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      For anyone in their own personal prison,

      I hope you find your freedom

      And all the happiness.
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      Olivia

      I don’t know what to wear to a trial like this. Should I dress to impress? Maybe I should ask Roman? I think I should because, honestly, I’d like to go tell the lot of them off. Unfortunately, Duncan keeps telling me that isn’t an option, and there are worse things than death. Nims shoves her head into my hand, and I scratch automatically. We aren’t usually apart during stressful things, and the fact that I can’t take her with me stresses us both.

      “Come on, let’s go ask Roman what I should wear to this utter bullshit of a trial.” She stands and leads the way out of the closet. This place that Roman calls home is a maze of rooms and hallways. Filled as it is with the spoils of war and conquest, I have been at him since I first saw the place to give it all back.

      I may be starting to win. It seems like pieces are going missing around here. Coming down the stairs, I would swear there are two more paintings gone. I can hear Roman telling someone to figure things out. I wonder what presses their attention so. His office door is open, so we walk in and wait. He tells the man he is talking to, “Go. See that you do it right this time.” After the man leaves, he sits down and looks at me. “How are you and Nims this evening?”

      Nims leans into my leg, and I set my hand on her head, petting her. “Nervous. I don’t know what to expect, and I am scared about the whole thing. I don’t know what to wear. I don’t want to leave Nims here, while I go to this trial about who I live with, especially when it shouldn’t be a thing at all. I am well-past being grown. I don’t like it. So, what should I wear?”

      He nods and steeples his hands in front of his chest, elbows resting on the arms of his chair. “You should go for elegance and business. If you have a suit of some sort, that would be ideal. As for the rest, would you shut the door, please?” I shut the door without fuss because he actually asked and said please. For once. “Thank you. I don’t blame you for being nervous. Honestly, it is strange that this trial is even being entertained. I hear rumblings of things that give me pause. I have concerns that this may have been decided already and not in our favor.”

      My heart freezes in my chest. “What do you mean, ‘it may have been decided’ like that? They can’t do that, right? Do we have a backup plan? What happens to Nims?”

      I kneel next to her and hug her hard. She leans into me, laying her head over my shoulder. Roman stands and comes over. He kneels in front of us, putting a hand on my shoulder. “We will keep her safe. If the worst happens, and you must go with Callum, we will keep her safe. I swear it.”

      I can feel tears running down my face. I may not blush anymore, but I can cry rivers of blood. Roman pats my back about as awkwardly as possible. “What will you do, when she and I can’t take being apart? We’ve never been apart for more than some hours. I don’t know what I would do without her.”

      “You’ll send us dirty clothing, so she can have your scent near her. Ultimately, we will find some way for you to see her regularly. We will keep fighting to have you brought back here and to adopt you. It is the only way to keep you and us safe. Callum is only interested in owning you. He hasn’t any idea about the people, the church, that is after you. I think he will tire of you. Well, after he finds out you aren’t willing to fall at his feet and worship him.”

      “Well, you’ve met me. The only creature I might worship is my Nims. I’ll hate Callum, if he takes me from her.” Straightening, I look at Roman. “I’ll make him regret ever having seen me for taking me from her.”

      Roman says, “Good. Do it within the confines of polite society. Vampires are long lived, and we have created a ridiculous amount of rules. One such being that you can’t kill your sire for pissing you off.”

      “What’s the use of being a vampire, if I can’t kill any and all people for pissing me off?” I huff.

      Roman chuckles and pulls out a red handkerchief as he says, “I agree with you, but this is the world we live in. I suppose, if you don’t like it, you could campaign and become the high ruler of the council. If you are that determined.”

      His words spark something in me. Taking the handkerchief, I wipe the tears from my face. “Is that really a possibility? Anyone can do that?”

      He nods and stands, moving back to his desk. “Yes, anyone. Even a rogue. The reason most vampires do not is because of the difficulty involved. Vampires tend to hate change. They want things to be the same all the time because it makes time seem to stand still for them. The passing centuries seem shorter and less frequent. The older vampires especially feel such urges. The resistance to change is fierce. They do not want anyone young coming in and fucking up their cozy, insular lives.”

      “Maybe that is what they need.” Shoving the soiled handkerchief in my pocket, I stand. “Perhaps I will become high ruler of the council, if this goes wrong. Maybe I will, so I can burn it all to the ground. I’ll dress for this bullshit in the meantime.”

      It seems like only a second had passed when Duncan knocks on my door and opens it. “Are you ready to go?”

      Pressing one more kiss to the top of Nims’ head, I stand. “Stay here, my sweet girl. I’ll be back soon. Hopefully, with good news.”

