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Velvet was going to freak. Omar wiped his face and mouth with his hands. Whatever he did next was not going to be easy. Lying to a friend even for her own good wasn’t his style. He opened the cabinet over his sink and grabbed a whiskey bottle by the neck. After considering just knocking the bottle back, he decided class should be maintained in all things. He filled a water glass to the rim and drank it down in two swallows then casually walked back into the living room. 

She was on the floor again, her long dark body stretched out holding her spell book on her belly. When he left to answer the house phone in his kitchen she’d been meditating, now she appeared to be sleeping. He sat on his couch and watched her chest rise and fall. Whatever he told her could wait for her to open her eyes. 

“Oh, man,” he sighed. Who was he kidding? Telling her right away was the only option he had unless he wanted to give her a reason to push him away again. He had to act like he trusted her to know how to handle herself. She’d had disturbing news before. Just treat the woman like any other colleague even though she’d nearly been consumed by demonic fire barely five weeks ago. Still, he hated telling her things were getting bad without her. Worse than he imagined.

“The best way to tell me something is to simply say it.”

Oh, she was awake and reading his mind?

“A ringing phone wakes me every time,” she said. “If you have to report in, go ahead. I could lay here all night.” 

Omar slipped from the couch to his knees then crawled over to her. “It’s not about work. I’ve some bad news about Wilder. That was Tyra on the phone.” 

“Oh, those two,” she moaned and closed her eyes. “But it’s not about the two of them, is it?” She opened her eyes to view his face then gingerly removed the spell book from her belly and rolled to her side to sit up facing him. 

“He was hit with concentrated ultraviolet.”

“Ultraviolet? Damn it! What is going on with those people? As soon as I’m down they start turning on each other.” She paused to hold the back of her head.

“Velvet?” 

“I’m all right. It’s just stress.”

Stress when she meditated half her waking hours and chanting with her spell book? He should have known she’d hold back the status of her health. “Then you aren’t feeling so much better.” 

“Actually, I am feeling so much better,” she insisted.

Since Tanaka sneaked in and licked her whole wounded body, he thought. He’d done what nobody else could do for her. A crook like him gave her so much comfort and lessened her anguish while a good guy like himself had to sit around waiting to be useful somehow.

“What happened?” she asked bracing for the worst.

“Another vampire attacked him, Rankin and George Kim. The target was Wilder. He kept Devon and Tyra out of it for the most part.”

“Tonight?”

“A little while ago. Tyra asked me to keep you here until further notice. She said to tell you to trust her and Rankin on this.”

“I trust them but I’m still going to Wilder.” 

Of course, she was. That’s what Tyra thought she’d say. “She told me to tell you the best thing to do is stay put until Suzanne arrives to transport you, Miss Hazel and Carmen to the castle.  It’s what Wilder told them to do before he passed out.”

“Transport us to the castle because Wilder got in a fight? Who attacked Wilder?”

“She didn’t say. I’ll take you over.”

“No, I can drive myself,” she said reaching for a pair of sneakers to step into. “I think this is the moment I quit acting like a weak sister.”

“Velvet, it’s on the way.” 

“My car is here, no reason for you to get all caught up in Velvet Washington drama. I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”

“Sure.” He gave her a weak smile and let her walk out of his house. 

After her headlights vanished, he closed his front door then went into the kitchen to pour another drink. It was starting again, the anxiety and jealousy. Of course, she’d race out to see about her crew when called. Didn’t mean she was deserting anybody. “Not yet,” he muttered then knocked back his second glass of the evening.

Ultraviolet light was the deadliest weapon known to destroy the undead. Somehow Wilder was still alive as the contact wound spread slowly across his back. The pain had to be excruciating for tears to stream down a master vampire’s face. He was burning up from inside his flesh and crawling down her sidewalk, crazy in what had to be brutal anguish. 

“Help him!” Why were they merely standing around watching him lose his mind and the strength he had left? “Tyra, hold him down!” She ordered jumping from her car and started down the sidewalk after him. “Get him off the pavement!” Before Tyra made a move Rankin forcefully pulled Wilder from the sidewalk and held him on his feet. Wilder’s head flopped about his shoulders as he snarled and salivated. “Oh, he’s dying!”

“Naw, he ain’t gonna die, Vee.” Devon stepped up, pushed her to the side then tore a vein in his wrist open with a fang. Grabbing a tuft of the vampire’s hair, he held his head still as he forced dripping blood into his mouth. “I got a little down his gullet earlier when he passed out. I guess, I’m going to be feeding him most of the night.”

“Devon, thank you!” Thank the goddess Devon was a werewolf! His blood was highly potent with healing factors which worked miracles on vampires. “Oh, Devon, thank you.” At least one other person cared. “Wilder,” she said holding his gray face in her hands. “It’s Velvet. Be still, and calm yourself.” He said her name reaching out as if blind, searching for her. “I’m right here, and Devon is giving you his blood. Bless his heart,” she said and took a breath of complete relief. In her panic, she’d forgotten how hard it was to kill a master vampire. 

