby that made me happy to see. As I got closer to my own wedding I liked seeing couples with a decade and counting of happily ever after. She turned and her face broke into a huge smile that made her eyes sparkle far enough away that I wasn’t sure what color they were, and it was all for Rufous.

			“I thought college football players were supposed to go for short cheerleaders,” I said.

			“Nope, I like ’em tall, and you can keep your cheerleaders. Marisol was a track star. She nearly made the Olympics,” Rufous said, grinning and moving to meet his wife, so after they’d kissed each other thoroughly their conversation was private. Maybe he didn’t want us to hear their terms of endearment for each other.

			I fought off the urge to ask about Nathaniel again, because we had managed to distract Becca from it. I could have opened the link between Nathaniel and me and seen, or at least felt, everything he was experiencing, but opening a link that wide can alert others with psychic ability. Some police departments were starting to hire psychics or witches to monitor stuff like that. I didn’t want to get Nathaniel in more trouble or explain how deep our connection went. Besides, if I kept my mouth shut and was patient, Rufous’s wife, Marisol, would take the little girl somewhere else. I almost had to count under my breath to stop myself from asking what I wanted to ask. Luckily, they didn’t keep us waiting long.

			They came up hand in hand, both grinning like a couple of schoolkids. It made me feel better to see them all shiny after decades of marriage. I think they’d celebrated twenty-five years together, or maybe that was Frankie and Carol. Edward and Donna had a lot of friends who had hit the twenty-plus mark, and I’d been introduced to most of them in the last forty-eight hours, so they were beginning to glom together.

			I wanted to know about Nathaniel, but I wasn’t sure about letting Becca out of my sight until Edward relieved me. As if he knew, I got a text from him that told me Marisol was on Becca duty now. Focus on Otto!

			Becca didn’t want to go with Marisol. She wanted to stay and find out what was happening with Nathaniel. I’d finally had enough. “Becca, this isn’t negotiable. You go with Marisol now. We need to talk about things and I’m not sure if you need to hear them or not, and until I am sure, you need to be elsewhere.”

			“What if I don’t go?” she said, crossing her arms and getting that stubborn look again.

			“Do you really want to help Nathaniel?” Nicky asked.

			She looked suspicious but said, “Yes.”

			“Then do what Anita says, because the sooner we can talk to her about Nathaniel, the sooner we can help him.”

			She opened her mouth to argue.

			My stomach had tightened into a harsh knot at the phrasing. Nathaniel needed help, damn it. “Becca, this is one of the loves of my life and you’re delaying my ability to help him by being a brat.” Was that harsh? I didn’t know, but we’d wasted enough time being nice about this.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, but still sounded angry about it.

			“Don’t be sorry; do better. Now go, so I can find out what’s happening.”

			Marisol held out her hand and said, “There’s supposed to be a great cupcake place nearby.”

			“I don’t want a cupcake,” Becca said as they walked out of hearing range across the lobby. What kind of eleven-year-old doesn’t like cupcakes?

			I turned back to Nicky and Rufous. “One of you talk, now.”

			Ru looked like he was afraid he was in trouble, too, but Rodina seemed eager, as if she was glad someone was in trouble.

			“You know Nathaniel has a record for soliciting and a few other things. He pled out and never saw jail time, but he has a record,” Nicky said.

			I nodded. “I know. What has that got to do with anything that happened today?”

			“You knew?” Rufous asked.

			“The first time I ever saw Nathaniel, he was in a hospital bed recovering from an attack by one of his customers.”

			“And you dated him knowing that he had been a whore?” Olaf asked.

			I turned on him and gave him the look the word deserved. “First, never use that word in connection with Nathaniel again. Second, yes, I knew he was a high-end and very specialized escort when I met him.”

			“He was more than that, Blake,” Rufous said.

			I looked at him. “You ran Nathaniel’s name through the system, didn’t you?”

			“When he came to New Mexico to help with the wedding the first time, he was spending a lot of private time with Peter, and Becca was all over him calling him uncle, so, yeah, I ran him. He may have been a high-end escort when you met him, but his record is for streetwalking and drugs. One of the conditions of the plea was that he go to rehab.”

			“He went,” I said, “and he’s been clean ever since.”

			“He’s still got a very colorful past, Blake. I talked to Ted about what I found and was reassured that he knew all about it, and that Graison was one of the rarities, someone who truly turned their life around. I was happy to hear it.”

			“What does Nathaniel’s past have to do with the police questioning him about Peter and Dixie’s . . . altercation?”

			“They’re not questioning him about that,” Rufous said.

			“Then what are they questioning him about?”

			“The missing girl, Bettina Gonzalez.”

			“What?” I asked, and it was loud enough that a few people looked our way. I lowered my voice and said, “What are you talking about, Rufous?”

			Rufous answered, “You have a badge, but you’ve never been a regular cop. You don’t understand how we see certain things.”

			“Then enlighten me,” I said, and I’d stepped closer to him, my hands already starting to make fists.

			He didn’t tell me to calm down; he just did what I asked. “A young woman flirts with a few young men; then she goes missing after having sex with one of them. The lover is in the clear through witnesses, but one of the other men has a record for prostitution and drugs, and Graison got pulled in by a cop the first time when he was, like, ten, so that’s child prostitution.”

			“He was the victim,” I said.

			“Yeah, but it’s still going to be a hell of a background for someone to overcome. You know that abusers usually start out as victims, Blake.”

			“I know that’s the prevailing theory.”

			“I’ve seen it happen, and if Rankin has been on the job long enough to make detective, he’s seen it, too.”

			“So because Nathaniel was everyone’s damn victim, the police are going to victimize him again?”

			“The missing girl was hanging all over him and Erwin here.” He pointed at Ru. “Then she goes and sleeps with someone else. The cops are going to wonder if Graison is the jealous type.”

			I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “He’s one of the least jealous people I’ve ever met.”

			“Nathaniel likes to share,” Nicky said.

			“But the police here don’t know Nathaniel like the two of you do. To them he’s a man who was flirting with the missing woman, then lost out to another man, and then his record pops with all kinds of bad shit. They are going to look at him hard for this. They’d look at anyone connected to the girl whose name popped in the database.”

			It was so unfair. I had to count slowly to ten, and forced myself to unfold my hands one stiff finger at a time. “Fine, fine, but they have no reason to hold him.”

			“Blake, he’s a shapeshifter.”

			“How is that relevant?”

			“How would they know what he was?” Olaf asked.

			“You Google his name and he comes up under his stage name at Guilty Pleasures. There are pictures of him in his leopard form on the website,” Rufous said.

			“But I’ll say again: How is that relevant?”

			“Blake, come on. Shapeshifters may have legal rights and Florida is a more forward-thinking state than some of the Western ones, but people are still afraid.”

			“It’s the big, bad wolf syndrome,” Rodina said, “or in this case big, bad leopard.”

			“Come on, Blake. You hunt rogue lycanthropes. You know what they’re capable of,” Rufous said.

			I tried to be reasonable. I tried to think like a cop and not Nathaniel’s fiancée, but I was having serious trouble separating the two in that moment. “I know you’re right, Rufous. I know I sound like every other girlfriend in the world who says, But my boyfriend would never hurt anyone.”

			“I’ve had women and men say it to me with their faces covered in bruises from the boyfriend who would never harm anyone,” Rufous said.

			“I know, I really do, but it doesn’t matter, because it’s Nathaniel.”

			“And he’s your boo.”

			I smiled. “Yeah, he is.”

			“One of them,” Olaf said.

			I looked at him, fighting not to frown. “Yeah, he’s one of my boos.”

			“You do have more serious boyfriends than anyone I’ve ever met,” Rufous said.

			“I’m poly; it kind of goes with the sexual orientation.”

			“I thought it was a lifestyle choice,” Rufous said.

			I shook my head. “Not for me.”

			Rufous shook his head. “Marisol is enough for me. Normally, I’d say if you find the right one, all the rest just sort of fade into the woodwork, but I’ve seen you with your fellas, Blake, and it seems to be the real deal.”

			“Thanks, Rufous, I appreciate that.”

			“Now, go help your boo.”

			Olaf tried to go with us, but I didn’t have to interfere, because Rufous did it for me. “I need to talk to Jeffries for a minute. You go on.”

			I wanted and needed to go to Nathaniel, but I didn’t want Rufous alone with Olaf until I understood why he was being protective of me. “Rufous, can I talk to you for a minute?”

			“Jeffries and I will be fine.”

			“I don’t doubt that Otto will be dandy, but I need to ask you something before we all go our separate ways.”

			He didn’t like it, but he came off to one side of the lobby with Nicky and me. Rodina and Ru stayed with Olaf. I heard Rodina say, “So you’re Plague.”

			“Yes,” Olaf said, and then we were out of my hearing range.

			“Why are you suddenly treating me like a girl, Rufous?”

			“You are a girl, Blake,” he said with a smile.

			“But you’ve always treated me like one of the guys until just a few minutes ago. Why do you suddenly feel protective toward me?”

			“I’d feel protective of most of the men I know if they were going up against Jeffries.”

			“How did you know he was even here?” I asked, and then I realized. “Ted called you.”

			“He couldn’t leave the hospital, but he told me that Jeffries has damn near been stalking you and he didn’t want you to be alone with him. Don’t worry, he swore me to secrecy. I know you don’t want the other marshals to see you as needing to be rescued, but, Jesus, Blake, most men would need rescuing if Jeffries put a target on them. There’s no shame in saying you’re outmatched with someone like that. He’s a freaking giant.”

			Like all great lies, it was almost the truth. I nodded. “I’ve worked too long and hard to be one of the guys to want to be shoved back in the girl box, Rufous.”

			“I understand that.”

			“What talk do you want to have with Otto?”

			“I’ll just tell him to back off.”

			“It’s not your job to have that talk with him,” Nicky said.

			“Ted told me that he’s let people think he’s a couple with Anita to keep Jeffries off of her at work.”

			“I’m her bodyguard. I’ll talk to Otto,” Nicky said.

			“Nicky . . .” I started to say.

			“No, Anita, it’s better coming from me than from Rufous.”

			I couldn’t argue that, but I really didn’t want either of them alone with Olaf. He scared me in a way that very few people did.

			Nicky, letting the bodyguard stoicism slip, smiled. “I’ve got this. You go help Nathaniel.”

			“You can’t scare Otto off,” I said. “He doesn’t scare.”

			“I’ll remind him of how I got my job as your bodyguard,” Nicky said.

			Nicky was saying that he would threaten Olaf with me making him a Bride, which would mean I would own him, control him, the way I did Nicky. It was Nicky’s fate as my lion Bride that had made Olaf stay away from me in the first place. He’d even written a note to me saying he didn’t want to end up like Nicky.

			I glanced back to find Rodina invading Olaf’s personal space, but her body language wasn’t threatening; it was seductive. Did she think he was handsome, or was she throwing herself on the landmine? I hoped she wasn’t. I might not like Rodina, but she didn’t deserve to be served up to Olaf.

			“I’ll be with him, Blake. Jeffries won’t try anything against both of us, and one of us with a badge.”

			I didn’t argue with him, but I knew that if Olaf thought he needed to kill both of them, he would, or he’d die trying. Nicky might have a chance of killing him first, but Rufous would just die. I didn’t want to widow Marisol.

			“Let’s do this, Murdock,” Rufous said. He sounded a little eager, as if he was hoping for a fight, or at least a little excitement. Had he been wanting to try his luck with Olaf, or was it just the typical cop love of action?

			“I haven’t agreed to either of you handling this for me,” I said. Nicky frowned at something, which made me look. Ru was smiling and walking toward us as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He looked slender and almost fragile compared to Rufous, Nicky, and Olaf, and he played to it, doing his best to radiate harmlessness and what I supposed was meant to be sex appeal. What the hell was he doing?

			I glanced across the lobby to Olaf, who was watching us all as if he’d memorize us down to the buttons on our jeans. Maybe his being a stalker wasn’t so far from the truth after all. Ru put his arm around my shoulders in an overly familiar way. I tensed up as he leaned in and whispered, “You flirted with me at the pool, in front of witnesses. Do you want to explain to the police why we’re not flirting now?”

			And, see, that was the problem with lies and pretending. Once you started, it was hard to stop. I put a smile on my face and slid my left arm around his waist, being careful that my hand slid high enough to avoid the gun at his waist. Cuddling was always harder with weapons, but with Olaf showing up unexpectedly and the police trying to pin a woman’s disappearance on us, we’d work around the weapons.

			Olaf started walking toward us, with Rodina trailing behind, a smile on her lips. She looked entirely too pleased with herself.

			“What have the two of you been telling Otto?”

			Ru kissed my cheek, touching the side of his face to mine.

			Olaf said, “Are those your teeth marks in his neck?”

			I gaped at him, because of all the questions he could have asked, this wasn’t one I’d expected. If Rufous hadn’t been there, I might have lied just because I didn’t like the emotion coming off Olaf, but Rufous had seen me do it.

			“Yeah.”

			“You bit him in a passionate embrace?”

			“Yes.”

			Heat rolled off him, his beast breaking over us.

			“You’ve taken another lover?”

			“That’s none of your business, Jeffries,” Rufous said.

			Olaf turned on Rufous, but Nicky stepped in and said, “Did the girl try to seduce you first?”

			It distracted Olaf, made him turn to Nicky. “Yes. Has she tried with you as well?”

			“No, but she tried with someone else, because she thought it would make Anita happier.”

			“I don’t understand,” Olaf said.

			“When you turned her down, Wyatt showed you his neck, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“Rufous here is protecting Anita because that’s just the kind of guy he is, but you knew me before I met Anita. I wasn’t a self-sacrificing kind of guy. Neither were Morgan and Wyatt before they met Anita.”

			Olaf looked at Nicky, and then at Ru, and finally at Rodina as she joined us.

			“You’re trying to distract me from Anita, at any cost.”

			“Which is why we all need a little talk without Marshal Blake being present,” Rufous said.

			Olaf didn’t even protest. He’d gotten Nicky’s message that Ru and Rodina were my Brides. Maybe it would make him rethink wanting to play Sherlock to my Irene Adler. I sent Rodina off with them, just in case. Ru stayed with me, on the condition he be more bodyguard and less flirt. He agreed. He was my Bride—he had to agree to almost anything.

			I needed to see Micah and Nathaniel and figure out how I could convince Detective Rankin that my boo wasn’t his guy.
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			THE HOTEL EMPLOYEES were impressed by my flashing my badge; the local police were not. “You aren’t part of this investigation, Marshal,” the uniformed officer standing at the head of the hallway, blocking my way, said. Down the hallway were the conference rooms they were using to question people.

			“I just want to talk to my people; that’s all.”

			“Unless you’re part of the investigation, you don’t get past me. Those are my orders.” He was completely unapologetic about it, which meant I probably couldn’t bully my way past him. He looked young enough to be new on the job, but there was something about the way he held himself and the buzzed haircut that said he’d been military first. The kind of military who join the police are usually combat veterans. They don’t bully easily, and I certainly wasn’t going to scare them. He stood at relaxed attention, perfectly content to stand there for hours. No one was shooting at him; it was a good day. When no one trying to kill you is your definition of a good day, it’s damn hard to impress you.

			I continued to stand there in front of the officer whose name tag read Evans, but I got my cell phone out and texted Micah. “I’m outside the room. Uniform won’t let me in. Are you or Nathaniel officially being held?”

			“I’m not,” Micah texted back.

			My stomach did its hard-knot thing again. “Is Nathaniel?”

			“Tried to get up & leave. Rankin is trying for material witness.”

			“He has no grounds,” I texted back.

			“But he’s local, we’re not, could he get a warrant?” Micah texted.

			I looked at the screen and thought about it. Could Rankin get a material witness warrant against Nathaniel if he got the right judge? Probably. We’d have Nathaniel out before you could say lawsuit, but with the right judge and enough people prejudiced against him for his past and being a wereleopard, it was possible. But one thing I knew for sure was the longer you talked in an interrogation, the more information you gave them to use against you. Hell, if you talked in an ordinary interview for enough hours, you’d end up saying things you didn’t mean or wished you could take back. Hours of questions and answers were designed to break you down, to exhaust you, and to make you say things that would incriminate you. Innocent people would confess to things if they were questioned long enough and hard enough.

			“Not sure, but either stop talking & say lawyer, or get up and walk out.”

			“Rankin will imply that we aren’t free to go again.”

			“If he doesn’t produce a warrant, he’s full of shit.”

			“OK” was the only reply. I put my phone away.

			“What’s going on?” Ru asked.

			“They’re coming out,” I said. I believed that; the hard knot in my stomach wasn’t quite sure.

			I heard my text go off again. When I checked, it was Micah. “We keep trying to leave, but not leaving.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Unsure.”

			That wasn’t like either of them. Micah worked with the police for the Coalition and Nathaniel had had enough experience with the police early on that he knew not to talk without a lawyer, or he should have known. So why were they still talking? I’d been so busy being scared for Nathaniel that I hadn’t been logical, and logic stated that they should have walked out of there a while ago. No bluff should have kept Micah there, and he’d have insisted Nathaniel go with him. And it was a bluff, because no way did Rankin have a warrant yet.

			Officer Evans could keep me out of the room physically, but I had other options and I was willing to use them now. I lowered my shields and reached out toward both of my guys, but I forgot that I was already standing beside someone I was metaphysically connected to. The side of my body closest to Ru ran with goose bumps, all the hairs on my arm standing up. I turned to look at him and found him rubbing the arm closest to me, as if I wasn’t the only one who’d felt it. His eyes were a little wide, his breathing quicker.

			“What is that?” Ru said.

			I stared at him from inches away, and just like I had at the pool, I had a sudden urge to touch him. I shut the link down, putting my shields back in place, so that we were left staring at each other.

			I stepped back from the officer and the hallway, and Wyatt followed my lead like a good dance partner. We found a quiet piece of wall and I said, out loud, “I don’t know what’s wrong with our connection, but it’s not like this with Nicky or Rod . . . Morgan.”

			“You and Nicky have a solid connection. You know what you are to each other. Morgan hates you; it helps her keep you out of her head.”

			“And you and me?” I asked.

			“I mirror the energy around me, the behaviors of the people around me, which makes me nearly perfect at undercover work, but it also means that I’m vulnerable to getting lost in my cover.”

			“You mean you start believing your cover story?”

			He nodded.

			“So why does that make my energy weird around you?”

			“Nicky said it last night: Brides are food or cannon fodder. We aren’t meant to be kept around this long, Anita. I’m trying to become whatever you need me to be, and for your powers, that’s food—either through blood, meat, or sex.”

			“Are you saying you don’t care which I choose?”

			“I’d rather not die, so I’d prefer not to be your meat.” He leaned his face close to mine, his arm going around my waist and automatically sliding high enough to not compromise the gun at my waist, just like I had with him earlier. “If you were a true vampire I would happily donate blood.”

			I spoke with my lips almost touching his cheek. “I’m not that kind of vampire.”

			“No, through Jean-Claude’s powers you’re a succubus like Belle Morte.” He nuzzled his face against mine like a cat scent-marking its favorite people.

			“I have enough lovers; nothing personal.”

			“I am not asking to join your poly group, my queen, only to be your food.”

			I drew back enough to look into his eyes. “You know that I can feed on energy without sex.”

			“Yes, but of all the ways you feed, sex seems to be the most pleasant. I would like to take the pleasant option, if you would allow it.”

			I felt my energy rise like someone had added hot water to a cooling bath. Ru shuddered beside me, as if the energy had traveled from me to him. It was as if a part of my power had been cut off, or dampened, and it was suddenly bright again. I knew who it was before I saw them. Micah came out of the hallway behind us with his hand on Nathaniel’s arm as if he were leading him. Officer Evans was looking behind them as if for orders—did he stop them or let them go?

			Detective Rankin stepped into sight behind them. Evans asked him something and Rankin shook his head. Wyatt and I started walking toward Micah and Nathaniel. They saw us and moved in our direction. Nathaniel did a long blink and then took Micah’s hand, rather than having to be dragged along. I was already holding my hand out to them as if that would help close the distance between us. Micah took my hand, and that helped, but it wasn’t enough. I kept his hand in mine and threw my other arm around Nathaniel’s neck. He wrapped his free arm around my waist and we held on. I buried my face against the side of his neck and the scent of his skin, like warm vanilla. Micah wrapped his arms around us both, and I turned so that I could bury my face against both of them together. Micah smelled spicier than Nathaniel, like the difference between cinnamon and vanilla, both sweet, but in different ways.

			It was Nathaniel who reached out and drew Ru in at my back. It was totally unexpected, because Ru wasn’t part of our poly group. Power thrilled over my skin and the comfort of holding the other men changed to something more urgent: less romance and more lust. It was like that was the last ingredient we were missing. We were all about the completion of the act; it was our legacy through Jean-Claude’s bloodline. There might be teasing in there, but it was only as foreplay. We delivered on what was promised. The four of us looked up as one, across the lobby at Rankin.

			He looked more attractive than I’d remembered him, and I knew nothing had changed. Well, one thing had changed: He’d used magic to keep Nathaniel and Micah in the room with him. He’d used a spell or a natural ability, or something, to make them want to stay with him, to make them want to answer his questions when they both knew better. The edges of that power were still clinging to him, so that I noticed the lean muscles under his clothes and saw the black depths of his eyes shine for a second. I wasn’t sure if the last part was real or part of the illusion, because that’s what he was: He wasn’t the reality of Jean-Claude and the rest of us. He was the tease, the lure, the promise of things, but he had no intention of coming across. He could make you want to talk to him, want to be with him, want to stay with him, when logic told you to run away. Rankin had figured out how to make what could have been just a great way to pick up people at a bar into something that compelled suspects to keep talking. It was impressive and completely illegal.

			He stared across the lobby at us. We stared back. He knew we knew. He also knew we couldn’t prove it. I couldn’t go to his superiors and say I felt him working a spell, because it wasn’t a spell. I was almost sure of that. Was it magic? Psychic ability? Both? I didn’t know, and if I didn’t know I couldn’t explain it enough to get him in the trouble he deserved. We all stared at one another until Officer Evans asked Rankin if anything was wrong. He shook his head.

			What are you? I thought, as if I expected him to answer me. He shook his head again and walked down the hallway with Evans following him. I didn’t know what Rankin was, but I knew what he wasn’t: human.
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			WE DECIDED TO go back to our hotel room to regroup. Ru stayed with us and Bram found us. He’d complained his way up the food chain that he needed to see his boss, and had been told the same thing: “Your boss is free to go, but his fiancé is being questioned.” We’d gotten as far as the hallway outside the door when my phone rang. It was Edward’s ringtone. Nathaniel said, “What is it about this hallway and all the interruptions?” as I answered the phone.

			I opened my mouth to tell Edward about Rankin, but he said, “Peter’s doctor didn’t seem certain about much except that he’s healing faster than he should be.”

			“Can we see him? Or does he need to rest?” He sounded distracted and uncertain. It was so unlike him, but then this wasn’t the job; this was his kid.

			So I stuck to kid topics. “Becca is with Rufous’s wife. Do you want us to bring her with us?”

			“I don’t really want her here, but if Dixie tells her, then Peter got hurt for nothing.” He sounded just a little bit angry. I couldn’t blame him.

			I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and that was enough for him to say, “What happened? Did you let the bitch get to our daughter?” Definitely angry and looking for a target.

			“No, Becca heard enough at the pool before Peter carried Dixie away.”

			“So it was all for nothing,” he said.

			“No, Becca doesn’t believe that you would cheat on her mother. She just flat doesn’t believe it. I told her the truth, and she thinks that Dixie is crazy.”

			I heard his breath go out on the other end of the line. I think it was a relieved sound. “Good, one less thing to worry about.” He tried to crawl his voice back up into his normal empty range, but he couldn’t do it. I’d never heard so much uncontrolled emotion in his voice. I don’t think I’d realized how well he controlled even the tone of his voice until that moment. Edward was all about control.

			I heard voices on the other end of the phone. “Doctor’s here again. Gotta go.”

			The phone call was over. I didn’t question it, but as we headed for the parking lot, I realized I needed to talk to Marisol or Rufous about keeping Becca with them, and I needed to tell Becca that she was with them until we got back from the hospital. I shared all that with the men.

			“I have the numbers for everyone in the wedding,” Nathaniel said, “so I have Rufous’s number, but not Marisol’s.”

			“Better than I have,” I said. “Can you let him know we’re headed to the hospital? I’ll call Becca.”

			Nathaniel stopped in the middle of calling Rufous. “I can stay here with Becca.”

			I shook my head at the same time Micah said, “No.”

			“I agree with Micah. The three of us are staying together, and away from Rankin.” No one argued with me except Becca.

			“Why can’t I go to the hospital with you?”

			“Because Ted needs to take care of Peter and your mom and know you’re safely out of it.”

			“But why does he need you and the others? Is Nathaniel all right?”

			“He’s with me. I’m taking him with me to the hospital.”

			“To keep him away from the police?” she asked, and again her insight was a little too good for her age, but she’d been Ted’s daughter since before she was six. I guess it was hard not to pick up a few things about the business.

			“Something like that,” I said.

			“Maybe I can find Ellie and hang out with her?”

			“You do that,” I said. I got off the phone, rolling my eyes and feeling stressed.

			“What’s wrong?” Micah asked.

			“I wasn’t sold on this whole kid thing before, but dealing with Becca makes me think I’ll never be ready for it.”

			Micah and Nathaniel hugged me at the same time, timing it so that their arms went around me just right so that it was cuddly and not awkward. There had been a learning curve on group hugs, but we’d aced the curve a while ago. “They don’t pop out as almost twelve-year-olds, Anita,” Micah said.

			“I don’t think anyone is ever ready for kids,” Nathaniel said.

			I pulled away from the group hug enough to look at him. “Other people seem sure.”

			“Nathaniel’s right,” Micah said. “I’m not rushing us, but I don’t think there’s ever a perfect time to have children.”

			I closed my eyes, sighed, and said, “Fine, I won’t hold any of this against us.”

			Nathaniel kissed me, which made me open my eyes and look into his happy face. He was the one who wanted the baby the most. Micah had had a vasectomy years before I met him, so it wasn’t going to be him who was the bio-dad. If it was just the two of us—well, three counting Jean-Claude—we’d have gone on to our happily ever after childless and content, but we were a foursome, or a three and one, or two couples, or . . . You do the poly math. And the part of our poly group smiling at me with his big lavender eyes wanted a child, badly. He wasn’t twenty-five yet, but I was over thirty. The combination was pushing us to rush, in my opinion. I’d already voiced all my doubts to everyone out loud when we first started talking about babies. Today I’d keep my opinions to myself, because I wasn’t up to another discussion about when we should take me off birth control and start trying, especially not today. With anyone but people in the core of our poly group I added condoms to the birth control, just to be extra safe.

			But baby issues could wait; we had more pressing issues: hospital and talking to Peter’s doctor. And I hoped to have an opportunity to tell Edward and Bernardo about Detective Rankin’s secret. How did I know it was a secret? Because there were no non-human police in America, not officially. That was one of the reasons that letting officers who contracted lycanthropy on the job keep their badges was such a big deal. If it worked, then maybe someday having lycanthropy first wouldn’t keep you out of becoming a cop, or maybe even some of the vampires who had been forced off the force after becoming the undead could rejoin. I knew my friend Dead Dave, who owned and ran a bar of the same name, would have still loved to go back on the job. Witches and other practitioners of the mystical arts, like me, had only been allowed on the job in the last few years, and even that was on a person-by-person basis. No, whatever Rankin was, the majority of the officers he worked with didn’t know he was anything but straight-up vanilla human. If he kept fucking with us, I’d find a way to prove otherwise. If he left us alone from this point on, I’d think about doing the same.
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			WE FOUND NICKY and Rodina before we went to the hospital, because no way was I leaving them and Rufous off talking to Olaf without knowing how the “talk” had gone. Nicky told me it had gone as well as could be expected. Rufous said, “That arrogant son of a bitch.”

			“I take it Otto wasn’t impressed with the talk,” I said.

			“He isn’t afraid of me; that’s for damn sure. He respects Murdock more, even Morgan more, than he does me.”

			“I’m a shapeshifter—that’s all that impressed him,” Rodina said.

			“Maybe, but Ted’s threat is something Jeffries believes, and the rest of us . . . It’s like he was laughing at us, as if he thinks he’s untouchable.” I sent Rufous back to his wife and Becca. He wanted to come with us, but Edward had called and asked Rufous to help take care of Becca, and that gave Rufous a way to save face. The rest of us headed for the hospital. It turned out that there wasn’t going to be a beach wedding, at least not one with Peter standing at Edward’s side. His mix of lycanthropy, like my own, seemed to be giving him superhuman healing abilities, but if the artery tore open again, he might bleed out before he could be gotten to an ER, so either the wedding was canceled, or Peter couldn’t be there. None of us were looking forward to telling the bride, but Donna surprised me again. Her face might have been red and puffy from crying, and the makeup she’d been wearing wiped away hours ago, but a determined look came over her face. It reminded me of Peter and Becca’s stubborn look. “Of course we can’t go ahead with the wedding tomorrow as planned,” she said in a very matter-of-fact tone.

			They went into Peter’s room together to tell him they’d just have a civil ceremony back home in New Mexico when he was well enough. The rest of us were leaving to get coffee and tea when the yelling started. Peter’s voice: “I got stabbed so you could get married tomorrow! Don’t you dare cancel it.”

			We heard a murmur of Donna’s voice but couldn’t make out what she said. “No, you aren’t bringing everyone to my room. You are going to have a wedding on the beach like you planned, damn it!” Then his voice went lower, and then the rhythm of Edward’s voice came through the door.

			“If he finds us eavesdropping, will he be mad?” Ru asked.

			We all looked at one another, and that included Bernardo. All of us looked guilty, like kids caught outside a teacher’s door, or maybe kids overhearing their parents fight. Micah said, “Let’s give them some time and space.” He started walking toward the elevator.

			“No,” Nathaniel said, “I’ve spent too much time and energy on this wedding. If we’re going to change things by tomorrow, I need to know as soon as possible. Donna isn’t in any shape to make all the phone calls and face down the wedding coordinator, and neither is Dixie, if she’s still in the wedding after what happened between her and Peter.” Nathaniel’s voice was rising as he talked. He wasn’t yelling, but he was angry. He started pacing the hallway, waving his hands around as if he’d grab something from the air. It wasn’t like him to display this kind of temper in public, or at all, really. The rest of us just watched. I, at least, wasn’t sure what to do, except watch and let him get it out of his system. I realized for the first time that the wedding—this wedding and all he’d done to help pull it together—mattered to him far more than I’d realized, and a hell of a lot more than it did to me.

