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      While Pepper plans on having an eternity to spend her happily ever after with Emerick Lowrance, getting to the wedding is proving to be a problem. Between numerous women rising from their graves into their second lives and a surge of miscreants attacking innocents on the street, she has her hands full with brood business.

      Rather than dwell on the factors delaying their wedding ceremony, she resumes her hunt to make her city a safe place for all. One of her prey, a serial killing rapist, provides the vital clue she needs to end Breckenan’s reign of terror. To win vengeance for herself and his other victims, she must exhume the past, uncover her father’s secrets, and embrace the true strength of her heritage.

      What she doesn’t know leads her into a deadly dance, and even a single misstep will doom her, her brood, and the love of her unlife.

      This is the final book of a completed trilogy.
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            In my defense, I have a severe allergy to rapists.

          

        

      

    

    
      Rather than go on a date with my husband, I hunted a miscreant. Skipping out on our wining and dining would drive Emerick wild, as would the knowledge I had, for the first time since my turning, managed to stay up beyond dawn. My choice of breakfast had something to do with my determination to stay awake through the day.

      Brandon Smith-Howards enjoyed raping his victims before draining them dry, and as such, I had no interest in fighting him. A sleeping vampire couldn’t lay fang nor finger on me.

      Like I had before domestication, I drained the bastard of every drop of vile blood before separating his head from his body. To keep him from rising again, I removed the stake and poured holy water into the hole, which bubbled and frothed.

      A silver radiance enveloped the corpse, and when it faded, all that remained was bone and ash. Then, as though the very ground recoiled at the thought of harboring his remains, his bones dissolved away to nothing, leaving me with only his head as proof of the kill.

      Emerick would not appreciate me hauling home a miscreant’s head, but I needed to prove the bastard was dead and gone. I already possessed the evidence of his guilt, having saved two of his victims.

      I’d captured footage of the attacks on a pair of body cams, and I’d already submitted the evidence to the police.

      Pleased with my hunt, I emerged from the bastard’s hiding spot in Central Park to bump into the last vampire I wanted finding me fresh from a hunt: my father.

      Then, because my night could get worse, three men with a striking resemblance to dear old dad waited nearby, and they regarded me with raised brows.

      “In my defense, I have a severe allergy to rapists, and the only cure is their brutal murder.” I’d heard rumor of my brothers coming to town, but life as the Lowrance brood’s mistress had kept the awkward family reunion at bay. Rising to my feet, I displayed my prize for the quartet to see. “He tasted disgusting.”

      Heaving a pained sigh, my father lifted his hand and pressed two fingers to his temple. His efforts wouldn’t spare him.

      I had a way of giving the men in my life migraines.

      “You do not have to drink them, Pepper,” my father scolded.

      “Wasting blood should be a sin. And while I’m questionably domesticated now, a wise woman never turns down free food. Anyway, I did not want this one getting back up, not with his preference of prey. I even stayed up late to take him out.” As I’d done a fabulous job of hunting for him, locating his hiding place, and taking him out, I gestured at the hole. “I triangulated this area to be his hunting grounds, and after I stole two of his meals, I tracked him to here. I gave him two nights, during which I abused some police hotlines to keep the area patrolled so he wouldn’t be able to strike again. I waited for Emerick to go to sleep before leaving this morning, as he’s confident I cannot stay up past dawn no matter what. We’re supposed to go on a date this evening, but I have a feeling I’m going to miss it. We’ll probably survive. Once he finds out I went out in the sun without issue, he’ll even praise me for this morning’s questionable display of independence.”

      At first, the sun had scared me, but after an hour of searching for the hole that contained my prey, I’d relaxed and basked in its glow.

      I suspected my purpose for being out during the day played a huge role in my ability to withstand the sun.

      “Well, yes. You are notorious about sleeping soundly at dawn. I did warn him you would be able to walk under the sun with no problems. He only has himself to blame for your questionable display of independence.”

      I snickered; Emerick would lose his mind the instant he woke up and discovered I had given him the slip. The witnesses to my departure had been too stunned seeing me in my leathers and wearing my stakes to stop me, and they likely believed they hallucinated the whole thing. “Did my brothers beat you for your latest transgressions?”

      “They tried. They are delightful little monsters. Once they worked their nerves out, as young things must do to be happy, they were content to delay their attempted murder of my person in exchange for meeting you. As you were not home and the guards seemed quite keen on having a babysitter with you, they told me you’d gone off hunting shortly after dawn. As they had the wisdom to ask for my advice, I suggested that they leave their grumpy master to his sleep. If you were trying to be stealthy, I’m going to have to rate your efforts poorly.”

      “Stealth was not on my agenda today. Killing this bastard so he wouldn’t rape more women before killing them was. I have done my job well.” I wrinkled my nose, as my victim’s foul taste lingered. “He tasted vile.”

      “Pepper,” my father chided.

      “I am only partially domesticated, and there is zero point in wasting perfectly edible blood.”

      “You do not need to hoard supernatural strengths, young lady. And that is exactly what you are going to do if you keep insisting on draining every miscreant you cross paths with.”

      I dismissed his opinion with a wave of my hand. “Complain, complain, complain. If he hadn’t wanted to lose his head and his blood, he wouldn’t have been raping and killing women.”

      “She makes a good point, Dad.” One of my brothers, who had come out of the family cloning vat with the greatest success, grinned at me. “I’m Eugene. When Dad said we had a sister, we honestly tried to beat him for lying to us. This old goat only throws boys, and for some reason, most vampires only have sons.”