      Nims nods at me, and I join Duncan in the hall. He takes my arm in his as we head for the front door. Roman and Niall waited next to a car. The driver sits in the car, waiting for us all to climb in. Niall opens the car door when we come out, and Roman joins us. We follow Niall settling in last and closing the door behind him. The driver takes off, and my nerves ramp up another notch as we approach my doom. Everyone is silent, lost in their thoughts. The one eddy of swirling upset I can’t escape is what will I do without my Nims? She is my rock, my best friend. We have each other’s backs in ways I wouldn’t trust anyone else.

      I would miss Blair and Duncan, but they can’t compare to my Nims.

      If I could still sweat, my palms would be soaked as we glide to a smooth stop in front of a squat, dark building that looks more like a warehouse. Two men come out to greet us as we unfold out of the car. By greet, I mean watch us until we near the doors. Roman puts his arms up, and one of the men pats him down. Niall is next, and the man smiles a little as his hands move toward me. Instead of patting, his hands start to slide down my body, until they jerk away violently. The other man rushes over as I turn to find Duncan crushing the man’s hands for an improper pat down.

      “Your manners are poor, friend. I don’t know what made you think it would be a good idea to grope Olivia in front of her family.” The sound of the bones cracking in the man’s hands sends a shiver down my spine. “We aren’t going to allow it. I’m going to let you off with a warning this time, but you should learn some manners before it becomes detrimental to your health.” He releases the man’s hands. They are mangled and horrific to look at. I think I’ll put that in a book. The other man had stopped, standing next to me. He shrugs and says, “Very well, I will continue the pre-entry checks. Bran, sit next to the doors until your hands heal. However, Olivia, I need to recheck you.”

      I nod and he pats me down, impersonally and quickly, before he moves on to Duncan.

      We go inside without further incident, and another man waits to lead us down a hall to a room. He opens the door and motions for us to enter. The lighting is dim, but plenty enough for vampires. Callum stands off to the right of the door, just inside the jam itself. Roman leads us off to the left. The far side of the room is so dark, all that we can see is the barest outline of a long table and some people sitting behind it. So much for vampiric vision. Roman turns and touches my elbow, guiding me to stand next to him.

      As I stop next to him, the lights dangling over the people across the room turn on. The lights reveal hooded figures cloaked in mystery and darkness. I feel anxiety in the pit of my stomach as Roman’s words from earlier run through my mind on repeat. I dart a glance at Callum to find him watching me. His face is a mask, no emotion visible.

      Someone at the table speaks. I can’t tell who, as the voice doesn’t seem to come from any one place. “Callum, explain why you have petitioned us.”

      Callum’s attention turns to them as he tells the story of what happened when he turned me. He was attacked that night, too. No wonder he never came back. He had no recollection of me until he saw my picture on the back of one of my books. Of course. Note to self, no more pictures there or maybe anywhere. That shit just causes problems. The room is silent as he tells them his story and ends with saying, “We were both robbed of the time we should have had to train her and to come to know each other. Admittedly, I broke rules in choosing to turn her, but she would have died, if I had not. I thought if she hated it, and I couldn’t convince her otherwise, then I would return her to death.”

      The voice speaks again. “Very well. Olivia will spend one year learning from Callum Mezzasalma and familiarizing herself with the family she was reborn into. At that time, the court will revisit this matter. Adjourned.”

      My jaw drops, and I move to step forward and speak, but I am snatched back. Roman moves to stand in front of me as Duncan holds me against him, his hand pressed over my mouth. Roman thanks them for their time, and we all leave the room. Callum follows behind us. I can feel his eyes on me. We go outside and Duncan releases me. I straighten my clothing and smooth my hair. Callum waits till I look up to say, “I would like for you to be ready to leave two nights from now.”

      “And I would like for you to take a long walk off a short pier. What the fuck are you doing? I don’t want to go with you. How does your pea brain decide that forcing me to go with you is the way to get me to accept you all as family?”

      Callum starts to speak, but Duncan’s fist lands before he gets a word out. Callum licks the blood from his lip and smiles. “You have one because I will be taking her home with me.” Duncan moves to hit him again, and Callum blocks it. “I understand you two have a thing. Don’t worry, I’ll bring her back, eventually. She might even remember your name by then.”

      Duncan looks at Callum and puts his fist down. Roman studies Callum but says, “Callum, she will be ready in three days. You may leave with her on the evening of the third day. She will need the full, two days to sort her affairs.”

      Callum nods with his eyes wondering over my face and a smile. “I accept. See you then, sweetheart.”