“Ain’t nothing but a thang, Vee.” Still, he frowned at the now unconscious Wilder and took him from Rankin’s hold to carry him toward the house.

“He was trying to get to the mansion,” Tyra said. “Be with his own.”

“And I suppose you couldn’t bring yourself to help him!” Damn that girl’s slayer soul. Velvet ran up the porch steps to keep up with the young werewolf. 

“Velvet, he told us to keep our fucking hands to ourselves! What else was I supposed to do?”

“How about trying to save your boss’s life! Or how about just helping a victim in distress!” God, if she had her super strength right now, Tyra Kinkaid would be on her ass nursing a busted mouth. “You just don’t give a damn at all, do you?” Velvet stopped in the open door blocking it with her body. “You get the hell off my property.”

“What?”

“You are fired. Rankin, you make sure she has her personal effects out of the offices by noon tomorrow.”

“Fired?” Tyra’s braided ponytail whipped from Rankin’s pale face to Velvet’s dark scowl. “What did I do?”

“You didn’t do one thing to help him, even after I told you to. You really want him to die.”

“I’m not the one who shot him! And he told us to leave him alone.” She waited as if for Rankin to back her up. “Well, what more could I do? Devon was waiting for him to pass out again, all he needed was more blood. Then he started raving about his brood and protecting you. Damn, Vee. He wasn’t going to get far like that.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Rankin said. 

“Well, thanks for finally acting like you have a tongue.”

“Wilder was out of his mind,” he continued, “I can imagine how it looked to you but we did as much as he allowed us. Which is why I had Tyra call you. He was frantic about your safety. Now isn’t the time to be parting with associates.”

“I’ll make that decision, Rankin. I want a full report first thing in the morning- and I mean a full report.”

“I don’t know if that is possible. Before he passed out he told us to secure your safety and keep this among ourselves. It was an order.”

“Rankin, you know damn well how this works. Wilder’s authority only supersedes mine when I’m indisposed. Do I look indisposed to you?” And your bald head better choose your answer carefully, she conveyed with her blazing eyes. 

“Calm down.”

“Bastard, if you ever tell me to calm down again.”

“All right! You are the boss! We are all at your command!” He paused to take a breath then took Tyra by an arm and led her from the house to his Benz. After they backed out to the street Velvet ran into the house.

~*~
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At Wilder’s side, she applied a wet cloth to his face and brow as there wasn’t much to do for an ailing vampire. Her spit was no good either. Or was it? She was still a witch, right?

“Velvet, is it okay he’s not breathing?”

“He’s not?” She put her head on his chest. Nothing. Thank the goddess! “He’s asleep. They don’t breathe while sleeping.” It was a good sign he managed to slip away before the sun rose.

“I guess, he can’t drink while he’s asleep either?” Devon took the chair across from the sofa stretching his legs out on top of the ottoman in front of him. 

“Why don’t you go lie down and relax?” 

“Naw, I’ll keep this chair until Rankin returns.”

“I can protect Wilder if that vampire returns.”

“Actually, no you can’t. Not this one. Chumps like Darnell and his crew, maybe but this one was something else.”

“Who was he?”

“I never saw this guy before.” 

An answer but not really for the question she asked. Why were they suddenly following Wilder’s lead, she wondered. “So what happened? Why wasn’t he caught at least?”

“Wilder ordered us to let that guy go. And take care of you, Carmen and Hazel.”

“He was shot in the back,” Velvet stressed. “Neither of you watched his back?”

“We did our best tonight, Vee. Wilder made sure Tyra and I stayed away from that warlock vampire. He did a good job until that lady shot him from behind.”

“Then Wilder knows this vampire? Did he say why he was attacked?”

“He’s been up to some stuff Velvet, just like Tyra’s been saying. Tonight he told us what it was. I’m not sure if it has to do with that other vampire though.” 

“What?”

Devon had shot up to his feet glancing from the windows to the kitchen. Velvet took the raised brow and silence as a cue to lift her sword from the table. Intruders at her house. She went to a window to look out. On the porch, were two women dressed in evening gowns. A short-haired platinum blonde Velvet wasn’t familiar with and Deborah. Deborah tossed her gold and black locks out of her face then knocked on the door with her fist. Beyond the porch, in the yard, and near her mailbox stood Darnell and Haido, both wore swords strapped to their backs. “It’s the brood,” Velvet informed Devon.

“Don’t let them in, Vee.”

“I wasn’t planning to, Devon.”

“Velvet, open up!”

“Don’t think so!”

“Wilder! Say something,” Deborah shouted. “Velvet, you better let me hear his voice!”