			I wondered if it had been our child bleeding out, would we all have been our normal calm selves, or would we have struggled to hold our shit together, too? Did the fact that your child was the one injured make that much difference? I didn’t know, and I didn’t like not knowing, and I didn’t want to find out the answer; I really didn’t.

			“How about Denny?” I asked.

			“I haven’t even seen her since yesterday,” Nathaniel said.

			“She wasn’t in the hotel when Peter was taken off in the ambulance, was she?” I asked.

			“I don’t remember seeing her,” Bernardo said.

			“Nor I,” Bram said.

			R and R both said that they hadn’t seen her either.

			“Anita’s right. She wasn’t in the lobby with everyone else when the ambulance came,” Micah said.

			“Wait, are you saying that none of us have seen her since yesterday?” I asked.

			We all looked at one another, and then slowly we all shook our heads. “Shit,” I said.

			“She’s not as close to any of us. She could have just been hanging with the other bridesmaids, Anita,” Micah said.

			“Nathaniel, call her. She knows you better than any of the rest of us.”

			He didn’t argue, just got out his phone and started pushing buttons. “It’s ringing,” he said, eyes distant with listening.

			We waited. We waited until her voice-mail box kicked in and said it was full. Nathaniel lowered his phone and looked at me. “Denny should have come down when the ambulance came. No matter what her issues with Edward or you or even Dixie, she’s known Peter since he was a baby.”

			“Shit,” I said with real feeling.

			“One of you call Detective Rankin,” Bernardo said.

			“Why one of us?” I asked.

			“Didn’t you all talk to him more than I did? I mean, I got lucky and Bettina’s friends were able to alibi me.”

			“He still should have talked to you more than just a hi and a bye,” I said.

			“He found my conviction when he ran my name, and my being a shapeshifter on top of it . . . He’s sure I’ve done something.” Nathaniel’s voice was bitter.

			“Prejudiced bastard,” I said.

			“It’s not just that, Anita. The cops in St. Louis know me. Some of them helped me when I was a kid. To a strange cop who doesn’t know me, I will always be my record. I will always be a strung-out street whore, and it doesn’t help that I’m a stripper. Most people think that’s just one step above prostitution, and if they’ve seen the porn I did, then they don’t believe I’m a reformed anything.”

			“None of us can call Rankin,” Micah said.

			“You have to do it, Bernardo,” I said.

			“One of us can do it?” Rodina asked.

			“No,” Nicky said. “None of Anita’s bodyguards can attract more attention to her, or to Nathaniel and Micah.”

			“I’m sorry about how he treated Nathaniel, but that doesn’t mean the rest of you can’t call him and tell him about Denny. What aren’t you telling me?” He gave me suspicious eyes out of that handsome face of his.

			I told him the Reader’s Digest version.

			“Are you saying he used magic to keep you in the room for questioning?”

			“He used something,” Micah said. “It was only after Anita tried to reach out to me that I sort of woke up and realized we could just walk out.”

			“I know not to talk to the police,” Nathaniel said, “but somehow every time I tried to leave, Rankin would make it seem reasonable to stay.”

			“That’s so illegal,” Bernardo said.

			“And so hard to prove,” I said.

			“Do you think whatever he does works on straight-up humans like me?”

			I shrugged. “I don’t know what he is, so I can’t answer that.”

			“You don’t know what he is? You’re, like, the queen of supernatural knowledge. Edward goes to you when he doesn’t know.”

			I shrugged again. “Sorry, but this time I’m stumped. He hit my radar as normal, vanilla human, but the power he was wielding was sophisticated and takes practice.”

			“Couldn’t he just be psychic, or a witch?”

			“Maybe, but if he is, it’s a type of psychic power I’ve never seen, and a flavor of witchcraft that’s never come near me before.”

			“You only got it from a distance, Anita,” Micah said.

			“So?”

			“If he did it to you in person, you might learn more.”

			“No, just no,” I said.

			“None of that matters right now,” Nathaniel said. “Someone call about Denny not answering her phone or showing up for the ambulance.”

			“Wait—call Lucy or Rufous or Frankie and have them check at Denny’s room,” I said.

			Nathaniel nodded. “Yeah, of course, why did we just assume something terrible had happened to her?” He started to dial his phone again.

			“Because it’s us,” Micah said.

			“I was thinking it, too,” Nicky said.

			Micah smiled at him. “You’re part of us.”

			Nicky smiled back at him.

			“Am I part of ‘us,’ too?” Bernardo asked.

			“No,” Micah said.

			“Why not?”

			Nathaniel was talking on the phone, so we all stopped to listen. “Lucy, it’s Nathaniel. Have you seen Denny since you tried on the bridesmaid dresses?” Silence. “You haven’t either. Could you go check her room? Yeah, I tried to call her, and it went to a full voice-mail box. Thanks, Lucy. Text me if she’s there and phone if she’s not.” He hung up and we all waited. I was praying for a text.

			“Come on, Callahan—why am I not ‘us’?” Bernardo asked.

			“You still think being tall, dark, and a ladies’ man should get you ahead of the rest of us, for one thing,” Micah said.

			“Hey, until Anita, it was working pretty good for me.”

			“I’m not the only woman that’s ever told you no.”

			He gave a little eye roll and the barest raise of his shoulders.

			“Oh, come on.”

			“Well, since I hit my growth spurt in my teens.”

			“And that’s exactly what I mean,” Micah said.

			“What? Because I’ve been suave and debonair for most of my life, I can’t be part of the inner circle?”

			“That can’t be why, or Jean-Claude would be excluded,” Rodina said.

			“See?” Bernardo said.

			Nathaniel checked his phone as if the text sound wouldn’t have clued him. How long would it take Lucy to get to the room? Nathaniel spoke without taking his eyes from the phone screen. “Do you really want to be part of our poly group?”

			“Maybe?”

			“Then you’ll have to come across,” Nathaniel said.

			“I’ve been trying to get Anita to do that since we met,” he said, aiming that smile he had that had made more women drop their panties than Elvis in his heyday.

			“Not Anita, Bernardo,” Nathaniel said, and he did look up then, meeting the taller man’s gaze square on with his own big lavender eyes.

			“Sorry, bro, but I don’t swing at boys.”

			“And that’s why you can’t be in our poly group.”

			“I thought Nicky didn’t like men either.”

			“I like men better than you do,” Nicky said, which made Bernardo stare at the other man.

			“And just how well do you like men?”

			“I don’t like them as well as Nathaniel does.”

			“Only I like men as well as Nathaniel does,” I said.

			“Actually, Anita, you like them more than I do, and I don’t get to say that about many women.” Nathaniel grinned as he said it, just in case I took it wrong.

			I didn’t, and I had a smart-ass comeback all ready, but Ru said, “Would I have to sleep with Nathaniel to be part of your poly group?”

			“No,” I said.

			Nathaniel said, “I don’t force myself on anyone.”

			Nathaniel’s phone rang. Denny wasn’t in her room. Her bed was still made. Her clothes and suitcases were still there. Her room key was on the bedside table; her purse was beside it. Her bathing suit was laid out on the bed as if she’d started to change to meet everyone at the pool before Peter and Dixie had their incident. That had been nearly five hours ago. If she was truly missing and not just off having a triggered gestalt moment on the beach somewhere, then either the same bad guy had taken them both—Bettina and Denny—at almost the same time, or we had two bad guys abducting women from the same hotel on the same day, at almost the same time. Vegas wouldn’t have taken the odds on either, but I knew real cases where both scenarios had happened.

			I went to tell Edward. Bernardo headed back to the hotel. The other three stayed with me, because whatever Rankin was, we were stronger together. He’d been hot and heavy after Nathaniel before; this wouldn’t make him change his mind. There was more connection between Nathaniel and Denny. Hell, all of us had more of a connection to Denny, except maybe Bernardo. To my knowledge he hadn’t slept with Denny. I hesitated as I started to knock on the door of Peter’s room. Bernardo visited Edward more than I did because they lived closer to each other. I really didn’t know how well he knew Denny. I pushed the thought away and knocked. One complication at a time.
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			DONNA STAYED WITH Peter, but the rest of us headed to the hotel. I’d have left Nathaniel, Micah, and Bram there to help calm them, but they wouldn’t stay. “This isn’t a case, Anita. You don’t get to leave us behind that easily,” Micah said.

			“I know Denny a lot better than you do. I want to help search for her,” Nathaniel said.

			Ru had shrugged and said, “I don’t know her at all, but I know that in animal form all of us could track her through the hotel.”

			“I’ve done that for you when you were on a case,” Nathaniel said.

			“Those were special circumstances,” I said.

			“Less special than this?” Micah asked.

			“We’re rolling out,” Edward said. “Debate in the car on the way to the hotel.” We all piled into our rental cars and continued to debate.

			“I don’t really like Nathaniel being near Rankin again,” I said.

			“Then you should have said that instead of trying to get me to stay with Donna and Peter,” Nathaniel said.

			“All right, I’d rather you wait at the hospital with Donna and Peter so we can keep you farther away from Rankin.”

			“Who’s Rankin?” Edward asked, and I realized that he’d been at the hospital since the detective showed up.

			It was easy to explain that Detective Terry Rankin was the lead on Bettina’s disappearance. What wasn’t easy to explain was the fact that we were all sure he wasn’t human, or at least not straight-up vanilla- or chocolate-flavored human. He was definitely something exotic, like rocky road or Chunky Monkey.

			“Explain to me how you know Detective Rankin isn’t human.”

			“I love the fact that you just accepted that if we said he wasn’t human, he wasn’t,” Nathaniel said.

			“Nothing personal, Nathaniel. You’re Uncle Nathaniel to the kids, but I accepted it because Anita said he wasn’t human.”

			“I know that, but I enjoy the fact that you just rolled with it. No questions asked.”

			“She’s earned that level of no questions asked from me.”

			“Thanks, Edward,” I said, smiling.

			Edward scowled at all of us. The look was enough. I knew the next thing out of his mouth would be on point. He’d had enough emotional bonding for one day. “So, explain to me about the detective. What did he do that made you peg him as not human?”

			I did my best to explain, but like a lot of mystical stuff, it didn’t translate well. “If I said you had to be there, would you understand?”

			“If I had been there, would I have sensed anything?” he asked.

			I had to think about that one, and look at the other men in the car. They basically all shrugged and turned it back to me.

			“You spend the most time with him. Would he have sensed anything?” Micah asked, finally.

			“Even I’ve never sensed anything quite like this,” I said.

			“The question isn’t would Edward know what Rankin was doing, or even what he was, but would he have sensed any of the hocus-pocus?”

			“I don’t know. Edward isn’t head-blind to psychic stuff, but he’s not psychic either.”

			“Everyone in the car needs to start calling me Ted again, because we’re almost to the hotel.”

			“Good point, Ted,” I said.

			“I’ve spent more time calling you Ted than Edward lately. I think I’ll remember, Ted,” Nathaniel said.

			Edward actually smiled his real smile for that. “If I haven’t said it before, Nathaniel, I really appreciate all the help you’ve been with Donna and the wedding.”

			“I enjoyed most of it. I wish we could have a beach wedding.”

			“We could have one, if that’s what you really want,” Micah said.

			“Let me survive walking on the beach in bedazzled flip-flops and a formal-length dress first, then ask me again,” I said. That earned me some laughter; then we pulled up in front of the hotel. Police were everywhere, as if someone had emptied out a bag of them in front of the building like toys, but there was never anything playful about having this many police at a scene.

			Rankin was standing outside under the covered parking area. He seemed to be searching the crowd, as if he was waiting for someone and they were late. We pointed him out to Edward. “He looks like one of your men here.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked.

			“Not too tall, slender but fit, good-looking but sort of androgynous. He’s not as pretty as most of your men, but if you dropped him into the crowd, he wouldn’t stand out.”

			I looked at Rankin as if I hadn’t really seen him before. “I can see some of that, but he doesn’t really float my boat.”

			“He floats mine,” Nathaniel said.

			Micah and I looked at him. “I don’t think you’ve ever remarked on another man in front of me,” Micah said.

			“He looks like you,” Nathaniel said.

			I looked from Micah back to Rankin where he was still scanning the crowd, as we waited for the traffic to clear out enough for us to park. I tried to see what Nathaniel was talking about. The hair was too short, the color too dark, not nearly as curly. He was slender built like Micah, but he had a longer torso, and something about that made them look less alike to me. I wasn’t even going to try with the facial features, because Rankin just lost out there, at least to me.

			“I’m having trouble seeing it.”

			“There’s some superficial resemblance, I suppose,” Micah said.

			“Am I the only one who thinks he looks like Micah?” Nathaniel asked.

			“Yes,” Ru and Rodina said in unison.

			“It’s like Edward said: Rankin looks like he could be part of the team, but I don’t think he looks like Micah,” Nicky said.

			Nathaniel was looking at the detective—no, not just looking, staring almost . . . longingly. He was mooning over him; that’s what my grandmother would have called it. I touched his shoulder and he didn’t react. I gripped his shoulder and gave him a little shake. He blinked and looked at me.

			“Are you all right?” I asked.

			He frowned. “I think so.”

			I touched his face and looked into his eyes from inches away. They were still big and lavender, like spring lilacs. He smiled at me and leaned in for a kiss. I gave it to him, but he pulled back first, which was unusual for him. He was the touchiest and feeliest of all of us. His gaze slid past me to something farther away. I turned to see what he was looking at, but there was nothing to see, not really, not yet. There were people and movement and too many police, and I finally realized there were too many police for just a missing person’s case, even with two women missing.

			“That’s a lot of police,” Rodina said.

			“Too many, and there’s an FDLE car here,” Edward said.

			“FDLE?” Ru asked.

			“Florida Department of Law Enforcement. They have a local field station, but if more of them show up it’s because the locals needed more resources.”

			“Have they found something?” Micah asked.

			“If they have, it’s nothing good,” I said.

			Nathaniel shook his head and then shook himself on the car seat, almost like a dog shaking off water, but there was nothing for him to be shaking free of that I could see. He took a couple of deep breaths and blew them out slow and steady.

			“Are you okay?” Ru asked.

			“No,” Nathaniel said. “It’s only thinking about what Anita said, that the police are here because they found something bad, that maybe Denny or the other girl is dead. Only concentrating on Denny and how much I like her as a person and that all that could be gone, dead; only that is helping me clear my thoughts.”

			“Clear your thoughts of what?” Edward asked.

			“Rankin.”

			“What do you mean, Rankin?”

			“The moment I saw him I wanted to get closer to him. I can remember what he said to me, that I should tell him what I did with the woman, and I want to tell him.”

			Edward asked, “Did you do something to Bettina Gonzales?” I was glad he asked, because I wasn’t sure I could have.

			“No,” Nathaniel said, and his body language said just how absurd that was, but then he frowned and tried to look through the crowd back to Rankin. “No, I swear I didn’t touch her, but he thinks I did—no, no, that’s not it. He wants me to say I did. He wants someone to say they did and he makes you feel like you want to confess to things that you didn’t do.”

			“Do you feel a need to confess, too?” Bram asked Micah from the far backseat.

			Micah said, “I didn’t feel compelled to confess, but I did have trouble leaving. I’d be at the door, and then suddenly Rankin would say something. I don’t even remember what, but then I wouldn’t open the door; I wouldn’t quite finish leaving. It happened more than once, but I can’t remember what he said to keep me in the room.”

			“He just kept asking me different variations on what had I done to Bettina? Where was she? I remember what he said to me,” Nathaniel said, “but that isn’t why I didn’t leave. I’d think, I should stop talking and get out of here, but then he’d brush his hand against my arm, or his body would rub against my back, and I wouldn’t want to stop.”

			“Wait, he touched you? He, like, caressed you during an interrogation?” I asked.

			“No, nothing that obvious. He literally would brush against me as he paced behind me. He patted my hand or clapped my back a couple of times, but most of the touches were really small ones.”

			“I didn’t see him do more than touch Nathaniel’s arm like he was trying to be his buddy. It didn’t look sexual or inappropriate at all,” Micah said.

			“The effect was,” Nathaniel said, almost a whisper.

			“Then we need to keep you away from him,” I said.

			“Why didn’t you say all this before?” Edward asked.

			“I didn’t remember until I saw him, and then you said that there are too many cops here and I thought about Denny. I mean, I don’t want anything bad to have happened to Bettina, but I didn’t know her. Denny is my friend. The thought of something really bad happening to her is helping me keep my head clear of whatever Rankin did to me.”

			“Are you having any issues, Callahan?” Edward asked.

			“No. I knew he was doing something to me in the interrogation. I knew he was messing with both of us. Anita connecting with me gave me enough willpower to walk out on him and bring Nathaniel with me.”

			“You had to grab me by the arm and drag me out, didn’t you?”

			Micah put his hand on the back of Nathaniel’s neck underneath the fall of his hair, the way he’d done when there was so much more of it, and leaned their faces close together. “I thought you were just nervous being questioned.”

			Nathaniel leaned in, resting his forehead against Micah’s. “I was nervous, but that wasn’t why I didn’t want to leave. You touching me helped; all of you touching me helped more. It’s like whatever is wrong with Rankin, whatever he’s done to me, is the promise of touching, so real touching trumps it. Does that make any sense?”

			“It does,” I said.

			“Yes,” Micah said.

			“Is it just Micah and Anita touching you that helps, or will any real touch help?” Edward asked.

			Nathaniel closed his eyes and leaned in against Micah. “I’m not sure.”

			Nicky put his hand on Nathaniel so that he was touching him, too. “Any better?”

			“I’m not sure; I don’t feel like myself.”

			“Are you saying that if someone isn’t touching you, Rankin could lure you into his interrogation and force you to confess to things you didn’t do?” Edward asked.

			Nathaniel opened his eyes and drew back enough from Micah to look at Edward. “I’m not sure.”

			“But it’s possible?” Edward asked.

			Nathaniel nodded.

			“You’re a wereanimal; you guys are harder to bespell than a plain human.”

			“Which makes me wonder how many humans have confessed to crimes they didn’t do because Rankin told them to do it,” I said.

			“I’ll bet his closure rate is a hundred percent,” Edward said.

			“No one’s closure rate is that high,” I said.

			“What’s closure rate?” Ru asked.

			“How many cases you close, as in find the person you think did it,” I said.

			“So how many people you get convicted?” he asked.

			Edward and I both shook our heads. “Convictions are for the lawyers; closure for us means we turn over the whodunit to them. What happens after that doesn’t affect a cop’s closure rate,” Edward said.

			“Are you telling me that if you give the lawyers a terrible case with someone who confessed but couldn’t have done it, you still get the points for closing the case, even though it doesn’t work at trial, at all?” Ru asked.

			“Pretty much,” I said.

			“Yes,” Edward said.

			I added, “If you get a reputation for sending bad cases up the line, ones that fall apart consistently, then that will eventually hurt you, but short of that, you’re good.”

			“If Micah hadn’t come in the room and helped me, I might have said anything the detective wanted me to say,” Nathaniel said.

			“I’m betting Rankin uses his mind-fuck powers all the time,” Edward said.

			“You really think he’d force his closure rate to a hundred percent?” I asked.

			He nodded.

			“If it is that high, then we might be able to use that against him if we need to,” I said.

			“How could you use it against him?” Ru asked.

			“It would be like getting a hundred percent on all your college finals year after year. No one is that perfect, so you have to be cheating,” I said.

			Rodina nodded. “I get it, but cheating on tests is easier to prove than whatever this is.”

			“It would be undue magical influence, or even magical malfeasance, especially if someone he coerced died. They have the death penalty in Florida,” I said.

			“Isn’t magical malfeasance an automatic death penalty in every state?” Ru asked.

			We all said yes, in unison.

			“But if he’d done it in a state without the death penalty, then he might not be risking getting charged with magical malfeasance to the full legal definition, and that’s what will get you executed,” I said.

			“It’s unlike any other death penalty sentence,” Micah said. “You don’t sit for years on death row. The trial is almost unconstitutionally quick, and then the order of execution is issued and usually carried out in less than a week.”

			“I hadn’t thought about it before, but sometimes you work on the other side of the issue from Anita and Ted,” Ru said.

			“I’ve tried to get a few lycanthropes out of the system alive, but once they get charged, it’s almost impossible to save them.”

			“Which means that Nathaniel stays as far away from Rankin as possible,” I said.

			We all agreed.

			A uniformed officer finally came to the window of our car. He had to lean down a ways to talk to us. Edward and I flashed our badges. The officer’s comment: “I didn’t think the preternatural branch got called in until we were sure it wasn’t human.”

			“What made anyone think it wasn’t human to begin with?” I asked.

			“You’d need more than fingernails and teeth to do that to a body.” His face got that distant look, as if he could still see whatever had put that haunted look in his eyes.

			“Bad?” Edward asked.

			“Worst thing I’ve seen, and I thought I’d seen bad.”

			“Which of the missing women is it? Do you know yet?” I asked. I prayed silently that it wasn’t going to be Denny. I liked her, and the thought of her dying in a way that made a police officer look haunted . . . I didn’t want it to be her.

			“Dark hair, so we think it’s the first missing girl, but you know how it is: We won’t be sure until fingerprints or dental come back.”

			A tightness in my gut eased, and then instantly I thought, How dare I be relieved that it was Bettina Gonzales? I was happy it probably wasn’t Denny, but I couldn’t be happy it was Bettina. I hadn’t liked her much, but she had seemed harmless enough. Pettiness and a tendency toward jealousy about men weren’t crime enough for her to deserve ending up like this. I hadn’t even seen the body yet, but just the little information we had was enough to make me know it had been a bad way to go. No one deserved that.

			Micah whispered, “Rankin’s coming.”

			“We’ll park and then do what we can to help find the second missing woman,” Edward said.

			The officer nodded and stepped back, pointing us through the mess. We tried to get moving, but Rankin literally slapped both his hands on the hood of our rental car. Unless we wanted to run him over, we had to stay put. He was so angry, he was damn near vibrating with it as he stalked up to the uniformed officer.

			“Why are you talking to them? What did you tell them?” Rankin yelled, getting as up in the officer’s face as a six-inch height difference could manage. It should have looked ridiculous, but it didn’t, and the bigger man backed up. Maybe he was backing up from the anger of a superior officer, or maybe it was a case of the size of the fight in the dog, not the size of the dog in the fight.

			“They’re marshals with the preternatural branch,” the officer said.

			“Only two of them are marshals; the rest are suspects in the murder of one woman and the disappearance of another!” Rankin was still yelling, and damn near climbing up the front of the bigger man while he did it.

			Micah said, softly, to me, “He’s attracting attention.”

			Edward opened the door of the car, which made Rankin have to move and turn away from the other officer toward the door, the car, and people he knew weren’t his friends. We’d have been his friends as fellow lawmen—law people—but he’d made that impossible. He turned toward the opening door with his body language letting us know he was ready for a fight. No, more than that, he seemed to be wanting a fight. What the hell was wrong with him? You didn’t make detective by being a hysteric.

			Rankin started shouting at Edward and tried the same backup technique that had worked with the other officer. Edward stayed where he was and let the detective have his hissy fit. I’d never seen another cop lose it like this in front of the whole world, at least not this early in an investigation. Sometimes the pressure got to everyone, but he hadn’t been digging at this case long enough for this kind of angry hysterics.

			Bram leaned over the seat toward me and said, “There’s press here.”

			“And smartphones,” Nathaniel said.

			“And they’re hearing the lead detective accuse all of us of being suspects in the murder and disappearances,” Micah said.

			Edward figured it out, too, because he moved minutely forward, smiling and being calm, trying to talk the crazy person down in his down-home voice. He made sure some of his words carried, too, though.

			“Calm down there, pardner. No need to get hysterical and start throwing false accusations around.”

			“I am not hysterical.” Rankin started lowering his voice.

			“Then step back off of me, pardner,” Edward said, lowering his voice, too.

			Rankin actually stepped closer, crowding him more, but his body language didn’t promise violence from where I was sitting, though it probably looked it from the crowd. Rankin stuck his head in the open door, forcing himself past a surprised Edward. How had he even gotten past him? I mean, it was Edward; short of deadly force, you didn’t just push past him. Rankin’s voice was low and soothing suddenly. “Nathaniel, you want to confess. You want to tell everyone here that you hurt that girl, don’t you?”

			“What the hell, Rankin?” I said, unbuckling my seat belt and starting to move toward him.

			“Yes,” Nathaniel said in a voice that didn’t sound like him at all, “yes, I want to tell them I hurt her.” He was staring at Rankin as if there was no one else in the car, no one else to look at, no other eyes to meet.

			Micah touched Nathaniel, but he never reacted to it. Nicky moved in the backseat so that his shoulders blocked the line of sight between Nathaniel and the detective. I couldn’t see if it changed anything because my view was blocked, too; besides, I was moving forward on the front seat toward Rankin.

			Edward spoke low next to the detective’s face. “Move, or I will move you.”

			“Come with me, Nathaniel. Tell them you hurt her. Tell them you turned into a leopard and killed her.” He was speaking very low now. No one outside the car would hear him. Not even the uniformed officer who had been friendly earlier would be able to hear him.

			Nathaniel said, “I hurt her . . .”

			“Breaking eye contact isn’t helping,” Nicky said.

			I crawled across the seat and put my hand against Rankin’s shoulder to push him out of the car. He grabbed my hand, pressed it tighter against him, and looked at me. The world seemed to slow down, or narrow down to just his eyes, like black pools spreading across my vision, or maybe a night sky that stretched untouched except for a million stars, and just like that he mind-fucked me with just his gaze and his hand on mine.
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			I HAD A MOMENT of panic, of wanting to struggle uselessly, helplessly, but I’d seen darker nights and vampires’ eyes filled with stars and everlasting night before. It helped me to calm the fear and to stop the panic before it grew too large, and helped me to be patient. It was like a physical fight in some ways; you protected as much of yourself as you could and tried to find a weak spot, or a chance to twist in their grip, break their hold on you, and then hit them back harder, or run away. I’d fought this kind of fight before, with vampires mostly, but one kind of fight is very like another.

			I raised the shields higher inside my head, inside my heart, the walls that protected my soul from all the things that tried to grab hold of it. It should have helped, but instead the darkness in front of my eyes ate an edge of light that I hadn’t even realized was still there. Shielding harder had made it worse, not better—fuck! The first spike of fear stabbed through me, and it was like stumbling in the dark. I didn’t hear words, but I felt something. It was like he couldn’t put words in my head, but he could put feelings in it, or longings in it. He tried to offer me desire, but I had enough of that in my life. He tried to fill me with loneliness, but I was nearly suffocating with all the people in my life. He tried to find things connected to passion, sex, seduction, that I was missing in my life, but I wasn’t missing anything. In fact, I’d been pushed so far outside my comfort zones for so long that a little less adventure in the bedroom and dungeon might be nice for a change. The only thing I was missing was space and time to myself, but that didn’t help him gain a hold on me. Then the sound of the sea grew louder in my head, and I felt this almost irresistible longing for it. I wanted to step into the water, feel its coolness over my body, but fear washed over me and drowned the sound of the water and the longing for it. The last time I’d been in the ocean I’d had a diving accident that almost killed me. I hadn’t been in the ocean since it happened more than ten years ago.

			A voice whispered through my head: Ma petite, what are you doing?

			I thought, Jean-Claude.

			Oui, ma petite, what is in your head, in our head?

			Help me fight him.

			Let me inside, ma petite, as you did when we made love.

			I wanted to argue with him that I didn’t dare lower my shields with Rankin right there, but I either trusted Jean-Claude or I didn’t, and I did. I whispered, “I do,” and I let him inside my shields, my mind, my heart, all of me. It was like another kind of drowning, except that this water was midnight blue and glowed with power. I had a moment when I felt like I was suffocating again, and then I was being torn between black ocean and the blue night sky, but the sky burned with its own fire and the whispering depths of the ocean turned to smoke, as if the entire ocean could evaporate all at once.

			I felt a kiss, and for a moment I thought it was Jean-Claude somehow magically there in the car with me, but then I realized it wasn’t his lips, and for a panicked moment I thought it was Rankin, but Jean-Claude’s power breathed over me, and I knew it wasn’t Rankin’s kiss, but Jean-Claude’s. I opened my eyes to find Wyatt, Ru, kissing me, but as he drew back enough for me to see his face, his eyes were full of dark blue fire. I didn’t know how Jean-Claude had managed it, but he’d possessed Ru. His hands touched my face and I felt the echo of Jean-Claude’s hands, as if his power were wearing Ru like a glove. I felt an almost audible click as my shields rearranged themselves to let all my people inside and keep only the bad guys out. I’d shielded too hard against Rankin and cut off my support network. It was chilling to know that alone I couldn’t fight completely free of him.

			I felt Rankin let go of my hand and move out of the car, and I could hear raised voices outside the car. I was still kneeling on the car seat, as if nothing strange had happened, but now Ru was stretched over the back of the seats, his face filling my view as he leaned back from kissing me. The dark blue light in his eyes faded back to the perfect blackness of his natural eye color.

			He blinked hard, as if clearing his mind, or settling himself more solidly into himself. His hand was still resting on my cheek, but it was just his hand now. “Your metaphysical shields are amazing, my queen, to be able to lock out all your allies with but a thought.”

			My voice was a little shaky as I said, “I didn’t mean to cut myself off from all of you.”

			“You left us vulnerable to Rankin,” Nathaniel said. He was sitting hunched, arms hugging himself, while Micah tried to hold him, but he didn’t relax into the hug like he normally did. There was a stiffness, almost an anger in him, that seemed to be directed toward Micah, or at least he wouldn’t let the other man comfort him out of it. I’d never seen Nathaniel react to Micah like that before. Me, yes, but never Micah.

			There were people moving around the car on the side nearest to me. Someone was snapping a picture with a real camera, but more were using their smartphones. The police were pushing them back, but they’d gotten pictures of Ru kissing me, and Rankin in the car. God knew what the press, or even the Internet, would make of it. Normally it would have bothered me more, but after what Rankin had just done with some eye contact and a hand on mine, I had bigger things to worry about than my reputation in the press.

			“Jean-Claude was able to use my ties to you to fill me with his power. Only the Mother of All Darkness was able to do that,” Ru said, as he slid gracefully into the driver’s seat, which Edward had vacated.

			“Sorry,” I whispered.

			“I told you I would serve you in any way you desired. There is no need of sorry between us.” He was smiling; he seemed happy. Nice one of us was enjoying himself.

			I could hear raised voices again, as if the sound from outside was only coming back to me in pieces. I realized that one of the voices was Edward’s, still playing to his Ted persona, but he was genuinely angry. I started to reach for my door handle so I could go see what all the shouting was about.

			“What did Rankin offer you, Anita?” Nathaniel asked.

			I glanced back at him. He still looked hunched and as if something hurt. Micah was still there trying to soothe him, so I let it go for the moment and answered his question. “Nothing.”