      “Sons are quite vexing,” my father informed me in a solemn tone. “You are prettier, more elegant, and far more cunning than these disgraces ever will be.”

      It amazed me that I had no problems determining my father told many lies, and he did so with affection. “Your children might not attempt to kill you as often if you stop annoying them. You’re getting a pass for being an annoyance on grounds of general appreciation of my ongoing existence. I might even get you a nice mug that even acknowledges you’re a decent father some of the time.”

      “Don’t even think about it, boys,” my father warned.

      All three of my brothers scowled.

      “All right. I only know of Eugene because Emerick knows him. Who are you two?” I asked, marveling how three men could appear so much like their father; hair color and eye color distinguished them, which appeared to be the only traits inherited from their mothers.

      I, on the other hand, had emerged a little clone of my mother with only one trait inherited from my father: vampirism.

      It had taken a few months, but I had grown to be rather grateful for that sole inheritance.

      “I am Alisander, and I was born during the Middle Ages and I’m the eldest of my father’s surviving children. Like you, I hunt those who have strayed. Dad likes telling people I’m younger than I am to trick them into complacency. Generally, I carry on the tradition of pretending to be younger than I am. To him, I will always be a little baby.”

      I crossed my eyes at the thought of my father being a doting parent who treated his eldest living son in such a way. “I will do my best to stake you if you even try to treat me like I’m your little baby girl, Father.”

      “You’re an attorney. That makes you a shark perfectly willing to bite me in the face,” he retorted.

      I gasped. “I do not bite people in the face! I go for the throat, thank you. It’s much easier to get the blood flowing from the throat, and I don’t want to waste any of my breakfast. Please. Maybe some attorneys are rather like sharks, but I do have some manners when I eat.”

      “Alisander, please try to teach your sister some better habits when hunting. We will not stop her from her rather distasteful habit of not wasting blood, but at least we can improve her skills.”

      I pointed at the hole. “I handled that just fine. He is dead, and I didn’t even get a scratch. Well, outside of opening the hole enough to wiggle inside so I could stake him before draining him, decapitating him, and pouring holy water on his heart so he wouldn’t bother anyone again. I wasn’t really expecting him to go to ash from that, but I’ll take it. Why did he dissolve?”

      “You destroyed his heart, and the magic that made him unraveled,” my father explained.

      Alisander crouched and peered into the vampire’s den. “Is she hunting on pure instinct, Dad?”

      “She is.”

      My oldest brother whistled. “I’ll do what I can to help you, Pepper.”

      I considered the middle of the three brothers. “And you?”

      “I’m Benoit. My mother was French, and she passed during labor.” Before I could react, he waved his hand. “She had an illness my father did not know about, one that made her more likely to die during childbirth. She had, in passing, mentioned that she loved the name Benoit. She thought it was a strong, beautiful name, so he gave it to me. My mother is the only woman my father technically wed without the intention of separating from; he realized she would likely not survive, and he wanted her to be viewed with honor by her family, so he pulled some strings, wed her, and had some friends state they had been wed since before my conception.” Benoit’s smile possessed a sharp edge, which he turned on our father. “You’re a sentimental old man, and you can’t trick us. You may have tricked our sister, but we will teach her your ways.”

      “I have irritated your brothers for I did not introduce you to them immediately. I only started gathering them when word spread that the ball is to be delayed due to the successful turning of twenty women in the attending brides broods.”

      Color me not surprised. “That damned ball is going to be the death of me, I swear. I am quite pleased that the ball will have the wedding ceremony, but trying to arrange a date is turning into a complete nightmare. That the brides broods were able to turn women is wonderful, but you neglected to mention that all the turnings were of elderly partners of ancient vampires, and we’re only delaying so they can attend—and three of those women are in my brood!”

      When I’d first become the matron of the brood, I hadn’t known how many of the men had mortal wives close to death. Upon finding out, I’d negotiated for the three in the most danger to undergo being turned, handled by her husband with backing from Emerick, myself, and Mistress Avalon.

      The turnings had gone without incident, and the women settled into their new lives with their husbands in our brood, going to the brides broods for training. I’d run risk of pacing holes in the floor while we had waited for each to awaken. Per the brood’s tradition, she’d been laid to rest in our bed. In a new twist, her husband waited at her side.

      I didn’t want to imagine their fear, waiting to see if their love would continue into an eternity or if all hope would die with the setting of the sun.

      “Eugene, you are going to have your work cut out for you, especially should you decide to merge your brood with young Emerick’s. It is a good deal for you, and you will be in a position where you do the most good with the least stress. And don’t think you can trick me. I do not know how you turned out as you did, a nurturing spirit who would rather work in the background for the better of others. Really.”

      Without missing a beat, Eugene engaged our father in a staring competition and answered, “You are the reason I turned out as I did.”

      My father sighed. “Do I look like a nurturing father figure who would encourage such awful things?”

      “Yes,” my brothers replied.

      “Nonsense. Pepper, don’t listen to these silly sons of mine. They’re insufferable, really. Take them home with you. And do have one of them carry that nasty head. Did you have to keep it?”

      “Yes. This nasty head is worth three million dollars.”

      Eugene whistled. “I’d be keeping the head in that case, Dad. Why is this one worth so much?”

      “He’s a rapist and a serial killer,” Alisander answered. “He’s been hunting the eastern seaboard for a decade, and he has over a hundred known kills to his name, quite possibly more that we don’t know about. You would have been an ideal target for him, Pepper.”

      I nodded. “That’s why I stayed up past my bedtime for a morning snack. He never hunted near dawn or dusk, so I assumed he was finding somewhere to shelter. Once I narrowed down his general location, I decided to have a rather disgusting breakfast. I’ll have a proper dessert to make up for that nastiness later.”

