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“You know they need help when they are sending letters instead of emails,” Annalise grinned as she sorted through the pile of mail on the table, all of it with her name on it. Ever since she had spent the winter working with the Bugressons, who were the Royal family, it seemed every vampire clan in the world wanted her help. Before then, her life had been far from average, even if it was fairly low-key. When Annalise had been diagnosed with leukemia again, she was sure this was the end. Her parents, both travelling salespeople, could barely afford to keep the rent paid on the trailer in the park, yet alone pay for other expenses, like chemotherapy. The cancer was rough, the treatments rougher, and she was sure she would die. But when it seemed when all hope was lost, that’s when Dr. Hever appeared, squeezing her hand as she fought through the pain and offering to pay for her treatments. The only ‘catch’ was that she’d help to teach his ‘children’ modern ways, after they have been in hiding 50 years. Annalise had once been popular, a Queen bee of texting and facebook, but fair weather friends tend to drift when one’s only reality is trailer parks and chemotherapy. Her friends got sick of her illness, of the fact that it meant she couldn’t do anything fun. But when the vampires found her, she was a perfect match. Sick enough and poor enough to need them desperately. And she was supposed to die, after all, so their secrets would go with her to the grave shortly. Annalise felt like she was made to do this job and for this purpose.

Wondering if she was going crazy, Annalise agreed. She quickly learned however, that vampires were not as scary as all the legends and stories made them out to be. One in particular, Tony Hever, won her heart and her body, and their love affair, which was half secret, had ruled her life for the better part of a year. Despite being married, the civil war veteran loved Annalise, and his wife, a woman from another time, looked the other way. 

Until the Burgressons showed up and demanded Annalise come with them to teach Arthur, the Prince Regent, recently awoken from a 1000 year self-imposed torpor, and suffering crippling depression. Afraid of vampire royalty, Annalise went, her health failing. But in the end, it had been Arthur and his family that had saved her. She bonded with the Prince over depression, wanting this cruel life to end. But Arthur’s older brother, Gregory, the vampire king, held her in comfortable captivity until she taught his brother enough to live in the outside world again. And it was Gregory’s long-term girlfriend, a slutty dancer, who held the key to Annalise’s survival. Rosa’s bone marrow was a match, and Annalise’s body stuck to it with force, regenerating and healing. The Bugressons had gone home, and the Hevers continued to allow Annalise to live in their mansion.

And despite the beautiful scene on Christmas day, where she vowed to break it off with Tony and see what developed with Arthur that was easier said than done. Although Arthur was far away, they kept in touch fairly frequently and she missed him. Arthur was the Prince Regent, one of the vampire Lords, and his brothers were eager to have him resume his duties. There was much for him to catch up on, and always a lot for him to do. She knew that, and she knew, realistically, that her story was not a story that ended with her being a fairy tale Princess. As well, carrying on with Tony was something she couldn’t resist, even if it was more infrequent than it used to be. She couldn’t’ get on with her life, couldn’t travel the world, get her own place, or really go to see Arthur on her own, until Dr. Hever decided she was 100% healed. And even though she felt much better, she knew that things took time. She couldn’t take another chance, there wouldn’t be another chance for her. Another remission would be completely off the cards.

But she wasn’t going to think of any of that. Today was a good day, there was a pile of mail offering her jobs at rates she never dreamed of charging. She felt pretty, in shorts and a tank. And she felt healthy, which was the most important part.

“Annalise,” Tony grinned as he opened one for her, and waved it in her face. “This one is a telegram. Anyone who is sending a telegram needs your help.”

“What?” she snatched it out of his hand with a grin. “How do you even send telegrams anymore?”

She had expected Tony to react negatively to all the requests she had been getting, especially given the way he reacted when the Bugressons gave him no choice. But all of Annalise’s clients came to the Hever house, travelling great distances. He could protect her, and look after her, which made him comfortable. Tony was not a true vampire, but rather a vampire hybrid, made from dark magic rather than vampire blood, a once great warrior in high demand. Even settled into a domestic life, he still posed a great threat, and was known as a rebel. While the other teenage looking vampires went to school and tried to maintain normal lives, Tony often stumbled in drunk at 7am, and shot things into his veins that Annalise had seen in hospital rooms. He was the problem child, the bad boy, and as much as it annoyed her, she was attracted to it. It made her feel guilty when his wife, Arianne, addressed her with a smile and a hug. Arianne knew, of course she knew, but Arianne was from a time where women looked the other way. Annalise was human, and this affair would one day be over.

