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Late afternoon came and Lillian awoke with Gabriel's arm pinning her to the bed like a heavy log. Dying light seeped around the edges of the curtains, and the faint gold streams danced across scuff marks in the old plank floor. In the dimness of the room’s center, she looked at her left hand and the new thin band of diamonds that had joined her engagement ring, and she couldn't help but smile. For the first time since she had collapsed in her bathroom back in November, she felt things were right once again between them. Making love put a piece back into the puzzle that had been missing for a very long time. It wasn’t just the physical, though; they were married. The thought of being married to anyone was strange, but being married to the dark-haired stranger who had taken her breath away that summer night at the riverfront? That was surreal.

She didn’t want to move. To move meant the day, or rather night, would be put into motion. Suitcases sat in the corner waiting to be filled. Laundry lay piled in a nearby basket waiting to be folded. But she and Gabriel wouldn’t be packing for an exotic trip to Cancun like most newlyweds. What they were about to do made her shiver. Idly she wondered if they would ever be able to take a proper honeymoon.

Stefan had suggested they bring enough clothes and such for at least a week. Speaking of the elder: he was due to come by the house around ten o’clock to go over final Ceremony details and preparation, and then she and Gabriel would have one last night at home together.

There was a lot to do between now and tomorrow night. She needed to organize some finished pieces in her studio and get them ready to ship, there was the gallery schedule to look at, household bills to make sure were paid up for a few weeks... Tara had told her to forget it all. She and Kevin had been handling the gallery business and house stuff for two months now, anyway. But Lillian so desperately wanted something she could control. The mundane seemed like all she had left.

She decided to roll over and face Gabriel, but moving his muscular limb was more than she had the strength to do. He felt her struggling and rose off the pillow.

“Darling, are you alright?” His sleepy face wore a worried expression.

“Just wanted to roll over, that’s all,” she grumbled, frustrated at her weakness. He moved his arm and sat up to help her. Deftly he had her turned before she could exert any further effort and he lay back down in his previous spot to face her on the pillow.

“Better?” he asked softly, brushing stray hairs off the side of her face. She nodded weakly, a tear escaping her right eye, soaking silently into the pillowcase. His eyes searched hers, willing her to say what she was holding back.

“I’m afraid I won’t make it,” she blurted out, and the last words dissolved into a sob.

He pulled her into him gently and wrapped his strong arms around her. There were no false promises made, no empty platitudes offered. His heart held the same fear. Instead, he buried his face into her hair and kissed her, whispering, “We need to try. Just remember what you must hold on for.” Tightly wrapped in his arms, she fell asleep again within minutes.

********
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A SHILL RINGING JOLTED Stefan out of a deep sleep, and his empty bed startled him: she was gone. No wait, she was not gone, she was only downstairs. Tara had merely gotten up much earlier and went down to eat. Adjusting to a human's schedule was still a novelty. They had made love again after she told him her story of heartbreak, and afterward he had been too restless to sleep. He went downstairs alone and had another tumbler of blood, watching the fire and contemplating the paradigm shift between them. Finally, he had returned to her side, and they slept together comfortably until she awoke.

The call he had just received was not the news he had wanted to awaken to after such a perfect night, but they could not help the circumstances. He ended the call, grabbed his lounge pants and robe, and quickly made his way down the large staircase. He found his beautiful companion lazily reading a magazine and drinking coffee in the dying sunlight of the drawing room, still wrapped in the silk robe she had borrowed. The room looked very different, not only with the light of the fading sunset streaming in through the back windows, but with her in the center of it all. And as that light hit him, he was very thankful for the protective glass.

“Good morning...” she began with a smile, but her face fell when she saw his demeanor.

“I've just received a call from Gabriel. It's Lillian: she's not doing well. He woke up and she seems unstable. I asked if we needed to come immediately and he said no, but he would like to see me sooner than I'd planned. I suspect he's wanting to move the Ceremony up.”

“Why doesn't he take her to the hospital?” she asked, setting her magazine on the table to follow him from the room.

