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Chapter 1




Ennis woke feeling like a new man.
Stretching out on his bed, he felt his tiger move along his skin as
if saying that he’d had a good rest too. Sitting up, Ennis looked
around his tiny bedroom and realized that he really did need to get
himself a home. A place that he could call his own.

The paper was where he’d left it last
night, open to the housing section, several of them marked. He’d
been at this for three days, since he’d picked up the Sunday paper.
There were a lot of houses on the market, but not the one meant to
be his yet.

He was also glad to have a partner
now. Derick, a made vampire, was working out very well, and he was
a nice man too. So far he’d not met the rest of his family, no one
related, but they were living in Derick’s household and he would
soon, he’d been told. Sitting down to his tea and scones, he looked
over the two that he was most interested in.

The first one was across the street
from his brother, Liam. It was a mammoth of a house, and needed
some repairs and updates, but they were asking entirely too much
for it, and he thought that if he couldn’t get a better deal, he’d
not let it worry him overly much. But the second house, closer to
his parents, was the one that he really wanted.

The neighborhood was old, about turn
of the century he thought. There had been some updates to the
house, but without seeing it he just didn’t know how many. There
was also some acreage to the place, much more than he thought even
his parents had.

The thing that appealed to him most
was the amount of square footage in the home itself. There were
nine bedrooms, each with their own bath. The upper level also had a
play area, or a central office as he would use it for. There was a
balcony from each of the back bedrooms that looked out over the
pool, and an elevator. There had been updates to the kitchen as
well, but again, he was going to have to see what all this meant.
For all he knew, the balconies could just be a stepping out place
and nothing more. He called the realtor to set up an appointment,
then he contacted Liam.

“You’re going to take the
plunge, are you?” He told his brother that he was going to have to
now. “Why? You expect your mate to come along any time
now?”

“Actually, I do. I mean,
within the last year, every one of the rest of you found yours,
there were three babies born, and we have gotten great aunts,
grandparents, as well as a plethora of other relatives. Also, and
this one makes me feel like we’re in for more things to take care
of, we have a brother that will be in the White House—of that I
have no doubt anymore—as well as an uncle that has been. I think my
mate will be just around the corner, and I want to be as ready as I
can, just so I can beat you guys at something. Even if it’s not to
piss her off when she first gets here.”

“You think that’s all it’s
going to take? You having a house for her?” Ennis said it was a
start. “Yes, well, you do know she may hate the house. Or even
where it is. For all you know, you could end up in another country
or state like Darcy did.”

They all missed having Darcy around
all the time, but none of them would want him to be unhappy. Nor
Brooke, his wife. They lived in Tennessee now and were having a
wonderful time just being a loving, happy couple. Nothing that he’d
not wish for any of his family.

“Then I’d have you sell it
for me, for much more than I paid for it, and we’d be all right.”
Liam told him he’d do that, but they had to buy it first. “Yes,
well, I have an appointment today if you can swing it at ten this
morning. The realtor said that he has three appointments for the
house today.”

“Do you believe him?” Ennis
said that he didn’t, but that was beside the point. “Good. And if
you don’t mind, please just don’t be too excited about the house,
even if it’s perfect. If you want a good deal, then be
quiet.”

“I have a better idea. How
about you go, and I’ll work? I have to get my office settled up now
that we’ve moved into the bigger building, and that way I don’t
have to make any sudden moves.” Liam told him he was joking. “I’m
not. You go, tell me what you think, and we’ll go from there. I
want this house for a lot of reasons, Liam, but I don’t want to be
hosed on it either. I trust you.”

“All right, but don’t be
surprised if it’s not a good deal. I want you to know that up
front.” He told him again that he trusted him. “Ten then. And then
you can meet us for lunch afterwards. You buy. Also, since you have
your heart set on it, I’m going to have someone here do some checks
on the place. Liens and such. Okay?”

“Yes, you do what needs to
be done, that way when I get to see it, I’ll have all the
information that I need.” He told Liam what he wanted in the house.
“And if the acreage is correct, I want to make sure that I own that
as well. I’ve been around the place once or twice, and there is a
barn out back as well as a few other outbuildings. I’m not sure
what they’re used for, but I don’t want someone coming up later to
say that they’re renting it or anything.”