“I think you have to pay a premium and they laugh at you all the way,” Tony leaned dangerously back in his chair, smacking on his ever present wad of gum. With hair in his eyes and chains on his neck, he looked every inch the rebel. 

“They are from Colorado,” Anna read. “A vampire couple who’s been in hiding 75 years in the mountains after being hunted down by townsfolk. Man,” she kept reading, and raised her eyebrows. “How do these vampires get so much money after living in caves?”

“Money,” Tony replied. “Is easy enough to get. It’s like robbing banks. Except that you are immortal, remember?”

“I almost feel bad charging,” she answered, as she put the letter into a ‘yes’ pile to respond to. “It’s like charging people for health care that they need.”

“That’s very socialist of you. Any Canadian letters?” he teased her. She threw an envelope at him, grinning. Normally, Saturdays used to be spent in the hospital, or teaching lessons to them. But the Hevers were pretty up-to-date, and any teaching she did now was ‘teaching in role’ or learning as they went. There were no more formal lessons on when to accept a Facebook friend.

“There’s an international one,” she said, picking up the one with unfamiliar postage. It looked like it was done in Calligraphy, and even the envelope was classy, with thick paper and a whiff of flowers. “This looks good.”

Opening it, and reading it, it was not what she expected. She turned so pale that Tony leapt out of his seat to grab her.

“Anna?” he asked, concerned. She handed the letter over, mutely.

Annalise,

Our records indicated that you have broken the laws that our organization works to keep in place, written 1000 years ago by the Bugresson Princes, and enforced by us. We are aware that you frequently associate with Vampires, as well as share your knowledge of them with others. This is counteractive to our prerogative of keeping the vampire world hidden from prying eyes of humans.

You will appear at Stagnaught Castle one fortnight from the date of this letter, as the moon reaches’ its highest point. You will be tried for your crimes, in accordance with our laws, and if found guilty, sentenced to death.

Your failure to respond will guarantee your death.

Sincerely,

Regime

“What the hell?” Tony’s mouth fell open. “This is bullshit. You have the protection of the laws of deliverance.”

“Tony,” Annalise replied, shakily. She knew all about that law, and about the Regime, the governing body the Burgressons had put in place to deal with the vampire world so they didn’t have to jump every time there was a small issue. “The law of deliverance protects those who are dying. That’s what Dr. Hever evoked when he hired me. And he wouldn’t have hired me if I weren’t dying. Except now I’m not.”

Tony slammed his fist against the table, swearing out loud.

“Hey,” she said, shocked. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay, Anna, because you’re right. Which means they have every right to gag you or prosecute you. Those are the laws. And I know them, they don’t make exceptions. “

She took a deep breath, trying to think.

“Arthur. I need to call Arthur.”

That made Tony laugh, although it was a humourless laugh.

“You think he’ll save you? He put these very people in place so that he wouldn’t have to deal with this. They don’t make exceptions for the laws. These God-damn Princes, I knew it was more trouble than it was worth.”

“Tony,” her voice was shaky, as she pulled out her cell phone. “It’s okay. Arthur isn’t going to let the Regime prosecute me when they were the ones who demanded I come.”

“You think too much of him. You have to remember they were the ones who enslaved you, Annalise. They didn’t care how sick you were, only that they got what they wanted. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen them do in 150 years.”

“Arthur’s been asleep for 1000 years, Tony, he didn’t do any of those things,” she reminded him, and dialed the Bugresson home. 

In the mansion, hundreds of miles away, life was a bit of a different story. The four Bugresson Princes, Gregory, Arthur, Knox and Brock, each had separate duties that they attended to on a daily basis. Gregory tended to be the overseer, dealing with the most serious situations that arose in the vampire world, whereas Arthur shadowed him, relearning a role that has changed so much in the past 1000 years. Knox, once the Regent while his brother slept, now took Brock with him on a lot of the errands and meetings that required outwork, feeling like he was demoted to a servant. Gregory’s long-term girlfriend, Rosa, a red headed and promiscuous ballerina, was often on tour with her dance company and not at home. When she was, it was anyone’s guess what or who she was doing. Gregory had been burned by love once and swore to never love again. For the past ten years, he and Rosa engaged in a purely sexual relationship and partnership that they were the first to broadcast as ‘not love’, which confused Annalise. Rosa was also a Guard, a rare supernatural creature whose very presence caused others around her to lose their supernatural ability. Guards and vampires weren’t supposed to get along, but Rosa, a very powerful Guard, clearly didn’t follow rules.