			“Nothing. You just don’t remember.”

			“He tried, but he didn’t have anything I wanted.”

			“I don’t mean to interrupt, but you should probably get out there and help Ted with the local police,” Rodina said.

			“He seems outnumbered,” Ru said.

			I looked past Ru, through the still-open driver’s-side door, and saw Edward arguing with a woman and a cluster of maybe ten other locals. “That’s not even close to outnumbered for him,” I said, but I got out of the car anyway. One, I needed to back my partner up, and two, I needed to help him spin a story for the locals as to what the hell had just happened in the car. I realized as I got out, making sure my badge was in clear view, that I honestly wasn’t sure what had just happened between me and Rankin. It was going to make explaining it to the other cops a little tricky.
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			IT TURNED OUT that the woman arguing with Edward was not only a local cop, but also the only official psychic they had in the area. I’d always suspected that more cops were psychic than we knew, and when the powers that be had tested most of the police in the country, searching for psychics already on the job, I’d been proven right. A solid thirty percent tested high enough on the Cayce Scale to be classed as actively psychic, which was higher than most of the other professions that they tested. So the police refusing to take on psychics or witches, or whatever word you wanted to use, became moot, because they were already on the job. Officer Angela Dalton was one of the new breed of gifted police who had been recruited nationally, then assigned locally.

			Officer Dalton had felt some major psychic phenomena going on in the car, and since she seemed to be under the delusion, or illusion, that Rankin wasn’t psychic, it had to be all my fault. Dalton was a few inches taller than me, with shoulder-length brown hair that fell in soft waves. She was slender, with enough curves to keep her from looking boyish in her slacks and polo shirt. Her gun was holstered at her side with her badge in front of it hooked on her belt like I wore mine most of the time at work. I’m sure under other circumstances she was very professional, but right that moment she was up in my face because I’d tried to bespell one of their officers. She actually used the word bespell. I decided to teach her a new phrase.

			“Mind-fuck,” I said. I might have yelled it a little.

			She frowned. “What? What did you say?”

			“Mind-fuck, not bespell, mind-fuck.”

			That stopped her yelling at me, while she thought it through.

			“If I had tried to do what you’re accusing me of, Officer Dalton, it would have been a mind-fuck. Bespell is far too gentle a word for it.”

			She blinked pale brown eyes at me, one of the few cops in the group who wasn’t wearing sunglasses. “What I felt in that car was awful, so you’re right, except I’d say rape, mind-rape.”

			It was my turn to mull the word around. I nodded. “Yeah, it’s closer to rape than just fucking, so, yeah, mind-rape.”

			“How can you be so calm after what you just tried to do to Rankin?”

			“I didn’t try to do anything to him—”

			Rankin interrupted. “That’s right, you didn’t just try, you got inside my head.” He almost snarled it in my face.

			“Well, if that isn’t the pot calling the kettle black,” I said.

			Dalton said, “What are you talking about, Blake?”

			“He mind-fucked me, not the other way around.”

			“That’s not true,” Rankin said.

			“You’ve felt this energy before, haven’t you, Dalton?” I asked.

			She nodded, frowning slightly. “Yes.”

			“I just got into town, so it couldn’t have been me.”

			She blinked those pale brown eyes at me, and it reminded me of the look in Nathaniel’s eyes when he fought free from Rankin’s power. “No, no, you weren’t there.” I could see her beginning to connect the dots, and then Rankin brushed her arm with his hand. It was such a small movement. If you weren’t standing right there, you’d have missed it. Her eyes went back to angry. I watched it from inches away, watched his power fill her mind back up with his lies. Fuck him.

			If he’d been a vampire I could have freed Dalton; if it had been his gaze that was trapping her like it had been for me in the car, I could have broken the eye contact; but he didn’t need her to look him in the eyes now. Whatever he’d done to her had become more ingrained, so he could control her without the gaze, but he did have to keep touching her sometimes. Interesting. Maybe I could work with that.

			I stepped between them, forced Rankin back from her. It forced me to turn my back on Dalton, but I kept talking to her, hoping she could hear me. “The power in the car, you said you’ve felt it before?”

			Edward spoke behind me. “Did you say you’d felt the energy in the car before, Officer Dalton?”

			“Yes, yes, I have.”

			I said, “Long before we got to town, right?”

			“Yes,” she said, and sounded uncertain, and then her second yes was more sure.

			Rankin tried to move past me, but I moved a small step into his way. He looked at me, and I felt a brush of power, almost like a cool wind, though that wasn’t quite right. I looked from his dark eyes to the lowest collar button of his shirt. I wouldn’t let him capture me with his eyes again. Years of being able to look ancient vampires in the eyes had made me arrogant, but I’d spent years dealing with vampires before Jean-Claude shared his power with me and let me stare them in the eyes. Rankin wasn’t a vampire, so my necromancy and Jean-Claude’s marks didn’t help me with him. I looked at Rankin’s upper chest, as if we were in a physical fight, because if you want to know how a person is going to attack you, you don’t watch their eyes or face or hands; you watch their center body mass, because all the dangerous moves start there. They can’t hit you, kick you, or even reach you without moving the center of their body first. That’s where their arms are attached; think about it.

			He tried to move around me, but I saw his body tense for it, so I was in his way again, before he’d really moved at all. He tried the other side, and again I was in his way. Dalton was talking more and more clearly to Edward behind me. She agreed that if she’d felt the power before we arrived in town, it couldn’t be us.

			“It has to be someone who’s local if you’re feeling it a lot,” Edward said in his friendly Ted voice.

			“I guess so,” she said, but even I could tell that she wasn’t happy to say it.

			Rankin called out to her, “Dalton, Angela, look at me.”

			Edward said, “Officer Dalton, can you come over here and see what you think of the energy of my friends in the car? That way you can be sure that it wasn’t them.”

			I didn’t glance back to see that Edward was herding Detective Dalton away from us, and most important, away from Rankin’s gaze or touch. Of course, I’d forgotten about his voice. “Angela,” he called out, and my skin ran in goose bumps just standing close to him when he did it.

			He noticed it and dipped his head lower to whisper, “Anita,” so that it slid along my skin and tried to crawl into my mind, but he didn’t have eye or skin contact this time, so I was able to keep him out of my head. I whispered, “Fuck you.”

			He brushed his finger against my arm, and it sent a shiver of goose bumps down that side of my body. It made me shiver, which made him smile. I so wanted to punch that smug look off his face, but that wouldn’t earn me any points with the other cops, and it certainly wouldn’t help Nathaniel or Dalton, or find Denny.

			He called out, “Angela,” again, so his power slithered down my skin. Fuck, he was powerful.

			I pitched my voice so the other police still in the area and any interested civilians could hear me. “This power dance between us won’t help find our friend, Detective Rankin. If we work together, maybe we can find her before it’s too late.”

			“Angela!” This time he sort of yelled it, and it held an edge of panic rather than power.

			I glanced back to find Nathaniel standing very near Dalton, with Edward standing between her line of sight and Rankin. Was Nathaniel touching her the way Rankin had been touching me? The thought was enough that I could feel his/my/our finger brushing against her bare arm. The sensation of being in two places at once made me want to clang my shields tight again, but I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and kept my shields heavier in the “front” toward the outside world, and let the ties that bound me to my people remain. I needed them, they needed me, and we all loved one another, damn it. Nathaniel hadn’t tried to make me feel him touching Dalton; that had been my doing, my thought, my lack of control.

			I raised my voice a little and said, “Detective Rankin, what can we do to help you find our friend before it’s too late?”

			He called after Dalton again, as if I hadn’t said anything.

			“Dalton is fine, Detective Rankin. Let us help you find Denny before it’s too late and she’s just another crime scene.”

			He tried to push past me to go to Dalton, and without thinking I grabbed his arm to keep him with me, and the power he was trying to aim at the other woman leapt from him to me. I had a moment of hearing that shushing sound—was it flowing water or was it the sound of wings? But this time I got angry and let myself flex my own power, not the necromancy but the warmth of my beasts spilling like heat from my hand to his arm. It was just a swat of power; no way was I trotting out anything major with their psychic standing just feet from us.

			Rankin jerked his arm free and started to rub it like it hurt, but then stopped himself in midmotion, the way you do on the practice mat when someone one-ups you but you don’t want them to know it.

			His voice was low as he said, “It’s already too late for your friend.”

			My gut tightened, and I realized I’d only had one cop’s word for the body being dark-haired. Sometimes blond hair can look dark with blood, or water, or just how the light falls. “Unless the body you found is Denny, we still have time to find her alive.”

			He shook his head. “The body wasn’t your friend, but that’s all I can tell you about an ongoing investigation.”

			“My badge is federal,” I said.

			“And the men in your life are suspects.”

			A deep voice said, “Rankin, what the fuck is going on?” The deep voice belonged to a big man, dressed in tank top, loose shorts, and flip-flops, but there was a badge on a lanyard around his neck.

			“Captain Tyburn, Blake is obstructing our investigation,” Rankin said.

			The big man came to loom over both of us. He was well over six feet. “Rankin, my wife just sent me video off the Internet of you yelling at Marshal Blake and her friends about them being suspects. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were playing to the damn camera phones in the crowd, so don’t give me shit about two United States Marshals obstructing this investigation, unless you have proof.”

			“You have one woman dead, and our friend is missing, Captain. We want to help find her.”

			“Women just keep disappearing around you and the men in your life,” Rankin said.

			“Am I being overly sensitive, Captain Tyburn, or is your detective trying to hint that I and the men in my life are guilty of something?”

			“No, you’re not being overly sensitive, Marshal Blake.”

			Rankin tried to say something and Tyburn cut him off. “Find us a room where we can talk in private, Detective—now.”
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			RANKIN TRIED TO call Dalton into the meeting, but Tyburn overrode him, and we got to leave Dalton talking to Nathaniel, Micah, Ru, and Rodina. Bram and Nicky were there, too, but they’d gone to bodyguard mode and were leaving the metaphysical intervention to the others. I wasn’t crazy about being alone with Rankin without any of my metaphysical posse, but I wasn’t alone—Rankin’s boss was with us. He wouldn’t want to be too hocus-pocus in front of his captain. I had to believe that, because if Tyburn didn’t want Dalton to come into the meeting, he wasn’t going to let me bring in my boyfriends. Rankin looked back as Tyburn herded us all into the hotel in search of some privacy. Dalton looked up as if she felt him looking. Their eyes met, and even from yards away I could see her face begin to go slack, as if Rankin could capture her with a look from a distance. I stumbled on purpose and fell against Rankin. It broke his concentration, made him glance down. Edward had caught my arm, which moved him up to block Rankin’s view of the parking area. Tyburn was at the door and said, “Move like you have a purpose, people.”

			We moved and Rankin had no choice but to move with us and catch up with his boss. Once we were through the doors and into the lobby, Dalton was safe from his mind games, at least for now. I’d do my best to find out what he was doing to her and stop it permanently, but today I’d take the smaller victory and concentrate on finding Denny and figuring out what the hell had happened to Bettina Gonzales.

			Olaf was waiting for us in the lobby, or maybe he’d just been wandering through. Whatever; there he was. We tried to hurry past him, but he sort of insisted on going with us, and Tyburn had had enough of everyone apparently, because he said, “Isn’t he one of your own men?”

			“He is,” Edward said.

			He looked at all three of us as if trying to figure out where the tension was between us, but finally told Marshal Otto Jeffries to come along. So we were weirdly stuck working with Olaf again. Every time I swore that I’d never work with him again, shit like this happened, and here we were again. All we needed was Bernardo and we’d have the old band back together. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse ride again—fuck. How the hell did this keep happening?

			Rankin took us to the room he’d used to question Nathaniel and Micah. It was big enough for all of us, but barely. Tyburn seemed even taller and wider than he had outside, as if he took up more than his share of room. He was over six feet and an eye-catcher, but that wasn’t all of it. He was pissed, and his anger made him seem even bigger, like an extra invisible layer of size that filled the room and made me fight not to back up. I was glad it wasn’t aimed at me, and happier that it was aimed at Rankin.

			One of the things that helped me not to back up in the face of Tyburn’s anger, other than just my own attitude, was that Olaf was behind me. Edward was beside me, but the tallest guy in the room was right behind me like some kind of huge sentient tree. I could feel him warm and all too real at my back. It made me glance up, and he was looking down at me with those cave eyes of his. I fought the involuntary shiver, but finally lost as I turned around and took a step forward toward Tyburn’s anger. Anger I understood. Whatever the hell was going on inside Olaf’s head, I didn’t want to understand.

			Tyburn didn’t yell. In fact his voice got lower, more careful, as if he squeezed the words out past his rage. “Explain to me why you made a worse-than-rookie mistake by yelling unfounded suspicions where the press and civilians could hear and record you, Detective!”

			“They are connected to both missing women, and a shapeshifter would have the ability to kill someone the way that Bettina Gonzales was killed,” Rankin said.

			“They are not the only two shapeshifters in town, Detective!” Tyburn said, looming over him like a white-blond mountain. If I hadn’t had Olaf to compare him to, it would have been even more impressive. Tyburn had him on bulk, which was why he made me think mountain, but the mountain was nearly a foot shorter than the towering redwood of a man behind me. I suddenly felt physically small, which wasn’t like me.

			Rankin said, “Graison’s background is what put him on my radar for the first woman’s disappearance. Pandering, prostitution, assault, attempted murder, drugs, child abuse, and that’s just the highlights.”

			Tyburn’s anger began to leak away, just a little. He turned a pair of the palest gray eyes I’d ever seen on us. They matched the nearly perfect white of his military-short haircut. The only color was his boater’s tan, which was damn near brown; maybe that’s what made his hair and eyes look so pale.

			“That’s quite a list there, Marshals. It seems more than enough to warrant questioning Mr. Graison, regardless of who he’s dating, Marshal Blake.”

			Edward put his hand on my arm and pressed, as if he’d noticed a breath I took without my realizing I was about to say anything. He spoke in his best down-home-Ted voice. “That would be plenty to make any cop interested in Nathaniel, if he was the one who had committed the crimes that Rankin just listed, instead of being the victim of all of them.”

			“I’m sure that Graison’s version of things would make him seem like the victim, Marshals, but with charges like that on his record I don’t see how you can date him, Blake, or let him near your family, Forrester,” Tyburn said. His steely gaze had softened, as if he felt sorry for Nathaniel having pulled the wool over our eyes.

			Edward drawled, “It’s not Nathaniel’s version, Captain, it’s the official files. Rankin’s right on the charges listed, but Nathaniel was never the perpetrator. He was referred to a social worker before age ten as a suspected child abuse victim; by ten he was being pimped out to other pedophiles.”

			I fought to keep my face blank, because I hadn’t realized that Edward had researched Nathaniel that thoroughly. I knew most of it because Nathaniel had shared it.

			“Of course Graison is going to make himself out the victim,” Rankin said. “He bats those big eyes of his and sells a sob story to some social worker. He was probably as pretty then as he is now. Who wouldn’t believe him?”

			We all looked at him then, even his boss. “Wow,” I said, “did you just slut-shame a pedophile victim because he was a pretty little boy?”

			“No,” Rankin said.

			“It sure as hell sounded like you did. What is it about this case that’s turned one of my best men into a potential lawsuit every time he opens his damn mouth?” Tyburn said, and his anger started to boil back up.

			“Do you have a connection to Nathaniel Graison that none of us are aware of, Rankin? Because this is beginning to feel personal,” Edward said. His accent was still thick, but it was managing to sound suspicious anyway.

			“I don’t have to answer your questions, Forrester. You’re supposed to answer mine,” Rankin said, trying to dig his way out of the shit he’d just landed himself in, but some things you can’t really take back. Even if they were said out loud by accident, the officers who heard what you said are going to believe you meant them, somewhere in your heart of hearts.

			“Do you have a personal connection to Graison?” Tyburn asked.

			The silence in the room was suddenly thick. Rankin couldn’t give his captain the same answer he’d given Edward. “How would I have a personal connection to a man I just met?”

			I wondered if Tyburn would let him get away with the half answer. If he did, then Tyburn didn’t want to know the truth. “That’s not an answer. Do you have a personal connection with Nathaniel Graison?” I liked Tyburn better in that moment.

			“I never met him before today.” Rankin had gone very still, as if he were drawing himself inward and trying to hide in plain sight.

			“Detective Rankin, have you had any personal interaction with Nathaniel Graison in person, or not in person?” Tyburn asked.

			“No.” He said it flat, final.

			I didn’t believe him. “It’s bad enough when a fellow cop slut-shames an adult woman who’s been the victim of rape, but to do the same to a child rape victim . . . What the fuck is wrong with you, Rankin?”

			He gave me the full weight of his dark eyes. I moved my gaze to his mouth, so I watched him enunciate his words as if I were lip-reading. I wasn’t going to get caught again. “That is not what I meant and you know it, Blake. You’re just trying to get your boyfriend out of trouble.”

			I was about to correct him that it was fiancé, not boyfriend, when Olaf spoke for the first time. “Many men who say such things would rape women if they thought they would not be caught. It makes me wonder about you, Rankin. What would you do if you knew you would never be caught?”

			“Are you accusing me of being a pedophile?” Rankin asked.

			“No, I am accusing you of thinking about being one. If you already were one, you’d be more careful how you spoke in front of us.”

			I thought Olaf was teasing Rankin, trying to get a rise out of him, but something in his face, the calmness of him, made me think maybe he was just speaking from experience. He was a rapist who just hadn’t been caught and convicted under the name Otto Jeffries. Sometimes it takes one to know one, if you know what I mean.

			Rankin pushed past me, brushing my bare arm, but he wasn’t trying to bespell me now; he was going for Olaf. Rankin came up to midchest on him as he pushed the bigger man with the flat of his hands against his chest. Olaf didn’t even try to avoid the blow, just let Rankin have the moment, because he didn’t think the smaller man could hurt him; neither did I. I mean, he was huge, and a werelion now, and, well . . . he was Olaf.

			Rankin pushed him, and Olaf staggered back from it, fighting to stay on his feet. If he hadn’t been able to catch himself on the wall, he’d have gone down. There was a second of stunned silence, as if we all held our breaths, and then Olaf pushed himself off the wall and went for Rankin.
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			OLAF MOVED IN a blur of speed, and within seconds it was clear Rankin couldn’t match it. He blocked a feint from Olaf’s right arm but couldn’t move in time to block the left, which had been the real danger. The open-hand blow staggered the detective into a chair and sent it crashing along the floor. He kept his feet and managed to be facing Olaf when he came, using his knees for kicks since there wasn’t room for anything else.

			The room was too small for all of us and the fight. It was Tyburn who opened the door and let us escape into the hallway and gave the two men the room to spread out in. I lost sight of the fight for a moment, and then Rankin came out the door airborne, slammed into the wall on the opposite side of the hallway, and started to slide toward the floor. Olaf came out of the door and was on Rankin before he had time to hit the floor. He punched him in the throat with the points of three fingers; a human’s throat would have collapsed. Rankin coughed but still managed to get an arm up to stop the left hand from hitting his face, which meant he wasn’t able to block the right elbow when it hit him in the side of the head.

			Rankin fell to the floor stunned, maybe knocked out; just because his eyes were still open and blinking didn’t mean he was conscious. Sometimes it takes a few seconds for the brain to catch up with the damage and be peaceful about it.

			Tyburn yelled, “Enough! You’re done!”

			Olaf tensed as if he was going to kick the fallen man.

			Edward yelled, “Otto, no!”

			There were a lot of uniformed men with Tyburn at the end of the hallway. We were badly outnumbered if this spread, and the only way for me to help lower the numbers was to risk hurting people badly. I was too small and too female not to fight to put people down as quickly and violently as possible. Sometimes you could scare people with what you were willing to do, and the fight would end just because the price wasn’t worth it to them. Police didn’t scare that easily.

			Olaf spoke into the strange, tense silence of the hallway as he stared down at Rankin. “Yes, it is over.” His big hands were almost loose at his sides, not in fists, but somehow held ready to be fists, or to grab, or to be whatever he needed them to be. I’d always thought of Olaf as a two-fisted-brawler kind of fighter because of his size, but he fought with speed and finesse, not just brute strength. It was rare to find a really big man who didn’t try to win through size and raw strength. It made me think better of him, and worse of him. Edward had told me to just shoot him if he ever came for me; now I knew why. I was good in a fight, but Olaf was better. Now that he was a werelion, any speed or strength bonuses I’d had with my own supernatural extras were gone.

			Edward went forward to help move Olaf away from the now completely unconscious detective. He was right to move Olaf back. I don’t think any of the men waiting at the head of the hallway would have willingly come close to him without wanting to use at least a Taser. Like I said, police don’t scare easy, but some of them looked a little pale around the edges. Glad I wasn’t the only one thinking, I never, ever want to fight Olaf for real. It made me feel less chickenshit.
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			I EXPECTED THE FIGHT to get us pushed as far from the case as possible, but it didn’t work that way. Once Rankin regained consciousness, Tyburn still insisted he go with the paramedics to get checked out at the hospital. In fact, when Rankin was safely out of earshot, Tyburn turned to us and treated us as assets. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought he had sent Rankin off to the hospital not for his health, but to get him out of the way. And Tyburn wasn’t the only one who seemed glad that they were down a detective.

			Detective Dalton came into the lobby with Micah and Nathaniel on either side of her; Ru and Rodina trailed behind them, and Bram and Nicky behind them. Dalton was pale but looked resolute, as she walked very purposefully toward Tyburn. “Sir, may I have a word in private?”

			“Are you all right, Detective?” he asked.

			“I am now, but I’m not sure how long it will last, so I’d like to talk to you now, just in case.”

			He should have told her that they had a murder investigation and couldn’t it wait, but he didn’t. In fact, he called another plainclothes officer over and said, “Lin, find Marshal Spotted-Horse and escort the four marshals to the crime scene.”

			Lin had straight black hair and just enough hints around his brown eyes and cheekbones to make me think that Lin might be his last name instead of his first. He looked at the three of us, then back to his captain. “What crime scene would that be, sir?” His tone said clearly, You can’t possibly mean for me to take strangers who just had a fistfight with one of our other detectives to see our murder scene, sir.

			“The crime scene, Lin. We don’t have any other crime scenes today.”

			“With all due respect, sir—” Lin started to say.

			Tyburn cut him off. “Take them to the body, Lin.”

			“Captain—”

			“Now, Detective!” It was a growled shout.

			Lin didn’t jump or salute, though I saw his arm flex like he was going to do the latter. He just looked from Tyburn to Dalton and then said, “Do any of you know how to get ahold of Marshal Horse?”

			I laughed—I couldn’t help it—and turned it into a cough.

			“It’s Marshal Spotted-Horse,” Edward corrected.

			Olaf narrowed his eyes at me. “Why was that humorous?”

			I shook my head, not trusting myself to talk, because though I’d never had sex with Bernardo, I had seen him nude once, and he was very well-endowed. How I had never shortened his name even in my own head to the appropriate nickname, I had no idea, but I hadn’t. Now that Detective Lin had put it in my head, I was going to have to struggle not to think Marshal Horse or Marshal Hung-Like-a-Horse or a half dozen other inappropriate noms de plume.

			Edward called Bernardo on his cell phone, as Micah and Nathaniel came up to us with the rest of our parade fanning out around them. The looks on their faces were serious enough to help me regain control of myself. “How bad was it?”

			“She thought she was in love with Rankin,” Micah said, voice low.

			“He brainwashed her somehow,” Nathaniel said, “and almost me.”

			I took his hand in mine. Micah was already holding the other one.

			“Dalton seems free of him now,” I said.

			“For now,” Ru said, “but I don’t know if it will last if we aren’t there to touch her and share some of our resistance to his powers with her.”

			“We can’t hold hands with her forever,” Rodina said.

			“No, we can’t,” Nathaniel said.

			“Hold hands with who forever?” Olaf asked. It startled me. I hadn’t heard or felt him coming up on us. That was careless—not fatal yet, but I couldn’t afford to let the metaphysics blind me to the real world that badly.

			Olaf leaned over me and I felt a flare of his beast’s energy as he whispered, “What are you talking about so secretively?”

			I took a step back from him and closer to all my people. It helped chase the warmth of his energy back, though I caught a flash of amber eyes deep inside me as my lioness awoke enough to stare upward and wonder about that warmth.

			“Ted will fill you in,” I said.

			Edward took him to one side to tell him what he’d missed.

			Bernardo came striding into the lobby, and I had a moment to watch the crowd react to him. Any women who were there and some of the men followed his progress like they’d never seen anyone who was tall, dark, and handsome. Some of the other police looked at him in that “if the shit hits the fan, is he a danger to me?” way. Bernardo was tall and obviously in shape; he moved in a graceful long-legged stride halfway between the male version of a female model on the catwalk and the way most big, athletic men move. He was like a sexy predator. I thought that, even though I was standing with three men who were literally predators in one form or another.

			Nathaniel leaned in and whispered, “Tell me again why you never slept with him.”

			Ru leaned in from behind me, resting his chin on my shoulder, and said, “I was thinking the same thing.”

			Rodina said, “You didn’t see him by the pool with all the other women. You’d understand if you had.”

			We’d forgotten about Olaf having better-than-human hearing now, because he spoke low, but not quite a whisper, as he said, “Anita is not moved by the same things that move most women.”

			I didn’t know what to say to that, because in a way he was right; if I had been, then Bernardo and I would have crossed the sexual divide the first time we met. Now I had no plans to cross it. We were work friends, maybe battle buddies, but we would never be lovers. Watching him come closer, I could admit to a tiny bit of regretful curiosity about whether he was as good as he looked, but mostly I was relieved that we’d dodged the bullet of each other. He was a womanizer of epic proportions, and when we’d met I’d still been trying for a monogamous, white-picket-fence kind of life. It would have been a disaster, and possibly ruined our working relationship. Work friends was better.

			Lin put his sunglasses on and started walking toward the doors.

			Then I had a thought: Rankin was going to the same hospital as Peter and Donna.

			I told Ru and Rodina to make sure they were okay. Nicky and Bram stayed with Nathaniel and Micah.

			I usually made it a point not to kiss my boyfriends in front of the other cops, but if I hadn’t had them to rely on, Rankin would have rolled me. It didn’t feel right to leave them in the lobby with just a hug. I wrapped my arms around Micah and Nathaniel and then kissed them one after the other. I turned to Nicky, but he gave a slight shake of his head. I looked at Ru. He smiled and looked hopeful. I started to kiss his cheek, but he moved so that our lips met, and I got a taste of Jean-Claude, as if he were a wine that lingered on Ru’s lips, or a perfume ghosting through a room after the wearer has gone. Whatever it was, I kissed that echo of Jean-Claude, because I was suddenly missing him so much.

			Edward barked, “Anita, we’re moving.” It startled me and helped me pull away from Ru, who looked pleased and a little dazed. I had to trot a little to catch up with everyone’s longer legs, but once I got to them I could keep up. I’d been walking with taller people most of my life.

			“Where are we going?” Bernardo asked.

			“Crime scene,” Edward said.

			“How did you swing that?” he asked.

			“Rankin picked a fight with Otto,” Edward said.

			“Who cleaned his clock,” I said.

			Bernardo looked from one to the other of us as if waiting for us to say we were joking. When we didn’t, he said, “And that got us an invitation to their crime scene?”

			Edward and Olaf said, “Yes.”

			I said, “Apparently.”

			“Glad I’m not the only one wondering what the hell is going on,” Lin said, “but my captain tells me to take you to our crime scene, so I’ll take you, but I don’t have to like it.”

			“No, you don’t,” I said.

			“I don’t have to like any of you,” he said.

			“No, you don’t,” Edward said.

			He looked from one to the other of us, as if wondering if we were kidding him by repeating each other. We gave him blank, innocent eyes, or I did. Edward said, “We’ve been partners for a while.”

			“You work long enough together, it’s like a married couple—you start finishing each other’s sentences,” Lin said.

			“They say married couples start looking alike,” Bernardo said.

			Edward and I exchanged a look. “I always wondered what I’d look like as a blond,” I said.

			He smiled. “Maybe you’ll get taller.”

			I smiled back, and then Lin led us through the doors into the blinding flashes of the smartphones. Lucky we all had sunglasses.
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			I FOUND OUT THERE was a linking bridge from Kirke Key to the rest of the Keys, but the boat was considered romantic for the wedding guests. We weren’t guests anymore, so we got to drive from Kirke Key to Little Coppit Key. It was my first crime scene at the edge of the ocean. The waves spilled across the small stretch of sand, rocks and shells like hungry hands trying to pull the body back out to sea. They hadn’t been able to leave the body where they found it, because the ocean wanted it back, as if it were a shell washed up on the shore for someone to find, but only until the next wave came to snatch it back. So the body was laid out on a black tarp in the parking lot above the beach, though that last word conjured images of miles of pale sand stretching out and out, but it was more like a pale sand thread between the ocean and the smooth lumps of rocks, and there weren’t a lot of rocks. It was as if the ocean was closer here in the Keys, a lot closer than in California, where the beach seems to give the land space to be separate from the water. Here in the Florida Keys the ocean was even more intimate, as if it wasn’t sure it was finished with the land and might take it back at any minute.

			It would have been easier if I had not seen the “body” when it was alive. One of the ways I stay sane is by creating a verbal distance: it’s a body, not a person, not a woman; just an it, not a her. It helps me look down at what people do to other people without wanting to run screaming or throw up. I tried to stay detached so I could see and catalog anything that might help us figure out what happened. I was looking for clues, and I couldn’t do that if I was emotionally involved, but all I could think as I stared down at the body on the black tarp was what Bettina had looked like by the pool. She’d been shallow and unpleasant and jealous for very little reason. I hadn’t even liked her. She’d seemed so unfinished, so . . . young. We all get older, we learn our lessons, we grow, we change, hopefully we get wiser or better in some way, but Bettina Gonzales would never get older, never learn the lesson that might have kept her safe from her killer, never have a chance to grow out of the unpleasant competitiveness with other women over a man. Though, honestly, she’d struck me as one of those women who never outgrew that kind of damaging thinking that made a boyfriend, a lover, more important than friendship with another woman. When I last saw her alive I wouldn’t have given her the benefit of the doubt. Staring down at her dead body, I was willing to cut her more slack, not that she cared—not that she’d ever care about anything ever again.