      My father sighed. “You’re never going to stop calling your husband dessert, are you?”

      “I’m really not. Hey, since I have you here anyway, I have a favor to ask of you.”

      My father raised a brow. “What do you need?”

      “I need to find a donor car for Emerick’s daughter. She’s a Beetle, and she’s in very sad shape.” As hunting often involved a great deal of waiting, I kept a little card with his daughter’s vital statistics on it. “She’s a 1938, which means she’s ridiculously rare. His daughter was the first they ever made of her, and that means I’m absolutely fucked trying to find parts!” I thought about flinging the bastard’s head across the park, but I resisted the urge. “I had no idea just how insane his daughter is until I started looking for donor cars for her. Do you know what’s impossible to get? A donor car for a 1938 Volkswagen Beetle. Clearly, I know nothing about cars, because I thought she was cute and just needed a bath and some love from me, her new mother. My daughter is a pain in my ass!”

      My father burst into laughter, stepped over, and kissed my forehead. “All right. I will see if I can find another 1938 to sacrifice to your new child. If I can’t find one, you’re actually in luck, as one of my vampires is a machinist and can make the parts you need.”

      Relief washed through me. “Really?” I dug out the card detailing my daughter’s various ailments, and I handed it over. “Here is the current diagnosis list. I had to stand there for three hours while Emerick cried over the state of our daughter. I’ll confess, I found a 1938, but she’s in good working order, and I refused to hurt her. She is our second daughter now. That leads me to my next problem.”

      “You need someone to teach you how to drive her,” he guessed in a rather unimpressed tone.

      “You can drive me home in her if you like, but if we get a single drop of blood in her interior, somebody dies. That somebody might be you. My brothers can cram in the back. We’ll emerge like vampiric clowns, defying the vehicle’s available space.”

      At the rate my father kept sighing, I would drive him insane before the day was through. “Where is she parked?”

      “I’m hiding her at Master Kennwick’s house in his garage. I have his number, and I even brought my phone with me. She has a full tank of gas, and she just had everything tuned and checked, so she should be good for a drive.”

      “Very well, I will drive you home. Kennwick surely has a bag or box we can stuff that head in.” My father tossed Alisander a set of keys. “You can even keep the car once we’re done tonight, but no complaining that I’m making you fetch it. Let’s not test your sister when it’s her first time walking under the sun.”

      “Sweet. You’re okay with ditching your car?”

      “I just gave your sister a Jaguar, so it’s your turn to be shown a scrap or two of parental affection. I’m going to be busy doing other things, and I won’t need some prissy little street princess. I acquired a rather nice pickup for myself.”

      Both Eugene and Benoit licked their lips.

      “It seems my brothers are split into two camps. The younger ones seem to like manly pickups. The older one wants prestige and horses.”

      “I was a baby when he gave me my first horse, and I suffered from the need for speed ever since,” Alisander told me with a grin, and he spun the fob and keys around his finger. “His pavement princess is currently an Alfa Romeo, and she’s basically a family car that forgot she’s a family car and tried to be a racer. She’s a family car with racing aspirations. I love her, and I’ll treat her better than he will.”

      I remembered the Alfa Romeo; I’d seen it a few times over the years, although I hadn’t really placed it as my father’s car. “Oh, the cherry red one that complains if he holds her back because she wants to go but it’s not really legal to drive her almost two hundred on city streets?”

      “Yes, that’s her. He’s taken you out in her?”

      “I’m pretty sure that bastard bought that car on my eighteenth birthday but kept it for himself.” I eyed my father.

      “You have unfortunately good memory.”

      I put some serious thought into throwing Brandon Smith-Howards’s head at my father. Once again, I resisted the urge, settled with a pained sigh, and shook my head. “You are lucky that my Jaguar has been adopted by the entire brood. They love her. You’re also lucky Emerick got me a purple Toyota to learn in, else the entire brood would be stricken with sadness. I am not allowed to touch the Jaguar until I am proficient behind the wheel. I’m learning in the Toyota. I broke his heart with that stunt. He’s a Honda man.”

      My father laughed. “I have seen pictures of you with your Toyota. You were quite excited when you picked it up. I believe your Emerick hoped to offend me with the vehicle, but he has not yet learned I am a doting father, and that means safety comes first.”

      “I am never going to get used to the idea that you’re a doting father,” I informed him. “But I will give you a slightly better mug for driving my Beetle home, though. I want to see Emerick’s face when you pull into the parking garage and we pile out of his car’s twin like a bunch of vampiric clowns.”

      “One day, I will understand your sense of humor. Today is not that day. Eugene, take that nasty head from your sister before she tries to see if there is any blood left in it. Alisander, if you could go get the car sometime today?”

      “I want to see if she tries to kill you.”

      When my father glared at my brother, I laughed. “Not today. Tonight, perhaps, if he doesn’t treat my new little baby with the love and care she deserves.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Your sacrifice is appreciated.

          

        

      

    

    
      Compared to my new SUV, my Beetle existed to torture everyone unfortunate enough to ride in it. We’d lost thirty minutes at Kennwick’s home to my brothers, as they all wanted to sit with me and the back would only fit three. I’d brought the scuffle to an end by climbing into the back of my Beetle, taking the middle seat, and suggesting that my father just leave the idiots with the friendly brood master, who would surely care for them.

      Eugene proved to be the fastest and smartest, leaping over my car and taking the far seat and closing the door behind him, barring his brothers from removing him from the vehicle. After two minutes and a clearing of our father’s throat, Alisander won a place in the back, leaving Benoit to suffer in the front alone.