After hanging up with his brother,
Ennis got ready for work. Today was a short day for him, but that
rarely panned out because they were usually longer than his all-day
office hours even though he was only supposed to be in the office
until lunch. As soon as he walked into the new building, however,
he realized it might be shorter than he thought. There were
electrical issues that were going to close the office for the day.
He couldn’t help it, he was sort of happy about the prospect of
having a day off.

“I was thinking that you
and I could go to the medical supply company.” He asked Derick if
he had a membership to it. “Yes, and so do you now. I added your
name, along with Georgie’s, to it a few days ago. That way, if we
need something while working, she can hit it up for us.”

It sounded like a good way to spend
his morning. He thought about joining Liam, but he knew that would
end badly for him. Laughingly, he explained to Derick what else was
going on in his life.

“I know that place. I
purchased a building not far from there. Well, not far from the
turn off to go to the house. My friend, Georgie, she’s opening
herself a studio in the building, along with a gallery for her
stuff in the lower half.” Ennis asked what sort of media she used.
“Mostly oils on canvas, but she does a lot of things really. She’s
been around as long as I have, so she’s become quite good at all
sorts of things. Painting is something that she enjoys
most.”

They were headed to the outlet store
within the hour. Ennis had never been, never having to buy much in
the way of supplies such as gloves and such for himself. And the
firm that he’d worked for before, they had done all that for him.
Now he could pick what he wanted, and have it delivered if they
chose to. It was a good way to keep his mind off the
house.

It took them over an hour to drive
there. The place was bigger than he thought it would be, not to
mention busy. There must have been cars from every state in the
lot, Ennis noticed, and he wasn’t surprised, after seeing that,
that there were a great many large vehicles too. Vans, as well as
bigger trucks than he had.

“I’m assuming that most of
the things that we can get are going with us today.” Derick said
that he had an idea that with the bigger building, they were also
going to need more equipment, and he wanted to see about getting
some kits too. “For what? I mean, we don’t have a lot of patients
just yet.”

“Oh, that’s going to
change, I’m betting. Just yesterday while I was there with the
contractor, he told me that he’s noticed that the firm that you
worked for is advertising for patients. New. Didn’t you tell me
that they didn’t do that because they were busy enough?” It had
been their policy to not use outside advertising for getting new
patients; they felt word of mouth was more than enough. “Well,
since you left, there has been a deep cut into their patient load.
I had Georgie looking in to it when the service told me that there
was a lot of questions about us taking on new people.”

He wondered about the email that he’d
gotten from his firm the other day. Not that he’d opened it. As far
as he was concerned, he’d cut ties with them and didn’t want to
join them in their parties or whatever. Now he’d have to make a
point of reading them. He told Derick about it.

They had been there for over an hour
when his brother contacted him. Liam asked if Ennis could meet him
at his house when he was finished. When pressed for details, all he
told him was that he had to talk to him face to face. Nothing bad,
not really, but it was a conversation better had in person. So, as
they were checking out two hours later, Ennis felt his anxiety
start to grow. Whatever it was, it had to be bad. Why else would
Liam need to see him?

Pulling into Liam’s driveway over four
hours after talking to him, he walked up to the house with
trepidation. He didn’t want to know anymore, but he did too. This
wasn’t going to be the worst thing that could happen, he supposed,
but he’d had his heart set on the house. Well, Ennis thought, there
was always another one he could look at.

His dad came out of the house just as
he got to the porch. “You look like a man who has had his cookies
taken from him.” He asked if he knew what was going on. “Going on?
No, I guess not. I just came by to see if Liam could help me out
with a project that I have going on. You all right,
son?”

“I hope so.” Dad nodded and
asked if he wanted him to come in and hold his hand. “No, I’m all
right. And I’m a little old to be holding your hand, don’t you
think?”