“Damn it,” she sighed realizing opening the door to show Wilder was the best move. Devon had donated too much blood to last in a fight with at least four vampires. “Now, you arrive,” Velvet addressed her crossing her arms.

“Where is he?” Deborah made a move as if to cross the threshold and collided into an invisible force. “Wilder!”

“Stop shouting.” Velvet stepped back allowing both vampires a view into her living room. “He’s sleeping now.”

“What happened?”

“He was shot in the back with a ray gun.”

“He was in mortal peril and you didn’t think to inform his brood?”

“Actually, I didn’t. We were more concerned about saving his life!”

“Let me see him, Velvet. Let me in!”

“Say please,” Devon said from the couch. He kept his eyes on the kitchen door. They weren’t able to break in but they sure could chunk stuff in or send in something else.

“You can’t come in, Deborah. As you can see he is being taken care off.”

“On your couch? Woman, you turn him over to us right now.”

“Not going to happen.”

“Velvet, you have no right! Our master was struck down and we all feel it! He needs us!”

“He’s sleeping peacefully.”

“Damn it, Velvet. I am his mistress and you are just a person he works with. I’m only telling you one more time to let me in.”

“Okay,” Velvet said raising her sword. “Tell me one more time.”

“Very well, then.” Deborah screamed furrowing her brow, showing her demon face and raised her claws. She forced herself against the barrier of the threshold and screamed, clawing at Velvet’s face. 

“What the hell is she trying to do?” Devon’s mouth dropped open when Deborah’s foot came over the threshold. She was forcing her way in, ignoring the pain of forcing back the barrier.

“Wow, I’m impressed,” Velvet stated and backed up. 

“Let the woman in!” Darnell rushed up to the porch steps. “She has to be with him.”

“Not tonight.”

“Vee!” Devon cried out as Wilder took a deep breath and rose straight up on the couch.

“Wilder!” Velvet ran over to him. Still asleep, he stood up and turned toward the door and Deborah throwing herself into the force field. “Who is doing that?” Velvet asked. Not Deborah. “Wilder?” He took a step as Cathy Mae put an arm around Deborah’s middle and pulled her back. He was going to Deborah. She came for him and he was compelled to go to her. She wasn’t being dramatic, but desperate to get to her master. No, that wasn’t it. She said she was his mistress, they had a bond! It was real. Wilder belonged to Deborah as much as she belonged to him.

“Vee, he’s going to walk right out there. We’re letting him go?”

“I guess that’s what he wants. Deborah, you may come inside. You too, Cathy.” Both women rushed inside so quickly Velvet barely registered their movement until they were outside holding Wilder between them. Haido rushed to get in front as another woman took up the back.

“Was that so hard?” Darnell stood just without the door. Always in her face in her business. Not even of the brood. She walked up to him and gave him the finger. “Classy as ever,” he snarled.

“Would it have been so hard to explain the situation?”

“Oh, you didn’t know what being master and mistress means,” Darnell chuckled. “Wilder didn’t tell you.”

“Not that it matters, no he didn’t. But you can tell me something, though.” Boldly, she walked up to him until he stepped back onto the porch giving her access to her own porch. “How long are you going to remain in the supporting cast when you think you should be the star? Where did the blonde come from? Does it boil your tired blood she’s the mistress’s right arm? I bet you miss Jerome so much!”

“You know, I could tear your windpipe out before Devon can take two baby steps?”

“Actually, I don’t know that, Darnell. But if you think you can handle both of us on your own,” she invited. Clearly, the fool wasn’t aware the brood was in flight towing the master home. Velvet chuckled as the light went on in Darnell’s head. “Idiot.”

“Look, Velvet.”

“Shut up. Don’t for one moment think I’m over you and the rock star kidnapping my sprite. Wilder handled it to his satisfaction, not mine.”

“That’s all over with. Wilder put down the law. I know my place.”

“Are you still monkeying around with Samantha’s spell book?”

“Why would I be doing that?”

“Why would you steal a sprite?” Bingo. His startled face was all the answer she needed. It wasn’t about finding Jerome. Darnell had his own agenda. “Silly rabbit, you cannot command a sprite who belongs to a witch!”

“Not that I know what you are talking about, but why are you telling me this?”

“That book is dangerous. It might even be influencing the way you think. It’s drawing off your dark nature. You can’t destroy it but you can hide it where no man or beast can get to it.”

“And why would I do that? Why give up a real source of power?”

“Because it isn’t for you. Otherwise, you’d be able to read it. One day you might become a strong vampire but that time is not now. If nothing else sinks into that head of yours, get rid of that book.”

“So you can get it to restore your powers? You really think I’m stupid.”