			Her brown eyes were wide-open and staring at nothing. Her long black hair was in a tangled mass at the back of her head, as if the hair had been snagged on something, or maybe her killer had balled it up in his fist while it was getting wet. She hadn’t been in the water, or even dead long enough, for much color change in her skin. From about the waist up she looked like the person I’d seen by the pool, except she was missing the top to her bikini so that her breasts were exposed, falling full and useless toward her arms. What might have been erotic if she’d been alive was just part of the horror show now, because just inches below the breasts, just below her waist, she’d been gutted. Not the way a butcher would do it, or even a hunter with a deer, but as if she were a piece of melon that the killer had hollowed out all the pulp and good stuff from, leaving only the rind behind. Enough skin was gone or peeled back that I was pretty sure I could see part of her spine. The sunlight showed everything so that there were no shadows, nothing to hide the awfulness of it, and that was with my sunglasses on. Damn, I hoped she’d been dead before he started on that part. I prayed that she’d been dead before that happened to her.

			Did the same killer have Denny now? Was he doing this to that tall, athletic body right this minute? Was she screaming her life away while we stared down at the dead girl? I prayed, Please let her be safe. I closed my eyes and prayed about as hard and fervent a prayer as I’d done in a while. Please let us find her in time, before she’s hurt. Please, God, don’t let this happen to anyone else. I got that small warm feeling that I sometimes got when I prayed. I always thought of it as God’s way of saying, It will be all right. I took comfort from it, but I also knew that sometimes God’s definition of all right wasn’t the same as mine.

			Bernardo’s voice came low, next to my face: “You can’t stand to look at her either?”

			I opened my eyes and had to be careful how I turned or I’d have touched his face with mine, he was leaning so close. I fought not to move back, because he obviously was trying to whisper so that Edward and Olaf, standing on the other side of the tarp, the other side of the body, couldn’t hear us.

			“I’m praying,” I said.

			“It’s too late to pray for her,” he said, and his dark brown eyes were full of something between terror and sorrow. I wanted to move back from the intensity of the emotion, but if he could feel it, I could stand next to it.

			“Not for Denny it isn’t,” I said.

			He stared at me from inches away, face stricken; that was the only word I had for it. “I wish I had your faith,” he said, and then turned and walked away from the body of his one-afternoon stand. He walked until he found a fence post to lean a hand on, as if he needed the support.

			Lin, who had stayed near us, as if he didn’t trust us not to touch, take, or otherwise contaminate his crime scene, said, “Captain Tyburn is en route, but he asked me to ask you what you see.” Lin pulled out an iPad mini to take notes.

			“You don’t want us to wait for Tyburn?” I asked.

			“He says get you started. I’ll make sure he knows what you said.” He lifted the notebook up a little, pen still poised.

			I looked across the body at Edward and Olaf. Edward and I made eye contact; his face moved so that even behind the dark sunglasses I knew he’d raised eyebrows at me in that “go ahead” gesture.

			“Okay, I’m hoping she died before the major damage happened,” I said.

			“I think we all are,” Edward said.

			“She would have been dead before he was finished,” Olaf said, “but she could have been alive when he began to . . . harvest them.” His voice was even, unemotional, which was almost a first for him at this kind of crime scene, at least in my experience. Because his voice wasn’t creepy I let myself look at his face. His eyes were hidden behind wraparound black sunglasses, but what I could see of his face with its edge of black mustache and beard seemed normal enough, as in normal normal, not Olaf normal around a messy murder scene. I looked for the excitement, the near sexual buzz that he usually seemed to feel, but he looked cold and clinical; almost . . . bored, or let down, like he was disappointed somehow.

			“What?” he asked, and I realized that I’d been staring at him.

			I shook my head. “Nothing. Sorry, I’m having more trouble than I expected because I saw her alive just a day ago.”

			“That makes it harder for most of us,” Edward said, and he looked past me toward Bernardo. It made me glance back. Tall, dark, and handsome was throwing up at the edge of the parking lot.

			“Do you really think the killer harvested the organs?” Lin asked.

			“No,” Olaf said, “it is the wrong word, but I do not yet have a better one.” He squatted down beside the body, balancing easily on the balls of his feet. He took his sunglasses off so he could look at the wounds without the color being changed. He was right; the sunglasses hid things, or could.

			“You okay if I check on Bernardo?” Edward asked.

			I glanced at Olaf, who seemed to be studying the body in a thoroughly professional way for a change. I nodded. “I think so.”

			“Yell if you need me,” he said and walked wide around the body, moving toward Bernardo, who was now on all fours. Lucky he’d put all that long hair back in a ponytail before we got to the crime scene.

			“Does Marshal Forrester always worry about you this much at a crime scene?” Lin asked.

			“No,” I said, “but he’s not usually having to take care of Marshal Spotted-Horse either.”

			“I heard that Spotted-Horse was the girl’s boyfriend. Is that true?”

			“Boyfriend is too strong a word, I think.”

			“Were they lovers?” Lin asked.

			Olaf said, “Captain Tyburn knows that answer. If he wants to share it with you, he will.”

			Olaf was right—we shouldn’t share information with anyone about the personal stuff. We were in a weird position as part of the investigation and potential suspects. I appreciated Olaf making the save and reminding me that we shouldn’t get chatty about anything but the murder scene.

			“There are no tool marks that I recognize,” Olaf said.

			That made me squat down on my side of the body and balance on the balls of my feet; we had plastic booties over our shoes, but the rest of us could still pick up evidence or otherwise contaminate the scene. I was missing the overalls I wore at home, but I hadn’t packed for a murder; I’d packed for a wedding. I stared down at the body and wasn’t sure there was going to be a wedding. Where was Denny? I pushed the thought away as hard as I could and tried to concentrate on business. If I did my job as if I hadn’t known the body lying here, then maybe I could help solve this crime and then we could find Denny. My continuing to freak out because she was missing didn’t help her a damn bit. It was an emotional indulgence that neither I nor Denny could afford.

			“What do you mean by no tool marks you recognize?” Lin asked.

			“I mean that whatever was used on the body wasn’t a cutting tool that I am familiar with, and until this moment I thought I knew them all.”

			I forced myself to take off my sunglasses and look at the gaping cavity that had once been most of the important interior bits of a person. I had to let my eyes adjust to the insane brightness of the sunlight so close to the ocean, but they adjusted like they were designed to and then the bloody parts were too bright, the color contrasts like some garish special effect. I’d been right about seeing some of her spine; it glistened in the sunlight like a pale jewel set in bloody metal. Fuck. I tried to look at it as just meat, just something that was cut. How was it cut up? What did they use? Could I tell?

			I rested my wrists on my knees and leaned closer to the opening, trying to see if Olaf was right. Were there no tool marks? Had this really all been done without a blade? It took me a second to realize that the eerie cleanness of the cavity had made me think it was all that neat and tidy, but it wasn’t. The edges of the skin were ragged. It looked more like the skin had been torn at, not cut, or not neatly cut. Had it been claws? Or had someone tried to neaten things with the unknown cutting tool?

			I leaned in so close my nose was almost touching the body. I didn’t see the neatness of a blade or any kind of claw marks I’d ever seen before. I’d held my breath automatically but realized if I was going to get that close, I might need a mask to go with my gloves and booties. I leaned back up to just squatting beside the body and took a deep breath. A second later I realized it was a bad idea, because this close, there’d be a smell. I waited to be nauseated, or at least bothered, but strangely there was no bad odor. There should have been, because with this much damage her bowels should have been perforated, so the outhouse smell should have been there, but it wasn’t. Weird. I mean, I wasn’t complaining, but everyone’s shit stinks. Bettina’s wouldn’t be different, and the moment I thought her name, I couldn’t have my face that close to the body. I was suddenly warm and it had nothing to do with the heat. I stood up a little fast, had a moment of my vision swimming. I took a few slow, deep breaths and got myself under control. I hadn’t thrown up on a body in years; I wasn’t going to start now. I’d done it once at one of my first bad crime scenes, and the police back home hadn’t let me forget it for years.

			I swallowed hard and looked off into the distance, not just so I wasn’t looking at the body, but so I could fixate on something else like that stop sign. I stared at the sign as if I’d memorize the feel of it with my eyeballs. It was sort of the same theory as being seasick and staring out at the horizon.

			“You okay, Marshal Blake?” Lin asked.

			I managed to say, “Yes. Why doesn’t the body smell worse? The bowels had to be perforated. We should be able to smell it.” I wasn’t sure I was actually looking for an answer, more sharing the puzzle.

			“The bowels are gone, along with everything else in the lower section of the body,” Olaf said.

			I looked at him then, where he was still squatting beside the body. “But even if he, it, they, tore the bowels out of the body, they should have spilled inside the cavity.”

			“Perhaps the salt water washed it clean,” Lin offered.

			“Maybe,” I said.

			“Or perhaps he was just that skilled at removing the internal organs, like a hunter that does not wish to contaminate the meat,” Olaf said.

			“You think they ate her like meat?” Lin asked.

			“I do not know for certain, but they did not eat her as they did it, because it is too neat for that.”

			I said, “This doesn’t look like claws or teeth to me either. Otto is right. I don’t see any tool marks that I recognize.”

			“Wait,” Lin said, “if it’s not claws, teeth, or tools, what is it? What did the killer use to do that to her?”

			“There are teeth marks,” Olaf said.

			“Where?” I asked.

			“You will either have to touch the body more, or come to my side and then perhaps you can see it.”

			I glanced back down at the body. I didn’t want to touch it more; I really didn’t. It was freaking me out far more than I’d thought it would that I knew what this body had looked like up and running, talking, living. I’d seen people I knew dead before. Had it bothered me this much? I couldn’t remember; maybe I didn’t want to remember. You have to get a certain amnesia about how horrible parts of the job are, or you can’t keep doing it. It’s like my friends who tell me that you forget how awful pregnancy and childbirth are; otherwise you would never have a second child.

			I went around the body to squat down beside Olaf. He pointed with one big gloved hand toward the edge of the rib cage. The skin was a little pulled back from this angle. “Do you see the rib bone just there?”

			“Yeah, it’s been bitten, or I think it’s tooth marks on the rib. We’ll need forensics to tell us for sure. I mean, there may be some exotic tool that I’ve never heard of that could do shit like this.”

			“It is teeth. See the way it marked the bone here”—he pointed with his gloved finger—“and here.”

			“Damn, I think you’re right.”

			“So it’s fangs, like a wereanimal?” Lin asked.

			We both looked up at him, as if we’d almost forgotten he was there. “No, not fangs like a wereanimal. Whatever did this is no type of shapeshifter that I’m familiar with,” I said.

			“It is closer to human teeth marks,” Olaf said.

			“Are you saying a human being did that?”

			“No,” we said together, then looked at each other. I motioned for him to elaborate. He was doing great and not being all serial-killer creepy at all. I wanted to encourage him.

			“No human could bite through bone in this manner, and it looks as if they plunged their hands into her flesh to tear her open. Again, most humans would neither be strong enough to do this nor have the knowledge to do it.”

			“Knowledge; what do you mean knowledge?” Lin asked.

			“You may have the desire to do this to a woman, but you will not know how. For something so potentially savage, it is disappointingly not.”

			“What?” Lin asked.

			I translated. “It’s too clean and neat for what was done to the body. I don’t think this was done by a human being, but if it was, then this is not their first rodeo.”

			“If this killer has struck before, it wasn’t here, because we haven’t had anything remotely like this since I’ve been on the job.”

			“How long have you been on the job here?” I asked.

			“Five years.”

			Olaf shook his head. “He has been practicing this somewhere.”

			“Agreed,” I said.

			“Well, the perp hasn’t been practicing anywhere in the Keys,” Lin said.

			Edward spoke as he walked up to us. “If he’s been practicing, we need to find out where. It could give us a clue to what, or who, it is.”

			I glanced past him and saw Bernardo leaning against the light pole at the edge of the parking lot. I didn’t bother asking how he was, because he looked pale from here. Also, he hadn’t come back to do his job, or help us do our jobs. That meant he wasn’t doing well at all.

			Olaf and I stood up at the same time, though he kept standing up like he found extra inches from somewhere. I knew he was either seven feet tall or damn near, but I was suddenly more aware of it than normal.

			“Tell me what you found out,” Edward said.

			We told him.

			“I was hoping one of you would have seen a creature like this before,” Edward said.

			“Creature?” Lin made it a question with the uptilt of the word.

			“Monster is considered impolitic for our preternatural citizens,” Edward said.

			“Creature is better?” Lin asked.

			Edward shrugged. “It’s supposed to be according to the list of approved words the Marshals Service issued recently.”

			“Are you all certain that this wasn’t a human-on-human killing?” Lin asked.

			“Yes,” Edward said.

			“Yes,” Olaf said.

			“Pretty sure,” I said.

			“Okay, if our bad guy, or girl, isn’t human, then what are they?”

			The three of us looked at one another. I shrugged and shook my head. “I’ve never seen anything remotely like this. I can tell you what it isn’t, but not what it is.”

			“Same here,” Edward said.

			“It doesn’t even have a familiar scent,” Olaf said.

			“That’s right. You’re a shifter now. Does that give you a better smeller?” Lin asked.

			“Not in human form, but I am more aware of scent than I was before.”

			“And you say it doesn’t smell like human, or a shapeshifter?” Lin said.

			“That is correct.”

			“What does it smell like, then?”

			“A mystery.”

			And that was the best we could do. It wasn’t human, or a shapeshifter, or any supernatural creature the three of us had ever run across. It was a mystery. Which didn’t help Denny one fucking bit.
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			LIN ASKED US if we were done with the body, and when we said yes, he shooed us back so the next round of people could take the body away. I hoped the medical examiner could come up with more than our guesswork. It was informed guesswork, but none of it seemed to get us closer to the killer or to finding Denny. The three of us stripped off our gloves and booties and went to join Bernardo, who was well out of the way, as the next round of personnel came to collect the body. Sometimes a crime scene is like a relay race, each person handing the body and evidence off to the next leg and the next runner. This time it really was a race against time, because we were all going on the assumption that Denny had been abducted by the same “creature” that had done that to Bettina. Even though none of the other cops knew Denny at all, they would still be racing to find her, to save her, because most people go into this line of work because at heart they want to save the world, to help people, to be that white knight. White knights want to save the maiden and slay the dragon, not just find the body and clean up the mess.

			Bernardo was standing up straight and tall beside the light pole at the edge of the parking lot. He’d retied his ponytail so it was even tighter, giving the illusion that his hair was short and close to his head. His sunglasses were firmly in place, and his color was back to normal. Evidently he wanted to ignore what had just happened and move forward. Fine with me.

			“Why would he take all the internal organs like that?” I asked of no one in particular.

			“He wanted them,” Olaf said.

			“Wanted them how, or for what?” I asked.

			“Trophies,” Edward said. “A lot of these guys take trophies—you know that.”

			“A heart, a liver, some of the other organs that travel well, but some of what he took is messy and hard to transport. How would you keep, say, intestines as a trophy?”

			“Freeze it,” Olaf said.

			“Put it in a preservative, like some kind of specimen in a jar,” Edward said.

			“God,” Bernardo said softly.

			“I’m sorry if this upsets you,” I said, because neither of the men would say it. I was sort of breaking the guy code even acknowledging that there was an issue.

			He nodded. “Thanks, I’m fine.” It was such an obvious lie that we all pretended it wasn’t one.

			“He could have eaten them,” Edward said.

			Bernardo swallowed hard enough that I could hear it, the strong lines of his throat working convulsively as if he was trying not to be sick again. “I don’t think the killer did that. I don’t want to think it.”

			Olaf said, “You know that it is possible.”

			“But I don’t want to hear it out loud. I really don’t want to talk calmly about someone, or something, eating parts of . . . her.”

			“You know the truth of hunting monsters, Bernardo. Why does saying it aloud bother you?” Olaf asked.

			“Goddamn it, Otto!” He shouted that and then lowered his voice for the rest. “She was in my bed yesterday. I don’t want to hear someone ripped her open and ate parts of her.”

			Olaf’s voice was still calm, dispassionate, as he said, “You know that I don’t understand why that matters to you, but if you tell me that it does, I will believe you.”

			“And I don’t understand why it doesn’t matter to you, but I know that it doesn’t.”

			They looked at each other, both tall and handsome in their ways, though it had taken me a long time to see that Olaf was attractive. “It would have been better if I had fucked her instead of you, Bernardo. We would both have enjoyed this crime scene much more.”

			“Enjoyed it, no. Even if I hadn’t slept with her, I wouldn’t enjoy seeing someone I’d watched at the pool dead like this.”

			“I would have enjoyed it more.”

			The question in my head was so loud: Why? Why would you have enjoyed it more if you had fucked the dead girl instead of Bernardo? I wanted to ask, but I was almost certain that I would hate the answer. He and I were getting along better than we ever had. I didn’t want to give him the opportunity to say something creepy and disturbing. If he said it, that was fine, that was on him, but I didn’t want to chum for it.

			Normally, if I didn’t ask, the men we worked with wouldn’t dream of asking, but Bernardo was shaken. It made him ask, because this time he wanted to know, or maybe he always wanted to know, and today he was upset enough to act on it.

			“Why? Why would you have enjoyed this more if you slept with her?”

			“Bernardo, don’t ask him that,” Edward said.

			“No, Edward, Ted, I want to know. You tell me he’s big and bad, and he is, but the rest is stories. He’s never done any of that shit around me.”

			“You will not like his answers.”

			“Today I want answers, even if they’re bad ones,” Bernardo said.

			Edward just nodded and made a small “go ahead” gesture at both of them. I just stood there like a witness to an accident.

			Bernardo’s hands were in loose fists at his sides as he turned to Olaf and repeated his question. “Why would you have enjoyed this more if you had fucked her instead of me?”

			“Because then I could have been thinking about her body alive and underneath me while I looked at her dead.” He said it so calmly, matter-of-factly.

			“That is exactly why I had to walk away, Otto. Don’t you get that? I was thinking about how it felt to put me inside her, and now all of that’s gone, torn out of her by some maniac. It’s a fucking nightmare.”

			Olaf stepped a little bit closer to the other man and studied his face; the way he was standing was not like he was getting ready to fight him, but as if he wanted to observe Bernardo. “I could have looked down at her dead body and thought about how her skin felt under my hands when she was warm. I would have remembered plunging myself between her legs, how tight it felt, how I had to force my way in, and wondered if the killer took enough of her internal meat so that if I fucked her like this would it be looser? Would it be like fucking an empty bag, or would she still be tight, tighter perhaps from the salt water? I have no interest in fucking the dead, but I would enjoy speculating, remembering her alive and screaming my name, and looking down at the empty thing she has become.”

			Bernardo made a sound low in his throat, body tensing. I knew he was going to take a swing at Olaf before his body moved. Edward and I both moved between them; he took Olaf and I took Bernardo, and we moved them back from each other.

			Bernardo yelled at him, “You sick son of a bitch!” He tried to move forward again, and I put hands on his chest and just kept him from getting closer, not shoving him, but acting like a wall. It was just a touch to remind him not to do it.

			“I told you that you wouldn’t like the answer, Bernardo,” Edward said. Olaf wasn’t trying to close the distance; he was very still on the other side of Edward. Olaf was watching Bernardo, but not like he was afraid of a fight with him; no, he was observing him—that was the only word I had for this intense watching. I could feel the weight of it through the sunglasses.

			“This must have really got your rocks off, then, seeing her like this,” Bernardo said, voice breaking a little around the edges, as if he might cry. I know that if I get close to fighting someone and then I can’t, sometimes it leads to tears. I’d never seen a man affected that way, but we’re all human.

			“I told you, if I had fucked her, then, yes, but without that memory, this body is neutral for me.”

			“What do you mean ‘neutral’?” Bernardo asked as if he couldn’t help himself, or as if he was hoping he could manipulate it into a reason to fight.

			“There is almost no blood, and the killer took all the parts he tore away, so there is no . . . jigsaw puzzle of pieces for me to touch, or reconstruct in my head. This kill is too neat for my tastes.”

			“So if the killer had torn her apart and made more of a mess, that would have excited you?” Bernardo asked, voice low, not calm, but low. I kept my hand pressed against his chest, not pushing on him, but keeping it there so I could feel when he moved. I would have seconds to decide how I wanted to stop him from hitting Olaf, or maybe I’d just step aside. If I hadn’t thought Bernardo would get hurt, stepping aside would have sounded better. Before Olaf had become a werelion, I think I’d have just let it happen. I was trying not to think about what Olaf had said in the last few minutes. I was trying very hard not to think about it, and failing.

			“Yes, it would have excited me more,” Olaf said slowly, deliberately.

			In that moment I realized that Olaf was watching Bernardo’s pain. He was drinking in the emotional trauma of it, not feeding literally on it the way I could on anger and lust, but Olaf was enjoying Bernardo’s pain. Fuck that.

			“We’re done,” I said, stepping so I could see them both better. “Bernardo, you are done asking questions that none of us want the answer to. Olaf, Otto, you’re done answering.”

			“You do not get to dictate to me, Anita. Not even you get to do that.”

			“Fine, but, Bernardo, he’s enjoying watching your reaction to his answers. You’re feeding the monster in him by showing your pain. If you want to keep doing that, fine by me, but that’s what he’s doing and you’re helping him.”

			“I just want to hit him, to hit something.”

			“I understand that, but Bettina is dead and Denny isn’t. We need to brainstorm and figure out anything we’ve learned that could help find her, because I do not want to be standing over her body in a few hours, or tomorrow, or at all. So if you can’t function enough to help find this killer and hunt for Denny, then say so, and we’ll work around you, but I need to know if you can do this or if you’re too compromised.”

			He took off his sunglasses and rubbed his eyes, and then looked down at me from all that handsome height. The pain in his eyes was hard to look at it, but if he could feel it, I could at least not turn away from it.

			“I don’t know, Anita, and that’s the truth, but I’ll go along. If I get in the way, hurt the investigation, then you, or Ted here, take me out of the game, but until that happens I’ll do my job.”

			I patted him on the arm and smiled, because he was being honest and brave and that deserved something.

			I turned to Olaf then, looking past Edward to meet his eyes. He’d taken his own sunglasses off, so I was staring into the deepest eyes, like caves carved in his face with his dark eyes sitting at the bottom of them.

			“You told me earlier that you wanted to try to date me for real, like a date date.”

			“I remember,” he said.

			“Did you understand that talking to Bernardo like this in front of me makes that even less likely than it was?”

			“You know what I am, Anita. You’ve known the truth about me from the moment we met. I do not have to play games with you or lie to you. I can be myself. It is one of the things I value about our relationship.”

			“We don’t have a—”

			Edward interrupted. “Stop it, both of you. We are done with the impromptu therapy session. We are United States Marshals and we are going to do our job. More than finding the killer, I want to find Denny alive, and I will do anything it takes to save her from ending up like Bettina Gonzales.”

			“I couldn’t have said it better myself, Forrester,” Captain Tyburn said from the sidewalk just behind us. Detective Dalton was with him. “We have a lot to tell you, but none of it will help find your friend, so what I’m asking the Four Horsemen is, what would you do to find your friend if I gave you all the resources of my department?”

			I licked my lips and said, “Would you be willing to think outside the box, outside of the resources of your department?”

			“To not see another body like that, hell, Blake, I’d throw the fucking box away.”

			I smiled. “Then I have an idea.”
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			MY IDEA WAS to use a wereanimal as a hypersmart, human-aware search-and-rescue “dog.” Tyburn asked only two questions: Had I ever done it before, and could I guarantee the public safety?

			“Twice before: Both times we got our bad guy and in one case saved a hostage.”

			“Did you fail to save the hostage the second time?”

			“No, there was no hostage to save, just a serial killer to execute, and that was the first time I used a shapeshifter to track a suspect.”

			“Can you guarantee that your pet shapeshifter won’t attack anyone except the suspect?”

			“Yes.”

			“Just like that, an unequivocal yes?”

			I nodded. “If it wasn’t an unequivocal yes, Captain Tyburn, I wouldn’t be suggesting it.”

			“How does it work?” Dalton asked. She looked sad and a little pale, but she was doing her job and seemed to be tracking everything that was happening around her. Having been on the receiving end of Rankin’s power, I was impressed. I wondered how long he’d been messing with her, but I left it for later. One problem at a time, and right now nothing was more important than finding Denny. Every minute that she was missing upped the chances of her ending up like Bettina. A relative stranger dead was one thing; having one of Donna’s oldest and closest friends murdered would probably put a serious damper on the wedding, if we were still doing it tomorrow. There were so many reasons to postpone, or to skip it altogether, but that wasn’t my call. Until Edward or Donna called it off, the wedding was still on. Peter wanted them to do it as scheduled even if the doctors wouldn’t let him out of the hospital to attend it. We could have done that, but missing the maid of honor? I wasn’t sure we could muscle past that, but one problem at a time. First we had to find Denny alive, and as well as possible. We’d worry about everything else after that, including the wedding.

			Tyburn turned to Olaf. “So you and Marshal Blake have done this before?”

			Olaf glanced at me and then back at Tyburn. “I was not the wereanimal that she used to track her victims down.”

			I wasn’t sure I liked his phrasing about me, tracking my victims down, but since I’d killed the bad guys we tracked down, it was a little awkward to argue. “Marshal Jeffries wasn’t a wereanimal at that time, and we weren’t working together on the two cases.”

			“Are you going to use him now?” Dalton asked.

			I thought, No, absolutely no, but wasn’t sure how to say that without possibly offending Olaf. He surprised me by taking care of it for me.

			“No, I am new at being a lycanthrope. I would rather trust this task to more experienced noses than mine, and Anita has more experienced shapeshifters with her.”

			“You mean Wyatt and Nathaniel?” Dalton asked. It was interesting that they were on a first-name basis already.

			“And Micah, Morgan, or Nicky, or Bram, yeah,” I said.

			“They’re civilians, Blake. I’m not sure how I feel about putting them in harm’s way,” Tyburn said.

			“I’m not crazy about it either, but Nathaniel has done this for me before, and it worked.”

			“Nathaniel Graison is your fiancé, right?” Tyburn asked.

			“Right,” I said.

			“You saw what this thing did to the first victim, Blake. Do you really want to risk getting the man in your life close to that . . . monster?”

			“No, and I really don’t want it to be Nathaniel this time.”

			“What’s different this time?” Tyburn asked.

			In my head, I thought, Ireland, what happened in Ireland, but out loud I said, “I don’t know what this creature is. I don’t want to risk him with this many unknowns.”

			“Nathaniel will want to help,” Edward said.

			“I know. They’re friends.”

			I wanted to keep Nathaniel safe, and instead I was about to take him monster hunting. It seemed like the harder I tried to keep him safe, the more risks he had to take. I knew there was a lesson in there somewhere; I just wasn’t sure what the lesson was supposed to be, or maybe I didn’t want to learn this particular lesson.
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			TYBURN OFFERED US a ride back to the hotel, but with Dalton in the car there wasn’t room for all four of us. We started to divide up two and two, but Tyburn said, “We need to talk on the way back to the hotel, Marshals. The drive back to the hotel is probably the only privacy we’ll get today.”

			“All right, who gets to sit in whose lap?” I asked. I’d meant it to be a joke, but the joke was on me, because Tyburn said, “I’m driving and Dalton doesn’t know anyone else well enough to not leave the wrong impression, so that leaves you, Marshal Blake.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Anita, please just do it and don’t argue. Tyburn and Dalton want to share information and Denny is running out of time,” Edward said.

			I looked at Dalton. “If this was you having to sit on one of your coworkers’ laps, would the information be worth it?”

			She looked startled, as if she hadn’t expected me to ask that particular question, or maybe she just startled easy. She blinked at me, and for a second I thought I’d have to repeat the question, but she answered, “Yes, the information would be worth it, as long as sitting in his lap wouldn’t enslave you to him for years.” That last part was very bitter, and suddenly I was willing to sit in someone’s lap if she’d tell us all about Rankin.

			It wasn’t me who argued; it was Olaf. “You are the groom-to-be. You cannot drive up to the hotel with another woman on your lap without it getting back to your bride. Do you want a second fight with Donna in one day, during a murder investigation?”

			“You know I hate to say it, but I agree with the big guy,” Bernardo said.

			“Her maid of honor and best friend is missing. Surely even Donna would let things slide until we get Denny back?” I said.

			The three men looked at me. Edward’s and Bernardo’s looks were eloquent. Olaf’s look was almost blank behind his sunglasses. He rarely showed much emotion around the three of us, because he didn’t have to pretend around us. We already knew he lacked a full set of socially acceptable emotions.

			“Well, shit,” I said.

			“I’m hurt,” Bernardo said. “There are plenty of women who would love to have an excuse to sit in my lap.” He even managed a weak version of his usual panty-dropping smile. I smiled back, partly because I was just happy to see him starting to rebuild himself after the breakdown.

			“No,” Olaf said.

			“What do you mean, no?” I asked.

			He looked at me and again I could feel the weight of his gaze even through the glasses that hid his eyes. “It means that I will not let you sit on his lap.”

			“You don’t have the right to tell me who I can and can’t sit with.”

			“That may be true at this time, but I will only concede ground to . . . Ted and the men already in your life. I will not concede ground to Bernardo.”

			I fought not to look at Tyburn or Dalton, because I had no way to explain what was happening that didn’t make us all look like romantic idiots. I said, “Give us a little privacy, please.”

			They looked confused, but they moved off so I could turn to Olaf and quietly hiss, “I am not sitting on your lap.”

			“Then you will be the cause of more fighting and more delays after Donna hears about you and her Ted.”

			“Are you really willing to risk Denny’s life just because I sit on Bernardo’s lap and not yours?”

			“I don’t have the attachment to her that the rest of you do, but there’s another question you need to ask.”

			“What?” I said, and as ridiculous as it sounds, I got closer to him, trying to be “up in his face.” With the height difference it probably looked even sillier than it felt, but I was too mad to care.

			“Ask Bernardo if he is willing to fight me for the privilege of you on his lap in the car.”

			“You are not going to fight each other here and now,” Edward said, like he was certain.

			“No, but there will be later,” Olaf said.

			“Jesus, Otto, you are a fucking piece of work,” Bernardo said.

			“Does that mean you will fight me later?”

			“No, or not over this. Nothing personal, Anita, but just having you sit in my lap isn’t worth fighting him for real.”

			“No offense. I agree that it’s not worth it.”

			“Fuck,” Edward said softly.

			“It’s just a ride in the car, and we get to know all about how bad Rankin has been to Dalton,” I said.

			Edward lowered his glasses so I could see his baby blues. “It’s never just a ride in the car with him and you, Anita.”

			“Fine, fine, but we’re potentially wasting Denny’s life by arguing about it.”

			“Damn it!” Edward said, setting his glasses back in place and going up to Olaf. “You are going to keep pushing on this until I push back.”

			“I look forward to it,” Olaf said.

			“Understand that when he pushes back, so do I, so it won’t just be one of us; it’ll be both,” I said.

			It was hard to tell behind the glasses, but I think he blinked first. “I’d always planned on killing you separately if it had to be done.”