“If he does, they will admit her, and she will be there until she expires. And if that is the case, we cannot perform the Change.” They walked together up the stairs. “I truly think he's afraid and just needed someone to talk to. Once I see her for myself, though, I will know.” He stopped at the top of the stairs. “I need to make a few phone calls in my office before Margaret gets here... she might faint if she saw me like this. Go ahead and shower and dress, no need to rush. I'll be with you in a few moments, and we will have dinner brought up for both of us.”

“Alright,” she said, and he could see the worry in her eyes as she reluctantly let go of his hand.

“I will do everything in my power to keep her with us,” he promised. “She has become very precious to me as well. I must walk a fine line between procedure and necessity, lest the whole community turn on me, but I will do my best to not let her die, Tara. Not if I can help it.” They exchanged a quick kiss, and he turned down the hall toward his office.

Once behind his desk, his first call was to his friend and Council physician, Dr. Awanu. “Odeh,” he said, “Lillian isn't well. Gabriel called me less than an hour ago, very worried. Can you come tonight? We may be moving the Ceremony up. Even if we do not, I would like you to look at her.”

“Give me a few hours to transfer a case and I will be there. I believe I can arrive by ten,” he answered. “Stefan, if you don't mind my saying so, you're very personally invested in this one, aren't you?”

“My friend, you have no idea,” he answered with a sigh, and they exchanged goodbyes. His next calls were to the elders scheduled to assist, one of which cautioned against moving too hastily just to save the Candidate. Stefan brushed him off, assuring him that the adjustment in schedule would be worth keeping her in the long run. Next, he phoned both primary attendants and had them on standby for the evening. They would have to arrive tonight if the Ceremony was moved up. Promising another call as soon as the arrangement was finalized, he finally left the office and headed for his living quarters once again.

The shower was running as he entered the suite, so he immediately slipped out of his clothing and into the bathroom. She jumped as he opened the door to the large Tuscan-tiled shower stall but wrapped her wet and soapy body around his eagerly. He felt guilty, relishing this last moment of pleasure while Gabriel sat worrying over his new bride.

“I don't want to think about it,” she said, as if she could hear his thoughts. Tears began to slip out of her eyes and mix with the warm water. “She's my best friend, Stefan...”

“I know, I know,” he murmured over and over, trying to kiss away those tears, and soon they were making desperate love pressed onto the tile wall, clinging to each other to avoid what they were about to face.

Later, Stefan sat in the bedroom checking messages on his phone as she finished in the bathroom. She emerged just as he was hanging up from hearing Odeh say he would leave Nashville at seven. That made him feel somewhat better, knowing there would be a physician to attend to Lillian. He would almost certainly have Gabriel bring her tonight, regardless of the Ceremony.

“Is everything alright?” Tara asked with a worried frown as she entered the room. The phone in his hand must have caused concern.

“Just checking messages, my dear,” he assured her. “I took the liberty of ordering your dinner. I hope chicken parmesan is acceptable... Ronald seemed to think you would enjoy it.”

“Yes, thank you,” she said with a smile. “We had a pretty good conversation about food during my brunch the last time I was here.” Stefan could not believe how magnificent she looked in simple dark jeans and a purple fitted cowl-neck sweater. “Do you know what might have happened to the hairpins I had in last night?” she asked as she looked around the room.

“I do believe they are right here,” he answered, rising to fetch them from the table next to the bed. “I had quite a nice time removing these and letting that beautiful hair of yours loose, if I remember correctly.”

She took them from his hand and gave him a kiss in return. “Thank you,” she said sweetly. He knew she was fighting fear about Lillian's condition, but if he could keep her sufficiently distracted, she was in wonderful spirits. Love looks good on her.

The depth of that thought shook him to his bones. Love? Could I be in love with this woman? Neither of them had dared to speak it, but as he watched her move, pinning up her hair and reassembling her bag, he knew didn't want her to leave. Maybe it wasn't love yet, but it certainly could be.