      I reached up between the seats and patted his shoulder. “Your sacrifice is appreciated.”

      As the loser, he got to ride with the head, which Kennwick had packaged so it wouldn’t leak all over my pristine car.

      “Thank you, Master Kennwick,” my father called. “I will make sure these children are returned to their homes appropriately.”

      The brood master eyed the sky, which still had a few hours of daylight left. “You did that to test my resilience to the sun, didn’t you?”

      My father chuckled. “You can blame my daughter. She decided to go hunting during daylight hours. Apparently, she has lines, and she decided daylight hunting is worthwhile when her prey is a rapist and a serial killer. She caught him in his sleep, had herself a big breakfast, and then disposed of his body rather efficiently. Keep an eye out for good branches, would you? She’s going to be itching to carve by the end of the week, especially after draining a vampire that vile.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out. Drive safe, Mr. Francis.”

      My father started the engine and eased the car out of the brood master’s driveway. Even in reverse, the vehicle growled and purred. Once on the road, we spent the first few minutes of the drive admiring my acquisition.

      “I bought a treasure,” I announced. “I wasn’t here when the previous owner delivered her, and she came in on a truck rather than being driven. I asked that she be ready to drive so I could surprise Emerick with her, but there’s no way I’m able to drive this yet.”

      “You’ll be driving her soon enough,” my father replied, and as was his way, he explained how the car worked, what he did to keep her from stalling, and how my beauty differed from modern vehicles. “Your brothers can all drive her, and I’m sure they’ll be happy to give you lessons once you’re better practiced at driving. Boys, your sister doesn’t have her proper license yet, so you can earn goodwill with Emerick by offering to take her out on practice drives, especially when he wants her elsewhere so he can work on some surprises.”

      I read between the lines: my traitorous husband had been sneaking talks with my father again, likely during daylight hours. “It’s your fault I don’t have a license yet. I’m that much trouble.”

      “She’s telling the truth. Where did you find this car?”

      “I bought her from an auto auction—an offensively expensive auto auction. I had to sneak into accounting while Emerick was out to spend my bounty money on the car. It wasn’t until I got into that bid war that I realized how precious his daughter is, and she has broken parts!”

      “I reviewed the parts list while we were waiting for your brothers, and she likely still runs, but she runs poorly. How was the paint on her?”

      “Awful.”

      “Easily fixed. I will steal his daughter and have her repainted.”

      “Silver, please,” I requested. “I have a copy of her keys, actually. If she still runs, and he isn’t there to defend her, well, it’s not my problem if you drive her out of the garage.”

      My father chuckled. “Perhaps I’ll leave him with his daughter for another night or two, but I’ll take the keys and steal her away when he isn’t looking. And if I have an opportunity to take her tonight, I shall. I will return her in good working order. Benoit? Do you want to go on a scavenger hunt for parts? If we can’t get original spare parts, I’ll have them machined, but let’s try to keep his daughter pristine. How much did you spend on this one, Pepper?”

      “A hundred thousand,” I reported. “She’s all original parts, she’s been magically preserved, and even her paint is original. She was owned by a preternatural who passed away last year. I bought from his daughter, and the sale price includes yearly maintenance for ten thousand a year, assuming someone in the family is still alive. I prepaid for the next ten years, and I have the contract to renew the maintenance. The previous owner offered after I told her that I was buying the twin of Emerick’s baby, who didn’t benefit from such magic. Once his daughter is feeling better, they’ll do the same work on his for the same price.”

      “That’s a good deal,” Benoit announced. “The standard rate for that work is twenty-five thousand.”

      I frowned. “But why would she sell the magic for that cheap?”

      “Ethics.” My brother twisted in his seat to grin at me. “You bought the car for over value. Thirty-five thousand is closer to average for a 1938.”

      I scowled. “I did not overpay for this beauty. She’s perfect.”

      “I’m with the girl,” my father said with laughter in his voice. “This car has been treated very well. You didn’t overpay for her. You paid what she’s worth. You don’t see an original like this often, and one by one, this line will gradually go extinct, until the only ones that remain are the ones belonging to you and Emerick, clinging to a past long gone. Cherish both of them, even if they are only driven around the block once a week to keep them in good shape. I’ll bring the truck and a trailer to escort her to maintenance, so don’t worry about her. You’ll get her back as good as new. Just expect your husband to become emotional. I might have her restored to her original new and then offer to have her wrapped in silver.”

      “I like that idea. He really loves that car.”

      “We all have our attachments, and as far as attachments go, his first car is a good one. These brats all have their first cars in their garages, too. Benoit was snooty and held out for the first Rolls-Royce. Alisander fell in love when they first rolled out of the factories, and he has more cars than he has sense. Don’t get me started on Eugene.”

      “I refused to let Dad buy my first car. I did odd jobs and chores to earn enough for my first car. And yes, he’s in my garage, and I love him dearly.”

      “What kind of car do you have?”

      “I have a Lohner-Porsche,” he announced with great pride.

      I blinked. “A what?”

      “He has a rectangle with wheels and a complex,” my father grumbled. “It’s one of the ugliest damned cars I’ve seen in my life, but I must respect Porsche’s innovation.”

      “Dad,” Eugene complained. “My baby is not ugly.”

      “Boy, I cried when you brought that damned thing home. You made me take you to Austria so you could buy that wretched thing. You scraped together every bit of money you could to afford it, and then you expected me to bring it to the United States in a world where transporting cars was not simple. And then you made me babysit your car while you played soldier during World War I.”