“Nope, not stupid. Just too hungry.” And not about to listen to her but she was going to do her duty and tell him anyway. “For the record, I am afraid of that book. Anyone with darkness in his soul has no business touching it. I have darkness and I override it every day like most people, but being undead you can’t if the book wants you.”

“Bullshit. You don’t know what you are talking about.”

“I know it’s dark day alchemy and the magik is spoiled. Do your homework and research what I’m telling you before you touch that book again.”

“If it’s so terrible, why didn’t you take it?”

“I didn’t know what it was then. But from what happened to Samantha who was a crone, do you imagine the book’s power won’t turn on you worse than it did to her?”

“That broad was nuts. I ain’t trying to turn myself into a beast.”

“But that’s what you will be, Darnell. Not a great and powerful vampire, but a beast with no soul. However, you play it your way.” She walked back in the house and closed the door on him standing on her porch. 

“What was that all about?” Devon stood near the couch arms akimbo. 
“You heard us,” Velvet replied. “Have you seen any sign Darnell is messing around with spells?”
“No. You worried he learned to use that book?”

“I don’t think he can but the book can use him.”

“How? It’s a book.”

“The author can work from the grave or another dimension depending on how much force is brought to the book.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“No, Devon. I’m talking about old magik. And this old magik has no good to it. But I guess when Darnell sees it, his friends are gonna be the ones to put him down.” 

“Not you?”

“Vampires are capable of taking care of their own business,” she mumbled going over the recent events of the night. From a quiet peaceful evening with Omar to Wilder being hauled away in a trance from her protection. The protection he so didn’t need. Why didn’t he tell her?  He said he was moving on with the brood and Deborah was to be the mistress. Only she assumed mistress to the brood rather than him personally. She walked around the back of the couch pounding her palm with her fist. Who cared if he took a mate? It was the idea he went and done something drastic and not told her. Making her look like a fool in front of Devon and the damn brood. “All this time getting in my way and choosing a mistress behind my back!” 

“Vee?” 

Now, her head hurt. “Aaaah.” She sank down to the floor letting the pain swell then abate. “Ohh,” she moaned holding her chest as her heart began to pound. 

“I’m calling Hazel.”

“No, Devon. I’m fine. Just need to release this stress. Without light flowing, it’s hard to center anxiety and anger.  Ahhhh!” 

“Damn it, you are having a heart attack!” Devon ran to the door and flung it open then went back to scoop her up off the floor.

“Devon, stop.”

“Naw, we are going to the emergency room.”

“Put me down. I’m not having a heart attack.” 

“The hell you ain’t.” 

“All right,” she said finding it easier to give in than argue. Besides, this time the pain in her chest was massive. “Call Grandma.”
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Chapter Two
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A sick vampire looked like hell. But then again so did she. 

“Get out.”

“Pardon?”

“I said get out.” He took the big chair from the corner and pulled it up to her bedside. She took a minute to examine him. Though not grayish, he looked more ghoul than human. His auburn hair hang limply around his face and shoulders. “You are in worse shape than me. You shouldn’t have left your coffin.”

“You know I don’t sleep in a coffin.”

“Then you shouldn’t have left your wife’s arms.” She turned to her side, face in her pillow as Wilder just sat there in silence. “You kept me away from Troy for months acting like you were still heartbroken. I loved Troy and you made me feel guilty every chance you got.”

“You think I discarded you the way you discarded me. I’m sorry but it wasn’t my intention. I owed Deborah and she didn’t deserve to have to wait. I decided my personal business had nothing to do with you.”

Such a liar, she thought. He was afraid she’d try to get in his way the way he got in her way trying to stop her moving on to a new love. She sniffed then rolled over flat into her pillow. “You know what? I might have been a little some kind of way about it but I’d have been happy you moved on because that is what friends do. I wonder now though if we are friends, considering all these secret schemes and plans you have with the brood.”

“I am your eternal friend, Velvet.”

“Why? What for? I don’t have powers, I’m a figurehead in my own company. You have your wealth and brood back, you don’t need me.”

“Stop it. I need you for my heart’s sake. I am grateful for the years you loved me and fought by my side. I am grateful you still love me enough to be jealous.”

“I’m not jealous. I told you to move on years ago.”

“And now that I have, you have a heart attack?”

“Oh, don’t flatter yourself. This attack isn’t the first one. It is bound to happen again.” When it first happened, she assumed she was dying for real and simply lay on the floor waiting for it to happen. Instead, the pain subsided and she got up before Omar came over to take her for another treatment at the castle. Why she kept the incidents to herself she wasn’t sure but now seemed like the time to talk about it. “Don’t tell Grandma or Suzanne, or Rankin.”

“Or anybody?” He smiled rising slowly from the chair to join her in her bed. “I’m not going to jump your bones, so relax.” As if it were possible in his current state. It must have cost him a lot to get up in daylight to come to her bedside. Velvet wondered if Deborah tried to discourage him. “Are you sure you want to confide your delicate health to me?”