“What are you staring at?” she said with a frown.

“Marveling that you seem to have taken over my bedroom temporarily, and at the same time, lamenting the fact that you are leaving it,” he admitted.

She crossed the room to meet him and began to button the collar of his dress shirt. “Now what have you told me about getting too far ahead of ourselves?” she said with a small grin. His tie hung loose around his neck, and she began to tie it efficiently into place. “I'll have to go away for a few nights to make sure you know how much you want me,” she teased, kissing him as she slid the knot up to meet his collar.

He checked it in the mirror, quite pleased at her work. “Very nice,” he murmured. “Where did you learn to do that so well?”

“Don't ask,” she said with raised eyebrows. Immediately he dropped that thought like a hot coal. “Can you put this back on for me, please?” She held out her new bracelet and he was happy to oblige.

“I suppose you are right,” he said with a sigh as he fastened it around her wrist. “Absence does make the heart grow fonder.”

“I do wish I could stay to see Lillian through,” she said thoughtfully. “I know that's not possible, though.” Before he could answer her, Ronald's knock came at the door. Their dinner was served.

The butler entered the suite and rolled the cart into the sitting area at the far end of the room where there was a couch and chaise lounge, a coffee table, and a small round table and two chairs off to the side near the front windows. “Good evening, Miss Tara, Master Stefan,” he said as he moved the cart's contents onto the small table. He lifted a silver cover to reveal her chicken and placed a silver carafe and crystal tumbler on the opposite side of the table, pouring a generous amount of blood for Stefan. A single white rose in a silver bud vase was placed in the center before he poured her a crystal goblet of ice water. “Will there be anything else sir?”

“No, Ronald, I think that quite does it,” Stefan answered, giving him a pointed look.

“Very good sir.” Ronald ignored the raised eyebrow and scooted out of the room along with his cart as they were left to their dinner.

“This smells incredible,” Tara said as he moved her chair up to the table.

He reclined across from her and began to sip. “Ronald must truly want you as a permanent addition,” he remarked, fingering the petals of the tiny white rose.

“Why do you say that?” she asked, taking in a mouthful of noodles.

“He never serves flowers with dinner unless I specifically request it,” he answered. “Even when I have dined with a companion, albeit not in my suite, he has never even suggested putting flowers on the table. I am very, very particular, as you know, and he is well aware that he's sticking his neck out, doing something like this unrequested.”

“Oh, don't be angry with him,” she pleaded. “He didn't mean any harm by it...”

“I'm not angry,” he said, almost sharply. He tried again, softening a little. “Surprised, but not angry. After all, he knows how I feel about you. He was the one that helped me set up all of those,” he pointed out, gesturing to the other side of the room. “My entire staff has either directly sung your praises, or at the very least, commented on the positive change in my demeanor the more time you and I spend together...” His sentence trailed off as he took another large drink.

“Hey, you were the one that suggested we might be good for each other. Don't try to act surprised because it turns out to be true,” she pointed out.

“So, I did,” he acquiesced. “You know, I should really have some of these roses sent over to your home tomorrow during the day. They are for you, after all,” he said thoughtfully. Then something else occurred to him. “Tara, you do know that I will not be able to speak to you very much if at all once this Ceremony process starts.”

“I kind of assumed that,” she said with a sigh. “Can you explain a little more clearly what's going to happen to her? I know I can't have the details and that's fine, I just don't want to be completely in the dark.”

He looked at her while he took a long drink. Revealing too much was forbidden, but he trusted her, as did Lillian and Gabriel.  

“This is the most I can tell you,” he finally said. “There are preparations prior to the Ceremony: fasting for Gabriel, certain diet restrictions for Lillian, then they will be separated for a time for rest. The Ceremony itself consists of readings and such, then Lillian will basically be drained to the point of just above death and given a mixture of blood from Gabriel, myself and two other elders. Her body will go through a physical metamorphosis of sorts and then we will give her more blood to drink. At that point she will technically be one of us.”

