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Life and these lips have long been
separated; Death lies on her like an untimely frost.

Romeo & Juliet: Act IV Scene
5









Chapter 1

Behavior

Wednesday, July 11 -- 11
p.m.

"I saw that dude walk by, like maybe
half an hour ago. I thought he looked like he had the hangover from
hell," Sam Geheren stated, gesturing toward the body that lay a
dozen feet away.

Metro Police Department Detective Kyle
Matheson cast a dubious gaze over the young man with the nose ring.
Geheren had a less than clean hoodie on with his baggy jeans. When
Matheson had arrived on scene, a uniformed officer had informed him
that the middle-aged man lying crumpled on the pavement was not
only dead, but cold, too.

The location was the end of a strip
mall in one of the less than affluent sections of Washington D.C.
Finding a corpse in this area of the city was not exactly
commonplace, but neither was it unheard of. Kyle was moderately
impressed that Geheren had actually called the cops about the body,
but logic said that the young guy was mistaken about the person
he'd seen walking by.

"Thanks for your information. We'll be
in touch if we have more questions," said Matheson. He noticed
Geheren was typing something into his phone as he walked away.
Lord, the guy was probably texting fifteen different friends to
tell them he'd seen a dead body.

Matheson was a stocky black man with a
shaved head. He'd been a cop in D.C. for nearly a decade, and he
figured he'd seen just about everything. Something about this DB
flagged his radar as just a little off center, though, and his
thoughts turned to his ex-colleague Evan Garrett. Garrett had been
a D.C. detective, too, until about a year ago when he joined a
dinky little federal agency that specialized in weird. Matheson
wondered if he was likely to run into Evan regarding this
case.

***

Thursday, July 12

The technician at the medical
examiner's office glanced at the police report that accompanied the
male body on the steel table. It was always helpful to have just a
little idea where and when the victim had been found before the
autopsy processing got started.

It read: adult white male found dead in
vicinity of 6880 Arendale Rd. There were no signs of assault or
struggle, but victim has no ID or valuables present. Robbery
homicide suspected.

The technician read on. A witness
claimed to have seen the victim walking in the vicinity of where
his body was later found. Say what? The technician glanced at the
now naked body. The man had been embalmed. Eyecaps and a trocar
button indicated some mortician had done his job at least a couple
of days ago. There was no way this guy had been walking around last
night.

***

Wednesday, July 18 -- 5 p.m.

Unenthused, unmotivated and
preoccupied, all of the above probably applied. Dr. Gabrielle
Dichenz stared at the computer screen where the lab report she was
supposed to be typing was displayed, still incomplete. The day's
sample load for the FBI lab had been heavy and annoyingly diverse,
which of course required a reference set for each different
analysis. In the background of her mind, the looming knowledge of
needing to appear in court continually disrupted her train of
thought. If the court thing had been work related, it would have
been no big deal, but the purpose was personal. She needed to have
the temporary restraining order on her ex-boyfriend converted to a
long-term one.

Gabrielle leaned back in her desk chair
and stared at the ceiling, thinking of John Benchley. He was the
director of Special Investigative Services and her lover. John was
something akin to her savior, too, having intervened that
terrifying night when her ex had broken her arm and her cheekbone.
She had fired her 9mm at her bastard ex-boyfriend in self defense.
It had been more of a scare tactic at the time than intent to kill
him. Sometimes she regretted that she hadn't aimed between his eyes
instead of for a grazing shot. She wondered what John would make of
her reflections about that particular event. After nearly living in
John's apartment for a few weeks after the assault, she'd barely
seen him for days now.

She and John had managed dinner exactly
once in the past two weeks, despite talking on the phone every day.
Their schedules certainly weren't meshing now that they weren't
involved in the same case.

Her job, his job, the chaos of their
erratic schedules -- as much as she tried, she couldn't find an
easy solution to the problems. If she was just a regular lab rat
and he was just a cop… but no, in their own bent ways they each
dealt with the world in a way distinctly off center. Were they each
saving the world one nightmare at a time? That was as good a
description as any.