At 10am on a Saturday morning, however, they were all at home, on a conference call with a vampire clan in Germany who were reporting dealing with a Guard from Donnair origin. Gregory was baffled, because he personally had been the one to wipe out the Donnair bloodline 400 years ago. To this date, only the Crampons, Markers and Dereigns produced Guards. The rest of the bloodlines were long dead. The Donnair Guards, however, were special. For the Donnair Guards were natures’ answer to the bloodline of witches that created the Vampire Princes.

1000 years ago, the Princes lay on their deathbed, dying from an outbreak of Plague. Their mother begged the town’s local witch to save her sons, and made a deal with the devil. Her sons would be immortal, they would be the world’s first vampires, but they would be so with demon souls. The Terra Witch clan, balanced by the Donnair clan of Guards, would always have the power to take them out. A Donnair Guard could reduce the Princes to almost full human form. Combined with the Black Plague, they could be killed from the very thing they were saved from. But the Plague and Donnair Guards didn’t exist anymore, or so they believed.

“There’s no way it’s not,” Samantha said, her voice firm. Samantha was 500 years old, and Gregory had known her a long time. “Spitting image of Tasha. I saw you rip her head off my Lord, and yet there’s one walking around causing us all to feel too human.”

Gregory held his tongue on pointing out that some vampires, like himself, liked the human feeling Guards gave them. It was still too taboo for this world, when, 15 years ago even, Guards were still captured, enslaved, tortured and killed by other supernaturals. He had outlawed it once and for all when he met Rosa, which led the others to believe that his feelings for the redhead were deeper than he claimed.

“The Guard bloodlines all intermarried. It’s possible that what’s lurking around you is one of the remaining three, just...recessive genes? Is that the right word?”

“My Lord,” Samantha’s voice was crackly over the speakerphone. “If we could have your permission to investigate...”

“You will not harm the Guard,” Gregory said, firmly. “Although I am curious. Find out how you can. But no harm needs to come to it. Alert me of your findings.”

The call ended, and he leaned back in his chair, turning to Arthur, who had been pacing the room.

“That could be something that you could take responsibility for, Brother. After all, your memory of the Donnair Guards would be better than the rest of ours.”

“Maybe,” Arthur replied, half-heartedly. “Why does it matter, Gregory? Without the plague, there is no threat to us,” his tone was flat, and Gregory wondered if that was a good or a bad thing in Arthur’s mind. Despite the progress he had made, the truth still stood that he didn’t want to be a vampire, he never wanted to be a vampire. But the Princes were immortal, truly immortal. Nothing could kill them. 

The phone rang again, and Gregory hit the green button.

“Samantha, you forgot something?”

“Arthur?”

That made Arthur pay attention, and he strided over to the table.

“Annalise?” he said. She was the only thing that had made him smile. When she was there, he had clung to her, trusting her to translate and explain everything in this frightening and modern world. It was a crutch and Gregory feared that when she died, Arthur would lose it again, and send himself right back into Torpor. But Annalise was healthy now, and although they were apart, Arthur was better every time she called. “Are you alright?”

There was a quiver in her voice that wasn’t normally there.

“Arthur, I got a letter from the Regime,” she said, and explained the situation. Arthur’s brow furrowed as she read, and he turned to Gregory gaping.

“No,” he said, to his oldest brother. “This should not be allowed.”

“It’s...sloppy,” Gregory said, disregarding the fact that the girl was on speakerphone. “It’s correct, of course, following the rules, but they shouldn’t be so oblivious to our movements that they think they can send her notification. But she isn’t protected under the law of deliverance anymore, Arthur. She’s healthy.”

Arthur was aghast.

“So you’re just going to let them take her?”

Annalise’s gasp on the other end of the phone made Knox pay attention. He had been sulking when Gregory asked Arthur to do duty that was normally his.

“It’s sloppy work,” Gregory replied. “Annalise, don’t worry about it. Just ignore it.”

“Uh...” Annalise seemed unsure of this. “So you’ll talk to them then?”