      “Eat a dick, asshole.”
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      Duncan

      Roman was right. The courts have been bought. All the safeguards put in place, all the things the vampire community did to ensure this court remained impartial, they were all to no avail. The court is corrupted nonetheless. Callum’s fucking face pisses me off. He always looks so smug. It just makes me want to see if he still looks so much like he’s constipated after he swallows his teeth. Getting in the car and away from the desire to test the theory was a relief. Until Olivia starts to cry next to me, dammit. I put my arms around her and hold her close. “It won’t be so bad as it seems. Callum is an asshole, but he isn’t always like that. It seems like he honestly meant to take care of you and was trying to save your life.”

      She sniffles and lifts her head. In a voice raw with pain, she says, “I don’t give a fuck about Callum. I don’t care about having to go there. I care about Nims! I can’t risk taking her there. What if they figure out what she is? I can’t risk her life, and I don’t know if I can handle being separated from her.”

      “I’ll take care of her. I’ll take care of the rest of your dogs, even, while you are there. We’ll video chat daily, so you can see her. We’ll find ways to keep you in contact as much as possible. I mean, we can probably get the witches in on this. A year will pass so quick, and you’ll be reunited with her. I promise.”

      She cries harder, and I know she isn’t buying any of what I said. I can’t even blame her. I’ve never seen any two people as close as her and that dog. The car pulls up to the front doors of Roman’s place. The engine has barely stopped when Olivia is out and running into the house. I know exactly where I’ll find her. As we climb out of the vehicle, we can hear Nims howling. Poor dog. Poor Olivia. Callum is doing himself no favors by taking her from this place. One of the other enforcers steps up as Niall gets out of the car behind Roman. “Sir, there’s something I think you should know.”

      Roman’s hand comes up to pinch the bridge of his own nose. “What now?”

      The enforcer says, “Olivia’s house burned to the ground while you all were in court. However, there’s more.”

      “Oh, fucking hell. Spit it out, man.”

      “They painted red crosses on what remains of the fence, and they planted huge, metal crosses in the front yard.”

      “Fuck. I know Olivia doesn’t want to go with Callum, but it might be for the best, if she is gone for a little while. It might confuse these bastards and throw them off her trail. I think we should keep this to ourselves for a bit. She is upset already, and I don’t want to give her a reason to shed more tears.”
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        * * *

      

      Callum

      One more day of pacing this fucking hotel might actually drive me insane. In less than twelve hours, hopefully she will leave with me. Unless she took this time as an opportunity to run from me because she really does find me abhorrent.

      Somehow, I don’t think my presence is the problem beyond fucking up plans, and that is mostly because Roman had plans to add her to his family. Even that doesn’t ring true. Something else holds her here. I want to know. No, I need to know what it is that had her so upset about leaving that she was willing to risk the wrath of the court. She wasn’t unaffected by seeing me. I know she would be fine getting to know me.

      If only she hadn’t been wiped from my memory by the factory reset those jackals from the Barlowe family gave me. Lost in thoughts of revenge, I realize that hours have passed. The room is dark, and it is time to collect Olivia. Grabbing my bag from the bed, I take the stairs faster than I should, but the hall is empty, so no one will see. The car is out front, waiting. I get in and the driver sends the car gliding away from the curb. It seems an age before we stop before the doors of Roman’s mansion. My steps are light as I walk to the door and knock. It opens almost immediately to allow me entrance. Just as the door closes behind me, a terrible howl sounds throughout the house.

      The sound is filled with sorrow and pierces even my heart. I can’t imagine who would be making that noise. I spot Olivia at the top of the stairs. She is crying even as she descends each step in a marked stride. Every line of her body says that she is forcing herself away from someone or something she desperately wants to stay with. Watching her, I realize it must have been her dog that made the noise. Why would she not have the dog with her? She draws near, and I tell her, “You can bring your dog, if you like. I don’t mind, since we had dogs in the past. It isn’t a problem.”

      A sob escapes her before she presses a fist to her lips. Clearing her throat, she says, “No, I can’t. Shut up, and let’s get this over with.”

      Someone opens the door for her as she draws near it, and I follow her out. The small carry-on bag she has with her can’t contain enough clothes to dress her through the year. “Do you not have any other bags?”

      “They are sending anything they think I will need.” She gets in the car without another word, and I can hear the howling again. I feel like a world-class asshole as I settle in the car. The driver smoothly guides us into traffic. I don’t understand why she can’t bring her dog. If she loves it that much, why not bring the damn thing with her? Maybe she thinks poorly of me for trying to make her leave the one that lay dying next to her? She is staring out the window, obviously determined not to speak to me. I heave a sigh of frustration. This is going nothing like I had hoped. I didn’t expect gratitude, but she seems to be fully grieving. Reaching into my bag, I pull out one of her books and start reading. There is nothing I can do here that she will appreciate, so it will be better if I leave her be.
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