That recent dinner had led to a night
of really awesome sex, as they tried to crawl inside each other's
skin, drowning in the intensity of both the act and each other's
presence. He was so... passionate? Brooding? Overprotective?
Delicious? Fabulous in bed? Mmm, yes to each one.

Looking out the window behind her desk,
she could see the sky was heavy with impending rain and it was
5:30, past time to go home. She seldom bothered to drive her car to
work. It was easier to use the metro rather than fight the beltway
traffic. Yes, it was a good three-quarters of a mile from her house
to the Metro stop, but with the hamster wheel of her thoughts, a
walk would be just fine.

***

Evan Garrett had just gotten off the
beltway heading toward Georgetown when the sky opened up and there
was a deluge. He counted himself lucky. 495 plus the impending rush
hour plus heavy rain inevitably equaled a dead crawl in traffic.
Earlier in the week, he had chatted with Gabrielle and promised to
fix her damaged kitchen wall. The holes in the drywall and embedded
slugs were a result of her violent face-off with her
ex-boyfriend.

***

As Gabrielle walked up the steps from
the metro station, it was raining. She considered waiting to see if
the rain slacked off, but it didn't really show any signs of doing
so, and she headed for home. Walking, thinking, getting drenched to
the skin, she didn't reach any monumental conclusions except that
she should have been bright enough to bring an umbrella. As she
approached her home, she realized there was a car parked in front
of the house.

Oh hell, she'd totally forgotten that
she'd asked Evan for some help with digging the bullets out of her
kitchen wall. She saw him more often than she saw John currently.
She had originally met Evan because they both swam at the gym.
Swimming had been put aside for a couple months due to a broken arm
and the case she had worked with SIS. Now she was back to one
morning a week at the swimming pool. She and Evan often grabbed
coffee together at the Starbucks across the street afterward,
taking a few minutes to chat. How weird was it that she and Evan
amicably shared a lover? She saw Evan get out of the car and walk
toward her.

"You should've called me. I could've
given you a lift," he said.

"I… really needed the walk. Come on
in," she said, unlocking the door. "You have keys. Why didn't you
just go on in?"

"I figured it was rude, and besides, if
you hadn't recognized my car straight off, I didn't want to give
you the impression someone had broken in."

He had a point, even though she would
have known it was his car, but she appreciated the sentiment. "Go
on and have a look at the damage. I'm going to go find some dry
clothes." She trudged up the stairs.

When she came back down, Evan had
rolled up his shirt sleeves and was probing one of the holes with a
pair of needle nose pliers. Gabrielle also noticed the tea kettle
was heating on the stove.

"I figured you could use a cup of tea,"
he said, making a vague gesture toward the stove. "After getting
soaked and all."

"Thank you." She saw that he'd already
found a pair of mugs and left them on the counter, along with a box
of tea bags. "I thought about trying to do that myself, but… I mean
it's not like it's all that hard to pry the slugs out,
but…"

"It's fine, Brie. You have a lot on
your plate, and I'm fairly good with the DIY stuff." He laid a
deformed blob of metal on the counter beside four
others.

"God, one or two would have been
plenty. I don't know what the hell I was thinking. I emptied the
whole fucking clip," she muttered, and sat down at the kitchen
table.

"He'd just broken your arm and he was
about to stab John with a knife. I'm kind of surprised you didn't
unload them all straight into that asshole's head." Evan plunked
another bullet onto the counter.

"Yeah, me too, but then I'd be worrying
about facing a potential murder trial instead of a show of cause
one for a restraining order."

Evan turned to face her. "John's
cleared his entire morning on Friday. You know he wouldn't leave
you to face off against Garner alone in court."

"I have an attorney. And Friday's not
the end of it. There's the trial for the assault and battery
charges later… God."