			“You fucking psycho,” Bernardo said, “you don’t tell people you’re going to do stuff like that. You just do it. You don’t warn people first.”

			“That’s your only objection?” I asked.

			Bernardo shrugged, as if to say, What did you expect? The answer was, yeah, that was his only objection, but I let it go.

			“Well, Otto, I’d always planned on killing you as sort of a group project,” I said.

			He smiled. “I never expected you to fight me alone, Anita. You are too practical for that.”

			“If you do anything in the car that is out of line, we will finish this discussion after Denny is safe,” Edward said.

			“I will be the perfect gentleman.”

			“Fine, then let’s do this.” Edward said it in the tone he usually reserved for life-threatening moments, but we had all threatened one another’s lives in the last fifteen minutes, so I guess it counted.
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			TYBURN PULLED OUT into the small cross street where police and emergency vehicles had blocked traffic. It took some maneuvering, but once we were out of the mess, Tyburn picked up speed, weaving through the small streets. I’d have preferred fewer stops and starts and less weaving through traffic since I was perched on Olaf’s lap and couldn’t fit a seat belt around both of us. Dalton seemed perfectly good with how he was driving from the passenger seat, where she rode shotgun, but then she was buckled into her seat. The four of us filled up the backseat of the car. We’d all have preferred for Olaf to ride in the middle so he’d be pinned, but he was too big to sit comfortably there. I wouldn’t have given a damn about his physical comfort, but sitting him directly behind the driver meant that Tyburn could not see to drive. What I did give a damn about, what bothered me more than anything, was that I couldn’t wear a seat belt. Since my mother died because she hadn’t been wearing her seat belt and was thrown through a windshield, I was a serious stickler about wearing one myself. I usually wouldn’t even start driving a car unless everyone had their seat belts on, and yet here I was sitting in the lap of the last man on earth I wanted to touch, and not wearing a seat belt. This day had so much suck on it.

			Edward was physically the smallest, next to me, so he was in the middle—pressed hip to thigh with Olaf and the same with Bernardo on the other side. I didn’t usually think of Edward as small, but wedged between them like that, he seemed farther away from six feet than usual. I had to sit across Olaf’s lap with my back to the door because his knees were wedged into the back of the driver’s seat. Tyburn was the second tallest person in the car, so his seat was back accordingly, which meant that Olaf was wedged into place like a long-legged sardine. It also meant that my legs trailed in front of Edward’s, because they had to go somewhere. If I’d stretched my legs out like I was on a couch, my legs would have trailed over all three of their laps. You’d think a man as big as Tyburn would have a bigger car. I wondered if he’d ever had to sit in his own backseat.

			“Everyone comfortable?” he asked as he put the car in gear.

			“You’re kidding, right?” I said.

			He gave a little chuckle. Maybe he had been in the backseat. “Forget I asked.”

			My pulse was trying to push its way out of the side of my neck. I could keep my breath sort of even but couldn’t seem to slow my heart rate, which spiked every time Tyburn proved that he had taken and probably taught a few defensive-driving courses. My fear of riding in cars without a seat belt was not an irrational fear; they improved your chances of surviving a crash, damn it. I just didn’t have the confidence in Olaf’s lap being as safety tested as the car seats. It didn’t help that I was perched across his thighs as if there wasn’t more secure lap closer to his body.

			Olaf whispered, “You are afraid, why? I have done nothing.” His hands were very carefully at his sides because I’d glared at him when he’d tried to put them where they’d normally go when someone is sitting on your lap, which is around the person sitting on you. It’s not even necessarily for cuddling; it’s just a more comfortable place to rest your hands.

			I swallowed past my pulse and spoke low, but didn’t bother to whisper. “I can’t wear my seat belt sitting like this.”

			“I had forgotten how strongly you feel about wearing them. You are actually afraid simply from not being fastened into the car.”

			“Yes,” I said, and hated that the one word was breathy with the edge of panic I was fighting.

			“I had not anticipated how afraid you would be,” he said, voice low and careful.

			“Yeah, me either.”

			He whispered, breath warm against the side of my face, “Fear makes it harder to control my lion.”

			I turned and looked at him from inches away, both of us in sunglasses helping make it a little less intimate than it could have been. “Your fear, or mine?” I didn’t whisper.

			He frowned. “I am not afraid of you,” and he didn’t whisper either.

			“Your oversight,” I said, and didn’t fight the little smile that I got sometimes when it was more threat than humor.

			“Do you two need some privacy?” Tyburn asked.

			“No, but I’d love to know what was so important that I’m risking life and limb without a seat belt in a car, Captain.”

			Tyburn and Dalton exchanged a long look as he pulled out onto U.S. 1, which I learned was the only main route to pull out onto. Under other circumstances the long look might have been romantic, but I thought it was more Where the fuck do we start? than Hey, baby.

			“It’s complicated,” Tyburn said with a laugh. He put the pedal to the metal as soon as he could, and suddenly I was worrying about speed and the fact that there wasn’t much on either side of the road except water—ocean on one side and the Gulf of Mexico on the other—but either way, I didn’t want to go into the water in a car. Did I mention I almost drowned in a diving accident once? So, yeah, I’m phobic of water, too. Today was just turning out to be full of some of my least favorite things. When I’d been safely buckled into a seat on the drive here, I’d been able to admire the view. Water that looked like melted turquoise and sapphires was pretty amazing, but now it was just one more possible disaster waiting to get me. Phobias aren’t about logic; they’re about fear.

			I didn’t even care that I sounded cranky as I said, “We figured it was complicated or you wouldn’t have packed us into the car for a little cloak-and-dagger.”

			“Captain Tyburn, Officer Dalton, the drive won’t last forever, so whatever you need to say to us, we need to get started,” Edward said, and he sounded much more diplomatic than I did. I wondered if he’d sound as even-keeled if he was the one sitting on Olaf’s lap.

			Tyburn said, “Rankin is one of my best people. He closes more cases and gets more confessions than any interrogator I’ve ever met.”

			I started to say something about Rankin’s interrogation techniques, but Edward touched my leg and shook his head. Let the man talk, he was saying, so I stayed quiet and let the man talk.

			“He had the same sterling reputation in Los Angeles, where he first became a cop. He left there for Arizona, wanted a place with a yard that he could afford in a nice neighborhood, and on a cop’s salary that’s hard in L.A., so I’m told. He continued to do impeccable work in Phoenix. I was shocked that a detective with his rep wanted to move to a smaller and much less prestigious force like here. Rankin said he wanted his son raised around his family, who are mostly here. It made sense, and I felt damned lucky to have him.

			“Two years ago, I got another top-pick detective from a bigger city when Detective Dalton wanted to leave New York and come here.”

			Dalton chimed in. “All of us that had been hired and promoted faster because we were psychic were being scheduled to move to different cities now that they felt the program had proven itself enough. If I didn’t pick, they would assign me somewhere. I was tired of snow and thought a few years of sunshine would be a nice change. I’ll be honest and admit that there was an ex-boyfriend on the force, and it was making things awkward. I’m adding that because I now believe that my broken heart”—she made air quotes around the phrase—“opened me up to Rankin’s psychic abilities. He seems to specialize in knowing what you want most that’s missing in your personal life, and he offers it to you, and I’ll even admit that he delivers on the promises, up to a point. After two years of public dating, I’d started to want a husband and family of my own, and he couldn’t give me that.”

			“Because he’s already married,” I said.

			“Yes, but understand that his wife knows. Hell, I come to dinner and family events. I’m on the list to pick up his son at school if there’s an emergency.”

			“Very progressive and polyamorous,” I said.

			Tyburn added, “I thought it didn’t interfere with their jobs, and if Rankin’s wife and family were okay with him dating Dalton, I didn’t see it was any of my business.”

			“You don’t have to justify it to me, Captain. I’d be the last one to throw stones at a complicated love life,” I said.

			Dalton turned in her seat to look at me. She’d taken off her sunglasses, so I could see the big brown eyes with their very subtle but well-done liner and mascara. There might even have been pale eye shadow, but I lowered my gaze before I could be certain, because when a psychic takes off her sunglasses in blinding-bright sunlight and stares really hard at you, you don’t make eye contact; you just don’t. Maybe Dalton was just being sincere, but I’d already been psychically messed with by one of the local cops; I didn’t really want to make it two.

			“Thank you for letting the men in your life help break me free of Rankin.”

			“You’re more than welcome,” I said.

			We’d entered a section of road where the water was hidden by bushes and a fence. Tyburn had to be going at least sixty, maybe seventy, and there was a stoplight coming up. He seemed confident that it wouldn’t turn red. Well, at least if we wrecked now, we wouldn’t drown. I missed the view, though, as if no matter what, today I wasn’t going to be satisfied.

			“How did you keep him out of your head, Marshal Blake?” she asked.

			“I didn’t completely.”

			“But you didn’t fall under his power. How? How did you fight him off?”

			I opened my mouth to answer but saw a car coming out of the road that was perpendicular to the stoplight. I yelled, “Car!” I wasn’t the only one who yelled a warning of some kind.

			Tyburn was already slamming on his brakes. I was thrown forward before I could figure out what to hold on to. Olaf did a perfectly natural thing, grabbing me around the waist and upper body, tucking me in tighter to his body, because with his knees wedged into the back of the seat, he wasn’t moving. He shared that stability with me, but I was suddenly in his arms, held tight against the front of his body. I felt the muscles in his arms flex as he held me safe, and the car slid sideways as Tyburn stopped trying for the brake and just tried to move our car out of the way of the other one like something out of an action movie. I’d thrown my arms around Olaf’s neck, tucking my head into the bend of his neck like a cuddly version of a crash position.

			He held me as the car began to spin, and I knew that he would do everything he could to keep me safe. I knew he would shield me with his own body, and the strength that would have scared me under other circumstances now became the ultimate comfort. I knew that all that energy and strength was now aimed at keeping me safe. The difference between prince and beast is often just a matter of how a man uses his strength and rage. Aimed well, it is a shelter that you can hide behind no matter how great the storm. Turned against you, it makes shelter into a trap. I prayed that Tyburn could control the car, and I held on to Olaf, my face pressed into the warmth of his neck so that I was blind to what was actually happening.

			The car stopped moving and there was that frozen moment as if reality took a breath, and then sound came back and I raised my face from the bend of Olaf’s neck to see the tall bushes that were pressing against the car window, which meant we weren’t on the road anymore, but we weren’t in the water, so it was good.

			“That was some serious defensive driving, Tyburn,” Edward said. I glanced his way and had to turn my body enough to see that he had his arm straight out behind Olaf’s arm, like an extra iron bar keeping me safe.

			I blinked past Olaf’s head and realized that we were on the opposite side of the road, pointed back the way we’d come. Jesus. The adrenaline spiked through my body like fine champagne.

			“Sorry about that, everyone, but especially you, Blake. Are you okay?” Tyburn asked.

			“Yeah, I’m fine.” I realized weirdly that it was true. I was still curled in Olaf’s lap with his arms around me, but I didn’t push away, because I knew that his arms had held me in place, kept me safe. I couldn’t be angry about that. I looked at Olaf, our faces so close, kissing close. “Thanks to Ol . . . Otto holding me tight.”

			“You are not as afraid as you were earlier, why?” Olaf asked.

			“One, I’m good when the emergency finally happens. Two, I knew you would keep me safe, even if it meant shielding me with your own body. I knew you would do it.”

			“You trusted me to keep you safe,” he said.

			“Yes,” I said, still staring into the swimming blackness of his glasses, so that it was like talking to the tiny reflection of myself that I saw in them.

			His beast flared in a flash of heat that chased down my skin in goose bumps. It stole my breath away and made my heartbeat jump. I tightened my arms around his neck, my body wriggling closer to his before I could stop myself. I didn’t understand it for a second, and then I saw, felt, the amber eyes of my lion in my head. My lioness raised her head and took a big breath of all that power—the power that had just finished keeping us safe. I couldn’t argue that he was strong enough to do whatever we needed, but after powerful and strong, my lioness and I had different things on our lists for potential mates. Very different things.

			I smelled heat, ground baked under a sun so hot I could feel it beating against my skin. His lion didn’t smell of animal, but of grass burned crisp in the sunlight like the world was a giant oven baking everything to death. I drank in the scent of him with my face pressed to the side of his neck, as his skin ran fever hot with the lion inside him. It steadied me to smell his beast, helped my lioness climb into control and chase back my human fears. We were safe, the danger was over. Why hold on to it, when we had much better things to do? My lioness was very clear on what, or rather who, she wanted to do next. That helped me climb back into my head before Edward said, “Anita, are you all right?”

			“I am now,” I said, and I drew back from basically snuffing the side of Olaf’s neck, and unwrapped the rest of me from him. I half expected him to fight to keep me close, but he didn’t. In fact he said, “I think my control is not as perfect as I had hoped. I think you cannot sit on my lap and me hold human form.”

			“So I can sit on Bernardo’s lap without you threatening him?” I asked.

			“Yes.” Olaf lowered his dark glasses just enough for me to see that his eyes were a bright, inhuman orange. I stared into the eyes of his beast from inches away, and my lioness liked it. I just started crawling off of his lap, nearly falling, except that Edward caught me, or rather his legs were in the way of me falling.

			“The edges of your auras merged for a second,” Dalton said from the front seat.

			I clambered over Edward’s lap to Bernardo’s, because we needed as much room between my beast and Olaf’s as the car would allow. I moved fast enough and awkwardly enough that Bernardo had to catch me or I’d have fallen into the door.

			“Just to be clear between us, Otto. You’re okay with Anita finishing the drive with me?” Bernardo asked.

			Olaf nodded, his sunglasses safely back in place so that no one else in the car got the glimpse of those burning-bright eyes that he’d shared with me. I hoped they had faded back to his normal human darkness, but my skin was still running with goose bumps, so I doubted it.

			“I am.”

			“Okay,” Bernardo said, and suddenly the arms that had been holding me almost gingerly since they saved me from taking a header into the door curled around me. He actually picked me up a little bit and moved me to a more comfortable position on his lap. I didn’t fight it like I had before. In fact, I put my arms around his neck and shoulders without being prompted or having to hold on for dear life as the car spun out of control. I held on and let him hold me close, and it wasn’t romantic for me. It was just safer.

			“If I turn the car around, is everyone ready to keep going?” Tyburn asked.

			Everyone said yes. I said, “If you promise that the rest of the drive will be boring as hell, yes.”

			He chuckled. “I will do my best to bore the hell out of you, Marshal.”

			“Then, sure, let’s go,” I said in a voice full of false cheer.

			Tyburn wisely just accepted it and pulled carefully back out onto the road. He turned into the road by a high school that proudly proclaimed Home of the Sugarloaf Sharks on a big sign by the road.

			“Why did your auras merge like that?” Dalton asked.

			“I’ll just assume you’re aware that I carry lycanthropy,” I said.

			“But you don’t shift,” she said.

			“No, I don’t, but one of the strains of lycanthropy I carry is lion.”

			“And I am a werelion now,” Olaf said.

			“I still don’t understand why that should make your auras merge.”

			“My lioness reacted to his lion,” I said.

			“Does your lioness react to every werelion you meet?” she asked.

			“No,” I said. I looked across the car at Olaf. He looked back at me. I’d admitted to myself that the new facial hair looked good on him, but now I noticed the black shadows on his head, as if he could have a five-o’clock shadow somewhere besides his face. I wondered if he’d started shaving his head after he started going bald, or before.

			A hand appeared in my line of vision so that it was all I could see. I blinked and looked down the arm to realize it was Edward’s hand. I looked into his face. “Tell me again that you’re fine,” he said.

			“Why would your lioness react to Marshal Jeffries’s lion more than to other werelions?” Dalton asked. She was fucking relentless.

			“I’m not sure,” I said, and I was half lying. I didn’t know exactly why, but I had an idea. It just wasn’t one I was willing to share with everyone. I had a leopard to call in Nathaniel, and a wolf to call, more tigers to call than you could shake a stick at, but I had three inner beasts without a corresponding moitié bête: hyena, rat, and lion.

			As I fought the urge to look across the car at Olaf, I was pretty sure that my lioness had found something she liked, a lot. But this she couldn’t have. No, nope, just no.
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			WHEN WE GOT up to speed, admittedly it felt like a lower speed than earlier. I think the near wreck had made Tyburn rethink his driving. I know it had made me determined to speak up if I felt he was driving too fast. Sometimes you need to embrace the suck and just go along for the ride, but sometimes you need to tell whoever is making your life suck to stop being a dick and do better. Tyburn was now on my you-almost-killed-me-so-do-better-or-let-me-drive list.

			“Why would you both having lions make your auras merge? It’s mostly something I see in couples, but with them it’s more consistent. It doesn’t come and go.”

			Edward saved us from the awkward psychic moment. “Before all the excitement, hadn’t you just asked Anita how she kept Rankin from getting ahold of her mind and heart?”

			“We should stick to asking the things we got in the car to ask, Dalton,” Tyburn said.

			“Yes, sir,” she said. She had to twist more in her seat to see me now, because I was almost directly behind her. She finally turned around to peer at me on the window side. “So how did you keep Rankin from getting his hooks in you?”

			“You said that a broken heart may have opened you to him. I didn’t have anything like that for him to use. He couldn’t offer me anything that I didn’t already have in my life. I think if you have no needs that Rankin can tap into, then you’re safe.”

			“Everyone has needs or wants, Marshal,” Tyburn said.

			“I think my biggest need right now is more alone time. I’ve got so many amazing people in my life right now that Rankin offering himself to me as a lover was a turnoff, not a turn-on.”

			Dalton laughed. “Oh, that must have hurt his ego. He thinks he is God’s gift to womankind.”

			“Not just womankind,” Edward said.

			I glanced at him. “Something you haven’t told us?” I smiled when I said it, because he was one of the most solidly heterosexual people I’d ever met.

			“He rolled Nathaniel’s mind, Anita. That means he offered him something he wanted, or needed.”

			“Oh,” I said, and frowned. He was right. I hadn’t had time to ask Nathaniel what Rankin had offered him, but it had to be more than just another male lover, because he had those. What else could Rankin have offered him? He’d tried to offer me a type of sex I wasn’t getting, but I was completely happy with the variety in my life, which might mean that Nathaniel wasn’t. Crap. If I got a breather from crime-busting and monster-hunting, we needed to have a serious talk.

			“Sorry I mentioned it,” Edward said, and that made me look at him. “We don’t have time for you to think that hard about your love life.”

			“You brought it up.”

			“I said I was sorry.”

			“Ladies and gents,” Tyburn said, “back to the problem at hand. Which is that I have a senior detective with a career of over twenty years who has probably been using undisclosed psychic abilities to interrogate suspects.”

			“If you out him as psychic, then every case he’s worked on comes into question,” Edward said.

			“Unfortunately, yes.”

			“I know that Nathaniel is innocent of this abduction and what we saw just now, but Rankin was doing his best to make him confess to it. Nathaniel is not a lightweight psychically, not like a straight human or even a normal shapeshifter, so if Rankin aimed his mojo at regular people, then they’d confess to anything.”

			“I don’t think it’s that bad,” Dalton said. “I think the suspect would have to be romantically attracted to men, and like you said, Marshal, Rankin would have to be able to offer something they wanted or needed. I think for a lot of criminals, romance, or even sex, wouldn’t be enough.”

			“Fair point, but you’d still have to do it case by case, and the lawyers would go into a feeding frenzy,” I said. Bernardo made a small movement, as if adjusting for my sitting on his lap. It felt weird having a serious work discussion while I was sitting on his lap with my arms around his neck. It was a date position, or at least a friendly visit, not a police-work position. If he would say something, contribute to the conversation, it might have helped ease the awkwardness.

			“It would be a mess legally,” Tyburn agreed.

			“It would also undermine the psychic program with the police, because I’m one of the first officers that came onto the force as a practitioner and got promoted that way. If it’s proven that I was compromised this badly, then they’ll use it to hurt all of us.”

			“So it’s just our little secret,” I said.

			“Yes,” she said.

			“That’s fine,” Bernardo said, “unless Rankin has something to do with Bettina’s death and Denny’s abduction.”

			I turned in his lap so I could look into that handsome face—from way too close. It would have been more natural to kiss him at this distance than just talk.

			“Do you really think Rankin is involved?” I asked.

			He nodded. “I saw the film on YouTube of him yelling out that Nathaniel, Micah, and your other men were involved in the crime. Why would he do something that stupid if he wasn’t invested in getting someone blamed quick?”

			“I thought you were just muscle and handsome. I didn’t expect smart on top of all that,” Dalton said, aiming those big brown eyes of hers in Bernardo’s direction.

			Bernardo looked past my shoulder to Dalton, but his face never left the deathly serious expression he’d started with, as if he were oblivious to the flirting, which I knew wasn’t true. He flirted like he breathed, but his voice was as cold and relentless as Edward’s could be as he said, “Are you flirting with me because you’re about to be between boyfriends, or because you want to distract us from the idea that your current boyfriend is involved in the murder and abduction of two women?”

			I said, “Bernardo,” but when he aimed that look at me, I stopped, because the seriousness of him, the reality of his pain and anger, was there in the flexing of his hands and arms, the tension in his body. His face could hide it, but the rest of him gave the game away.

			“Are you trying to distract us from Rankin’s involvement, Officer Dalton?” Edward asked.

			“No! I mean, I don’t know he is involved in all this, but no, I’m not defending him, or covering for him either.” She looked at Bernardo then, face no longer friendly, but not as hostile as mine would have been under similar circumstances. “I’m sorry I flirted, even a little bit. I was trying to lighten the mood, trying to feel normal again. The last two years of my life have been a lie, and I don’t know what to do about that.”

			“Rankin can’t be personally involved in this murder,” Tyburn said.

			“How can you be sure?” Edward asked, as Bernardo said, “You can’t know that.”

			“Because I’ve seen bodies like this before, and Rankin would have been about ten years old when the first murders happened.”

			That made us all look at him, though all most of us could see was the side of his head, at best. Bernardo startled, arms flexing around me so hard and sudden that it was almost too much. If he hadn’t relaxed almost immediately I’d have had to say something. Dalton didn’t react as badly as we did, so I was pretty certain he’d told her earlier.

			“When and where, exactly?” Edward said.

			“Twenty years ago and here.”

			“And you’re just now sharing that information?” Bernardo asked. He sounded angry.

			“I’ve shared it with some of my officers, but until I saw the body I had no way to connect the two crimes.” Tyburn’s voice held just a touch of heat, as if under other circumstances he might have let himself be angry about Bernardo’s tone.

			“Tell us what happened twenty years ago,” Edward said.

			“I was brand-new on the force. I found the first body. We didn’t even know we had a missing person. She was a tourist, traveling with her boyfriend.”

			“Why didn’t he report her missing?” Bernardo asked. It was weird to hear him being the first to ask the hard questions. That was usually Edward or me. It was weirder still to watch him be all serious and hard-nosed while I was cuddled in his lap. It was like a mental and physical dissonance.

			“They’d had a fight. She stormed off and we found her body before she’d been gone less than eight hours.”

			“So the killer doesn’t keep the women long before killing them,” I said.

			“No,” Tyburn said, not sounding happy about it, but truth is truth.

			“He didn’t keep Bettina longer than twenty hours, maybe not even that long,” Bernardo said. I heard him swallow hard and breathe out slowly, as if saying her name had been hard. I could smell the breath mints he’d popped after he’d gotten sick back at the crime scene.

			“That was quicker than any of the other victims twenty years ago. He kept them at least three days. I think the longest was five days between abduction and finding the body.”

			“So he didn’t keep that victim alive for five days, because your timeline goes from abduction to finding the body,” Bernardo said.

			“Yes,” Tyburn said, and I heard him sigh.

			“How long has Denny been missing?” I asked.

			“We’re not sure,” Edward said.

			“Are you saying we have between sixteen hours and three days to find her alive?” I asked.

			“I’m afraid so,” Tyburn said, glancing back at me in the rearview mirror.

			“Fuck,” I said.

			“I’ve sent an officer to her room to collect some things to help your men track her,” Tyburn said.

			“How many victims died twenty years ago?” Bernardo asked.

			“Three.”

			“And then it stopped?” I asked.

			“Yes, but not because we caught him. It just stopped.”

			“Until now,” Olaf said.

			Tyburn nodded and did that glance in the rearview mirror again. “Yes, until now.”

			“There have been serial killers that took years off between kills,” I said.

			“If they’re in jail and get out,” Tyburn said.

			“No, there’s the BTK killer. He took that long off, and wasn’t in jail,” I said.

			“To raise his family, right?” Tyburn asked.

			“And as a compliance officer. Basically if your grass was too tall, he made you cut it,” I said.

			“One thing that seemed to trigger him was the children becoming teenagers and rebelling against his authority. As a father of one teenager and one preteen, I can say it is high-stress parenting,” Edward said.

			Tyburn chuckled. “My sons are all grown-up now, but I remember.”

			“There was also a book that talked about his crimes at the same time that he was losing control of his home life and his compliance job,” Edward said.

			“And a television show loosely based on him came out.”

			“So you’re saying that it could be a law-abiding family man here in the area that’s suddenly gone back to his old hobby?” Tyburn asked.

			“Other than BTK, I’m not sure anyone has ever gone inactive for even a decade and then resurfaced, without a jail term in between,” I said.

			“Not two decades, no, but there are others that have married and started a family and stopped for a while,” Edward asked.

			“Why would a family make them stop killing?” Olaf asked.

			“For some it seems to be about control; they can be responsible for their families and in control of that, so they don’t feel the need to control strangers in the ritual of their killing,” Edward said.

			I took the next part as if it was a conversational ball that he had passed to me. “For others it’s almost like they’re bored, so they kill. If their lives are full and busy enough in a positive way, not a stressful way, they don’t seem to feel the compulsion to kill as often. If their lives become too stressful in a bad way, they seem to use murder as a way to release the stress.”

			“You make it sound like it’s exercise or sex, or even a hobby,” Dalton said.

			“If it’s the only way they can have sex, then they’re less likely to take long cooling-off periods,” Edward said.

			“The ones that take the longest cooling-off periods are the ones that seem able to have regular relationships with a wife, kids, et cetera,” I said.

			“I thought the sexual serial killers felt a compulsion like an addict,” Dalton said.

			“Even addicts can go into recovery,” Olaf said, “if they want other things in their life badly enough.”

			It took almost everything I had not to look at him as he said it. If he was looking at me, I didn’t want to know. If I looked at him and then he looked at me, I didn’t want to see it. I looked out at the sunlight on the ocean that stretched out and out, so that the road was like a pale ribbon running across brilliant blue cloth.

			“Most addicts don’t rape and kill women,” Edward said.

			“Does it really matter what someone is addicted to, if they are willing to fight the addiction?” Olaf asked.

			“Do you really think a twelve-step program would work for a serial killer?” Dalton asked.

			“Perhaps.”

			Bernardo asked, “You said that the first woman that died twenty years ago had a fight with her boyfriend.”

			“Yes,” Tyburn said.

			“Did the other two women have fights with their husbands?”

			“None of them were married. The first one was traveling with her longtime boyfriend on vacation. The second was a local girl that had a reputation for sleeping around. The third woman was the oldest of the three victims; she was divorced and just starting to date again.”

			“Were they all sexually active but unmarried?” Bernardo asked.

			“Yes.”

			“Denny wasn’t here with a boyfriend,” I said.

			“She doesn’t even know how to flirt well, because she’s cried on Donna’s shoulder more than once about how she just doesn’t understand anything about dating or relationships. She wants a relationship, but sex puzzled her. There is no way that she fit into a victim profile that needed her to sleep around casually,” Edward said.

			“It may be my fault,” Bernardo said.

			I just had to turn my head to look at him. “How could it be your fault?” I asked.

			“Denny saw Bettina leaving my room with the other bridesmaids in their wedding. She and I talked in the hallway about how she wished she could enjoy casual sex like Bettina obviously had.”

			“Was she hitting on you?” I asked.

			Bernardo looked up at me, smoothing his hand down the side of my hip. I don’t think it was on purpose, more a nervous gesture. “Not exactly. She was more asking why she wasn’t more like other women. She was seeing a therapist about her lack of sexual drive.”

			“I didn’t even know that,” Edward said, “and she’s Donna’s best friend. How do you know that and Donna doesn’t?”

			None of us protested that Donna would have kept Denny’s secret. I think we were all pretty sure she’d have shared it with her husband-to-be, if not more people. “I wouldn’t normally share any of this, but if it’s important later and I don’t share it . . . I’d rather apologize to Denny about breaking her confidence than keep it and get her killed because I didn’t share it.”

			“Share what?” I asked.

			“She’s in her forties; she wants a permanent relationship, a husband or at least a live-in boyfriend. She dates just fine up to a point, but she wants companionship, not a lover, and most men won’t settle for that.”

			“You and Denny never dated each other. How do you know all this?” Edward asked.

			“She wanted a weekend with me, just sex, no strings. She just wanted to be with someone that was supposed to be a skilled lover and see if it made a difference. She said if I was half as good as I looked . . . Anyway, I agreed.”

			Edward was sort of softly glaring at him. “She’s a beautiful woman; of course you agreed.”

			“Her therapist approved the weekend as an experiment.”

			“Are you honestly telling me that you went to therapy with Denny?” Edward asked.

			“Her therapist had diagnosed her as asexual. I didn’t even know that was a possibility as a sexual orientation until she asked me to help her.”

			“Asexual, but Denny dated men—not a lot, but she dated. She was even engaged once.”

			“But all the relationships broke up over the fact that Denny was just not interested in sex,” Bernardo said.

			“You mean she was frigid?” Olaf asked.

			“No, according to her therapist that’s an outdated term. Denny could feel love and was a very caring person, but she had almost no interest at all in sex. She felt it was ruining her chances at a real relationship and didn’t want to be alone forever. I understood that part; for very different reasons, I think I’ll probably never marry either. I don’t mind as much as Denny did, but I’m conflicted about it, a little.”

			“Why would she pick you of all of our male friends to confide in?” Edward asked.

			“Why? Because I’m a womanizer and haven’t had a serious relationship ever?”

			“Yeah,” Edward said, “there are friends of ours that would love to date her with serious intentions.”

			“That’s why me,” Bernardo said. “She didn’t want to disappoint anyone else. It took a lot of courage for her to come to me like she did. I respected that.”

			“So you and Denny went to her therapist and got the doctor’s blessing on a weekend of sex?” I asked.

			“Something like that, yeah.”

			“You know, that’s a new one on me,” I said.

			“Me, too,” Bernardo said.

			“How did the weekend go?” Dalton asked.

			“She is a lovely person, but she does not enjoy sex, or maybe she just doesn’t understand why everyone else does. She’s not frigid. She’s warm and caring and has this great laugh, but sex just isn’t her . . . thing. Her therapist interviewed me afterward by myself and then with both Denny and me. We compared notes and we parted friends. I swore I’d never tell anyone. I hope we find her alive so she can be angry with me about it.”