Good question. Who else was there though who not only cared but understood what she was going through? Not just the pain, but the emotional heartache, and the failure of her body to do what she wanted it to do. All the moon bathing, irradiating and meditation did little for her spirit. She needed to work, more than just going through files with Omar. She wanted to pick up her sword and spar with someone, run through town then catch the wind and fly up to the clouds. All the things she used to love doing with Wilder. “I guess this is the end of our era,” she said. “You aren’t my vampire anymore. And you have another witch.”

“I had to move on just like you did. I’m sorry it happened when you weren’t ready. Again, I disappointed you.”

“No, you didn’t. The way I react is my problem.”

“These heart attacks are indicative to something else, aren’t they? You are getting your mojo back?”

“Maybe.”

“Don’t your doctors know?”

“I hope not.” 

“You don’t trust them?”

“I don’t believe they’d harm me but something is going on with Grandma, and the Seven Sisters.”

“Hazel? Your grand is against you?” His brown-eyed gaze told her he did not believe that for a second. “You are Hazel’s child, her own heart.”

“I know she loves me to death but she’s not been upfront with me since she came home. I know she has her own life and means me the best, but I know she knows something is going on. The way she stood up for me to get treatment and talking back to Zara.” She paused to see if she had to convince him further that she was on the right track. “Wilder, I know the methods they are using on me are tried and true but they are also designed to be slow. Big Mama is the only source of power I am personally connected to that can heal me wholly, but she can’t be located.” 

“I wondered why she was not called in right away.”

“Then you see what I mean?”

“Yes. They want you powerless for a reason. But I can’t see Hazel going along with it.”

“With Big Mama gone maybe she has to. I’m not dying and maybe that’s enough.”

“It’s not acceptable, Velvet. You haven’t accepted it?”

“Yes, I have.”

“Then I don’t understand. Are those witches your enemy or not?”

“I’m going to go with not for now.”

“Did you tell Omar any of this?”

“Not about the heart attacks. No one outside of Velvet Washington and Associates needs to know. But I guess you trust Deborah?”

“Yes. Concerning you, she is the only one.”

“Then you chose well. Her devotion is genuine.”

“What about Omar Henderson? He has been devoted to you.”

“I don’t want to talk about Omar.” He was the one in front of her when the others had so much else to be doing. Like letting Leroy and Milly run off with Carmen.

“He’s a good man but he’s not a saint,” Wilder said intruding on her bitter thoughts. “He’s using your illness to be close to you, make you grateful.”

“He wants me to love him which isn’t a sin.”

“Do you?”

“Not the way he wants me to. And he knows it.”

“No, Velvet. In his heart, every time you allow his kiss or caress he believes you are loving him more and more.”

“I know,” she confessed. “But I did need him, and I am grateful he was there.”

“He’s still there, Velvet. The question is do you still want him there?”

“Why shouldn’t I?” 

“Only you can answer that,” he said closing his eyes. “So tired.” He lay his head back and settled in crossing his hands over his heart. Sleep was crawling all over him.

“If you asked Devon for more blood-” 

“No, he did more than enough for me. I’ve always been the fortunate rascal.”

“Yes, you have. Tell me who attacked you and why before you give up the ghost.”

“Velvet, I’m not sure what really happened. What was real or-”

“Cut the bull.” He told everyone including George Kim to give her some vague crap about everything happening so fast. Nothing happens too fast for a vampire or werewolf. Rising from bed, hands on hips, she took a stroll about the room then went to the window by her wardrobe. “You know this vampire, don’t you? Has Jerome returned?”

“Until a few nights ago, Jerome was sealed away with an ax in his chest. I know this because I was the one who put him down like an animal,” Wilder confessed flatly. He rose up from the pillows in the same manner as he did the night before from her couch to sleepwalk to Deborah. “What? Not surprised?”

“I’m flabbergasted,” she shared. He finally did something and again he didn’t tell her. Not as a friend or an associate. That it was part of his vampire games was where the disappointment came and this time he didn’t have a reason to not share he’d taken her most dangerous enemy out. But then, he’d probably not done it for her sake. Who was this vampire she used to love, she wondered. Acting so devoted and jealous when he was making moves behind her back. Moves he could have been upfront about. “What else is going on? Devon told me you confessed somewhat before you were attacked. You said until a few nights ago, Jerome had an ax in his chest. Did you release him?”

“I did not. All these months he was missing, he was hidden in Patty Ann’s closet. My home was broken into and the casket stolen. Two guesses by whom,” he added tersely. 

“Darnell?” 

“Darnell,” Wilder repeated as if it never occurred to him Darnell would be so bold or crafty.

“He’s Jerome’s friend and lackey, isn’t he? Darnell isn’t loyal to you.” And he had the boy living along with his brood. Keeping his enemies close?