“I should hope not. Having
you guys right here where I can see you, holding your hands when
you need it, is like a bonus. Like having your sister bake me a pie
and knowing that there is homemade whipped up cream to go on it.”
Dad and his food, Ennis thought. They were like peas and carrots.
“Well, if you don’t need me, I’m going to go and have some dinner
with your momma tonight. Let me know if you need
anything.”

Before he could tell his dad that he
always needed him, he was gone. Then Liam came out on the porch.
Ennis asked him what had happened. Shaking his head, Liam opened
the door for him and told him to come in. Ennis looked back at his
truck and Liam laughed.

~~~

Emma was excited for her
brother-in-law. He was going to crap his pants when he figured out
what sort of deal Liam got for him. As they sat around the table,
the banker, Mr. White, sat with them. He wasn’t giving it away
either, not until it was time. Poor Ennis, he looked as if he was
ready for bad news.

“Mr. White came to talk to
you about the house. And so you know, the realtor called him, not
me.” Ennis nodded at Liam as he continued. “The bank has been
getting no offers on this house, and after I explain that to you,
you can make a decision, a good one based on all the information,
rather than what was on the real estate listing, all
right?”

“Are you going to tell me
that someone was murdered in the house?” Mr. White shook his head
and told him not that he was aware of. “Okay. But even that, it
doesn’t explain all the cloak and dagger that’s going on right
now.”

“No, I would imagine that
it doesn’t, but I need to explain a couple of things to you. Things
that I don’t normally share with anyone, at least not on a personal
level. The house belonged to my son and his wife until about a year
ago. Mark, my son, told me that he caught his wife in bed with one
of his friends. Needless to say, the divorce proceedings started
soon after that.” Emma took a sip of her tea as she watched Ennis.
The man was still ready for the next blow. “And since she wants the
house and my son doesn’t want her to have it, the attorneys have
decided to sell it, with the permission of both parties, to settle
the accounting. If asked, I would say that she should get nothing,
but there was no pre-nup between them, and Mark doesn’t want a
scandal that will hurt his children.”

“I can understand that. So
they have to sell it, and your job is to make sure that the sale
goes through?” Mr. White said he was there for his son, that was
all. “I don’t understand then. The house is for sale, isn’t
it?”

“Yes. It’s for sale. But
since Mark paid for the house by having a job, they have decided
that he can say who gets to purchase the house and for how much.
That’s why there wasn’t a price in the listing.” Ennis looked at
Liam, then at her. “You’re confused. I understand that too, but I’m
here to make a deal with you. I’ve spoken to Liam, and he said that
you’re buying the house in anticipation of your mate coming soon.
Is that right?”

“Yes. I mean, she might not
care for the house, but I love it, and I have a feeling that even
if she doesn’t, then I can sell it at some point and make a
profit.” Liam laughed when Mr. White did. Emma covered her mouth
with her hand. “I feel like you know something that I
don’t.”

“You’re a good man, Ennis,
and when Mark was hurt that time a few years ago, you did him well
by making sure that he not only didn’t lose his leg, but also that
he got the best of homecare too. I’m proud to call you a friend
myself.” Ennis nodded. “I’m going to give you an amount for the
house. Now, the reason for this amount is because of several
things. One, and the best reason of all, Mark wants to fuck over
his ex-wife. Secondly, he knows you and what you are. That being
said, he knows that you and your mate will never have the same
issues that he had. That the house will be with a loving couple,
and that you’ll never have the same problems that he
had.”

“We mate for life.” Mr.
White told Ennis that he knew that. “You’re thinking that by making
me a lowball offer, that a couple will stay in the house forever
and that his wife won’t get much out of the sale,
correct?”

“Yes. Mark and his boys are
living with me until his apartment is ready for them. It won’t be
long, from what I’ve been told. I’ve found that I really enjoy
having them with me. Since Margaret died last year, I found myself
getting sort of stationary. The kids being with me and around the
house has given it life again, and happiness for myself. I didn’t
realize that until this all happened.” Ennis told him he was glad
for him. “And I’m glad for you.”

Mr. White had told Liam and her what
he was going to do. It was all legal and no one would be coming
back to say that he’d done something wrong. Well, she wasn’t so
sure about that. If she were Carol Anne, who had been married to