Evan dropped down to one knee in front
of Brie. "Do not back down. He deserves jail time for what he did
to you. John and I will be with you every step of the
way."

Gabrielle was silent, grateful for
Evan's support. The tea kettle squealed. She got up and poured the
water in the cup, dropping in a tea bag. "I'm assuming this means
you'd like a cup, too."

"Yes, rainy day and all that, it seemed
like a good idea. I count eleven holes. That 9 mil holds thirteen.
What happened to the other two?"

"The window." She put water and a tea
bag into the second cup.

"Oh, I guess that makes sense. Got any
spackle?" he asked.

"No, sorry. I totally forgot you were
coming over."

"No problem, I'll pick some up
tomorrow."

"I owe you big time for this," said
Brie.

***

Wednesday, July 18 -- 6 p.m.

Piles of photocopies, miscellaneous
books and an open laptop littered the workspace. A slender,
dark-haired man glanced across the room to the huge, steel tank
filled with liquid nitrogen attached to a freezer.

"I will find a way, Kathryn," he
whispered. It had been four months since her death, and he felt he
was finally making progress.

Dr. Lucas Kleinfelter rifled through
the stacks of pages and books. He'd thought he'd left the
information culled from the Egyptian Book of the Dead somewhere
under the stacks of neurology journals. That was only step one in
the list of cultural mythos information he was trying to compile;
there were references in Chinese, Indian and Voudoun yet to be
consulted.

A female body, his most recent
experimental subject, lay naked on a steel table along the wall.
Maybe he should get back to muscle memory studies he was doing and
worry about the occult information later. There was a finite amount
of time until tissue degradation got too advanced.

He opened the lab data file and skimmed
down through the numerous pages. Test subject one had been a male
of roughly fifty years of age. Lucas had known when he "borrowed"
the body that it was only a crude approximation of an ideal test
model, but he had exhausted all the in vitro testing options, as
well as use of the stereotypical animal model, rats. Use of
cadavers was typical of medical research, but Lucas' work was
unfunded and unsanctioned, so he was forced to resort to less than
legal ways to procure those bodies. Lord… that was so damn
medieval…

The embalmed state of test subject
number one had been both helpful and hindering. Lucas hadn't had to
concern himself with preservation issues, a plus, but the rigidity
of the tissue had been a problem.

The main brunt of his experimentation
on this current body had been the use of functional electrical
stimulation, FES, to create movement. This was the same technology
often used on paralysis patients to regain some form of motor
control. He had flooded the circulatory system with a solution of
magnesium creatine chelate and ribose to provide an energy source
for the muscles. That part seemed to have worked well, but he found
the electrode placement on the skin of the subject's arms and legs
inefficient. The steps and motions performed by the subject were
jerky, stumbling and greatly lacking in balance. An additional
problem existed. Due to stumbles and collisions with walls and
furniture, the electrode contacts often dislodged.

Test subject number two was newer,
fresher, and had not experienced chemical preservation.
Preservation could be dealt with to a fair degree by
temperature-controlled storage. Oh, that did remind him; at some
point, he would have to deal with disposal. The first subject he'd
left carefully propped against the back wall of a strip mall, where
foot traffic was light and video surveillance nonexistent. He
debated lingering to make sure the body was discovered, but that
seemed an undue risk.

***

Last slug removed, Evan gazed at the
broken drywall. One area was damaged badly enough that it might
need some wall repair mesh. This was definitely a multiday job, but
then he'd assumed that from the start. He didn't mind. It gave him
a nice obvious excuse to keep tabs on Gabrielle.

Now that the nearly unbelievable SIS
case involving the hunt and execution of a vampire was over, he
knew that Brie had pulled away, to a degree, from her intense
relationship with John. It made some sense. Gabrielle was trying to
find her feet after all the months she'd spent in a profoundly
abusive relationship with Tom Garner. She was a brilliant woman,
both logical and sensitive, and she'd apparently felt caught in an
impossible situation. A telepath so desperate for someone accepting
to touch, she'd been willing to trade her safety for intermittent
affection. Damn, it made him feel sick.