“Darnell did not take Jerome.”

“But he would have if he’d known where he was. And then what, Wilder?”

“Nothing. It didn’t happen.”

“Okay,” she said. “What did happen?”

“It was Tanaka. He entered my home and tore Patty Ann’s closet apart. Now, you looked surprised?”

“I am but it makes sense he would. Jerome was my enemy who tried to kill me and his brother. Now, with his body being taken and then a vampire shooting you with UV, do you really expect me to believe the unknown vampire wasn’t your longtime best friend?”

“Velvet, I had hoped to have this discussion with you when I am feeling better.”

“You are feeling better.” Since opening his eyes, he was appearing more human and healthy by the second. But she wasn’t going to go round and round with him. She was still a detective good enough to find out anything she needed to know on her own.

“Velvet, come sit down.” He indicated she sat beside him rather than in the chair. Gravelly, he took her hands and kissed her fingers. His lips were cold as were his hands. Whoever had shot him meant to kill him, or at least wanted Wilder to know how easily he could have been killed. “Velvet, I’ve done things I know you would not approve of. Even what I did to Jerome. I didn’t do it solely for you. It was what I had to do to get my home and brood back. I gave those things up for you but it wasn’t what you wanted from me. What you really wanted I couldn’t do it. I loved you. And I loved Jerome. He was my child and my friend. Like a fool I hoped one day, you two would get over the hate.”

“And then what, Wilder?” Surely, he wasn’t so naïve to think she and Jerome might be friends. Or she’d allow him to run the streets of Fairlight with crime.

“Help me organize this city,” he stated bluntly. “The three of us could have done it so easily. We still can.”

“With you in charge of everything and everybody?”

“Why not? Why not a prince or a king rather than a mayor dictator?”

“Because this city is not going to stand by and let it be ruled by vampires. You all tried that two hundred years ago, remember?”

“That was before you rose up as a battle witch. Before you woke up the super beings. Even without your powers, you have respect in the underworld and more important, the humans fear you.”

“The Council won’t give the Coven dominion of any kind.”

“They won’t have a choice if you help me.”

“The world is what it is Wilder. I won’t help you or anyone else tamper with the fragile natural balances we have.”

“Then you mean to fight me? Get in my way?”

“I mean to defend and protect Fairlight as I’ve always done. As long as your plans don’t victimize anyone, including vampires, I won’t interfere. You better go on to plan B. I figure with Seasons it might take another ten years or so.”

“For some reason, I thought you’d be upset. Why are you grinning at me? Am I so amusing right now?”

“Wilder, I think like most vampires you are being grandiose in your hubris.” And he was getting her off the subject of who attacked him. If he wasn’t so concerned at the moment why should she? He had a brood, a wife and her associates on his side. “Sleep tight.” 

“Not yet,” he said. “I want this new era between us to be better than that last few years. I won’t treat you like a child who needs protecting from her own heart. Or hold back simply to frustrate you.”

Well, that would be a welcome change she thought and decided now wasn’t the time for snappy comments. If he was putting off sleep to talk, she better listen even though she got the feeling he was about to lay some heavy stuff down. “Okay, run it.”

“The vampire who attacked me is not an unknown. He came for me because I sent Milton to kill him after he attacked Hazel and began to rampage in Amsterdam. That vampire is Ethan.”

“E-” A monster? A monster even Milton was unsure he could handle? The same pathetic creature she brought home from the cemetery? “You’re joking,” she said. But in his dull eyes, she saw the truth. Something bad was going on. “What happened to Ethan?” She asked. “Grandma told me she left him alone in Belgium after he asked her to marry him.”

“He did ask her to marry him in Belgium. But it was in Amsterdam where he tried to force a bond on her.”

“How do you know what happened? Grandma never said one word about-” Oh, hold the phone! He tried to force a bond on her? Could Ethan have flipped out like that? 

“She didn’t have to tell me a vampire had interfered with her. Ethan, or not, I decided he had to be put down.”

“Why, if he was still in Amsterdam? Why get Milton involved? Oh, my God!” It hit her that Milton had been gone for months. And Ethan was back! “Why did you do that!”

“To protect Hazel. If that fool had gotten his hands on her again... Velvet, we had to do it. Milton and I talked it over and agreed Ethan had to be taken out in Amsterdam.”

“Instead, Milton was the one taken out. Why didn’t you go with him?”

“And do what? Get in his way?”

“You could have watched his back and brought him home alive! But you didn’t want to get your hands bloody with another vampire’s blood, did you?” As she said the words she knew it wasn’t Wilder’s fault. Milton was a dhampir. And Hazel was a dear friend’s grandmother, of course, he’d go off to face any vampire to protect her. “You should’ve told me!”

“You felt sorry for that bastard and he would have used that to his advantage and killed you.”