Mark, she’d be pretty pissed off, but she had been the one that had
fucked up, and she deserved what she got.

“Okay, so this is going to
be something that I won’t be able to refuse, I’m assuming.” Mr.
White laughed again, shaking his head. “I’m curious. Your son, he’s
all right with this? I mean, he’s not going to regret this, is
he?”

“No, not at all. When I
told him who was wanting to look at the house today, he was very
excited. And might have been here himself but for a play that one
of the boys is in. He’s recording it for me so that I can watch it
later.” Emma could see that Ennis was finally getting excited, but
he was holding back too. Not that she blamed him, but she wanted it
over with too, and she knew what was going to be said. “There is
only one thing he wants from you. I mean, if you say no, then he’s
fine with that as well. But he wants you to have a huge open house
party and invite Carol Anne. He thinks he’ll enjoy seeing her face
when she realizes that someone happy is living there. Apparently,
she never was.”

“That’ll be up to my mate.”
Emma was proud of him for that. Ennis had it all squared up, as
Ordan said, and she knew that his mate, when she came to him she
was going to love everything about him. “I don’t know who she might
be yet, and there might not even be one out there for me, but I’ll
ask. That’s all I can do.”

“Good. I like that as an
answer. The house is yours for whatever change you have; not bills,
but change you have in your pocket.” Ennis looked at her and she
nodded. He got the same reaction from Liam. “You don’t have any
change?”

“I do, just not much. I
used it to…. You can’t be serious. Change? You only want the change
in my pocket? What would you…? You know, I don’t care.” He stood up
and put all his change on the table. Three pennies, that was it. “I
purchased a coffee on the way here, thinking to rid myself of the
change. Had I thought about it, I would have told her to keep the
change for someone that needed pennies. What would you have done
then?”

“I don’t know. It never
came up.” Mr. White picked up the change and put it in his pocket.
Taking the contract from Liam, he signed off on it and handed it to
Ennis. “Thank you, Ennis. I do hope you enjoy the house as much as
Mark did in the earlier years. I’d like to be invited too, once,
just to see what you’ve done with it, but it’s not
necessary.”

After he left, Liam told her that he
was going to file the paperwork. She sat with Ennis, who looked
like he was either in shock, which she would bet he was, or he was
having a serious conversation about what he had just done. It was
perhaps twenty minutes later when he turned and looked at
her.

“I bought a house for three
cents.” She nodded and congratulated him. “No, you’re missing the
point. I paid three cents for a house that is worth about a million
times more than that. No, even more than that. Three cents,
Emma.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of
that.” He stood up so suddenly that her cat moved along her skin.
“What is it?”

He dug into his other pocket and took
out a quarter. He laid it on the table and said that he owed money
to Mr. White. Emma couldn’t help it, she burst out laughing. Like
twenty-five cents more was going to make that much of a
difference.

They talked about the house until Liam
returned. They were all going over to see the place, since Liam
hadn’t had the chance to go either. She was excited for all of them
really, and when Ennis asked the family to meet them there,
everyone agreed that they’d be there. Emma thought it would have
been good for him to see it for the first time himself, but knew
that he was still reeling from the amount he’d paid. She would have
been too. Forever, she thought.

The house was massive. And it needed
very little work, as far as she could see. Some painting and
perhaps the carpets cleaned. But the kitchen and the other rooms
looked to be up to date and in working order. All of the bathrooms
looked to be hardly used, and she wondered aloud about
that.

“They only had the two
boys, and the house really wasn’t anything they enjoyed either.”
She asked Liam why not. “Their parents, I would imagine. Fighting
all the time, even before the affairs came out. The boys spent as
much time as they could, from what I understand, in the lower
levels where they had a play room set up. You’d like it too. It has
a big screen to watch old movies on. And a collection of black and
white movies that we’ll need to borrow on occasion.”

She loved old movies, and Liam and she
watched them whenever they could. But to know there was a place to
go and see them like they were meant to be seen made her almost
drool at the mouth. She decided that whoever Ennis’s mate was, she
was going to make sure she invited her over to watch them with her.
It would be a good way to get to know her too.

“What if she doesn’t care