      “Thank you for babysitting my baby, Dad.”

      Our father sighed. “I raised spoiled rotten children.”

      How rude. Emerick worked hard to spoil me, but he had not yet succeeded on his mission. “I am not spoiled. I even go out and kill miscreants and drink them to save on my feeding bill.”

      That earned me a sigh from everyone in the vehicle.

      “We have a long way to go to properly spoil your sister. Boys, you know what to do. If I come around in six months, and she isn’t spoiled…”

      I had no idea what my father threatened to do, but my brothers snapped salutes and swore I would be spoiled. “Am I the only sane one in this car?”

      “Yes,” they chorused.

      Men. I had surrounded myself with men. No matter where I turned, there were men out to vex me. “Father, please explain why I am not napping in the car right now.”

      “You’re wired from the hunt, and you resisted sleep for a good reason. Practice alone isn’t a sufficient reason for you to skip out on your favorite daytime activity. Even as a child, you loved napping during the day, but we couldn’t allow it often. The sun cherishes you, much like it does these other brats I produced. Like you, they rose able to go out into the sunlight without issue, although I managed to convince them to act like it’s an issue. It’s not. Young Emerick is sufficiently aged and has grown into his strength to walk properly under the sun, although he could use a little more work. You will find he tires more readily than you. He will not understand that, so do act like today’s activities exhausted you. I am sure you will have no problems handling your introduction to being spoiled this evening.”

      “I bet I could get that dastardly husband of mine to come out as a cat for my enjoyment. He keeps withholding his feline self.” I wrinkled my nose. “Are we actually good at shapeshifting?”

      “We are, and you will have other shapes to work with. While our line has sufficient alignment with felines, we favor a different species.”

      “You can earn a really nice mug if you spill our secrets,” I replied, shooting a glare his way. “I want to surprise him.”

      “Our preferred shape is that of hierofalcon, but a species long extinct. As your husband’s maker has surely informed you, I am quite old. I will not bore you with the original species name; we would lose an hour dealing with your wretched efforts to pronounce it to your satisfaction. In English, it translates roughly to the golden sky hawk or the blazing sun hawk of the dawn. How we spoke its name depended on our mood and if we were celebrating a holy day. They were the blazing sun hawk of the dawn on our holy days and the golden sky hawk the rest of the time. Take a lanner falcon but give it sun-gold plumage with black tears and crown with a pale chest. Quite a striking bird.”

      I got out my phone and searched for a lanner falcon, whistling over its beauty. “It’s like a Peregrine falcon.”

      “They are similar, yes. Eugene, teach your sister the trick of it. That will give you time to discuss merging your brood with hers. You will want safety in numbers in the days to come. Alisander, warn the other hunters that there will inevitably be more miscreants on the rise. History has a tendency of repeating itself, and our primary quarry has stirred the lesser evils. Benoit, you know what to do.”

      “I do,” my brother replied. “Do you want the Sleepers to converge with Emerick?”

      “That would be wise. Pepper, how much did you learn about the vampire you killed this morning?”

      “His name, mostly, as well as his bounty value. I rescued two of his victims so I could get evidence of his guilt before positioning myself to hunt him today,” I replied, wishing I’d been able to work faster and prevent a few of his other killings. “I brought more stakes than sense, as that tends to keep Emerick somewhat calm. But only somewhat. I carved the stake I used just for him. He broke the entire damned tree hitting it with his car! I have an entire tree of wood. He killed a tree.” I hissed over the loss, which had been a five year old apple tree in someone’s yard.

      The bastard had hit it escaping from me after attacking the second victim I had saved. Fortunately, the home’s owner had been willing to sell the tree to me for a pittance in the form of buying them a new one.

      “Pepper,” my father scolded.

      “It was a baby apple tree, and he killed it.” I sighed. “I bought the owner a nice new apple tree and removed the old one. Emerick thinks I am silly for keeping even the roots, but I’ve been cleaning everything, peeling the bark, and preparing it to be carved. It didn’t seem right to waste the tree, and I didn’t just want to see it condemned to be firewood.”

      My father shook his head, staying silent while navigating through Manhattan, especially the nastier parts where someone might do something foolish like hit my car, and aimed for SoHo, my new home.

      I expected Emerick paced and waited, as the guards would have let him catch a few hours of sleep before waking him and notifying him of my dastardly deeds and my escape from our bed. With a little luck, he would do his best to convince me never to leave our bedroom again.

      “You’re attempting to carve an entire tree?” My father pulled into the driveway for our parking garage, pressed the button on the intercom, and waited for it to buzz. “I located my daughter doing questionable things in questionable locations. I will be leaving you with her brothers, and I will be taking Emerick’s daughter for maintenance, so if you can bring his keys, I will be out of your hair in short order.”

      “I’ll bring the keys down, Mr. Francis,” Ben promised. “And yes, Pepper, Emerick is onto you, and he is in his office muttering curses. I was told to wait for you to come home and get him, but I’ll let your dad steal the Beetle first.”

      “You’re the best, Ben. Thanks.”

      The garage door opened, and my father eased the car down the ramp. I directed him to the spot I’d claimed for my new car, which was nestled between my Jaguar and my purple SUV. “Isn’t my SUV beautiful?”

      “She is an excellent and bold vehicle. I see you have put your vehicles in a row.”

      Once he killed the engine and Eugene got out, I bounced to my Jaguar and gave her a loving pat on her hood. “I’m really looking forward to driving this.”

      My brothers came to investigate my father’s present, and Eugene circled my car. “I can understand why a brood of cats would like this vehicle.”