“Better me than Milton!”

“No, it isn’t! We don’t know he’s dead or alive. George Kim seems to think Ethan used magik to escape. Most likely Milton is following fake trails all over Europe.”

“Then why haven’t you done anything to bring him in?”

“Because as of now, the last place we need a dhampir in battle mode is Fairlight. When the trails go cold so will Milton. He’ll realize he failed then come home.”

“You believe all that is possible?” It was fantastic but she had to hold on to hope. 

“I don’t know but George doesn’t appear too concerned.”

“You say Ethan hurt Grandma and became this monster in Amsterdam. I don’t believe it, Wilder.” No matter who said so, it wasn’t true. “He’s changed I believe that much, but he wouldn’t hurt Grandma on purpose. If he’s still in town, I want to see him and hear his side of Amsterdam.”

“Not a good idea, he’s as strong as a master but not strong enough or skilled enough to prevail against Milton.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes. Don’t worry about Milton for now. Ethan took my housekeeper. At the least, he mesmerized her but I think she is marked.”

“Marked?” As in belonging to him and all other vampires better beware. 

“She was with him and she was the one who shot me in the back. Patty Ann and Hazel were his best friends. You know he had a thing for older ladies.”

“Well, maybe Patty Ann is enough. Surely, he knows Grandma is off limits.”

“No, he doesn’t care!” 

“Calm down.” She went to his side to put an arm around him. “Wilder, even without my powers, I can protect Grandma. And Grandma can take care of herself. It’s not that serious about Grandma. As far as Patty Ann though we can rescue her.”

“Velvet, you are in no shape to fight or resist him. He can mark you and Carmen as easily as he got Patty Ann.”

“No, he can’t, Wilder.”

“I’m afraid he even meant kill.”

“Oh, Wilder. How can you be so hysterical? This is Ethan we’re talking about. And I am not helpless.”

“Even so, I want Carmen, Suzanne and Seasons at the mansion until this threat is over.”

“I doubt Suzanne will go for that.”

“She will if you tell her or come too.”

“Hell no. And Carmen is fine -where she is.” She hated saying it but it was true. Until the threat was over sacrifices had to be endured. “Wherever she is.”

“Velvet, while you were down, the best thing was to give her to Leroy.”

“Right. But the longer she’s away...” Wilder again closed his eyes this time she saw his breathing stop. “Sleep tight,” she said and left him flat on his back in her bed.

In her living room sat Deborah and Cathy Mae. What was with those two always being decked out? Hair pulled and slicked back, makeup banging and about half a million dollar’s worth of jewelry between them. Without the show of force, Velvet had felt inclined to allow their visit into her home. Hazel sat in her easy chair sipping her tea pretending not to watch the two fanged visitors. 

“I suppose you know he just went to sleep,” she told Deborah walking up to stand beside Hazel’s chair. Her back was to the wall and a weapon was within easy reach. Best be prepared for any instance. “It wasn’t at all necessary to haul him over here on my account.”

“You know it was for Wilder, Velvet.”  Deborah put her teacup down to wipe her purple glossed lips with a napkin. “He woke up sensing you were in distress. All these years you both claimed there was no bond.”

“There wasn’t.”

“Then you bewitched him,” Cathy Mae offered.

“Guess what ladies, I don’t have time for jealous bullshit. Sorry, Grandma.” Velvet walked around to the pair who rose to meet her. “There was no bond,” Velvet said. “Maybe when I was younger I did bewitch him a little accidentally on purpose because I was in love with him before I knew it. Seeing him dying reminded me how much I loved him once. I’m not in love with him. I just love him and obviously, I mean something to him too.”

“Velvet!” Hazel dropped her sugar spoon in her lap. 

“That may be, but all this display of love and devotion between you two is over, Velvet. I’m not going anywhere but you will, am I clear?”

“I don’t know. Did you just threaten me, Deborah?”

“Take it any way you want to, Velvet. I am mistress of my brood. A witch will not be my equal. You will not stand beside him as his partner or anything else. I can’t change how he or you feel but how you behave will change.”

“Now, see here!” Hazel rose, powering up her emerald aura. “Young woman, how dare you to come laying down the law in our home?”

“No disrespect, Hazel Penny.” Both Deborah and Cathy Mae bowed in her direction. “But your grandchild will learn today. I regret it is the day she has no powers though.”

“Fortunately, for you!” Hazel marched right up to Velvet and pulled her to the side to get in Deborah’s face. “If you think there is something still going on between them, you go talk to Wilder! You have no right to tell her how to deal with her own feelings. And you damn sure will not harm her!”

“Grandma.”

“Quiet, Velvet. Deborah, my child is a good woman. Man stealing is not in the qualifications list of a good woman.”

“Old woman, I’d step back if I were you,” Cathy Mae advised.