for them and wants to sell them off?” Liam laughed when she glared
at him. “Don’t worry, honey. If she doesn’t care for them, I’ll
make sure that I purchase them from her. That way you can have your
romance and not have to wait for me to find it for you.”

“You’re much too good to
me.” He said that he thought he wasn’t good enough. As they made
their way through the rest of the house, she could only wonder what
sort of mate Ennis would have. The man was the most laid back,
friendly guy she knew, and he would do just about anything for
anyone. Smiling, she decided to think about it and talk it over
with the other women in the family. She’d bet anything they had
their own ideas about who the mystery woman might be.

Only time would tell, she knew that,
but now that he had a house and was ready to settle down, she hoped
that this woman was as kind to him as she knew Ennis to be. Emma
would really hate to have to murder the woman and bury her in their
back yard. But she would, in a heartbeat, if she hurt one of hers.
Laughing, Emma wondered when she’d become so protective of someone
she didn’t even know. Rubbing her belly, she thought it was about
the time she found out about her becoming a mom.


Chapter 2


Georgie set the canvas on the floor
and dug through the rest of the box. There had to be a reason that
one of her favorite pictures was missing, and she was going to
figure it out. Laughing when the box didn’t turn up any clues nor
the canvas, she turned to look at the ones she had unpacked. And
there it sat on the wall next to the others.

“You’re not going to hide
from me again.” Georgie talked to herself quite often. Mostly when
she was alone, but that didn’t stop her from talking when she had
company either. The workers who were helping her unload things had
either gotten used to her or they were ignoring her again. Either
way, she was too happy to care what they thought of her.

“These boxes, miss, do you
want them broken down and saved? Or do you want them for later?”
Georgie told him to break them down and take them to the recycling
bin in the back of the building. “Very good. And the stretcher
came. It’s being set up in the room where you instructed us to put
it.”

Excitement made her giggle again. But
she made her way to the little room she was using for making canvas
and watched the men taking it out of the crates. In just a few
hours, she’d be able to make canvas of any size she wanted. Moving
out of the room, she found the three boxes of canvas and marked it
for the room too.

Things were moving along nicely for
her. Derick really had no use for her at the house, other than to
make sure that his money was put to good use, as well as his house
in order. She’d been doing that for so long that she didn’t even
have to think about where he wanted his linens, what sized sheets
he liked on his bed, nor their thread count. There had been a time
when the two of them slept on stones, they’d been so poor. Now,
however, thanks in part to her investing for them, they had more
money than they could spend. But both of them still worked when
they could.

“Miss Dagwood? There is a
man here to see you. He’s with the police. I think he’s going to be
looking into the security cameras that you wish to put in.” Georgie
tried to think if Derick had told her about setting that up, and
reached for him when she was left alone. After telling him what was
going on, he said that he’d done it.

I’m sorry, I forgot to
tell you. His name is Harold. I didn’t catch if it’s his last or
first name, but he’s supposed to be the best. Mason told me about
him. She made her way to the lower level of
her building and started for her office. You should also know that there will be someone by today to
talk to you about a mural for the homeless shelter that is being
built. The Harrisons are having a large one put into the front
hallway of the building downtown, and want you to do it. I told Mr.
Harrison, the elder of the family, that you’d be the one who would
decide about it, but that you were very busy right now.

I am, but the Harrisons
have been good to this town, and I’d love to help them out.
She greeted Mr. Harold and asked him if he’d been
told what was needed in the way of security cameras. When he was
set, she left him and his men to do what they
needed. Also, before I forget, the
Harrison family invited us over for dinner tomorrow night. It’s
their oldest son’s birthday, and they want us to be
there.

Isn’t he like in his
thirties or something?

He is, but once you meet
this family you’ll understand why they’re having a big to-do over
it. They’re just as Mason told us they were, loving and good
people. And family means the most to them. She didn’t understand that. When she’d been just a child,
she’d been left in the woods to die. Being a female back then had
no use to a family of wealth. This is a