			“Me, too,” Dalton said, and she looked teary-eyed.

			“Me, three,” I said.

			“When did all this happen?” Edward asked.

			“Two years ago.”

			Edward shook his head and then clapped Bernardo on the shoulder. “I didn’t notice a damn thing.”

			“Nor I,” Olaf said, and they both sounded surprised.

			“I’d never had a woman trust me with so much of themselves. I know it sounds weird, but I was more flattered that Denny trusted me with her secrets and her pain, than about the sex. I would never have told anyone if she hadn’t been taken.”

			“But how does you sleeping with the missing woman once two years ago get her in trouble with our killer now?” Tyburn asked.

			“We went to the hotel bar to have a drink and talk. We talked about how we both thought we’d never marry and what that might mean for us. We talked about the weekend we had together in a public place where we could have been overheard.” He looked at Edward. “The killer had to be there; it was the only time Denny could have been mistaken for slutty, because she wasn’t like that. If the killer only takes women who sleep around, then I’m the reason that Bettina’s dead, and the reason that Denny is missing.”

			He lowered his head, as if he didn’t want them to see whatever was in his eyes, even though he was wearing sunglasses so none of us could see his eyes, not even me. I felt his shoulders tremble, his breath came out shaking, and I knew he was crying. Quietly, controlled, but still tears. I probably should have pretended not to notice, but I already had my arms around his neck with the ponytail of his hair sliding over my skin. He had me wrapped up close and safe in an intimacy that neither of us expected from each other, but then I hadn’t expected the man I’d seen at the pool who had chosen Bettina out of the bikini-clad crowd to have been so careful of Denny, or to be crying over both of them now.

			I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and put my head beside his and hugged him as close as I could. His arms wrapped around me and pulled me even closer, and then his shoulders began to shake. He made almost no noise as he cried, but the tears spilled around his dark glasses against my skin. Edward put his hand at the back of Bernardo’s head, against his hair. Neither of them could have cried in each other’s arms like this, but since I was there for it, they could touch each other, around the edges.

			Olaf’s arm stretched across the seat and touched Bernardo’s shoulder. I glanced at him, more surprised by that than almost anything else.

			Tyburn was on his phone telling someone on the other end to find out who had been in the hotel bar yesterday when Bernardo and Denny had their talk. He especially wanted to know staff. We might have just narrowed our suspect list down to a manageable number in the time we had left to find Denny alive. I prayed again that we would find her alive. I held Bernardo while his body shook with silent weeping. Edward kept his hand on his hair and finally leaned his forehead against my arm and Bernardo’s face, so we both held him. Olaf kept his hand on Bernardo’s shoulder through the rest of the drive.
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			WE LEFT TYBURN and Dalton to try to narrow down the list of possible suspects at the hotel yesterday. Edward went off to call Donna so he could find out how Peter was doing, and to double check on Becca. Bernardo went off to get control of himself. He wasn’t crying anymore, but he wasn’t okay either. The rest of us went to the suite that Nathaniel, Micah, and I were sharing. The couch actually was big enough for R and R, plus Nathaniel and Micah, to sit in a row. Bram and Nicky found a piece of wall to lean against. I took the desk chair and faced them so I could tell them what I needed. Ru and Rodina volunteered, of course. Nicky said, “If you need me to do it, I will, but as your Brides, all three of us have a less complete connection to you than an animal to call.”

			“I thought Anita’s happiness was your primary concern,” Bram said.

			“It is.”

			“Then how can you suggest endangering Nathaniel like this?”

			“Because if Denny dies, that will make Anita very unhappy. I’ve learned to try to stay ahead of her moods and wants, if I can.”

			Micah already had his arm across Nathaniel’s shoulders, and now he hugged him and shook his head. “And the only reason you don’t have more animals to call with you is because I asked you not to bring any other lovers besides Nicky. I trusted him not to intrude on our romantic weekend.”

			“I do my best,” Nicky said.

			“Of course it’s not very romantic right now,” Micah said.

			“No, no, it’s not,” I said.

			“It has to be me. I’ve done it once before with her, and our connection allows Anita to understand what I’m seeing and feeling more clearly than with anyone else here, even you, Micah.” Nathaniel moved in Micah’s arms, until they were entwined and he could kiss his fiancé.

			Micah kissed him back fiercely. “I don’t want it to be you, but I know that if I tell you no, and Denny dies, then we’ll always wonder if it would have made the difference.”

			I’d expected Micah to argue. He’d been my last defense against doing it. My pulse was suddenly thudding in my throat and my mouth was dry. I did not want to take Nathaniel anywhere near whatever had killed Bettina Gonzales. I did not want to endanger him again, damn it.

			“I will do it,” Ru said.

			Nicky shook his head. “If one of the Brides has to do it, it has to be me.”

			“Then why didn’t you volunteer? Anita is terrified and very unhappy. Even I can barely breathe,” Rodina said.

			“I’ve already said why I didn’t volunteer—because we all know who’s the best wereanimal for the job, and it’s not us.”

			“What if I said no?”

			Nathaniel untangled himself from Micah, and came to me where I was still sitting in the chair. He knelt in front of me and took my hands in his. With him on his knees and me sitting, our eyes were almost at the same level. I gazed into those beautiful eyes that always undid me if I looked too long. He leaned in and kissed me gently. My eyes were hot, my throat tight. Was I really going to cry? Surely not, not me. I had been the tough-as-nails vampire hunter once. I’d have liked to think I was crying for Denny, but I wouldn’t lie to myself, and that wasn’t why I was on the verge of tears. I didn’t cry before it was time, and Nathaniel was safe in front of me.

			“You can’t keep being so afraid you’ll lose me that we can’t live our lives, Anita.”

			Rodina spoke from the couch. “Don’t steal your victory before it’s won, my queen.”

			I gave her an unfriendly look. “You stay out of this.”

			“I would give my life in place of Nathaniel’s, because I can feel how much you love him and how much it would hurt you if he died, but he is right, my queen. You must be brave and allow Nathaniel to be brave with you.”

			“But what if it all goes wrong?”

			“It won’t,” Nathaniel said.

			I looked deep into his eyes and said, “You can’t promise that.”

			He smiled. “Get them to let us have Nicky with us, to help wrangle me once I’m a big, bad leopard.”

			“That’s a good idea,” Nicky said.

			I nodded; it was. “I’ll talk to Tyburn about it.”

			“He’ll say yes,” Rodina said.

			“How can you be sure?” I asked.

			“He’s gone too far out on the limb to quibble at one more inch.”

			I wanted to poke fun at her wording, or at least make a smart-ass remark, but I couldn’t think of anything clever to say. I kissed Nathaniel and Micah good-bye and went to find Tyburn, with Nicky and Rodina trailing behind me. Ru stayed with Bram to watch over my two fiancés. I’d keep them both as safe as I could for as long as I could. I left Nathaniel with two bodyguards and even Micah armed, and went to finalize the plans to take Nathaniel with me into the field, where so much could go wrong.
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			BY THE TIME we finished the discussion, Tyburn’s people had a complete list of the restaurant staff and all the customer names they were certain of for that day. Hotel management had also given up a complete list of staff and people staying at the hotel. I got the impression that they would have given up the complete ingredient list to the secret sauce, if it would make this all go away and not give them the reputation for being “that hotel, you know the one where the bridesmaids were murdered.” I honestly didn’t care what their motivation was as long as they kept being this cooperative.

			Tyburn and his people would follow the names on the lists and see if they could find the killer from their end, and see if he/she/they/it would lead them to Denny. We’d look for Denny, because in that moment I didn’t give a rat’s ass if we caught the killer but lost her. Part of wisdom is being honest with yourself, and more than justice, I wanted to find Denny alive and well, or as well as possible. I did not want to have to stand over her dead body and imagine what her last minutes of life had been. No, just no.

			Nicky, Edward, Olaf, and I had put on all the gear we’d brought with us, or most of it.

			I was wearing the body armor vest that was specially made for curves men didn’t have, the two wrist sheathes complete with silver-edged blades. I didn’t know if this monster gave a shit about silver or steel, but most of the things I hunted didn’t like silver. The knives were for emergencies; the guns were the main thing. I’d tried to stop carrying my Browning for work, but I’d missed it too much. So it was back in a thigh holster over the tac pants. The Sig Sauer P238 .380 went in a MOLLE-rigged holster on the front of the vest for a cross draw. I had my AR-15 M4-styled carbine in a tactical sling. The AR was chambered in 6.8 SPC for a bit more bang for my buck. I was also using frangible rounds, which shattered once they entered a target, so if I shot Bad Guy A, the round wouldn’t go through him and into Good Guy B. Frangible did mean that if I missed my target and hit someone else by accident, it would be bad, but I didn’t plan to miss. I’d given up the knife that usually rode on my back, under my hair, so I could put my Mossberg 500 Bantam in a gun sock or a sleeve attached to MOLLE straps on the back of my vest. I carried the sleeve angled across my back for a right-handed cross draw over my shoulder. If I’d been sure we wouldn’t be going into underbrush or some of the overgrown places I’d seen, I’d have just put both guns on tactical slings and pushed them back as needed. But they got tangled in thick brush that way, and I didn’t want to get hung up in the trees. I had my cross tucked inside my shirt even though I doubted what we were hunting would care about holy objects, but it was like the extra ammo that I had in pouches and pockets on the vest and pants—better to have it and not need it than to die because I didn’t have it. The last thing I added were earplugs that let me hear, until the shooting started, and then they’d lower the decibels and save my hearing.

			Bernardo wasn’t with us yet, but I knew he’d be well equipped. We all preferred different handguns and shotguns, and we all had personalized our ARs.

			I stood there, decked out for monster hunting or a small war, in the bathroom of a hotel suite that was almost a twin of our room, with a police videographer about to record Nathaniel changing shape into a huge black panther. Tyburn agreed to Nicky being with me to help me control the wereleopard. I didn’t really need help with Nathaniel in any form, but since Olaf was going to be with us, and we were hunting monsters, I wanted at least Nicky with us. I’d tried to include Ru or Rodina, because why not? The worst Tyburn could say was no. No big surprise. But Tyburn was going out on a limb just using a wereleopard to track a missing person. Including just one civilian put him further out on that limb; four would have been too much weight to bear, so I had to be happy with Nicky. I was happy, but I’d have been even happier if Nathaniel wasn’t with us.

			I turned away so I couldn’t watch Nathaniel undress, because I didn’t trust my face not to show exactly how much it moved me, and I didn’t want that very private look captured on video for strange police officers and maybe lawyers to watch later. I was uncomfortable enough having him take off so much on film without sharing any more with strangers. Tyburn wanted to record it in case there were questions later about how we found Denny and how we caught the bad guy. Because if he was still with her, we’d find them both, and we didn’t have a warrant of execution for this one, which meant that we’d have to play by normal U.S. Marshal rules, not the preternatural branch rules, and not kill him/her/it on sight. We don’t normally get called into a case until there are enough bodies to get us a warrant of execution for some preternatural bad guy. I had started my career as a licensed vampire executioner. Having a badge hadn’t really changed my job description much; there was just more paperwork now.

			“Why is Murdock coming with us if he’s not going to turn into a werelion and help track?” Dunley asked. The big officer who had questioned Micah, Nathaniel, and me earlier when Bettina had just been missing was the local whom Tyburn had assigned to stay with us while we tracked.

			“Because whatever we’re hunting may be a shapeshifter of some kind, which means it might be contagious to anyone that isn’t already carrying lycanthropy,” I said.

			“So what, Murdock is going to throw his body in the way in case we’re attacked by it?”

			“Something like that,” I said.

			“Or I will fight it for you,” Olaf said. He’d insisted on being in the room for the filming. I had to trust that he had enough control of his beast that he wouldn’t shift just being near someone else doing it. I did trust him that far, especially after he’d admitted to not having enough control in the car. Since Olaf had stayed, so had Edward. Bernardo had gone off to get himself together, but his parting words had been, “Don’t leave without me. I want a piece of this hunt.” We’d promised him we would call him so he could come with.

			“I’m used to fighting my own battles,” Dunley said, and shifted in such a way that his arms flexed a little. He was a big, athletic guy, used to being one of the toughest, if not the toughest, man in the room. He was looking at Nicky and Olaf and doing the physical math in his head and not sure he would win. Like most people who have spent their lives being the biggest and baddest, he didn’t like that idea much.

			Olaf stood against the wall, just inside the doorway, so he had a line of sight to the room’s main door. Dunley was standing near him, so the difference in height was even more noticeable. I couldn’t decide if his standing close to the bigger man meant that he was comfortable with the size difference, or if it was a type of posturing, like he was saying, Look, I’m big, too. Standing there meant that both of them were very close to the uniformed officer who was going to be videoing Nathaniel. Officer Milford kept glancing back at them as she set up her equipment. I wasn’t sure if the only videographer they had was a woman, or if they thought she’d be more comfortable watching Nathaniel strip than a male officer would have been, or if it hadn’t occurred to anyone to care either way.

			Nicky had moved away from the two other men and closer to me. Either he didn’t feel the need to play “mine’s bigger than yours” with the other two, or he was posturing over the only thing he cared about: me and Nathaniel. Mostly me.

			“The Marshals Service has a precedent for keeping officers that catch lycanthropy on the job, but no other law enforcement entity does yet, so we’re just all trying to help you keep your badge, Dunley,” Edward said from his chair near the far corner, where he sat with a wall to his back and a good view of the entire room. He was back to his Ted drawl. I’d noticed it calmed people sometimes, or made them underestimate him. I think both were on purpose.

			“I appreciate that, Forrester, but if this bastard attacks us, I’m not sure I can stand back and let Murdock put himself in harm’s way for me.”

			Surprisingly it was Nathaniel who answered the concern. “That’s because you look at me and see a man that’s smaller, softer-looking to you. You look at Nicky and just think civilian. You don’t understand what we are yet.”

			“I know you’re a wereleopard and he’s a werelion. I Googled both of you. I found pictures of you in animal form and a write-up about him being the leader of your local lions. I looked up pictures of other werelions when I couldn’t find ones of Murdock.”

			“Pictures aren’t the same,” Nathaniel said.

			I’d been behaving myself and not looking at Nathaniel, but looking at Olaf and Dunley meant I was also able to see Officer Milford as she pointed her camera behind me at my sweetie. Her biggest concern had been the two big guys standing almost directly behind her, which no cop would have liked, but suddenly I watched her sort of startle at what she was seeing through her camera lens.

			It made me glance behind me at Nathaniel. I expected him to be naked from her reaction, but the only thing he’d taken off was his shirt. I mean, he had a great upper body, from the spread of his shoulders and the swell of his pectorals to the flat plains of his stomach . . . His hands went to the waistband of his shorts and I looked away. One, so the camera didn’t accidently capture my reaction to him pulling the shorts off, and two, so I could watch Officer Milford’s reaction. If she’d reacted that strongly to just his shirt coming off, I wanted to see what she’d do when the rest came off.

			“Seeing pictures is different from seeing it in person,” Nathaniel said, and I realized he was still talking to Dunley. For a second I wondered if I’d missed part of the conversation looking at him and Officer Milford. I hoped not, but Nathaniel could have that effect on me sometimes.

			Looking in Milford’s direction meant I could also see the men behind her. Dunley had dropped his gaze so he could sort of keep track of what was happening but not exactly watch. Pussy. But my smile at Dunley’s discomfort was spoiled by Olaf’s reaction. He looked at Nathaniel without any sign of embarrassment, but he was also watching Milford as she started to blush, and then he looked at me, and then back at Nathaniel. He was watching him strip in a dispassionate sort of way, as if he wanted to see how it was done, and he seemed fascinated by the effect on Milford. I’d never seen a brunette blush so red.

			It made me steal a glance behind me. Nathaniel was nude, and the rest of him was just as beautiful as his upper body had promised. All the gym work and nutrition showed in the muscled strength of him, but some things weren’t about exercise; some things were just genetic luck, and Nathaniel had been very lucky.

			I turned away again because I didn’t want the camera to capture how much I liked the view. That was personal, and having him nude for a police video was personal enough. I felt the rush of energy like a warm summer wind dancing across my skin and knew he was changing shape. I turned, shivering in reaction to all that energy, in time to watch his human form be engulfed by new flesh, bones glinting white for a second before black fur poured over everything and he folded down into that other form that was as much him as the human man I loved. All that smooth-skinned beauty was covered in fur now, but there are other kinds of beauty. He looked at me with leopard eyes that were a rich, pale gray. Just as I never met another human with eyes like his human eyes, I’d never met another wereleopard with eyes the same color as his. He opened his mouth in a huge kitty-cat yawn, flashing a mouthful of shiny white fangs.

			I heard Milford gasp. It made me glance at her. She looked pale as she lowered her camera. I don’t know if she was supposed to stop filming at this point, or if she had forgotten everything but staring at the huge cat in front of her.

			“Jesus,” Dunley said. I wondered if he realized he had his hand on the butt of his gun. If he’d drawn it, I’d have said something, but the first time you see someone who had been human just a few minutes before turn into an animal, it can be a shock.

			“Leopards aren’t that big,” Milford said, voice a little shaky to match how pale she still looked.

			“Wereleopards are,” Nicky said.

			I looked back at Nathaniel and tried to see him the way that Milford and Dunley’s faces showed they were seeing him. His fur was perfectly black, like a piece of darkness carved into velvet-furred muscle the size of a pony. He was at least twice the size of an ordinary leopard, and the look in his eyes was too full of intelligence, humanity—something that was both of those things and neither. The eyes and body were as purely leopard as Nathaniel could ever be, but as I gazed into those deep gray eyes, he was still in there. It was still Nathaniel, no matter what shape was wrapped around him.

			“Are all wereanimals that much bigger than the real thing?” Dunley asked.

			“Some,” Nicky said. He walked up to the big cat, and it rubbed itself around his waist and stomach, because that’s how high up his body Nathaniel could reach in this form. It was the same movement that your house cat does around your ankles, except that in this form he could reach a lot higher than our ankles.

			“Online he’s like the leopardman, not”—Milford made a vague gesture toward Nathaniel—“this.”

			“We have the best sense of smell in this form,” Nicky said.

			“Do all shapeshifters have three forms like this?” Dunley asked.

			“No,” I said, “most only have two.” I went to stand with Nicky and Nathaniel.

			“Be careful,” Milford said, and the fear was so clear I could smell it on the air like some harsh perfume.

			“Nathaniel won’t hurt me,” I said, and stroked my hand through the thick sensation of his fur as he rubbed himself between Nicky and me. I did have to brace so he didn’t stagger me backward, or even off my feet. I’d learned that the rubbing against us was like petting your human, except with your whole body, and when your body is that big and that strong, well, you need to be ready for it.

			“How can you be sure of that?” Dunley asked. He smelled like fear, too. He was just hiding it better than Milford. He could control his breathing and his heart rate, his body posture, his words, his face, but he couldn’t keep his body from reacting at the deepest levels to being in a room with a predator that big and that potentially deadly. At his base level, where the lizard brain lives, Dunley was afraid, and the scent of that was on his skin. It tightened my stomach and I realized I was hungry. I also realized that it wasn’t me who was hungry.

			I looked at Nathaniel, and he looked up at me with those gray eyes so like his human eyes, but not. I cradled that big, furred face in my human hands and rested my face against the top of his head, rubbing my cheek against the unbelievable richness of his fur. I whispered against one of his soft, triangular ears, “Did you eat until you were full at breakfast?”

			He shook his head while I was still holding him. “Damn it, Nathaniel, you’re beautiful. You don’t have to keep watching your weight like this.” Dunley’s fear spiked through the scent of his aftershave and soap. He smelled . . . thicker, for lack of a better word, than Milford, as if his scent weighed more. I didn’t know if it was because he was actually bigger, or if it was some arcane, unexplainable thing. I knew part of it was that he was just more afraid than anyone else in the room.

			“Please stop putting your face that close to his . . . mouth, Marshal Blake,” Dunley said.

			“Can I pet him?” Milford asked.

			“No,” Dunley said.

			“We need the bag of Denny’s clothes so he can get her scent,” Edward said from his chair.

			I drew back from Nathaniel and looked into his now gray eyes. I lowered my psychic shields, not to let him in but to stop keeping him out. With my animals to call and the vampires I was tied to, I actually spent more energy keeping them at a distance. It was like trying to hold a heavy weight overhead all the time, and now I could finally put it down and just let myself go.

			He was hungry, but it was more the fear of the humans, especially Dunley, not the lack of real food. Dunley did smell like food, but we wouldn’t eat him. Promise.

			I dragged myself far enough back to be just me again. That was the danger, to sink so far into the other that you lost yourself.

			I got his collar and leash, which he’d laid on the edge of the tub. The heavy leather collar that had been made for his neck in this form had a silver metal plate on it that read Pussycat. Our ex-lover and dominant, Asher, had had it made as a gift for Nathaniel. If we were going to work more often with the police like this, I really needed to get a second collar made that just read Nathaniel. Pussycat lacked a certain manly police attitude as a nickname.

			I smelled lion suddenly, like heat and fur. It made me look up to find Olaf standing closer to Milford. He should have towered over her, but he’d lowered his head enough to get closer to the top of her head, and her hair. Hair holds scent better than skin, and he was smelling her fear. She wasn’t afraid of him, but it didn’t matter; it still smelled good to him. It still smelled like an appetizer or an aphrodisiac, depending on which way you were feeling at the moment.

			Milford turned toward him and said, “Excuse me, Marshal Jeffries, is there anything I can help you with?” Good for her; she was confronting him, letting him know she’d noticed the invasion of her personal space.

			“Not right now,” he said, and his voice was already deeper than normal. Either his inner lion was peeking out or the scent of her fear had excited him enough to flood his body with extra testosterone and deepen his voice.

			“Then take a step back,” she said, and her voice was solid, steady. She was smelling less like food every second. Good. But now that she’d turned toward Olaf, I could see the back of her head. I’d known her hair was brown, but I hadn’t realized her short hair wasn’t short; it was just pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head. She was only a few inches taller than me, with long dark hair. Fuck, she fit his victim profile. I guess, come to that, so did Detective Dalton. So had Bettina; so did a hell of a lot of women here.

			Olaf smiled at her the way we’d smile at a kitten or puppy that was trying to be fierce, but he took the step back and stopped looming over her like the scary, pale giant.

			Nicky and Nathaniel moved a little closer to him, but it looked like they were moving toward Milford. She moved to one side, away from Olaf and them. Nicky petted the gigantic panther at his side.

			Dunley shook his head and finally dropped his hand away from actually touching his sidearm. He wiped his hand against the side of his pants as if his palm was sweaty. I wondered if he had what it took to go monster hunting. “You’re still shorter than me, which makes you a bad meat shield to hide behind,” he said, smiling.

			Nicky smiled back. “I get bigger.”

			“That’s what all the men say,” Milford added.

			Nicky smiled. “Trust me, Milford, I won’t disappoint.”

			She blushed but said, “That’s what all the men say, too.”

			“I guess they do,” Nicky said, smile fading. “I’ll just have to prove it to you.”

			“How?” she said and sounded wonderfully suspicious.

			“By doing what I said I’d do. If the monsters attack, I’ll step between them and you.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him, not believing him, and who could blame her? They’d just met. Most men who offer to risk their life for you on first meeting either mean it sincerely or are lying bastards.

			“All the monsters,” Nicky said and looked past her to Olaf. The two men stared at each other. I stepped up beside Nicky and took Nathaniel’s leash from him, and also managed to break their staring contest. I appreciated Nicky being all gallant, but honestly the thought of them fighting for real scared me. I trusted Nicky to win against almost anyone, but Olaf wasn’t just anyone.

			“Let’s go bring Denny home,” I said, and led the way toward the door.

			“You are so certain of that?” Olaf asked as I moved past him with Nathaniel padding at my side.

			“No, but I wish I was.”

			“You have seen too much to be certain of anyone’s safety,” he said. He didn’t look at Nicky, but he didn’t really have to.

			“I know that death comes to everyone,” I said.

			Edward came up beside us as if on cue. “What kind of Horseman of the Apocalypse would I be if I didn’t?”

			“So the nicknames are true?” Milford asked. “You’re Death?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said, in a thick drawl.

			“I’m War, and”—I pointed a thumb at Olaf—“he’s Plague.”

			“I texted Hunger. He’ll meet us in the hallway outside Denny’s room. They’ve got the bag with her scent items waiting for our search-and-rescue leopard to sniff,” Edward said.

			Nathaniel strained a little at his leash, and I didn’t argue. It was time to go.
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			THE LAST TIME I’d used Nathaniel to track a missing person had been in the mountains of Colorado in damn near pristine wilderness. It’s gorgeous here in the Keys, but a pristine wilderness it is not. Nathaniel tracked Denny to the parking lot and then stopped. I thought at first that she’d gotten into a car and he didn’t know how to track that, but Nathaniel made a low, unhappy sound. It made me look at him more directly, and he stared at me very purposefully. I took off my sunglasses, blinking in the bright light until I could see him clearly. He looked like a regular leopard, not that I’d ever stared into the face of an ordinary leopard from this close, but if I hadn’t known his head and body were larger than those of a normal leopard you’d see in a zoo, I wouldn’t have known any different. The bright sunlight brought out the black on black of his spots so you could see that he wasn’t pure black, like he appeared most of the time. His gray eyes looked paler with the sunglasses off; it was probably the contrast of the black fur around them, like gray ice in velvet, except this ice was looking back at me with a weight of . . . what? Intelligence, humanity, something that I never saw in any animal’s eyes. Nathaniel looked like a leopard, but what stared out of this shape was still not completely an animal. The weight and feel of his personality were still in there looking back at me. One second I was staring into that personality trapped in the eyes of a leopard, and the next I was seeing things inside my head that damn near made me fall down. I’d shared thoughts, feelings, and sensory input with him in every form before this, but it was like I was inside his head, or he was inside mine. It was as if every scent he was smelling slapped me in the face, and the difference in our color vision made me almost dizzy. It was incredibly disorienting. The smells were the most confusing, because a human mind doesn’t have enough brain to process it. I didn’t realize how distracted I was until Edward caught my arm to keep me from falling over.

			“Anita, are you okay?”

			I managed to say “Yes,” but apparently it wasn’t very believable, because he asked what was wrong.

			I wasn’t sure how to put it into human words, because my head was so full of leopard. I heard Nicky saying something and I realized that as my Bride he was probably getting some of what was in my head. I thought I should understand what he was saying, but it wasn’t as important as what I was getting from Nathaniel, or maybe I just didn’t have enough brainpower left to concentrate on words when there was so much to smell and feel.

			I’d never realized that asphalt smelled so awful, or that car exhaust was bitter, and even the rubber from the tires seemed to coat our tongue and make it hard to smell anything but the heat of the cars and the hot blackness underfoot. It was so hot it hurt; it hurt to walk on it, and in there somewhere was a confused resentment that I was wearing boots that protected my feet, and how could I give up the agility and claws of my back feet. It wasn’t that clear a human speech, but that was what my human mind translated it to, because I had to translate it into something human, or I might have gone mad. I wondered if part of the problem when someone first turned into a lycanthrope was that the mind they had couldn’t cope with being inside the animal body.

			I knew he needed to be off the asphalt; it was too hot in the late afternoon sun, so we started by walking into the grass. To the other cops it probably looked like I walked him to the grass, but in my head it felt more like I was following Nathaniel, so it was him leading me at the end of the leash. He stepped onto the grass at the edge of the parking lot with relief. His feet had been almost burning on the asphalt and would have burned if he’d stayed on it. It’s one of the reasons they tell you to test the road surface with your hand to find out if it’s too hot for your dogs to walk on, before you try to take them out on it. I’d never thought about it in connection to Nathaniel, because I thought he’d tell me if it was too hot or too uncomfortable. I took a deep breath and then let it out, and another, but I was still almost choking on the asphalt and the car exhaust. This was not a highly polluted area—I mean, it wasn’t the Rocky Mountains, but it was still seaside and open. How did wereanimals survive in the inner city?

			I put my hand on Nathaniel’s thick fur and tried to focus just on him, just me, just us. I pushed away the fear of the smells around us and just trusted in Nathaniel and me. We could do this. We could find Denny. Thinking her name helped me find my quiet center, and from one deep breath to another I could feel the great leopard beside me under my hand, and me standing beside him. I could feel Nathaniel in there, not just the leopard. I could feel my inner leopard happily close to the surface, as if she thought this might be her day to break free and run beside him. I had a moment of regret that I couldn’t, and then I was back in my head and still aware of Nathaniel beside me.

			He started padding forward. I wasn’t able to keep direct eye contact with Nathaniel while we walked, but I didn’t need to; I knew he was following the scent, sorting it out from all the other man-made smells that weren’t Denny’s scent. My human mind couldn’t make sense of the process, but I trusted that his leopard and mine would figure it out. I could put my sunglasses back on and answer Edward’s questions. “Nathaniel said that the car fumes and asphalt are making it hard to pick up Denny’s scent, but he’s got it now.”

			“Did you take him to the grass so he could circle the parking lot and try to pick up her scent on the edges of it?”

			“No, his feet were hot; the grass feels better.”

			Edward touched my shoulder. “Anita, I need you here and now, not lost in the leopard’s head.”

			“I’m fine now, Edward, we’re fine.” Nicky came up to me and offered me his arm to touch. He didn’t touch me but let it be my choice. I touched his bare skin with the hand that didn’t have a leash in it. My AR-15 on its sling strap bumped me, because my arm wasn’t helping hold it beside and behind me anymore, but the moment I touched Nicky I felt more solid. Nathaniel rubbed up against my leg, and the combination of touching them both at the same time helped more.

			“Stay near me, Nicky.”

			“Whatever you need,” he said. He kept one hand on my shoulder and the other hand with his own AR-15 held loose but ready, so it looked like we were trying to clear a room instead of trailing after a giant leopard in SWAT gear in Florida heat. Nathaniel picked the scent back up at the edge of the parking lot. He led us to a parked car, and my stomach fell into my shoes. He rubbed up and down the trunk like he was scent marking. He was happy, I could feel it, but my human mind got in my way. The car looked empty, but I couldn’t see inside the trunk and I really didn’t want to. It was more than ninety degrees Fahrenheit; in the trunk it would be hotter. Summer heat does really bad things to bodies. I didn’t want to see those bad things done to Denny’s body. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to unsee it and I didn’t want Nathaniel to have to see it either. Hell, I didn’t want any of us to have to see it, but Nathaniel wasn’t a cop; it wasn’t his job to see nightmares. I was afraid of what seeing Denny stuffed in a trunk would do to Bernardo, too, just for different reasons.