“Or they’ll realize their mistake,” Gregory didn’t have time at the moment for this girl’s questions. If there was a Donnair Guard walking around, he wanted it gone. “We’ll call you later, alright?”

“I’ll call you tonight, Anna,” Arthur said, and she seemed to accept that, saying her goodbyes. Once the line was dead, Arthur turned to Gregory.

“How could you say that to her? Of course we will call the Regime.”

Knox raised an eyebrow.

“We should be doing their jobs without us calling. Gregory is right, Arthur, they’re breaking no rules. Why should this girl be the exception?”

“Because we are the reason she was here?” Arthur replied, angrily, turning to Gregory. 

“Relax,” The King shook his head. “We’ll grant her immunity, yes. But Knox, it’s always better to think through a choice before we grant it. Your haste will get you in trouble one day, Brother.”

“Why?” Knox put in. “You’ve gone soft, Gregory, after all these years. Your little redheaded ballerina—-“

“Who you adore,” Gregory pointed out, and Knox waived his hand.

“Regardless, she has immunity too. She struts around as if she is Queen and now Arthur’s human gets released. At this rate, everyone will be allowed to live if the rules are broken. These were once my choices to make, as Regent.”

“I am Regent,” Arthur reminded his younger brother.

“After a 1000 year vacation,” Knox grumbled at him. Arthur tensed and Brock spoke up.

“Can’t we not fight, for once, Brothers?”

“Out of the mouths of babes,” Gregory said, firmly, looking to each of them. 

“To be a compassionate King, you need to make exceptions,” Arthur replied. Knox had another idea.

“And to be a fair King, you must not bend the rules around favourites.”

“And for either of you to be King, I’d have to croak, and I’m immortal,” Gregory reminded them, not impressed. One thing he didn’t miss was the fighting. “Now, can we get back to business? Arthur, will you investigate the reports of this Guard? It’s probably nothing, Samantha has a dramatic flair, but it will be worth looking into.”

“Yes,” Arthur replied, although it clearly wasn’t with any pleasure.

“Good. Knox, I need you to...”

They were interrupted by Rosa sauntering in the room without knocking. In a ballet skirt and tank top, her hair up, she looked tired. Indeed, she had barely stepped off the plane from her last engagement, and stopped to get the mail. From the look on her face, she wasn’t happy.

“Gregory, I just got an annoying letter,” she said, waving an envelope in the room. Gregory, not expecting his lover, covered his surprise with a calm tone.

“Let me guess. The Regime want to investigate you because you are a human who knows about Vampires.”

She plopped herself down in his lap, half wrinkling his suit in the process.

“How’d you know?”

“Weren’t you supposed to not be home until tomorrow?” he asked, taking the letter from her hand as if it was commonplace. For two people who supposedly didn’t love each other, they were remarkably comfortable.

“Early flight. Do they want to kill me?”

“Mmm,” he answered, sliding the letter over to Knox. Arthur’s reading skills were still not the strongest. “Can you debate this one too?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“No,” Knox replied, giving Rosa a smirk. “You’re a Guard, Precious, you’re supposed to know about vampires. You have a reason. Annalise...”

“Annalise got one too?” Rosa raised an eyebrow. “Did they set up their database to target girlfriends of the Princes’?”

Arthur blushed at that, and became very engrossed in fiddling with the paper in front of him. He didn’t know what label to put on him and Annalise, especially lately. Nothing in life was clear and obvious, at least not the way it was before. 

“Have you ever met a Donnair Guard, Precious?” Knox asked. Although he was at odds with most people, he and Rosa got along well, two mischievous souls.

“Donnair Guards don’t exist,” Rosa replied. “Or at least, not for a long time. I’m not sure they ever did, according to some Guard legends.”

“They did,” Gregory answered, with a tight smile. “I took care of it. But now someone is saying there’s one wandering around.”

“Whatever,” Rosa was already opening the rest of her mail. “Probably trying to scare you. How the hell is my credit card bill nine hundred dollars? Gregory, here,” she got up, handing him her bill and looked around at their solemn faces. “Guys, stop freaking out. Donnair Guards are nowhere near as powerful as Dereign Guards, and I’m the queen bee. If you’re not dead from me, you won’t die from one of them.”

“It’s not about power, my dear,” Gregory replied. “It’s about specifics.”

Rosa shrugged.

“Well, they’re dead.”