good way for you to meet all of them too. Including my
partner.

I can’t wait. What do we
need to bring with us? A gift? He laughed
again and told her no, that it wasn’t that kind of party.
I can’t go empty-handed, Derick. We need to bring
something to the party. I mean, even if it’s a bottle of wine or
something.

They don’t drink. I would
imagine that as tigers, they don’t get a lot of effect from
alcohol, but despite that, they don’t drink. Iced tea is the
strongest thing I’ve ever seen Ennis drink, and he does drink a lot
of it. Georgie hated tea of any kind. Nor
did she drink coffee. Water was all she really cared for.
I’ll find out for you what we can take. That way
you can get something in town before we go. I’ll be home late.
Ennis bought himself a house, and I’ve told him I’d stay late and
put our purchases away before tomorrow.

She had a feeling that he was making
fun of her, but let it slide. She was much too happy to let him
tease her into an argument. One that she knew that she’d win, and
he’d laugh even harder about. The man loved to have a good time,
and she loved him for it.

The rest of the afternoon and into the
evening she emptied boxes of her supplies, some that had only
arrived since she’d moved to this town, and put them away. This was
her first studio and she wanted it to be perfect. It wouldn’t be,
she knew that, but since she had so much more room than before,
Georgie knew that she could make mistakes in what she wanted and be
able to fix it later. Then in a few weeks, she’d start putting the
gallery together. One thing at a time she told herself when she
felt herself being overwhelmed.

Georgie had been with Derick since
right after he’d been made. Her father, a man that she knew hated
her, had sold her to the young vampire when he asked for help in
having a day watcher. Derick had found her in the woods high in the
mountains, and had brought her to her father thinking she’d been
lost.

“Nay, I want nothing to do
with the chit. She’s nothing to me, less than nothing.” Derick
asked him why he thought that. “Have you not seen how ugly she is?
I cannot think that she will ever grow into anything but uglier. I
don’t want her. It is why I left her to the elements. What use is
she to me when all my sons have married well? I’ve no need to trade
her for any kind of favors. Nor do I have the time. I’ve a new wife
that will give me more sons that will make me richer. Take her
should you want her. I’ve no use for her.”

So, Georgie went to live with Derick.
He was kind to her, taught her things that her father never would
have. Nor would a husband, should she have had to take one. She
could read and write well. Numbers came to her easily, and she had
seen things, done things, by the time her father had gone to his
maker that he would have envied.

Nor did her father die a rich man as
he had claimed he would. By the time his sons had children of their
own, they had spent the family fortune so well that there wasn’t
even enough to bury their sire with. Not only that, but for a time,
she and Derick had lived in the large house that she’d been born
in, only to have the last laugh. Her father would have rolled over
in his grave, had he had one, if he could have seen what they did
to the mansion when they moved out.

When Georgie got home, the household
was down for the evening. The kitchen was still warm from the
dinner the staff had had, and she pulled out the ham that was left
over and started to make herself a sandwich to eat. Just as she was
sitting down, Derick came into the house and joined her. Not to
eat, but only to talk.

“Ennis has a lovely home. I
think he’s still in shock over how little he paid for it.” He told
her what the man that had sold it had done. “I like him. I know
that I’ve told you this before, but he is an honorable man that has
his head on straight. He’s doing this for his mate, even though he
has none.”

“Sounds like he’s spending
money that he doesn’t need to. Why not wait? She might not care for
his choice of houses.” Derick told her what house he’d bought. “I
love that house. It’s so beautiful. The one time that I was able to
get inside, I decided that I was going to live there the rest of my
days. I guess now I’ll have to just be envious of whoever lives
there with him.”

“Perhaps you could be his
mate.” Georgie snorted at him as she finished her dinner. “You
cannot go your entire life, Georgie, and not think of marrying
someday. You’re getting too set in your ways.”

“Yes, said the man who
still hangs his clothing on pegs on the wall and wears his clothing
until they fall apart around his ankles. You are so set in your
ways that you drive me crazy with it.” They both laughed. Then she
thought of her life and what she had to offer a man. “I cannot be a
mate to a man, or anyone for that matter. You know this as well as
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