      My father nodded. “Your sister has always had cat-like tendencies, so I thought she might enjoy it. Eugene, do work with her in the SUV before giving her a taste of true speed and power. Perhaps you could earn your brother-in-law’s respect should you take her for driving lessons on a racetrack.”

      “Hey,” Alisander and Benoit complained.

      “We can all go,” I said, aware my brothers would start fighting with each other. “We can all take turns driving the fancy cars on the track. Then I will graduate by taking our father on a drive. That might kill him off, dealing with me behind the wheel.”

      My father snickered. “Unlikely, but a good try, little girl. Ah, there’s Ben.” He held out his hand for the keys. Both Ben and I handed over the keys to Emerick’s Beetle. “I will return her almost as good as new, painted in her original color but wrapped in silver so he can appropriately show off his plumage. I will be kidnapping my daughter’s new child and putting her in purple wrap when I go to take his daughter to the body shop for the work. She can still be driven, yes?”

      “Be careful in second gear. She is prone to stalling, and she’s bleeding oil. We top her up weekly, so she’ll be fine to drive. Her max limit is thirty miles before she needs to be checked.”

      My father sighed. “I will take her to my home and have the mechanics begin work there, and if my lift and tools are insufficient, I’ll have her shipped. It should be fine, especially once the boys source all the parts. I want the Beetle ready to be wrapped in two weeks, so don’t disappoint me, children.”

      My brothers saluted our father before returning their attention to my Jaguar.

      Ben stared at my new daughter, and he raised a brow. “If you park that in his spot, I can ask him to come downstairs so I can question what happened to his Beetle when he wasn’t paying attention to her.”

      I snickered at the trick, which wouldn’t last long, as my Beetle had different plates from his. I’d gotten custom plates, which read BLACKCAT.

      It amazed me nobody had claimed it already.

      “I can move her car after you leave, Dad,” Alisander offered. “We can also start preparing Emerick for the reality of being one of your sons.”

      My father chuckled, opened the engine compartment located at the back of the car, and began poking around. “A lot of love has gone into keeping this poor daughter running. I admire that. I will return her as good as new, and any parts we cannot restore with magic will be returned so he can keep them. But I am hopeful we won’t need any of those parts. I will not appreciate the bill, but she’s in better shape than I anticipated. Excellent.” My father closed the compartment, gave the Beetle a fond pat, and got behind the wheel, coaxing the engine to life.

      We got out of the way, and I appreciated how my father took great care with Emerick’s car, waving as he left.

      Alisander took the keys of my car, got behind the wheel, and moved her into Emerick’s spot.

      Ben chuckled, got out his phone, and tapped at the screen before holding it to his ear. “Emerick, I have apprehended Pepper in the parking garage, but we have some questions for you. What did you do to your car?”

      That question would inevitably induce panic, and I would have myself a grand time when he realized what I’d done. After a moment, Ben returned his phone to his pocket. “He’s on the way. He, for the record, exclaimed he hadn’t done anything to any of his cars. You’re rather evil, Pepper.”

      I was. “Look at my plates, Ben. He’ll figure it out if he looks at my plates. If the paint job doesn’t tip him off, the plates will.”

      Ben crouched for a look at the plates and their frames, which featured a black cat wearing a witch hat. “That’s great. But where did you get one of these cars?”

      “I spent some of my bounty money. Honestly, the bounty I bagged this morning will pay for her bill. Oh, that reminds me. The head.”

      Alisander pointed at the box, which waited near my SUV. “I already did the groundwork for you, so the police will be by in a few hours to bring your check and claim the head. They did ask that we at least refrigerate it until they get here.”

      Fortunately, the brood had a freezer dedicated to bodies, body parts, and other things nobody had any business eating. “I’ll put it in the appropriate place before I’m apprehended and taken upstairs.”

      “What happened to my car?” Emerick demanded, stomping out of the elevator and heading our way.

      For him to have arrived so quickly, he had already been on route to the garage when Ben had called him. I grinned and gestured at my vehicle.

      He stopped, and his eyes widened. “That is not my car.” To my delight, he checked the plates first. “That is definitely not my car. Where is my car?”

      “I’m afraid she was stolen,” Ben replied, and he made a show of sighing and shaking his head. “You might never see her again. Maybe she’ll be held for ransom.”

      “Ben,” Emerick growled. “Where is my car?”

      I giggled and raised my hand. “I gave my copy of your keys to a sketchy individual, who left with her. I gave your keys to the same sketchy individual. You’ll get her back, but I’m pretty sure she’ll be held for ransom. If it makes you feel better, my baby daughter will also be kidnapped by the same sketchy individual. Honestly, he drove her here.”

      “Your father is a sketchy individual, so I’m assuming he’s the thief, especially as he has left you with your brothers. Eugene, please tell me Pepper behaved.”

      “She behaved,” my brother confirmed. “She bagged a bounty, and as she had no interest in getting into a scuffle with a rapist who was also a serial killer, she stayed up past her bedtime to take him out while he slept. She’ll sleep well tomorrow, but she’ll probably be energetic until dawn. She couldn’t handle the thought of wasting any of his blood.”

      “He tasted terrible,” I complained.

      My husband sighed. “All right. I understand how this situation came to be. Can I interest you in some supper? I’ve got the ingredients in to do some older recipes, and Pepper’s due to have a proper meal tonight.”

      Within a few months, I held hope that my digestive system would be closer to normal for a vampire, although I kept setting myself back every time I killed and drained a miscreant. However, if I ate a proper meal after draining a miscreant dry, I had an easier time with food for a while. “What era will we be eating from today?”