“Would you really, child?”

“Grandma, don’t!” Velvet shouted too late to stop the white light exploding on Cathy Mae’s chest, knocking her body into the back wall. “Stop!” Deborah paused at her outstretched arm and the palm aimed at her face. “Stop, please.”

“What the hell she do that for?”

“It was a mistake, all right?” Damn. Hazel’s body was now radiating in white light. She was ready and willing to fight hard. Not scared one bit. “Grandma, power down and step back. Deborah, it was a mistake.”

“From where I stand it was deliberate.”

“She was simply defending me after you both threatened me.”

“What are you doing with that arm up?” Deborah knew what a loaded arm looked like and was ready to rip it to bits. But she waited, obviously she wasn’t a hot head and didn’t want to make a wrong move. “What’s up, Velvet?” 

“Huh?” Indeed what was she doing? Dumbly, she stared at the back of her hands. Reflex? “I, uh...” She was feeling a surge. Of what, she had no idea. Phantom energy? Not trusting it to be real, she lowered her arms.

“Velvet?” Hazel took her hand and examined it then took her pulse. “Honey, sit down.” Hazel patted her hand. “Just calm down.”

“Grandma, apologize to them.”

“Excuse me?”

“Please,” Velvet said then told her with a thought that she didn’t have to mean it, but manners sometimes went a long way with vampires. “You read the situation wrong, right?”

“Oh, I suppose I did. I regret blasting that girl into the wall. I hope she’s not too harmed.”

“Not on your best day,” Cathy Mae grumbled holding her midsection as she raised to her knees. Graciously, she took Deborah’s hand aiding her to her feet. “This dress is ruined.”

“We will return at sunset to collect Wilder,” Deborah informed them rather than asked. 

“Suzanne can transport him.”

“No need to disturb his slumber. I’m sure he’s comfortable enough in your bed.”

“Or you could stay with him,” Hazel suggested picking up the teapot from the floor. “Velvet and I suddenly have someplace to be. Ready, dear?”

“Uh, yeah. Let me change my-” Hazel zapped her into a pair of slacks and blouse with a modest strand of pearls and earrings in her ears. Her idea of what a nice young lady going to visit the castle should wear, Velvet surmised right before Hazel transported them into the east sunroom.
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Chapter Three
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The room was beautiful. “I’d really rather not be here,” she said joining Hazel on the overstuffed plush cushioned couch in the center of the white room with wall to wall window panes. The outside scenery was green with pink, red and purple shrubbery.  A server entered the room as if on cue. Velvet smiled as the girl poured two tall glasses full of sweet red juice. Just what the doctor ordered, she thought and lost her smile as she remembered the strawberry and cherry cocktail was Carmen’s favorite drink. Probably because it was red. “Grandma, don’t you miss her at all?”

“Who, dear?”

“Carmen.”

“Velvet, that child is fine. Drink that down and have another one.” After she obeyed and started a third, Hazel sat back crossing her legs. Quietly, she admired Velvet with a discerning countenance as if not knowing what to say or rather where to start. “I think I like you with short hair,” she said finally after the pitcher was empty. “The weight loss isn’t bad either.”

“I couldn’t care less about how I look, Grandma.”

“Besides Carmen, what has you so sad?”

“You know my life, take your pick.” Velvet sighed turning her head to look at the view. 

“Velvet, I’m talking to you.”

“I hear you but I’m not listening just like you do when I talk to you.”

“Oh, you are going to be childish today. Fine, I’ll be the adult.”

“All I want to know is one thing,” Velvet blurted. “That man you loved, who was he?”

“I’m not going to talk about it with you. I can’t.”

“Was Ethan Thorne or not?” It made sense. After all, where had Ethan been while she was falling in love? 

“Velvet, don’t. I can’t talk about it.”

“After attacking a vampire, do you think I’m buying your weak little Hazel act?”

“Velvet!”

“Grandma, Milton hasn’t returned nor has he contacted anyone! Forget about being embarrassed because this is about Milton.”

“I am embarrassed but that isn’t- I was violated on so many levels. It hurts and I’m still upset.”

“Did you fall in love with Ethan?”

“No.”

“Thorne died, right? Ethan killed him?” 

“Look, I didn’t bring you to this lovely place to talk about Ethan. Wilder is taking care of all that business.”

“Ethan is business to you?” And Wilder wasn’t taking care of anything! He’d put it all on Milton.

“Velvet, you have no idea what that vampire is! He’s evil! A monster!”

“I don’t believe it.”

“I didn’t lie. I don’t tell lies as you very well know.”

“Did he bite you against your will, tell me that much.”

“All right, I’ll tell you. But I’ll tell you this first. I wish I’d killed him myself, maybe poor Patty Ann wouldn’t be his victim now.”

“Dang, Grandma.” Velvet wished she had something more
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