"Do you have a broom or a foxtail so I
can sweep this stuff up?" he asked. There were crumbled bits of
drywall on the floor.

"Upstairs, I think." Gabrielle went to
get the broom.

Evan drank some of his tea while he
waited. On the kitchen wall, the phone rang and he picked it up,
wondering if it might be John.

"Hello?"

"Who the fuck are you and where's
Brie?!" shouted an angry voice. Although Evan had never met Garner,
he'd listened to a voice mail left on Brie's phone a few weeks
ago.

"Not here," replied Evan.

The man changed tactics. "Sorry, can
you tell her that Tom needs to talk to her. There's been a
misunderstanding, and we need to get this resolved."

"I'll pass the message on," said Evan,
with no intention of doing so if he could avoid it. He hung up as
he heard Gabrielle's footsteps coming back down the
stairs.

"Who was that?" she asked.






Evan spent a moment on internal debate.
If he lied to her, she'd know. Her telepathic Talent was strong.
"Tom."

Fuck. It was horrible how one word was
akin to a sucker punch. It barely showed on her face, he'd give her
that, but his empathic Talent picked up the gut-clenching mix of
fear and anger.

"Exactly what did he have to say?" she
asked carefully.

"Not much. Obviously he doesn't think
the TRO applies to phone calls." He took the broom that Brie held
out to him and went back to the pile of debris on the floor. Brie
sat back down at the table, fingers wrapped around her
mug.

Evan finished sweeping up the mess on
the floor. "Do you want me to hang around for a while?"

"I'm okay," she said.

"All the locks have been changed. You
can arm the alarm system the minute I leave, and John or I are only
a phone call away." He was torn between insisting that he stay, at
least for a while, and wondering if she'd be better off feeling
like she was in control.

"You want to hang around for some
dinner? I probably ought to eat some real food. Lunch was a power
bar while I waited for the ICP to warm up."

"That seems like a good idea. It sounds
like you had a manic day," Evan commented. He was mildly relieved
that she wanted him around for at least a little longer.

"Sort of. One of the techs is on
vacation, and that makes the load a little heavier."

"There's a good Chinese place that
delivers, or pizza or wings…"

"Chinese sounds the least bad for me,"
said Brie.

"I could suggest chocolate frosting and
a spoon."

"What?" She gave him a look like he'd
lost his mind.

"Put the frosting tub in the
refrigerator just long enough to make sure it's good and cold. Pull
out, open and eat with a spoon. I have four sisters who claim
chocolate is the appropriate solution to any problem. That little
trick is my twin's version."

Brie laughed. "I didn't know you had a
twin."

"Her name's Brigid. She's lives in a
little rural town in Loudon County called Hillsboro."

"Are you close?"

"Yeah. She's on my case at the moment
because I haven't had the time to visit in a while."

***

Chinese takeout ended up being the
choice. Gabrielle was eating orange chicken, and Evan had gotten
Mongolian beef. The phone rang, and Brie picked it up without
thinking about it.

"Gabrielle, baby, you have to let me
come over and straighten this out. It was all a mistake. I was so
jealous that you might be seeing someone else. I need
you."

Brie froze. Here Tom was gushing
platitudes. In another time, she might have been tempted to give
in, a time when she had no options. She looked across the kitchen
table, and Evan's expression was wary concern. "You broke my arm
and tried to stab a friend of mine. We have nothing to discuss."
She pushed the button to end the call. Evan reached across and laid
a hand on hers. Knowing that Evan was right there was
reassuring.

"How come I can face down a vampire,
more than once even, and one human guy makes me want to curl up in
a ball? God, I am so pathetic!" Brie was angry with herself for
responding this way.