      My husband eyed my car, shook his head, and came to my side, kissing my cheek. “I like your car, and what irritates me is that I was considering purchasing her, but I decided that the winning bidder would make me angry and likely refuse to lose. Good job on that purchase, Pepper, but I really hope that this is not the donor car you were talking about getting.”

      “I saw her, loved her, and had to have her as my daughter. So, what are we eating? You always do something fancy when you get ingredients.”

      That he had enough to feed my brothers indicated he meant to do a banquet, and he’d be recruiting help from the older vampires in the brood, feeding everyone in the complex.

      “Clarke arrived an hour ago with your mother, who is sleeping on our couch. I may have suggested we do a meal from his youth. When I told him what I acquired, he made arrangements to visit. I’m not sure if I’m disappointed your father already left.”

      “We can call him back if needed. He’s not going far,” Benoit said. “Does Pepper’s mother want to see our father?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me,” Emerick admitted. “According to her, your father is one of her best friends, and she wants to thank him personally.”

      Alisander made a thoughtful sound, got out his phone, and sent a text. “He’ll call me once he is safely parked. This will simplify things. We come bearing a gift of news, and Master Clarke will want to know. My father can bring ingredients as well and make things from his youth. He delights in resurrecting the past.”

      “Then it’s settled. We’ll invite your father, make dinner for the brood, and talk business. And we’ll save the business for last, as I would rather not sour supper with bad news.” My husband wrapped his arm around me and herded me in the direction of the elevator. “That he sent all three of you over tells me that there will be bad news aplenty.”

      “I wouldn’t call it bad,” my eldest brother replied, and he shrugged. “At least not yet. But it could be bad if we fail to act. That Father is ready, willing, and able to act tells me everything I need to know. He only does so when he absolutely must. That is something I refuse to take lightly.”

      “Eugene? Benoit?” Emerick asked.

      My brothers exchanged a glance, and Eugene made a disgruntled noise while wrinkling his nose. “The Sleepers are awake, and they’re coming your way. An Original is also coming, and when he thinks you’re going to be a critical part of what is to come, I agree with him. Had my father been the only one to suggest we merge our broods, I would have thought about it. But when that one is making the suggestion, too? I think we need to join forces before it’s too late. The problem? Nobody knows what is coming or why. But we’re all certain something comes, and when it does, it’s going to be bad.”
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      Emerick opted to poach an entire flock of chickens in enough clarified butter and spices I considered crying over the grocery bill. Every stove in the complex cooked his precious birds, resulting in all floors becoming permeated with the heavenly scent. To make it clear I was his beloved wife and he wanted me to know it, a turkey roasted in our kitchen so I could conquer a flattened piece of bread under a potato volcano drenched in gravy and meat.

      The turkey would not make it to dawn, leaving me to eat leftover hot chicken sandwiches for the next few nights.

      My father showed up armed with pounds upon pounds of parsley, several types of flour, lamb, ground camel, ground beef, and dates.

      “Camel?” I asked for the third time, staring at the pile of meat, which he worked at spicing so he could cook it in batches.

      “Cattle were sacred and only consumed on holy days after we sacrificed their blood to our gods,” my father informed me in a solemn tone. “I no longer worship those gods, but in that age, killing a cow meant execution, not just of the killer but of the killer’s lineage. Let’s just say after the first few examples were made, nobody killed any cows unless it was a holy day. Vampires raised cattle for sacrifice, partaking from their herd before their sacrifice. A wise vampire drank near dusk, and those who could not walk under the sun were quick to perish if they were not under the wing of someone who could, be it another vampire or a sympathetic human.” My father finished cooking the blend of camel and lamb, added the parsley, and created a mixture of the meats, the remaining herbs, and dates, which he set aside. After washing his hands, he gathered the flour, fetched some water, and even more spices. “The Originals came from this era, but vampires technically predated them. During the time of the Originals, vampires were few and far between, often perishing shortly after their rise. Superstitious humans were quick to dispatch identified vampires.”

      Emerick, who had come into our kitchen to check on his precious birds, paused in his work to stare at my father. “Are you saying that the Master of the Originals was not actually the first vampire?”

      “Correct. That is a truth you need to fully understand. Many like to think that master is the first vampire. He is not. He’s one of many vampires who came into being at the same time. He just happened to survive longer than most of the rest.”

      “You use the present tense,” my husband pointed out. “That does not bode well. If he is still alive, we are in a lot of trouble.”

      “I did not use it in the sense that he still lives. He does not. I saw his head separated from his body, his heart staked, and his bones turned to dust long ago. My hand helped with the task. That is not something we older vampires discuss, as it does well for people to believe he might still be out there. As such, I speak of him as though he still might be. It keeps people from attempting to be as he once was. In any case, the surviving Originals would not allow him to live. He fell to madness, and he liked his blood from infant females, with the daughters of vampires being his preferred prey.” For a moment, my father’s expression turned troubled, and then he shrugged, as though he sought to exorcise some demon from the depths of his soul without much in the way of luck.

      I winced while my husband scowled. The silence dragged on, and my brothers wisely busied themselves around the kitchen. Benoit handled making certain our father had the spices he needed when he needed them while the other two triple checked the precious chickens poaching in clarified butter.

      The entire lot of them, my father included, had drooled upon realizing what my spouse made.

      My impatience got the better of me, and after heaving a sigh, I asked, “Why was his fate hidden?”