			I gave Nathaniel’s leash to Nicky and told them to stand back a little.

			“I don’t smell anything bad in the trunk,” Nicky said.

			“You’re in human form; you might not smell much more than we do,” I said.

			“Fine, do you smell a body?”

			I had to force myself to think about that, and then finally said, “No; do any of you smell it?”

			“We’ll have the trunk open in a second, Anita. We don’t have to guess,” Edward said.

			He was right, but still it made me feel a little more hopeful that none of us could smell anything horrible. I looked at Nathaniel where he was standing beside Nicky. Okay, none of us humans had smelled anything horrible. Something had led Nathaniel to the car. Normally I would have just thought the question and gotten an answer, but in that moment my surety of his sense of smell was overwhelmed with my very human fears. It made me head-blind and damaged my ability to sense what Nathaniel was feeling.

			Bernardo had moved back to stand on the other side of Nicky. He was thinking the same things I was thinking, and he didn’t want to see it either. Please, God, let her be alive.

			One of the men in full SWAT gear despite the heat brought up the tool to pop the trunk. Even though none of us could smell that sickly-sweet scent of decay, my gut clenched tight as the trunk slowly opened on its own, now that there was no more lock to hold it shut. I tensed as the lid opened wide like some giant’s mouth about to take another bite out of someone. There was something in the trunk, wrapped in a sheet. I didn’t want to think body, just something, and I sure as hell didn’t want to think Denny wrapped in a sheet.

			It was Edward who used a gloved hand to lift the sheet. I saw Denny’s short blond hair and then her face. Her eyes were closed, face slack. The sheet pulled back and I got a confused glimpse of her nude body curled up in a fetal position. I prayed about as hard as I’ve ever prayed that she was alive. Edward yelled, “I’ve got a pulse!”

			And it was as if we’d all been holding our breaths and now we could move, we could run. The ambulance that had been standing by started emptying out a wheeled gurney, the EMTs running this way. Bernardo pushed forward and put a hand on the side of Denny’s face. He wanted to ride in back of the ambulance with her, but Tyburn insisted on sending a female officer with her and keeping Bernardo with us. When Bernardo protested, Tyburn said, “We still need to catch the man who took your friend and killed Bettina Gonzales. You want to help us do that?” Bernardo stopped arguing after that. The ambulance took her away too fast to see much, but she’d had ligature marks on her wrists; I hadn’t seen her ankles. Would they match the ones on Bettina’s body, and if they did, why did the killer untie Denny and put her in a trunk? Why didn’t he kill her? Did we have two abductors and only one killer? We’d found Denny alive—that’s what I’d prayed for. I hadn’t prayed to catch the killer, or solve the crimes, just get Denny back. God moves in mysterious ways when He answers prayers, and sometimes He answers exactly what you pray for, no more, no less. We had Denny back—that was the important thing. I could still hear the ambulance sirens when Tyburn came up and told us we had two more missing women. Well, damn it.
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			THE MISSING WOMEN were from the same damn wedding party that Nathaniel and Wyatt had flirted so hard with. Maybe it wasn’t about our guys who flirted with everyone; maybe it was the wedding party itself.

			I suggested to Captain Tyburn, “You asked if it could be someone that had a vendetta against Bernardo, but maybe it’s this wedding party.”

			“We looked into them and they’re just normal kids.”

			“Did they disappear from the hotel like Denny and Bettina Gonzales?” Edward asked.

			“No, they went to a restaurant with the rest of the bridesmaids. They went to the bathroom and never came back to the table.”

			“What restaurant?”

			He told us. “Herbie’s.”

			It was the same bar where Andy the belligerent drunk had been a regular. What were the odds that two more girls would go missing from the same bar? “I may have a clue, but I need to call someone for more information first,” I said.

			“If you have information to share, Blake, share it.”

			“One phone call, okay?”

			“One phone call, but make it quick, because I want to get you and your super-leopard over to the last place the girls were seen.”

			I nodded, walking just far enough away to have some privacy, and fished my phone out of one of the pockets on the tac pants. Micah picked up on the first ring. “Is there a reason that the local shapeshifter was in the bar where we found him?”

			“What? Why?”

			I took a breath and backed up, telling him we found Denny and we had two more missing women. “They were abducted from Herbie’s, where we found Andy.”

			“The bathrooms are within sight of the tables; how could anyone abduct them without someone seeing something?”

			“I don’t know, but can you call your local contacts and ask why Andy was at that restaurant? Are there more of the local shapeshifters or other supernaturals working there?”

			“You sound like all the other humans blaming us.”

			“Micah, you know me better than that. It’s why I called you and didn’t tell Tyburn yet.”

			“I’m sorry, Anita. I know you. I’m sorry, but you’ve already met one of the local clan.”

			“No game playing. We’re about to head over to the restaurant and see if Nathaniel can sniff out a clue.”

			“I called Andy’s family to check on him and his wife and to see if they knew anything about Rankin.”

			“Come on, Micah, just tell me. We need to get to the next abduction scene.”

			“He’s one of the family.”

			“Does he shift?”

			“Just started. He was almost forty, so he thought he was safe.”

			“What’s with his voice and shit? Because Andy and his wife didn’t do that.”

			“It’s a rare gift in the bloodline. They have siren blood in their ancestry.”

			“You mean like queen-of-mermaids kind of siren, like the wife of the Vampire Master of Cape Cod?”

			“None of them turn into mermaids, but they call the family members that have this gift sirens, and it’s a hell of a lot more than just being able to lure sailors to sink their ships.”

			“He can make you want to confess to crimes,” I said.

			“Or sleep with him, or who knows what he’s made people do over the years,” Micah said.

			“Will the family testify to any of this in court?”

			“Not yet, but I’m working on it. Christy had her baby, and it’s got a snake lock.”

			“You mean Medusa for real?” I asked.

			“Yes, the entire family is crazed with grief. They haven’t had a newborn with a snake on it since Great-Great-Great-Grandma something, and it wasn’t a home birth, because of the complications.”

			“Shit, they couldn’t hide it,” I said.

			“Exactly.”

			An SUV with Kirke Police on the side had pulled up. Tyburn yelled, “Blake, are you coming?”

			I took the phone away enough to yell, “Coming!” and then talked to Micah as I went for the car. “Well, fuck, please ask them if there’s anyone that would talk to us at the restaurant. We’re headed that way now.”

			“I’ll try to get someone to talk to me,” he said.

			“I love you,” I said.

			“I love you, too. Give Nathaniel my love, and Nicky, too. All of you, be careful.”

			“I will and we will be,” I said.

			Detective Dalton was driving the SUV. Nicky rode shotgun beside her and I got in the backseat with Nathaniel, who stretched across me like the huge cat he was. Everyone else rode with Tyburn. We hit the lights and sirens and away we went. Since Tyburn had almost gotten me killed last time he drove, I was sort of glad that Dalton was driving.
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			HERBIE’S PARKING LOT was just as full as last time, except some half of the cars were police of different flavors from FDLE, Monroe County Sheriff, Florida Highway Patrol, Kirke, and even one that read Key Colony on it, which was a new one for me. Tyburn parked blocking in two customer cars, but honestly, we were out of options on the gravel parking lot. He came over to our SUV and Dalton rolled down the window as if he’d asked. “Marshal, you and your friend stay out of sight until I warn people that he’s here to help the investigation.”

			I stroked Nathaniel’s head and he rolled on my lap, with his big head going off one side and his shoulders letting me know how heavy he’d be if I could get more of him into my lap. He started to purr. People tell you that leopards can’t purr, but that’s not true. They can only purr as they breath out, that’s true, unlike domestic cats, which can purr breathing in and out, but Nathaniel purred as he writhed all that fur and muscle across my lap. I knew that two people were missing, and Denny was in the hospital still unconscious, but as I ran my hands over Nathaniel’s fur and he filled my lap with purring, like a happy cat, I let myself enjoy it. Bad things happen, but good things happen, too, and if you don’t let yourself enjoy the good moments, the bad will eat your life. It was like in Peter Pan: Think happy thoughts and you can fly.

			Nicky turned around in his seat, face so serious it looked grim. “You guys look adorable; if I wasn’t guarding your adorable asses, I’d be all smiles.”

			“If Nathaniel wasn’t in animal form and Micah was okay with it, we could go back to the hotel and be adorable together,” I said.

			“The three of us don’t really do adorable,” Nicky said.

			The leopard in my lap stopped writhing but didn’t stop purring as he raised his head high enough for Nicky to pet him. Nicky couldn’t help but smile as he stroked the huge black head.

			“I knew you loved Anita, but I didn’t know you loved Nathaniel, too,” Dalton said.

			“He’s my bro.” Nicky rubbed Nathaniel under his furry chin, while he closed his eyes in happy slits and filled the car with a deep bass purring that no small cat could equal.

			“Nathaniel likes the term brother-husband,” I said. It was a term that Nathaniel used for the men in our poly group whom he shared me with, and shared domestic duties with, but didn’t have actual sex with himself. There were only two brother-husbands for him. Micah had more.

			“He does,” Nicky said and rubbed the big cat between the ears.

			“Do you like being Nathaniel’s brother-husband?” she asked.

			“Yeah, I do.”

			Before Dalton could work her way up to asking exactly how we defined brother-husband, Tyburn came back and we were saved from having to explain ourselves, which you spent a lot of time doing if you were poly.

			The remaining bridesmaids, plus bride, and their respective men friends had been sitting in a second area of Herbie’s. It looked like a covered screened porch with picnic tables and benches that could seat much larger groups than the small tables in the bar area. To get to the bathrooms from the screened-in area, you had to walk outside in the parking lot and go around to the bar section. There was no direct route through the building itself. According to witness interviews, the two women had left together and were seen in the parking lot and in the bathrooms, but somewhere between leaving the bar area and walking the few yards back to the screened area, they’d vanished. Witnesses had the usual conflicting reports of them getting into completely different cars, trucks, vans. Two witnesses said they’d gotten into a car voluntarily. One witness said that they’d been fighting and calling for help. When the police asked the woman witness why she hadn’t alerted anyone to their abduction, she had no answer. It wasn’t that she was lying really, but once she’d heard abduction, missing person, her memory had just filled in the blanks with what she expected. It happens a lot more than you’d think. One of my great disappointments when I started working with the police and then became a marshal was how unreliable eyewitness testimony was. It just seemed so wrong that it didn’t work like it did on Perry Mason or even most Law & Order episodes.

			The witnesses screamed when they saw the big leopard. Ironically, I recognized a couple of them from the group that had flirted so hard with Nathaniel in human form. Now they were terrified; fair-weather flirts. Tyburn and some of the other officers cleared the witnesses out of the screened porch area so that Nicky and I could bring Nathaniel in without frightening them more. Edward, Bernardo, and Olaf stayed with us. The area was roomy when it was empty; we could have fit most of the police on-site in it if we’d moved the tables out.

			Nathaniel hadn’t really needed a personal item to get Denny’s scent, because he knew her, but we needed one for the two new missing women. Lucky for them, one had left a light jacket behind and the other had left a huge hobo bag that she used as a beach tote and one of her favorite bags for carrying books around campus.

			Nathaniel snuffled the jacket and then looked up at me. I stared into the big gray eyes and spoke before my human brain could get in the way: “Can you get a scent from the jacket?”

			He shook his head.

			“Can one of you ask Tyburn to see if the jacket is new? Nathaniel isn’t getting much scent from it.”

			Bernardo went in search of Tyburn and the rapidly diminishing bridal party. Nathaniel snuffled at the big, loose purse. It slid off the back of the chair it had been hanging on. He rubbed his face on it, almost burying his head in it. He raised his head and gave a small sneeze-like sound, but he started sniffing the ground, and then as we got close to the door he sniffed the air. He followed the scent across the parking lot, threading his way between the end of the parked cars and the building. Only catlike grace got him through the small tables in the bar area without knocking over the stools and chairs. The bathroom barely gave him room to go in and turn around, and then back out we came. He followed the trail back out to the gravel parking area and then out into the far side of the parking lot, where it brushed up against the empty lot next door. There he stopped, sitting down by the car parked there.

			“Is she in the car?” Bernardo asked.

			The leopard shook his head.

			“Have you lost the scent?” I asked.

			He nodded.

			“Did they get in a car and drive away?”

			He looked at me, and again there was that weight of intelligence and human thinking in the leopard eyes that no ordinary cat had. He nodded.

			Tyburn cursed softly. “We’ll try to see if any of the witnesses remember the same car parked in this slot, but I wouldn’t hold my breath.”

			“The jacket was new; she’d never worn it before,” Bernardo said.

			“Lucky we had the purse,” I said.

			“They got in a car and were driven away by a man—that’s the only thing that the few witnesses that saw them can agree on,” Tyburn said. Apparently, while we’d been sniffing purses and jackets, he’d been gathering intelligence to share. It was a nice division of labor; too bad it didn’t help us find a clue.

			My phone buzzed in my pocket. I got it out and saw that it was Micah. “What do you have for me?”

			He didn’t chastise me, or say I love you; he just told me, which is one of the reasons we worked as a couple. “Two of the extended family work there. One of them is at the hospital with Christy and the baby. The other one, Cleo, was working today.” He gave me her name and then texted me a picture of a smiling young woman with hair so white it couldn’t be natural.

			“She’s got a few streaks of color in the white now, her cousin says; the funky hair color helps hide that she’s got snake locks.”

			“Like the new baby,” I said.

			“Yes, but Cleo didn’t get hers until she was three.”

			“Thanks, Micah.”

			“I hope it helps. I’m at the hospital with Bram.”

			“Where are R and R?” I asked.

			“I sent them down to try to get an update on Denny.”

			“She’s still unconscious as far as we know,” I said.

			“If I find out different, I’ll text.”

			“Thanks,” I said, and saw a woman with short white hair and streaks of color. “I think I see her. Love you.” I hung up to his “I love you, too.”

			I tried to question Cleo Stavros, but she panicked at the sight of Nathaniel on his leash. We could hunt for missing persons with a leopard on a leash, but questioning witnesses with him seemed to go under the heading of coercion, or undue influence. Basically, if I wanted to talk to Cleo, Nathaniel had to go somewhere else.

			Dalton volunteered to drive Nicky and Nathaniel back to the hotel. Nicky would order some rare steaks and pay-per-view and then wait for Nathaniel to change back to human form. I rubbed my face against Nathaniel’s furred one, which made a few more of the witnesses and one of the cops scream; then I kissed Nicky good-bye, wrapping the faint scent of lion just below his skin around me. If I was going to be close to Olaf again, I wanted my lioness to remember we already had a lion in our lives.

			Tyburn helped us find a spot to question Cleo alone with just him and the Four Horsemen. I learned how he was managing so many different overlapping jurisdictions out of our way so often. He’d been part of the county sheriff’s office, but Kirke Key had offered him more money and a promotion. It still seemed like a political miracle, but so far, everyone seemed to know him and like him. Sometimes the good-ol’-boy network can work for you, instead of against you, even if you’re not one of the boys.
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			CLEO’S WHITE HAIR was streaked with pale purple and what I thought at first was black, but in the sunlight, it was a blue so dark it was almost the shade of Jean-Claude’s eyes. The hair was shorter than I thought it would be since it was trying to hide the big family secret, but it was thick and straight and almost touched her shoulders. Her eye makeup and lipstick were black and purple to match her hair. She also seemed to stay out of the sun, or she was using one of the best white bases I’d ever seen, because it looked invisible on her skin.

			I tried to be friendly, the good cop—I mean, I had Edward and Olaf to play bad cop—but to every question I asked she had only one reply: “I told the other cops everything I know.” She worded it slightly differently, but the meaning was the same.

			“She’s better at avoiding answering the questions than I am at asking them,” I said when the four of us took a huddle to regroup. Tyburn was talking to Cleo, his deep voice rumbling in reassuring tones.

			“Whatever she is hiding must be important or she would not be working this hard to hide it,” Olaf said.

			“Maybe we’re overcomplicating this,” Bernardo said.

			We all looked at him. “What do you mean?” I asked.

			“What if all she’s hiding is the family secret?”

			“Go on,” Edward said.

			“Maybe that’s why she’s good at keeping secrets; she’s had to keep one all her life.”

			We all thought about it, and I finally said, “You really aren’t just another pretty face, Bernardo.”

			“The compliment would mean more to me normally. Right now, I just don’t want to see another girl butchered the way Bettina was.”

			“Let’s lie,” I said.

			“What do you have in mind?” Edward asked.

			“Tyburn will need to be in on it,” I said.

			“In on what?” he asked.

			“We’re the Four Horsemen, the scourge of bad little supernaturals everywhere.”

			“We don’t have a warrant of execution for this crime,” Olaf said.

			“She doesn’t know that.”

			Bernardo nodded. “Nice.”

			“Simple,” Edward said.

			“Frightening,” Olaf said.

			“Yes,” I said.

			“So we’re all bad cops,” Bernardo said.

			“Exactly.”

			“I like it,” he said.

			“As do I,” Olaf said.

			“Let’s do it,” Edward said.

		

	
		
			62

			WE SAT CLEO Stavros down at one of the picnic bench seats and crowded her, though I made sure that Olaf and I were the ones closest to her. I knew she had at least one snake hidden in her hair somewhere. We had to consider the snake potentially venomous, just like you considered suspects armed until you patted them down.

			“We don’t want to hurt you, Cleo,” I said.

			She frowned at me, unsure for the first time. “What are you talking about?”

			“We know that there’s a supernatural element to Bettina Gonzales’s murder and the disappearances of the other women.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

			“If you tell us what you know before the warrant arrives, then we won’t use the warrant against you.”

			“What kind of warrant?”

			I looked at the other men and we bounced our glances around like it was a game of catch. “You know who we are, right?”

			“You know what we are,” Bernardo said.

			She frowned at us all. “You’re marshals.”

			“We’re marshals with the preternatural branch,” Edward said.

			She frowned harder, and then the first flicker of unease went through her eyes. “The preternatural branch. You kill monsters.”

			“We kill supernatural citizens that break the law,” I said.

			“We kill monsters that prey on humans,” Olaf said.

			“I know what the preternatural branch does,” she said, and she still sounded angry, but she also sounded nervous. We were making progress.

			“Once the warrant of execution gets here, Cleo, we can’t help you anymore. We will be duty bound to execute the order as written,” I said.

			“There are no monsters for you to kill here.”

			“Now, Cleo, you know that’s not true.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I want a lawyer.”

			“Normally, Ms. Stavros, that would be the end of this interview and we’d get you a lawyer,” Tyburn said from farther back in the room, “but supernatural Americans that commit murder don’t have the same rights as ordinary American citizens.”

			“I want a lawyer,” she said.

			Tyburn should have called it, because we didn’t have a warrant of execution. We couldn’t actually prove supernatural involvement in the first murder or the abductions yet, but we had two missing women and less than a day to find them alive. We’d all agreed to push enough boundaries that Cleo would never be able to be successfully tried for anything, but we didn’t want her; we wanted what she knew.

			“Talk to us before the judge signs off on the warrant and it gets delivered here, Cleo,” I said.

			“Once we have the warrant in hand, Ms. Stavros, we will have to consider you part of the conspiracy to murder Bettina Gonzales, and if anything happens to the other two women, that will be added to the charges,” Edward said.

			“The first murder is enough,” Olaf said. “We can only kill her once.”

			“What are you talking about? You’re not going to kill me,” she said, and she was more angry than nervous. Had we overplayed our hand?

			“I’d rather not kill a beautiful young woman like you, but if you’re conspiring to kill human beings, I won’t have a choice,” Bernardo said, sounding sad.

			“What are you talking about? You’re all crazy. I want a lawyer, now.”

			“I’m sorry, Ms. Stavros,” Tyburn said, and he looked sad about it, “but the judge has already signed the warrant; we’re just waiting for it to be delivered to the marshals. The judge signing it means that anyone involved in the murders, human or inhuman, loses their constitutional rights. If you help us find the other two women before they come to harm, then the marshals have enough legal discretion to spare your life, but once the warrant is in hand, then it is literally a warrant of execution. Your life will be in the hands of the Four Horsemen.”

			“The Four Horsemen? What are you babbling about? This is ridiculous. I want my damn lawyer, and I want him now!” She stood up and Olaf put a hand on her shoulder and forced her to sit back down.

			Her hair moved, not like wind blowing, but like something moved it. Olaf removed his hand from her shoulder; he’d seen it, too. “I guess we’re not as infamous as we thought,” Bernardo said.

			“I am Death,” Edward said, and there was not a hint of Ted Forrester anywhere in him. His eyes were cold as January skies.

			“I am Plague,” Olaf said, and he was so close that his leg touched her leg. It made her jump and scoot away from him.

			“I’m Hunger,” Bernardo said.

			“I used to be called the Executioner, but I killed so many people, I got promoted. Now I’m War.”

			“Wait, I read about you on the Internet, but I haven’t done anything to earn a death warrant.”

			“Warrant of execution,” Edward said.

			“Whatever you call it, I haven’t killed anyone.”

			“You helped him kidnap the women today. If he hurts them, kills them, then you’re just as guilty as he is for the murders,” Edward said.

			“I didn’t help him do anything.”

			Olaf leaned over her, so close that his chest almost touched her hair. She looked up at him like he was some fairy-tale giant about to devour her. I couldn’t see his expression, but from the look on her face it was scary as fuck.

			“We don’t have time for this,” Bernardo said.

			“No, we do not,” Olaf said, and the next thing I knew he had grabbed the woman and slammed her down on top of one of the tables. The only reason she didn’t scream was that he’d probably knocked the breath out of her. He pinned both her wrists above her head against the table with one big hand. She started to try to kick, but Bernardo caught her ankles and held them on the table.

			She got her breath back enough to say, “You’re crazy. Let me go!”

			Olaf drew a knife longer than my forearm. He held it above her face so she could see herself reflected in the flat of it. “Oh God,” she whispered, “you’re police. Police don’t do things like this.”

			I came up on one side of the table and Edward on the other. We leaned over her and I said, “We’re not the police.”

			“We’re executioners,” Edward said.

			Olaf caressed the flat of the blade down the side of her face. She screamed and a snake appeared in her hair, mouth wide, fangs bared. If Olaf had been human, she’d have bitten him, but he wasn’t human. He moved in a blur of speed, too fast for the snake to bite him. It hissed at him, and she struggled like she knew she was stronger than a plain human. She’d counted on the snake to either kill one of us or startle some of us into letting go. Cleo was playing for the wrong audience. Edward and I were both pointing guns at her. I was looking at a point just above her eyes. Edward was aiming at her heart.

			“Attack us again and I will put a bullet in your head,” I said. My voice was soft, careful, because I was pointing a loaded gun at her forehead. What had started out as pretend had suddenly become real.

			The serpent in her hair was joined by a second. They rose through white and striped hair like deadly hair accessories. Olaf said, “Stupid bitch, we don’t have to wait for the warrant now; you tried to kill a U.S. Marshal.”

			“You scared me,” she said.

			“We have not begun to scare you,” Olaf said, and with that he turned the blade in a silver-edged blur and cut off the head of the snake that had tried to bite him. Blood gushed out and the snake body flopped and sprayed blood over her face, over Olaf, over me and the whole fucking room. She was screaming bloody murder, but the last snake head hid back in her hair, trying to save itself.

			When she calmed down enough to talk, she told us about her uncle Terry and how he’d overheard the early dinner plans for the bridal party and how he wanted two of them. “He has this voice, this voice, and people will do anything he wants. I saw him come up to them in the parking lot; he just talked to them and they smiled and they took his hands and they went with him.”

			“Where has he taken them?” Edward asked.

			“I don’t know.”

			Olaf cleaned the blood off his knife over the front of her shirt, across her breasts.

			“I swear I don’t know.”

			Olaf twirled the still bloody knife in his hand and said, “You still have one more snake in your hair.”

			“It hurts, but they’ll grow back; we can’t get rid of them.”

			“Do your fingers grow back?” he asked, and he stared down into her blood-covered face with his deep, dark eyes.

			I wasn’t sure if he was serious, but just in case he was, I said, “Not fingers again. I told you not to start with fingers.”

			He smiled up at me with her pinned and bloody under his hands. “What do you want me to cut off of her first, then, dearest?” He caressed the flat of his blade down the front of her body, slowly, sensuously.

			Fine, I could play. “We talked about this, Holmes. Leave her all the parts that let her do her job and earn money.”

			“For you, Adler. She is a waitress, so she does need her fingers, but her uniform will cover scars on her torso.”

			He slipped the tip of the blade underneath her T-shirt so that the naked blade touched naked flesh. I said, “Hold very still, Cleo. If you move, you’ll cut yourself on his blade and he’ll enjoy that. Won’t you, honey?”

			“Very much, dearest, very much,” he whispered, voice so deep it rumbled.

			I saw his hand move minutely and blood blossomed through the cloth of her shirt. She screamed. He cut her again.

			I pulled her shirt up so I could see how bad the cuts were. They were surprisingly shallow. I was relieved. She struggled and I watched her movements cause her to cut herself on the razor-sharp blade again.

			“Stop moving, Cleo, and he won’t cut you again.”

			Cleo didn’t just stop moving; I think she held her breath while the big blade slid further under her clothes. I came in close to her face, out of snake-striking range but close enough that she could move her eyes and see my face, as I said, “He’s going to take the blade away from your skin and then you’re going to tell us everything you know, because if you don’t, he’s going to make you bleed again, and you don’t want him to do that again, do you, Cleo?”

			She made a small, whimpering, “Hmm-mm.”

			“Move the knife away, dear, so she can talk to us.”

			“Only for you, dearest,” he said, and he slid the blade slowly out from under her shirt. When she could see the blade and know it wasn’t touching her she started to shake, and then to cry, but she told us everything she knew and confessed that she had been willing to sacrifice two more girls the same way Bettina had been sacrificed, because it was supposed to lift the family curse. Cleo even knew where the girls were being held and readied for sacrifice. She also knew it was an accelerated time schedule. They were going to kill them at sundown tonight, something about an astrological event that would make it work better than it had twenty years ago. Cleo even knew about the victims back when Tyburn was a new cop.

			“I’ve told you everything I know. Please, please, don’t hurt me anymore.”

			“You’re begging us not to hurt you, when you helped send two other women about your own age to certain death. He guts them, Cleo. He butchers them like a hog or a deer,” I said.

			“Please,” she said.

			Bernardo said, “Did Bettina Gonzales say please? Did Bettina beg for mercy? Did she, Cleo? Did she? Did she beg for her life, Cleo? Did she?” Bernardo let go of her legs and just walked away from her. I think he didn’t trust what he’d do if he didn’t put some distance between himself and Cleo Stavros.

			There was an ambulance waiting outside for Cleo, though once we explained exactly all the parts of her that were bleeding, the EMTs were a touch less eager to put her in their vehicle. I think they were still under the impression that the snakes were pets and might crawl off of her and hide somewhere. If they’d been that easy to get rid of, Bettina Gonzales wouldn’t be dead.

			Tyburn came to us and took us to one side. “Her uncle Terry is Terry Rankin.”

			“We figured that,” I said.

			“I know her grandfather’s place. I use to go fishing with her uncles. Hell, I dated her mother before she married.”

			“Did you know what they were?” Edward asked.

			“Murderers, no.”

			“Did you know about the family curse?” I asked.

			He took in a deep breath, let it out, and said, “I knew about some of it, but I thought it was like lycanthropy, just something they couldn’t help.”

			“Can you give us the lay of the land where they’re keeping the women?” Edward asked.

			“Hell, I can draw you a map, as long as you don’t want it too pretty.”

			“We don’t need pretty. We need accurate.”

			“I can give you that.”

			“Find a man to keep with Cleo so that she doesn’t phone home and warn everyone,” Edward said.

			Tyburn nodded and went off to find someone to babysit our murdering Medusa, and something to draw us a rough map so that we could plan an assault on an isolated camp of venomous snake lycanthropes. It sounded like a bad B movie.

			“I wonder if other body parts grow back like the serpents do,” Olaf said.

			“If you get a chance to find out, let me know,” Bernardo said, and there was a look on his face that I’d never seen before. For the first time I thought not only would Bernardo not stop Olaf from torturing Rankin and his family of killers, but he might help him do it.

			I wasn’t sure how I felt about that; hell, I wasn’t sure how I felt about the little game Olaf and I had played with Cleo.

			“You okay?” Edward asked me.

			“I’m not sure.”

			“Did you call him Holmes and he called you Adler?”

			I nodded.

			“Since when did you and Otto have pet names for each other?”

			“It was his idea.”

			“And you’re okay with being his dearest?”

			“No, not really.”

			Edward leaned in even closer and whispered, “Eventually he’s going to ask you to do something you won’t do and then you’re going to have to kill him.”

			“I know, but that’s not right now. Right now we have women that are going to die at sundown if we don’t save them, and Otto is going to help us save them.”

			“Yeah,” Edward said, “he will. Now, let’s go coordinate with the other local PD and see how many men and women we have to work with and what kind of equipment they have. I wonder if anyone has a flamethrower I could borrow. You still can’t fly with them.”

			On one hand, fire kills everything; on the other hand, Edward had burned a house down around us once using a flamethrower inside a vampire’s lair. I wasn’t sure if I hoped he found one, or if I would feel safer if he didn’t.
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			EDWARD FOUND A flamethrower to borrow, and an hour later we were standing on a narrow side road. It was mostly white gravel and seashells, not like the shells had washed up on the road, but like they’d been scooped from somewhere else to be used to help fill out the gravel. I’d lived landlocked all my life, so the thought that seashells were that common seemed weird. The vegetation that lined the road was just as alien as the thought that we were walking on seashells. We had almost every flavor of police that existed in the Florida Keys and could be mobilized in an hour’s time. It wasn’t much more than what we’d had at the restaurant where the girls had gone missing. Tyburn, as the person who knew the place best, had helped plan where each group would enter the overgrown grounds of the hunting camp. There was a house and several outbuildings. He was pretty sure that the girls would be held in the house, so he was going to take us to the house. Other groups had different buildings as their targets to clear, but the four of us, plus Tyburn, got the house.

			Once we got into the thick, tropical underbrush, I was glad that I had the shotgun tight to my vest and could snug the AR closer to my body without getting tangled in all of it.

			I kept waiting to hear gunfire from one of the other groups, but the five of us moved in a well of silence except for the constant buzz of insects that made me glad we’d used bug spray; only Olaf had turned it down. He said it would ruin his sense of smell and he’d want that in the woods.