"No, you're not. You're learning from
your mistakes, and since he's called you more than once tonight, I
think I should sleep on your sofa."

"Evan…"

"It'll make me feel better."

***

Evan checked his watch: 7:15 p.m. John
should be free of the meeting he was called to, in theory anyway.
If not, Evan would do the voice mail thing. He thumbed the buttons
of his cell.

"Benchley," said the voice that
answered.

"How'd the meeting go?" Evan
asked.

"It sucked. Maybe next time I should
send you to one of these things. I spent half an hour trying to
explain why we needed access to a bigger incinerator. Apparently
'because sometimes we need to dispose of vampire bodies' was not a
good selling point. They want us to deal with the problems without
divulging details to the public, but they don't really want to hear
the details, either. Are you at the office?"

"No, I'm at Brie's. I came by to dig
bullets out of her kitchen wall."

"Oh yeah, I remember her saying
something about that a few days ago," John commented.

"I've got another problem,
though."

"Okay?"

"Garner called her, twice. The first
time I answered, the second time she did."

"Just effing great. What did he say to
her?" John said sourly.

"I'm not sure exactly, but I think he
was pretending to be nice and apologetic. When I talked to him, he
claimed it was all a misunderstanding."

"Jesus… I'd like to misunderstand him
into a wall."

"You should be proud of Brie, though,
she told him there was nothing to discuss and hung up on him,"
replied Evan.

"Good. I'd still like to beat the shit
of him… If he called twice, do you think he's apt to try to come by
her house? I'm not sure I like the idea of her being there
alone."

"I'm a step ahead of you," Evan
replied. "I told her that I'm intending to sleep on her sofa
tonight."

"Are you sure you don't want to bring
her back over to the building tonight?"

"You just don't want to be the one
sleeping alone tonight," Evan teased.

"Hey, I like having a warm body in bed
with me. Two would be even better."

"Mmm, I think she's not quite there
yet."

"I know, but I have to say I'm glad
it's something under discussion. Can I talk to her?" John
asked.

"She's in the bathtub. I don't know if
she's up for me interrupting her."

"That's okay, let her be. I really am
glad you're over there if he's taken to calling her," said
John.

"You're being more prosaic about this
than I expected."

"I'm dead tired. It's too much trouble
to get bent of out shape right now. I would, though, if you weren't
watch-dogging her."

***

Wednesday, July 18, 2007 -- 11:30
p.m.

Late that night another body was found,
near one of the clubs in Georgetown. Two young men out bar hopping
claimed to have seen the woman walking before she collapsed, but
the witnesses were not sober and their reliability was in severe
doubt when it turned out the body already had autopsy incisions.
The officers at the scene suspected a sick practical joke. There
were, however, some thoroughly odd quirks to the event. The woman's
shoes appeared to have trod through a puddle of spilled milkshake a
dozen yards down the street.









Chapter 2

Potential

Thursday, July 19 -- 7:05
a.m.

Gabrielle came down the stairs of her
house, intent on making coffee. She'd nearly forgotten that Evan
had spent the night on her sofa, and was belatedly glad that she'd
slept in a t-shirt and track shorts. There he was stretched out on
the sofa, arms crossed on his chest, shirt untucked and partially
unbuttoned, legs crossed at the ankle, no shoes, eyes closed in
sleep. He looked so… relaxed.

Brie had woken up enough times with
John to draw a certain pleasure from that fallen angel innocence he
always seemed to have when he slept. She didn't think she'd ever
seen Evan asleep before. His short, curly hair was messy, and his
jaw outlined by beard stubble. Damn, if he didn't stir some carnal
thoughts up in her head, too. It wasn't like she hadn't seen him
fairly close to naked a lot of times. Even though he wore a long
leg speedo when he swam at the gym, it was painted on and left
precious little to the imagination.