      “The surviving Originals grieve over what their master did, a grief that lasts ages; they admired and looked up to him. They viewed him, one and all, as a harsh father to be cherished and respected.” My father shrugged, and he glanced in the direction of the sitting room, where my mother and Master Clarke snuggled together on the couch.

      She worked on a blanket while he watched and appreciated her art.

      Upon my father’s arrival, my mother had jumped on him, hugged him as though she had been afraid of never seeing him again, and had refused to let go until Emerick’s maker had battled to pull her off.

      The drama had amused my father, and to my relief, the pair of ancient vampires had exchanged greetings before deciding to hug, slap each other on the back, and behave more like old friends rather than suitors vying over the same woman.

      For my parents, divorce hadn’t been the end of life but rather the beginning of it.

      “You should go find yourself a vampire chick and get properly married,” I informed my father.

      In the other room, my mother snorted before chortling her mirth over my commentary.

      “Why would I do that?” my father asked in an exasperated voice.

      “I thought it was obvious. You should have more children so I can dote on them, and as you successfully raised me to be the most beautiful heiress of your empire, you can raise the next one so the rest of the clueless vampires in this world can understand what commitment actually looks like. For the record, I will not be having a race of neck suckers decree when or if I decide to reproduce.”

      Emerick coughed, shook his head, and headed off to check on the rest of his cooking flock, muttering to himself as he went.

      I smirked at the discomfort I’d managed to inflict upon my father and brothers. “Let me ask you a question, Father.”

      “Ask, as you’d speak your mind even if I didn’t welcome your words, which I do.”

      The circumstances of my birth no longer bothered me, leaving me with appreciation over what my parents had done. One day, the difficult elements of my childhood would ease away, leaving me strong because of rather than in spite of the challenges I’d faced. “Why are you concerned over if a child has a predisposition for vampirism? I wasn’t asked before my birth if I wanted to be born a human. Clearly, I opted against humanity in favor of survival. Any children you have are born because you wished for them to be born. Whether they’re predisposed or not changes nothing: they are wanted children.” I pointed at my eldest brother. “I’m not sure why, but you wanted that one.” I targeted Benoit next. “And that one.” I finally directed my finger to Eugene, who grinned at my antics. “I can understand why you would want this one, especially as he’s wise enough to consider throwing in his lot with me. I’d take the other two if they can handle becoming part of my brood. I just let Emerick think he runs this show.”

      “I heard that,” my husband called out from the direction of the entry.

      I ignored him. “What are you doing with that flour anyway?”

      “I am making dough, which I will form into circles I stuff with the meat and date mixture and fold in half to form crescents. Once his chickens are done, I will use the leftover butter to cook them. This is a recipe that was handed down for many a year before society became aware of vampires.”

      There was only one question I could ask, and I braced for the answer with a growing sense of worry. “Are you an Original, Dad?”

      “I am not. Make no mistake, my daughter. I am quite old, but I am not one of the Originals. I did, however, play my part in the death of their master. I did not find joy in those dark days. The Originals could not do it. The binding between them was far too strong. They could never raise their hand against their master, even in his maddened state. I simply did what they could not.”

      Master Clarke came into the kitchen, hooked a stool with a foot, and dragged it closer to my father before sitting. “I’ve been trying to identify your father’s age for the past few months without success, Pepper. However, I can tell you a few things: he’s likely an early child of an Original, one who has since found his eternal rest. That is the only guess of mine that fits everything I know.”

      My father smiled while he worked at kneading water into flour to transform it into dough, pausing now and then to direct my brothers on how much of which spice to add while he worked. “That is the closest of the guesses I’ve heard as of late. It’s not quite correct, but it’s close enough for our purposes. But you’re closer than some might appreciate. I was going to have the boys tell you, but the Sleepers come, as does an Original. I expect they’ll be here within the next few nights.”

      “Friend or foe?” Clarke asked in a worried tone.

      “Friend, at least for now. I expect they’ll remain friends for a while. This Jeremy Breckenan has stirred an ancient evil, and once awoken, it tends to stay that way.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “That is the most cliché form of evil, Dad. What’s so special about this brand of ancient evil? If we watched horror flicks featuring ancient evils, we’d spend multiple lifetimes doing it. I don’t even like horror movies that much, although I will watch them with Emerick. He tolerates when I shriek, jump, and bolt halfway across the penthouse. It’s fright night for me and comedy hour for him.”

      My father chuckled, dipped his hands into the flour, and resumed kneading. “For as long as there have been humans, there have been humans engaging in acts of evil. These primitive evils are what I mean. They’re older than civilization. They’re as old as humanity. These evils are perhaps even older, but I must confess I do not put much thought into the nature of animals. Can they be good? Can they be evil? Humanity’s complexities perplex me enough to add in the complexities of other species. And yes, I include vampires when I say humanity. There can be no vampires without humanity, after all.”

      I took my time thinking about his opinion, and after a while, I nodded. “How did vampires come into existence?”

      “Now you’re starting to ask the right questions,” my father replied in an approving tone. “Before there were vampires, humans worshipped gods. Some worshipped the sun as a god. Some worshipped the idea of an entity controlling life and death. Some worshipped the trees. Some worshipped the sky. There were gods for everything. In those days, the preternatural existed in all things. Belief became power. That belief became so powerful it twisted the worst of the believers.”

      “So one of these death gods ultimately spawned vampires?”

      “No. It was one of the sun gods, actually. The power of belief in the sun became so strong that it developed a sort of sentience, and the being created found some practices to be reprehensible. Those worshippers, who organized these demonstrations of belief, were punished. The punishment was to never again drink the milk of the sacred cattle or walk beneath the light of the sun. As I said before, cattle back then were
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