“Will she hurt?” Tara asked in a quiet voice. She had stopped eating to listen, and she looked terrified.

“No,” Stefan assured her. “We will give her a sedative beforehand that will dull any discomfort and essentially erase any memory she would have had of the Change itself. She will remember being taken into the Ceremony chamber but that is probably all.”

She managed to recover herself enough to take a nervous bite. “How long until I can talk to her again?”

“I would expect her to need at least twenty-four hours to adjust somewhat. We will just have to wait and see how she handles it. The Change is different for everyone,” he said with a sigh.

“Are all vampires made like this? Were you?” she asked.

“All the lucky ones are,” he answered with what he knew was a hard look. “This ceremony has roots that go back centuries. All vampires are made by the same basic process, but unfortunately despite Council regulations, there are still some rogues out there breeding new vampires with no sense of history or purpose.” He took a drink and tried to leave his frustration about that topic alone for a moment. “I was made in a ceremony of sorts, but that was so very long ago. Things have gotten a little more intricate since then.”

She was quiet, stirring the remaining pasta on her plate with her fork.

“We are doing all we can for her, Tara,” he assured her, reaching across the table for her hand. She looked up with barely held back tears.

“I know,” she finally said with an exhale, setting her fork down to wipe her eyes. “Stefan, can I ask you something? I know I love her because she's my best friend, but why have you been so attached to Lillian? I get the feeling that from the moment you met her you've seemed... I don't know... protective or something.” She looked confused and a bit protective herself.

He took a long drink before answering and poured the tumbler nearly full again from the silver pitcher. “I was asked the same question by Gabriel,” he remarked. “I suppose you deserve to know, especially considering where our relationship appears to be headed.” She looked at him apprehensively at this statement and he reached for her hand again.

“A long time ago, I shared my life with another woman. Her name was Arianna. She was one like me and we spent the better part of a century together. That is, when we weren't trying to kill each other, which was every few decades... I digress, I apologize. Regardless: She died in the early part of the 1900's through very tragic circumstances, and I do not tell you about her to make you feel uncomfortable or feel you must compete with her memory, because that is not the case. She is simply a part of this story, and you must know to understand it.”

Tara nodded slowly, carefully listening. Her jaw was set, though; he could tell she did not like to hear of a great love in his past.

“After we moved to America, one of our maids died in childbirth. We took the infant and raised it as our own, with our staff assisting during the daylight hours so she could have a more normal life. Her name was Rose, and she was a beautiful child, with her birth mother's auburn hair and green eyes. But Rose died in a riding accident when she was only sixteen. I had planned to turn her once she reached adulthood: she wasn't afraid of what we were, and she wanted to be with her family forever. Unfortunately, her injuries were too severe, and she left this life before I could do anything about it. The Change must be performed while one is still alive, you see.”

“Oh Stefan, I am so, so sorry,” Tara breathed, tears in her eyes.

“The night I first met Lillian, we sat down across the table at dinner, and she struck me as so physically similar to my daughter that I almost couldn't look at her, yet I couldn't look away,” he sighed, continuing the tale. “Since that first meeting I have grown to appreciate your friend for who she is, and her personality is quite different from my Rose... still, that instant attachment never faded. I know it is silly of me, but one sometimes cannot help these things.”

“It's not silly,” she said softly. “You must have felt as if the fates gave you a second chance.”

“Yes, I very much did. Sometimes I still do.” His thumb ran back and forth across her knuckles as she held his hand on the table and he stared off into space, lost for a moment. “I find myself feeling very paternal toward her at times.”

“Thank you for telling me this,” she said, drawing his attention to her beautiful face once again. The hardness in her jaw was gone and he saw nothing but kindness in her eyes. “I know you don't share easily, and I feel privileged to know that you would trust me with that.”

“As you've said before, my dear: we both have a past, and mine is very, very long. These things do shape us, however, despite what may be our best efforts against it.”

“I guess it's a little reassuring for me to know that you're not secretly in love with my best friend,” she said with a small smile.