But it didn’t end there. They were soon getting notifications that all sorts of people who were supposed to be protected were getting letters of inquiry. Brock, who had a good link to the witch community, told Gregory of three witches who got letters the very next day. 

It wasn’t just letters of inquiry that the Regime were sending out. Within a week, there was also interview invitations, as their normally 100-person council was down eight members of late. Regime vampires were strong, or had special skill, but they weren’t indestructible. Tony, who wanted nothing to do with the vampire council, received a letter of interview one week to the day of Annalise’s inquiry. It was a well-known fact that the magical hybrid was a rebel and would never join the Regime. He had even been responsible for two of those eight deaths. So when Annalise called Arthur to tell him, Gregory knew that there was something more going on than sloppy workmanship.

“You know,” he said, one evening, as they wound down their day sipping bourbon. Despite not needing nearly as much sleep as humans, they were still old enough to want quiet nights in. “We haven’t paid the Regime quite a visit in a while. And I have a feeling that whatever is brewing there will not be fixed by a phone call.”

“Go to Sweden?” Brock perked up. “Yes! There are so many witches in Sweden. I love witches.”

“Child, sit down a minute,” Gregory replied, although it was with a half smile. Brock may be almost 1000 years old, but he forever seemed to remain 16. “If we approach this, we approach it with caution. Because...” he held up a hand at his brother’s protests. “If it’s what I suspect, we may have to dissolve them completely.”

“Dissolve?” Knox turned his head sharply. “Why? Because one idiot is sending out letters?”

“If that’s what we find, no. But if what we find is corruption and conspiracy, it’s a different matter. We haven’t been there in 100 years. It would be good for the Regime to remember that the Bugresson Princes are still four strong, and alive. We left them in charge yes, but I have found that sometimes, they overstep their bounds.”

“I’m up for it,” Brock was eager as always, and looked around to his brothers. Knox shrugged.

“Why not? It’s been ages since we dug up some fun in Europe.”

“Good,” Gregory turned to Arthur, who seemed content on studying his hands. “Arthur?”

“I just don’t see why it matters,” Arthur answered, and Gregory sighed. 

“The future of the vampire race matters a bit, Arthur.”

“Have you not had enough time to walk this Earth?”

“Gregory,” Arthur said, in a low voice. “Do you think it’s wise...to involve me in this?”

“Why would it not be wise?” Gregory asked, raising an eyebrow. Arthur sighed.

“Once, I knew how to properly behave. But now, it seems every breath I take is done wrong. I knew how to be your Regent, once, Gregory, but now...now I’m not sure.”

“See, he admits it himself,” Knox said, and Gregory shot him a look before turning back to Arthur.

“Of course you should be involved. You will remember,” Gregory assured him. “And Knox, you will also remember your place or I will leave you behind.”

“Why not bring Anna?” It was Brock who piped up, hating the tension that was in the air. He hated to see Arthur so sad, and it seemed like it was constant. “Sweden’s a new place...well, you haven’t been there in a while, so you’ll need her. Plus, she’s supposed to show up for an inquiry anyways, right? So maybe we plan a sneak attack, flex our muscles a bit. They’ll never know what hit them.”

Arthur didn’t understand half of the modern phrases that his brother used, but he did understand Annalise’s involvement. He looked up to Gregory. 

“I would like to do that.”

“Sure,” Gregory replied, slowly. He felt like there was something Arthur wasn’t telling him, but he had no idea what it was. He was eager to agree, anything to get his brother to go. “I can give Dr. Hever a call.”

“She will come of her own free will,” Arthur said. “Or not at all.”

Annalise’s first experience with the Bugressons had been under orders. She was the best of her kind, and she was desperately needed. Gregory had shown up and whisked her away, and it left a bad taste between the Hevers and himself that he wasn’t sure would ever heal, despite his efforts. She was treated very well, and obviously, good things had come of the experience. Once upon a time, Arthur would have never complained about the treatment of a servant or slave. But now, things were different.

“Alright,” Gregory nodded. “Of course. Would you like to call her and ask if she would accompany us? And if she desires to do so, what she will need to make the trip? She’s on quite a bit of medication still, I think.”

“I’ll arrange it,” Arthur rose at once. He was already picking up his phone, and pressing the speed dial. Gregory was pretty sure it was the only number he ever called, but that was fine. He had to remind himself of
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