			We came to the edge of the underbrush and the big clearing that was the main camp. There was only one other group visible; it was at the far end of the clearing, moving toward what looked like a big smokehouse. We nodded at one another, but that was it; they had their objective and we had ours. We put Tyburn at the point of our group, and the rest of us took a two-by-two on either side of him, with the ones at the back also covering our asses. We moved in that awkward bent-knee group walk that I’d learned serving warrants with SWAT. It helped you have a steadier platform from which to shoot, and we all knew how to do it, even Tyburn, though he complained that the last time he’d done it his knees hadn’t minded so much.

			The house was an original Florida Shaker house, with a tin roof and a small front porch, all of it covered in weathered boards that had aged gray, but it seemed in good repair, which puzzled me. I associated that level of discoloration on houses with decay, but it seemed snug. The windows were open, white lace curtains fluttering in a breeze that came up from the sea. The breeze was what let me know we were close to the ocean, even though the trees hid it from view. The trees also kept most of the wind trapped, but the house and the outbuildings weren’t made to withstand a storm by the sea; they had to be built farther back in the shelter of the trees. Tyburn had told us that modern building materials and engineering had enabled houses to sit right on the ocean, but before that, one good storm and your house was wiped out, and you with it.

			The door was propped open like an invitation or a trap, or maybe they just didn’t have air-conditioning and were trying to catch a breeze. Olaf and Bernardo took the outside to the right, Edward and I took the left, and Tyburn stayed put in hard cover by the covered porch. We’d do the outside of the house and see if we could see into any of the rooms, then meet back at the front—or that was the plan, but like all plans, it didn’t survive the battleground.

			Terry Rankin called out, “Captain Tyburn, I see you out there, and I can feel Anita Blake’s energy. I’ve got one of the women with me. You come inside and she’ll be safer for a little while longer.”

			I hadn’t planned on his having drunk so deep of my metaphysics that he could sense me outside the house; fuck. “If the two of you don’t come in and visit, I’ll hurt her.”

			“Terry, it doesn’t have to be this way.”

			“Yes, it does, Captain, and if you and Anita come inside, I’ll answer all your questions. I’ll even answer some questions you don’t know to ask yet.”

			Tyburn craned up enough to see inside and say, “One of the girls is in there.”

			“Fuck,” I said. I motioned at Edward and the others to do their perimeter check and I’d go inside. Edward didn’t like it, but he gave the slightest of nods and vanished around the side of the house like water. The other two were already out of sight on the other side. Tyburn went in first, and I admit I used him as a human shield, just in case. I had my AR snug against my shoulder and ready to shoot anything hostile. If Rankin tried to mind-fuck me, I’d consider it a hostile act and kill him. He hadn’t told us to lay down our weapons, so I was using mine until told otherwise.

			Of course, as if he’d read my mind, he said, “You can keep your weapons, but if you come through the door with them pointed at me, I’ll shoot Stephanie here.”

			I should have known it was too good to be true. I lowered my AR from my shoulder to my side, though I knew I could shoot from the hip if I had to and still hit most of what I aimed at.

			Rankin slumped on the old-fashioned couch with a small end table next to his arm. There was a handgun on the table flanked by two iced teas. Stephanie was curled on the couch beside Rankin, her head on his shoulder and one arm across his stomach, around his waist. Her long legs were drawn up on the empty side of the couch. Her shoes were placed neatly beside it. She looked half asleep and hadn’t reacted to our entering the room. She seemed drugged but otherwise unharmed. The drinks had been there long enough to sweat all over the coasters that were protecting the dark wood of the table. Both the couch and the table looked like antiques—a little worse for wear, but still nice. If the gun hadn’t been sitting in plain sight, it would have looked like a nice way to spend a lazy afternoon.

			“I’ve got War, but where are Death, Hunger, and Plague? They have to be nearby; they wouldn’t let you fly solo. I bet you even have your other bodyguards out here somewhere.” He put his head to one side and seemed to be thinking hard. “I don’t feel Nathaniel or Micah close by. You didn’t bring them. Interesting.”

			Since he didn’t ask about the other horsemen a second time I ignored the question. I did a quick search of what parts of the house I could see from the living room, but I mainly had to keep my attention on the siren and soon-to-be ex-cop on the couch. If there was something dangerous in another room, it would have to wait until Rankin was neutralized.

			“How did you know where to find us?”

			“Once I realized that you might be involved I remembered your family’s hunting camp. It’s isolated and you’ve got room to hold prisoners and do ritualistic murder.”

			“Some of us think our family is cursed and if we kill the right amount of people in just the right way, it’ll be over.”

			Tyburn managed to look blank-faced, good cop face, but I think I failed to keep a straight face, because Rankin laughed. Stephanie shifted in her sleep, snuggling against him. He petted her hair, soothing her back to sleep. His voice was low as he said, “Your face, Blake. It does sound ridiculous, but we really are cursed; you know that. You saw my cousin Andy in all his glory. If that’s not a curse, I don’t know what you’d call it.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Terry,” Tyburn said. “Andy needs to get a handle on his drinking.”

			“Their baby, it’s a girl.”

			“That’s wonderful,” Tyburn said.

			“She was born with a snake lock. Someone in the hospital snapped a picture of the baby. It’s already on the Internet: ‘Medusa Baby Born in Florida Hospital.’”

			“Micah told me about the baby. I’m sorry that everyone is so upset about it. How are Christy and Andy doing?” I asked.

			“You don’t really care about them, about my family.”

			“Micah Callahan, my fiancé, has spent a lot of time here, trying to help your family. He cares,” I said.

			“Perhaps Callahan does care.”

			He glanced down at the sleeping woman, rubbing his hand against her shoulder. “I didn’t hurt Bettina Gonzales, and I sure as hell didn’t decide to dump her where other police would find her like that. I did help destroy evidence after the fact, though.”

			“But you never touched the first victim?” Tyburn asked.

			“I swear to you that I didn’t know what had happened until she was already dead. Then they called me in to help clean up the mess.”

			“Who’s ‘they’?” Tyburn asked.

			Rankin shook his head, still leaning against the back of the couch so that it looked like he was rubbing his head against the worn upholstery. “Some of the family arrived early for the ceremony, but he got out and he sort of ate all the other cursed ones in the family but me. He still thinks he can cure us, but what he’s become, there’s no cure for that and there’s no saving what he did to the others. You’ll see soon enough.”

			“We can’t let you kill these women, Terry.”

			“I don’t think you’re going to let me do anything. I think we’re just going to do it.”

			“I know you’re a siren, and a powerful psychic, Terry,” I said.

			“Not psychic, Anita, magic. I don’t know where the snakes came from, but we used to be sirens and sometimes one of us will get thrown back and have the voice again, but that’s not my only gift. I know what people want, their deepest desire. Take Stephanie here and her friend.” He stroked her hair again. “She wants to feel safe the way her father made her feel before he divorced her mother. Valerie wants to sow some wild oats before she settles down with her boring boyfriend. She let us tie her up with a smile on her face, because bondage and sex with multiple men are on her bucket list. She’ll have a great time until he starts to cut her up, and then even my magic can’t keep her from screaming.”

			“Tell us where she is, Terry,” Tyburn said.

			“Anita’s partners will find her.”

			“Is Stephanie drugged?”

			“No.”

			“You’re not a vampire, and that’s the only other thing I know that can wipe memories and make people do things they wouldn’t normally do,” I said.

			“My family is cursed, goes all the way back to ancient Greece. One of my ancestors pissed off a god—at least that’s the story—and they were forced to turn into monsters. We were lucky, because we could be human part of the time, but the monster part craved killing and eating fresh meat.”

			“Doesn’t sound that different from being a shapeshifter,” I said.

			“You think that now; wait until you see it.”

			“Like you said, Terry, I’ve already seen your cousin.”

			“Oh, it gets much more interesting than that.”

			“Let’s go get Valerie and make sure she’s safe,” Tyburn said.

			“Sorry, Captain, but I’m going to finally tell the whole truth, and then you’ll have to rescue her from him.”

			“What is the truth, Terry?” he asked.

			“My mother wanted to make sure her children wouldn’t be cursed, so she went to Europe to find a supernatural father that she thought would help end the curse. Do you know what a love-talker is, Anita?”

			“It’s a solitary type of Fey that seduces women and children with music and charm and then drowns them.”

			“I love that you know that.”

			“It’s my job to know.”

			“I suppose it is, but it’s a rare Fey.”

			“It’s also considered Unseelie court, which means they can’t immigrate to the United States, and even with your mother being a U.S. citizen, if they’d known what your father was, they’d have made her leave the country.”

			“And that’s why I could never tell anyone what I was, or what dear old Dad was.”

			“I’ve felt your power inside my own head, and I’m seeing what you’re doing to Stephanie now; that’s not right, and sure as hell not legal.”

			“No, it isn’t; it goes under the magical malfeasance laws. I’d be lucky to be deported; I’d probably just be executed under the supernatural endangerment acts.”

			“Maybe,” I said. “Honestly, Fey are harder to fit into our laws here, which is one of the reasons that we don’t let them in the country much.”

			He petted the brunette’s long hair where it lay across his lap. “It is evil, what I can do. Tell Angela I’m sorry for everything I did to her. I couldn’t risk her using her abilities to figure out what I was, what we all are. I didn’t want to kill her, so this was the compromise with my relatives.”

			“Using mind control on her is rape by magical means,” Tyburn said.

			“I know, I know. I don’t have any excuse for it. I was saving her life, but there had to be other ways I could have done that. But I have the ability to see into the deepest desires of people. It’s so easy to manipulate them if you can offer them their secret wants. And, God, I am so sorry about what happened with Forrester’s son and the other bridesmaid.”

			“What are you talking about?” I asked.

			“I just meant to distract you all, but I pushed at the woman’s deepest, darkest desires and didn’t understand that she has a . . . crush on Peter Parnell.”

			“What? Dixie has known him from birth; she babysat him.”

			“Yes, but something in the boy’s background came to light about him liking rough sex is what I got from her memory, and that’s her dark, secret desire, to have a man throw her over his shoulder and have his rough way with her. How was I to know that the kid would actually throw her over his shoulder? But I did not mean to almost get him killed. I just didn’t understand how deep her emotions were running.”

			“Even if you know their secrets, you’re not supposed to use that against them,” I said.

			“You think your fiancés are monsters, but you don’t know what monster means yet, Anita. I looked online on the website for the club and the Coalition, and both of them are still handsome in whatever form they take. Nathaniel is still beautiful as a big cat. He’s always been beautiful, even as a child.”

			It took me a second to realize what he’d said. “That’s the second time you’ve hinted about Nathaniel. How do you know what he looked like as a child?”

			He looked past me to Tyburn. “This is part of what I don’t want anyone to know. Love-talkers drown women and children; we seduce both; it’s in my genes.”

			“Are you saying . . .” Tyburn couldn’t finish the sentence.

			“I swear to you that I have never touched a child inappropriately. I had convinced myself that I found a safe way to get the urge out by watching videos.”

			“God, Terry.” Tyburn sounded ill. I didn’t feel much better.

			“You know how images and video on the Internet never really go away; they just float out there forever?”

			“Is that a rhetorical question?” I asked.

			“Maybe, but I found a few older videos that were my favorites. I thought they were my dirty little secret and I could just pretend it wasn’t real. Then suddenly I’m meeting my favorite fantasy in person, except he’s all grown-up. Those eyes—you can’t change those eyes. I thought they must have colored his eyes for the film, because no one has violet-colored eyes, not in real life.”

			I was suddenly cold. The room was still over ninety degrees, and the breeze wasn’t helping that much, but I still felt cold.

			“They didn’t use his real name, or even the name he uses on stage at the club, so I didn’t connect your Nathaniel with that little boy. It was when he showed up with his hair cut short that I realized that it was the same . . . person. I had convinced myself that those videos didn’t hurt anybody. I think I thought of them as movies, made up, not real children like my son. I love him and I would never hurt him. I don’t look at him with lust in my heart, thank God. It’s like a normal father having a daughter. You don’t lust after your own kids. I’ve never touched a child in real life, never. I would never.”

			“But you watched the videos,” I said, and my voice didn’t sound like me.

			He nodded. “I could lie to myself that no one got hurt, that somehow it was special effects or a trick, until I met your fiancé face-to-face. I thought it was just a coincidence until I ran his name and got his background; then I realized it was him all grown-up, and for the first time I wanted something I couldn’t have. I wanted him to be evil. I wanted him to be a monster that preyed on children and women and whored them out, abused them, the way he’d been abused, but he wasn’t like that. He isn’t like that. He’s remarkable for his background, so healthy, so happy, so real.”

			“That’s why you tried to frame him for the crimes.”

			“I needed a fall guy, and what better way to get rid of my pathological crush than by making him the bad guy. I’m sorry for that, sorry that I was one of the adults that watched his films and helped exploit him. Exploit, such a clean word, a nice word for what it actually means.”

			“God, Terry, you’ve sat through the lectures about child pornography and what happens to those children. You’ve helped us find pedophiles and put them on trial, and the whole time you were one of them,” Tyburn said.

			“I am not one of them. I have never, ever touched a child in real life.”

			“Did you pay for the films you watched?” I asked.

			He glanced at me and then away, staring down at the woman in his arms. “Yes, the films are still popular enough that they cost.”

			“Then you know that the person you paid money to used it to make more films, to abuse more children. You know that, right? You’re a cop; you know how it works.”

			“I do,” he said and reached for his gun.

			“Don’t do it,” I said.

			“Terry, don’t do this,” Tyburn said.

			His hand was just resting on it; he hadn’t even picked it up. My AR was back at my shoulder and aimed at him. “Ease down, Marshal,” Tyburn said.

			“Captain, either she shoots me or I eat my gun. Remember all those old stories about dragons and monsters terrorizing the countryside back in medieval times and earlier, Anita?”

			“Yeah,” I said, voice soft and careful so that I could keep my aim on his face.

			“When one of us becomes our monster half and stays there, we go after our victim of choice. Most of them go after young women, the legend of the maiden sacrifice, but it’s like we chase what we’re attracted to.”

			“Vampires kill their nearest and dearest first, sometimes,” I said. I raised my gun barrel toward the ceiling, because he still wanted to talk and I couldn’t keep a rifle pointed at him steady forever. I didn’t point it at the floor, because I didn’t want to cross the woman in his lap with the gun barrel.

			“If I change into my monster and don’t come back to myself, I’ll hunt children, Captain. I can’t let that happen.”

			“Come with us, Terry. We’ll take you in, lock you up; you won’t hurt anyone.”

			“You still don’t understand what’s happening—but you do, don’t you, Anita?”

			I didn’t actually, not all of it, but I asked what I wanted to know, while I watched the center of his body, waiting for him to tense, which would let me know he was moving his gun into play. “Why do your people kill women every few decades?” I asked.

			“The reason that he wants to kill these two is that the auguries were good when he gutted the first girl.”

			“Auguries, what are you talking about?” Tyburn asked.

			“It was an old method of divination to read the entrails of a sacrifice. He thinks he has the gift of prophecy with reading animals’ death throes and then what their internal organs look like after death. Like I said, he’s crazy. But some of the others believe that he can read what the gods want, so he needed another woman that was tied to Bettina. He overheard Bernardo talking to Denny and thought a shared lover would be enough of a connection, but I knew we couldn’t take one of the people from a U.S. Marshal’s wedding party. I knew Forrester wouldn’t rest until he found her, so I persuaded them that she was too high risk a target. They let me put her somewhere she’d be found, but on the condition that I use my powers to get two suitable victims to replace Denny. I did it, but you know they tried this twenty years ago and it didn’t work. He’s convinced that it wasn’t the right connection between victims, and there’s some astrological event tonight that will make it perfect. Helping clean up after a murder is one thing, but I can’t live with myself bringing them like lambs to slaughter. I can’t live knowing that just watching the videos of your fiancé hurt him and hurt every child who’s used like that. I can’t pretend anymore. My son is almost the same age that your Nathaniel was in those first films. I think what I would do to anyone who touched him like that, that stole his childhood away like that, and I thought I’d kill them. I’d shoot them. I’d look them in the eyes and shoot them dead.”

			His chest moved, his hand closing on the gun but not raising it much. It didn’t matter; he had the gun in his hand. I aimed at his face. I’d normally go for a center-mass shot first, but with the woman draped across him I couldn’t risk it. It would have to be a head shot.

			“I don’t have a warrant of execution for you.”

			“Captain Tyburn will testify that I gave you no choice.”

			“You won’t shoot us, Terry.”

			I wondered where Edward and the other two horsemen were. Were they listening in to the confession? I pushed it out of my mind and just concentrated on the man in front of me. Yeah, he wanted suicide by cop, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t shoot us to make us shoot back.

			“When I die, my magic dies with me; Stephanie and Valerie will both know that they aren’t safe. I’m sorry for all the harm I’ve caused. The rest of us aren’t bulletproof, or blade-proof, but if you don’t set fire to the wounds, they heal. I know that if anyone can kill him, it’s the horsemen. Don’t let him get to the water, or he’ll swim away and you’ll lose him.” He raised his gun toward us.

			I let out my last breath and the world closed down to that quiet center. There was no doubt, no fear, no anxiety, no questions of right and wrong, just his face at the end of my gun barrel, his eyes so big and dark. I’d hit just above them. He could have tried to use his gaze on me, but he didn’t. He didn’t want to win. He wanted to lose. He brought his gun up and started moving his hand to aim at me, but he knew he’d never make it. He didn’t want to make it.

			I pulled the trigger and the gun jumped in my hand. His head rocked back against the couch, spraying blood all over the upholstery. Stephanie woke screaming, falling off the couch, looking at the blood, at his face. Tyburn and I both went toward the couch, Tyburn to help our victim up off the floor and get her out of there, me to look Rankin in the eyes one more time and pull the trigger again with my barrel almost touching his skin. His brains blew out the back of his skull to add thicker things to the blood that was already on the couch and wall. Once the brains come out, even vampires and shapeshifters are dead. I’d had to kill him, but the thought that he’d sat in the dark in private and watched Nathaniel as a little boy being hurt, that he was a cop and he’d tried to use that authority to pin crimes on Nathaniel, that it hadn’t been enough to be part of his abuse, he’d tried to take the life, our life, away . . . If I could have killed him more than once, I would have. But as I’d told Peter once, if they’re dead, that’s as good as vengeance gets. Once their brains are plastered all over the wall, you’re done.

			The only thing that saved my hearing was the high-tech earplugs. I heard yelling, and some kind of animal sound like a bull roaring, or maybe a lion, or something I had no word for, but it was loud enough to reach through my ringing ears. We had more monsters to kill. I left the body on the couch to finish bleeding out and ran for the door and the sounds of fighting, but before I got outside I heard wood splintering inside the house, a woman who wasn’t Stephanie screaming, and that bellowing sound again, except this time it was behind me inside the house. I turned with my rifle to my shoulder, putting a wall to my back, and looked down the hallway to find Edward at the end of it with a broken back door behind him, and Bernardo with the redhead from the pool in his arms. She was screaming one long, loud scream after another, but we’d found Valerie Miller. Olaf and Edward were both looking into the room that I thought they’d gotten her out of. I thought the door was closed and then realized that it wasn’t a door unless it was painted black. No, it wasn’t a door. There was something filling the doorway. I had a moment of Edward, Olaf, and all of us seeing one another, and then the blackness filling the doorway moved into the light of the hallway and I knew why Valerie Miller wouldn’t stop screaming.
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			IT WAS A mass of black tentacles that had to be more than ten feet tall and wide enough to fill most of the hallway, so that it seemed to flow toward both Edward and me at the same time. The tentacles had snake heads, or maybe the entire mass of the thing was made up of hundreds of individual snakes. There were faces, or things that looked like faces, here and there, but I wasn’t sure if there was a human face in the writhing mass, or if my mind just so desperately needed something human in it that I was seeing things.

			I think I heard Edward yell at Bernardo to get the girl out. I yelled something similar to Captain Tyburn about Stephanie and knew that he got her out, even as I took an angle to shoot into the mass of snakes that wouldn’t overpenetrate and hit Edward or Olaf on the other side of the house. The thing screamed and seemed undecided whether it wanted Edward and Olaf or me more. Then one of the faces in the mass opened its eyes and looked at me. For one horrible second I recognized Andy Stavros, the drunken husband and new father. Another head higher up opened its eyes and screamed at me. Was it one of the men from the pictures that Micah had shown me? Was this thing made up of more than one of the family? What the fuck was going on?

			Andy Stavros’s head screamed at me again, and this time I shot it, instead of the mass of snakes. The head bled from the hole in its forehead just like Rankin had. I yelled, “Shoot the heads!” For all I knew, Edward and Olaf were already doing it, but it didn’t hurt to try to share intel. The monster seemed to be retreating toward the back door. I didn’t know where the others were in relation to it, so I didn’t want to shoot into the mass while it was moving that way. I heard Edward yell, “Fire in the hole!”

			Shit! I had time to start backpedaling for the front door before I heard the whoosh of fire and heard the monster’s mouths scream for real. You didn’t have to understand anything to know that those were pain sounds. Fire kills everything, even Lovecraftian horrors like the thing that was now trying to crawl toward me. I ran out the front door as much to get away from the fire as to flee from the monster. The old house went up fast: Either the wood was ripe for burning or Edward had used an accelerant. Either way, the house started to collapse with the monster still inside it, or I thought that was what was happening, and then the black tentacles burst out of the burning house. I had a second to guard my face from flying fire and debris, and then I was firing up into a mix of snakes, tentacles, human heads like some kind of trophy stuck into the nest, and things my mind couldn’t see, didn’t want to remember. I was shooting as I moved backward, and didn’t watch where I was going. One minute I was shooting fine and the next I was flat on my back with a huge tree branch tangling my feet.

			I didn’t scream as the moving nest of burning snakes reached out toward me. I just kept firing, trying to find its heart or brain, or something. I kept firing as it blotted out the sunlight, and I thought, I wonder if I’ll die from venom, fire, or just be crushed. I was weirdly calm as a hand yanked me to my feet and Bernardo was rushing us both backward out of reach of the snapping snake mouths. We got the big tree that the limb had fallen from between us and the beast, and then we put our shoulders together, snugged our AR-15s against our shoulders, and started shooting the burning beast.

			Edward and Olaf joined us. Olaf put his shoulder beside mine and he joined Bernardo and me shooting into the creature. Edward stayed on the outside and used the flamethrower again. I felt the backwash of heat from it, and the next thing we knew, the big tree that had slowed it down and helped give Bernardo time to find a safe shooting distance started to burn. I had to step wide to Edward’s right to make sure that my bullets weren’t in danger of hitting him. Bernardo was safe on his side. The three of us kept shooting into the center mass of it, as Edward sent another sheet of flame whooshing toward it. We had to back up from the tree as it started raining burning debris down on us like the house had. Fuck flamethrowers.

			The creature turned away from us and started trying to move past Bernardo, since he was on the end of our defense and farthest away from the flamethrower. Behind me were trees and plants that would burn if it made the tree line, but beyond that was the Gulf of Mexico, and I remembered what Rankin had said, that it could swim away and heal.

			I aimed at one of the heads nestled tight to the center of the body and pulled the trigger. The flames hid most of the damage from me, but the beast staggered. Something about the heads clustered in the middle hurt it more. I yelled, “Shoot the heads in the center!” I wasn’t sure Olaf or Bernardo would hear me over the whooshing of flames, gunfire, and the beast’s screams, but then one of the heads seemed to partially explode. Bernardo had heard me. I emptied my AR into the creature and yelled, “Reloading!”

			Olaf and Bernardo took a step forward and fired faster into the creature, while I popped out the empty magazine, got one of the extras to slip in place, and did one last hit to make sure it seated right. And then I moved back up with them and we fired shoulder to shoulder again, or as close as we could get with the height difference.

			Olaf yelled, “Reloading!” He stepped back to get his new magazine and I stepped forward to fire into the heads. The smell of burning flesh and hair burned my throat and eyes. The wind had changed, and the smoke was blowing toward us now. Crap!

			Bernardo yelled, “Reloading!” and we covered for him.

			Edward kept hitting it with fire, and it was hurt, but it didn’t die. I knew he was out of fuel to burn it with when he stepped up on the other side of Olaf with his AR to his shoulder and started shooting with us. There was movement behind us, and it was the other police; reinforcements had arrived. They cursed and yelled about what the fuck was that, but they put their shoulders to ours and started shooting it. They’d have done the same thing if it had been a bunch of bank robbers shooting at us.

			Two mags later and I was out of ammo for the AR. I switched to the shotgun. It rocked a little more than the AR, and pieces of monster fell away where it hit.

			Olaf yelled, “Empty!” and had to step back from the line, because he’d actually run through all his ammo in all his guns. Edward, Bernardo, and I closed the gap where he’d been standing and fired into the still-burning, smoking, screaming creature. The cops had formed a line on either side of us like some sort of impromptu firing squad.

			I pulled the trigger and came up empty. I felt for more ammo, but there wasn’t any more for the Mossberg. I dropped it and pulled the Browning, knowing I didn’t have the stopping power I needed, not for this monster. I used it anyway, until I was empty again. “I’m out!” I yelled and stepped back from the line; Edward was the last of us standing with the police when the monster stumbled and then slowly collapsed to the ground. It was still burning and they were still shooting into it, but it had stopped bellowing.

			Edward hesitated, lowering his rifle. The rest of the police kept shooting until they ran out of ammo, too. We shot it long after it had stopped moving, or screaming. Normally, I might have encouraged people to conserve their ammo, but I didn’t know how to be certain that it was well and truly dead. It had three heads and seemed mostly made of tentacles. I had no idea where its heart might be, or if those were all really heads, or if there was only one real head and the others were sort of decoys, like the tip of a lizard’s tail that looks like a worm to predators so they won’t attack the lizard’s head. The creature smoldering on the ground by the still-burning shed was so alien that we couldn’t even decide when it died, or if it had.

			I don’t think I was the only one flashing back to all those old monster movies from my childhood where the big monster was never really dead; it only seemed dead until the next movie. The fire department got there, alerted by the smoke, but they were just as puzzled by what to do as we were. The only thing we all agreed on was that we weren’t going to try to save it.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			THE LOCAL AUTHORITIES have the monster carcass, and several museums and zoos have sent experts down to look at it. So far no one knows what it is, but they also can’t prove that it was ever human.

			Edward using his crime-busting superpowers to save one of Donna’s oldest and dearest friends made her take another look at her views about his job. She decided that being jealous of his work and especially his closeness with me was just another way of repackaging her old jealousy issue about our “affair.” She owned it, she apologized to all of us, and when Denny got out of the hospital with a clean bill of health, the wedding went forward, with plans for serious couples therapy. Donna and Edward both want to make this work badly enough to work at it, which is more than I can say for most of the couples I know.

			The hotel and all the rest of the wedding business agreed to Nathaniel’s request that they delay everything until Denny and Peter could be with us. There were no extra charges and they felt badly that a relative had caused so much harm.

			I was standing beside Edward when he looked down that flower-petal-strewn beach at his bride-to-be. His face showed everything that you could ever want to see on your groom’s face. The love, the faith, the hope—all of it was there in Edward, the most cynical person I’d ever met. In Donna he’d found all the naïve, impossible things that he’d wanted when he was younger, before he became Edward. For that look on his face, it was all worth it. I didn’t have to understand it. I didn’t have to be in love with Donna. I just had to stand there and see that my best friend adored her above all other women on the fucking planet, and that was good enough for me. The second-best face at the altar was Peter’s. He damn near glowed with happiness as he watched his mother walk up the aisle and take Edward’s arm. I don’t know if Donna would have kicked Dixie out of the wedding or not, because Dixie took the choice out of her hands. She went home early, too ashamed of what she’d done to Peter to face everyone. I’d like to think that she would be getting therapy, too, but I’m not holding my breath.

			Since I didn’t have a warrant of execution for Rankin, the shooting had to be reviewed, but Tyburn backed me up and it was eventually declared a clean shoot. He’s pretty sure that the “us” Rankin kept talking about was his extended family, but we have no proof. Rankin chose to die rather than betray them, and the ones who showed up to slaughter the women were absorbed into the monster we killed. The murderers are all dead. Cleo might have seen jail, or even been executed for real, but we’d violated her civil rights so badly, it gave her a get-out-of-jail-free card.

			Nathaniel, Micah, and I talked about what Rankin told me. Nathaniel took it better than we did. Rankin isn’t the first person to see the films that his abuser made of him as a child and then seek him out. He’d never told either of us that. Strangely, he had told Jean-Claude, as owner of Guilty Pleasures.

			Nathaniel admitted that what Rankin offered him that kept getting through his shields was the illusion that he would be Micah for him. That this version of Micah would want him completely and utterly, in every way physically. Micah wants to try to meet more of Nathaniel’s physical needs, but he doesn’t think he’ll ever be able to meet them all. There are men in our poly group who can and will, but if Micah and Nathaniel are going to be the ones marrying each other, then is it okay that they don’t meet every need? We’re talking about couples therapy for us, too.

			Olaf went back home, wherever that is, and I answered his question. I preferred Adler to Irene. He preferred Holmes to Sherlock. I suggested Moriarty for him, but he said it didn’t match the naming convention. He was right, so there you go. We had pet names for each other. I don’t have pet names for most of the people I’m living with, so having them with Olaf seemed even weirder. I need to find a lion to call before my lioness forces the choice, and it cannot be Olaf, damn it.

			Peter is healing more than human-fast. He comes up inconclusive for lycanthropy, but inconclusive isn’t testing as human normal either. He may still be able to join the armed forces because he doesn’t change form; he still doesn’t test positive for a contagious disease yet. It’s still made Peter even more eager to join the other half of the family business, because world-class assassin and monster slayer will be all that’s left of things he wanted to be when he grew up if he does go from inconclusive to testing positive. I’d promised years ago that I would go with Edward on Peter’s first hunt, and I will go, but I’m still wishing a different life for the boy I met all those years ago. Something gentler and kinder than hunting monsters.

			Melanie saw the Internet story about Christy and Andy’s baby and the monster that we killed. She talked to Nathaniel when we got home, and he brought it to us. Melanie’s original name was Echidna, the mother of monsters. She’d been afraid I’d use the knowledge to get a warrant of execution and kill her. I guess I wasn’t the only one still disturbed by our first meeting, years ago. She thinks the family in Florida are her descendants and that maybe, just maybe, she might have enough power left to help them lift the curse, or maybe get them closer to her own transformation. Something that they could control and that perhaps could be directed, so that they could choose how the change comes out. She used her own venom to change human men into pseudo-lamia mates for her once, so she wants to talk to the family about trying to modify their shape-changing. There are no promises, but there is hope, and that was what Micah really wanted for Christy and her new daughter and the rest of their family. Maybe it wasn’t a happily-ever-after ending yet, especially for Christy, who had lost her husband, but sometimes when you fight monsters and are trying hard not to become one of them, hopefully-ever-after is a good place to start.
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