“Was that ever in question?” he asked, surprised, and then paused. “Well, I suppose my attachment could have been misinterpreted at some point... goodness, I hope not.” He shook his head in dismay.

“Does Gabriel know about your daughter?” she asked gently.

“Yes,” he said simply. “And as far I know, Lillian herself does not, unless Gabriel has chosen to tell her. But he knows how private I am, so I doubt it. I would much prefer to be the one to tell her that myself someday.” Stefan could see that there was more she wanted to say, and he fell silent, taking his last sip and attempting to give her the space to get it out.

Finally, Tara took a deep breath. “This woman you were with... as long as you don't compare me to her or expect me to live up to her standard, I will never bring her up again. I don't like to think about you with someone else, but knowing you shared a time like that does let me know what you're capable of.” She ran her fingers gently across his and stared at him in accepting silence. As they sat there, quietly studying each other, he realized that he already cared for her so much that it scared him.

“Come,” he said softly. “We have much to do.” She pulled herself reluctantly out of her chair and stood to gather her belongings.

“Give me your bag,” he instructed, and she did with a raised eyebrow. “Tara, I'm perfectly capable of carrying your things down the stairs.”

“I'm very aware of your physical capabilities,” she answered with a smirk. “It just surprised me, that's all.”

“I am certainly not going to let a lady carry her own luggage,” he groused as he reached for the phone. “Ronald, tell Walker to pull the car around. We will be down shortly.”

“Ready?” he questioned as he hung up and reached for her hand.

“No, but I don't think we have a choice,” she sighed, taking a last look around.

“Hopefully it won't be very long before you will return,” he answered with a small smile as they walked to the stairs hand in hand. “I was wondering... might you be interested in accompanying me to a symphony in New York in two weeks?”

“Are you serious?” she asked in shock. “Wow. I mean, sure, I would love to. Just let me know exactly when in case I need to take a day off work.”

“Of course,” he said with a smile. They paused at the bottom of the stairs, and he looked deep into her eyes. “I don't intend to spend my time with any woman other than you from now on. I want to be very clear on that.” She looked back, wide eyed and wordless as he kissed her softly before leading her out of the house.

The car was in the circular drive outside the door and Ronald took the bag from him to load into the trunk while the pair slid into the backseat. The leather was chilly, and Tara shivered slightly. Their abrupt departure hadn't given Walker much warning to warm the vehicle. Stefan stretched his arm around her, pulling her tight to his side. She leaned into his shoulder as they left the driveway and he kissed her forehead, her long exhale telling him that her heart was heavy with what they were about to face.

“Tara, she will need your strength tonight and so will I,” he said quietly. “Things will probably move quite quickly once we get there.”

She raised up to look at him. “What do you need me to do?” she asked.

“I won't be sure until we arrive and I assess the situation. Regardless, if we move the Ceremony up, I may not have a chance to phone you again tonight at all. I'm sure I will be busy with preparations until sunrise. If I get a moment I will call, but I make no promises and I don't want to keep you up and waiting.”

“I understand,” she said, but she didn't look so sure.

“And tomorrow night,” he reluctantly continued, “will be taken up with the Ceremony itself. We won't start the ritual until around eleven, but I may or may not have any time to call before that...”

“Stop,” she interrupted him with a gentle hand on his chest. “What did you tell me once about not having to answer to you? It works both ways. I am not and will never be the kind of woman that demands an hourly check in phone call. You have a huge responsibility over the next two or three nights, and your focus needs to be on Lil and Gabriel and being the head Council guy or whatever it is you do. I will be fine.”  

He looked at her intently. Why did almost everything about her feel like it was a relief to discover? “You are right,” he agreed with a hint of a smile. “I must not lose sight of my duties. But are you sure you won't worry too much, not hearing anything in the meantime?”

“I make no promises about worrying,” she admitted. “But I have plenty of projects and Kevin to distract me. We'll keep each other entertained. I'll probably have to manage Lil's mom, too. She's a basket case already.”