Continuing out into the kitchen, she
mused on the fact that her thoughts about Evan had changed quite a
bit over the past month. She'd always thought he was cute, and
kind, back when she only knew him as "that guy who did laps." Now
he was John's other lover, an agent for SIS, and rapidly heading
toward becoming her best friend. Was that going to be "friends with
benefits?" Brie knew that was what John was hoping for. It boggled
her mind a little that she had been extricated from a relationship
with a man who sometimes beat the crap out of her, to now being
involved with two men. One treated her like she was made of glass,
and the other teasingly advocated chocolate as a solution to life's
problems. If you threw in the idea that she was trying to decide if
she could handle the concept of sleeping with two men, who also had
their own bond, logic just flat out started to break
down.

She grabbed a filter and started a pot
of coffee before going back into the living room. Brie sat on her
coffee table and laid a hand on Evan's arm. He woke with a slight
jerk, then smiled at her.

"Coffee's on the make," she said. Evan
sat up and ran his hands through his hair.

"Good. What time do you have to be at
work?"

"Nine. I can offer you coffee and a
shower, but I'm afraid you're on your own in regards to clean
clothes."

"That's okay. I'll swing by my place
and get some clean clothes. Although, you know, my boss wouldn't
really care if I showed up looking less than professional," he
teased.

Brie had to smile.

***

Showered but not shaved, Evan poured
himself a cup of coffee while Brie was upstairs getting dressed. He
heard a knock on the front door and took the precaution of looking
out the front window before he answered it. John was standing on
the front step with a white paper bag in his hand.

"I swung by the bakery on the way over
here. It seemed like a good morning for muffins," said
John.

"Excellent, I could do with some
breakfast," replied Evan, and let him into the house.

"Were there any more phone calls last
night?"

"No."

"Good."

"You look tired," Evan commented. He
cupped a hand against John's face and hooked a couple fingers in
John's belt, pulling John close.

"Yesterday was long, really long, and I
didn't sleep all that well." John gave a dismissive shrug. Evan
knew that gesture. It translated to a night that had either been
riddled with nightmares or insomnia.

***

Coming down the stairs, Gabrielle saw
John standing near the front door with Evan. Evan's hands were on
John in a way that spoke of care. As John brushed a kiss across
Evan's mouth, she could sense a subtle release of tension in John.
Without eavesdropping more purposefully on them, Gabrielle
suspected there was history behind the stress.

"I brought breakfast," said John,
apparently noticing her presence.

"Coffee's made. Grab a cup." Gabrielle
picked up her sneakers from the floor of the den and followed John
into the kitchen. After he took a mug from the rack beside the
coffee maker, he drew her into an embrace.

"You know I'm going with you to the
hearing tomorrow," John said. She nodded, and he wrapped an arm
around her, dipping his head to kiss her.

***

Thursday, July 19 -- 1 p.m.

Special Investigative Services had a
web based search program linked to all the major law enforcement
databases in the country. It also scanned the D.C. area hospitals,
morgues and precincts for a long list of specific key words. The
software was the brain child of Fiona Mills, the SIS computer
maven. It was, however, still up to SIS personnel to read through
the lists of flagged data and determine if anything sounded
suspicious enough to warrant an investigation.

Suspicious was one of their
specialties, especially if it defied normal logic and left the
traditional establishment rather stumped. So when the medical
examiner's office noted unusual scorch marks on the scalp of the
Jane Doe found in Georgetown, a link to the report that mentioned
those unidentified scorch marks was flagged by the computer program
and dumped into a list along with thirty-seven other items for the
day.

***

Thursday, July 19 -- 1:45
p.m.

In the main workroom of SIS, John stood
with an empty cup in one hand and a print-out of some of the
budgetary information he was wrangling in the other. His intention
was another cup of coffee, but the paperwork fueled another
thought. He needed to ask Fiona if all their normal accounting
information had gone off to the contracted CPA firm for the current
month yet. Looking across the room to the desk where Fiona sat,
John saw a halo of distorted
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