The car pulled up to the curb in front of the house and soon they were out, the driver handing Stefan the bag from the trunk. They entered via the front door and found no one downstairs. Stefan paused at the foot of the stairway, closing his eyes to concentrate on the other vampire's whereabouts.

“He's upstairs with her,” he said after a moment. His cell phone began to ring. “Go and check on them and come back down,” he instructed and waved her away as he took the call. She took her bag out of his hand and headed up the stairs.

“Yes?” he snapped.

“Sir, this is Cooper,” the voice said. “I kind of need to know now, sir, if you intend to move the Ceremony. If I'm going to make it tonight, sir, I need to leave right away.”

“I understand,” Stefan answered with a sigh. “Leave now. I haven't made the final decision yet, but if I were to gamble, I would bet that we have no choice. If you need any sort of compensation for possibly being away an extra night, I will take care of it.”

“Sir, I happen to know that Mary Lee is within an hour of my location. I can contact her and have her with me if that's preferable,” Cooper suggested.

“Do it,” he ordered. “I will see you when you arrive.” Sliding his phone back into his jacket, he turned to find Tara coming back down the stairs looking stricken.

“It's bad,” she said, and he could see the tears threatening. “Her breathing is unsteady, even in her sleep...” The words stuck in her throat and threatened to dissolve into full on sobs.

He silently pulled her into him, holding her until she had composed herself. “There are members of the Ceremony team on their way already. I haven't made the official call yet, but I most likely will as soon as I look at her. How is Gabriel?”

“Worried,” she said with a sigh. “He alternated between pacing and sitting in the corner staring at her.”

“I'll go up and talk to him,” he said, starting for the stairs. She followed.

“What?” she asked in an irritated response to his raised eyebrow. “I live up there too, you know!”

Rather than argue, he simply grabbed her hand. She was short because she was scared. They parted ways at the top of the stairs, and he gently knocked on Lillian's bedroom door.

********
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THE NEXT TIME LILLIAN awoke it was to the sound of Gabriel's strained voice in the hallway.

“She will not last, I promise you! I've been watching her sleep for the last hour or more and if we wait, she will never make it through the Ceremony. We will be lucky if she makes it until tomorrow night at all.”

“Gabriel, are you sure?” Stefan asked. The urgency in his voice was just as strong. “If I make this call, it will take a lot of rearranging to move this up, even by a day. And what about you? Have you eaten? You need to be fasting for at least twenty-four hours, you know. As urgent as this is, we still must follow procedures.”

“I had a small cup, but I won't have anything else. We can do the ceremony at midnight or after and that will give me a full twenty-four hours with nothing. Stefan, she is close to the end, I know it... I can smell it. If you go into that room you will know, too.”

Was she hearing this right? Was she even awake? The clock said 8:45 p.m. and she was shocked. Even after their tender first night as man and wife, she knew she had fallen asleep by two, maybe three at the latest. Could she really have slept for over fifteen hours?

She didn't have much time to ponder any of those questions or the conversation she had heard in the hallway before Gabriel came in the room. He shut the door behind him and sat on the bed.

“Sweetheart,” he began slowly, taking her hand. “I'm very worried that you are growing too weak to wait to do the Ceremony. I've talked to Tara, and she came up for a bit to look in on you and she agrees. Stefan says he thinks he can assemble everyone, and we can begin the prep at midnight tonight.”

“Tonight?” she asked anxiously, struggling to sit up and still clutch the sheet to her bare chest. “I mean, there's still so much I have to do....”

“Not really, darling,” he assured her. “Tara will come up and help you pack, and you can call your mother and father and tell them we've had to move it up a day. I know you think there are other things you need to handle but that is truly it. Now, Stefan wants to come in and talk to you for a moment. Let me get your bathrobe?”

She nodded numbly. This was all moving very fast. Looking around the room, her head felt swimmy, like she was on strong painkillers again. He disappeared to the bathroom and returned with the trusty terrycloth bathrobe that had once been his, wrapping it around her torso, slipping her arms in and tucking the ends under the sheets and over her bare legs. She was glad that she had been wearing a different bathrobe when she went to the hospital. This one was a sweet reminder of the first night she spent in Gabriel's apartment. No time for reminiscing now, though. Once she was sufficiently covered, he kissed her on the forehead and opened the door.

Stefan walked in with a furrowed brow. “My dear,” he greeted her, “your beloved seems to think your illness has taken another sharp turn and we are running out of time.” He sat down on the bed next to her and picked up her wrist. His pale skin was cold on hers and his long fingers wrapped around her small bones like vines. As much as she truly liked Stefan, he always gave her a little bit of a shiver, especially if he touched her. Gabriel stood nervously behind him, and her shallow, unsteady breathing was the only sound in the room as Stefan peered at her intently.

Finally, he returned her wrist to the bed and patted the back of her hand. “Yes,” he said as if he were agreeing to some unspoken question and turned to Gabriel. “We should go tonight. Let me make some calls before you move her, but I fear you are right.”

He exited the room without another word and the couple was left alone. “Really?” she squeaked. “Now?”

“How much of my discussion with him in the hallway did you hear?” he asked in return. She wouldn't meet his eyes.

“Enough,” she said quietly, fingering the worn edges of the quilt.

“I am not going to let you die,” he said with a tremor in his voice. They grasped hands fiercely and she began to cry. A knock came at the door and Lillian hastily wiped her cheeks.

“Lil?” Tara's voice called. “Lil, Stefan said you would need my help.”

She motioned for Gabriel to let her in, and he got up to open the door. Even for Tara, her face looked unusually pale and drawn. The stress was taking its toll on all of them.

“Do you want me to help?” Gabriel asked.

“Um...no,” Lillian said, looking around uncertainly. “You should probably go pack your own bag.” He leaned down and kissed her before disappearing across the bathroom.

“You okay?” Tara asked, grabbing the suitcase in the corner and tossing it onto the empty side of the bed.

“I guess you know then, huh?” she asked back, not knowing how to answer the actual question she had been asked.

Tara nodded. “Stefan said you needed me to come help you pack, that they were moving the ceremony up a day. He didn't elaborate; he was on the phone on hold and the other person came back on the line, so he stepped away. But I was still with him when Gabriel called this afternoon.”

“They think I won't make it through it if we wait.”

“Are they right?” Tara asked, sitting down.

Lillian sighed. “Maybe. I woke up this afternoon and said the same thing. I'm just so weak... I slept for nearly sixteen hours, T! I'm afraid every time I get really sleepy that I'll go to sleep and just not wake up.” Tara moved close and held her as she began to cry again.

“Come on, Lil, you've got to hang in for just a little bit longer. Look, let's get you packed up and ready to go, okay?”

Lillian nodded and tried to force a smile. Tara hopped up and began opening drawers. “What kind of clothes will you need?”

“Uh... just comfortable stuff for around the house, I think. I want warm things though. I'm cold all the damn time now.”

“That may or may not change. I don't really know how that whole thing works. Stefan's hands are usually cold but... never mind.” She ducked her head to hide an embarrassed flush. “How many pairs of jeans? Three? Four?”

Between the two of them they decided on three pairs of jeans, a few long, comfortable skirts, two pairs of yoga pants, a few tank tops, t-shirts, and a couple of sweatshirts and sweaters and all the appropriate underpinnings. Lillian couldn't help but think that it was a true friend who would help pack your underwear without batting an eye. Tara then disappeared into the bathroom and collected her essentials. Soon her bag was packed and zipped.

“There!” Tara announced as she set it on the bed. “All done.”

“Already?” Gabriel entered the room with a look of surprise. “I can't believe you two aren't in here debating which outfits to take.”

“I think we're a little past that,” Lillian answered dryly. “Whether I have on the cute jeans is not exactly high on my priority list. Now can somebody help me get dressed, please?” Standing alone wasn't an option: she could feel the extreme weakness in her legs.

Tara turned back to the dresser and pulled a few things. “I think I'll let your new husband handle that. I'll be downstairs.” She shut the door behind her, and they heard her footsteps fade as she headed down.  

Without a word, Gabriel helped her out of bed and to her feet, carefully dressing her like a giant doll. It was an effort just to step into her jeans and she felt her heart race with the strain. He heard it too, pausing to look at her with concern.

“Too much? Need to sit?”

She nodded and fastened her button before sitting down on the bed's edge. He helped her into a t-shirt and she pulled a heavy, over-sized sweater over it. Lillian had barely begun to brush her hair when there was another knock. Gabriel opened it and Stefan was there once again.

“It is all arranged,” he announced in a very official tone. “The preparations will begin at midnight. It is then that you will both be introduced to your attendants, those who will see you through the entire ceremony. We will go over all the last-minute details and the schedule of events, so to speak. Unfortunately, only a short time later you must say goodbye to each other and continue separately.” A worried look was exchanged between the couple. “Please don't dwell on that now. You have about three hours until you need to arrive. In the meantime, Gabriel, please don't eat. Lillian, your diet must follow our requirements. I've advised Tara on what is appropriate, and she is preparing something for you now. It's mostly lean protein and whole grains, nothing complicated. Now I must take my leave; I have preparations of my own to make. I will see you both soon.”

With that, he was gone, and Lillian and Gabriel were left to spend their last few hours at home together.
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Chapter 2
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The fire crackled and popped in the giant stone hearth as Gabriel paced the sunken living room nervously, sipping his scotch and rattling the ice in his glass. He paused to look at the pair across the room and his heart sank. She looked very, very weak.

Lillian lay on one end of the giant leather sectional sofa covered in a blanket. She had barely eaten any of the fish and pasta Tara had made at home, and by the time they reached Stefan's she had been so tired that Gabriel had carried her from the car. Now she lay in the dimly lit living room with an I.V. running fluids into her arm, flitting in and out of a restless sleep. Dr. Awanu stood from his kneeling posture next to her and turned to face Gabriel.

“She's more stable now,” he announced as Stefan came back into the room. “She was very, very dehydrated, but what we are giving her has electrolytes, so that should help some.”

“We've been begging her to eat and drink....” Gabriel began, feeling responsible. The doctor waved his explanation away.

“The human body knows when it is the end. It will stop eating, drinking, and then the organs shut down. It is not your fault, Gabriel. It's unfortunately just how people die.”

“Odeh, can she survive the Ceremony?” Stefan asked urgently, adjusting one of his cuffs slightly. Looking at the elder in his flawless dark blue suit, Gabriel felt like a disheveled mess in an old pair of jeans and a pullover.

“I think so,” the doctor answered with a hopeful glance towards Lillian. “After nearly a whole bag of fluids her heart rate is better, and her respiration is already steadier.”

“No offense intended, doctor, but is this really in your scope of practice?” Gabriel questioned. They couldn't afford to guess at this point.

Odeh laughed and his perfect white smile broke wide across his thin ebony face. “Fair enough,” he acquiesced. “Since you are concerned, here are my credentials: I serve as the medical director for the Southeastern Councils and oversee all Change ceremonies. I usually send staff to handle the on-site work, but occasionally I like to do things personally. Stefan is an old friend and so I have a vested interest in making sure your beautiful wife is strong enough for the Change. And don't forget: my 'day job' so to speak is in human neurology. I'm a brain surgeon, Gabriel.”

“Forgive me,” Gabriel hastily apologized. “It's... I'm...” He couldn't even get words out. Stefan put a steadying arm around his shoulders.

“Why don't we sit?” he suggested. The three took up spots on the opposite side of the living room and for a moment they silently watched the sleeping patient. It was nearly midnight. Gabriel had brought Lillian just as soon as they could leave the house, fearing for her stability, and Stefan had assured him he would have medical care available. Dr. Awanu had arrived shortly thereafter.

It had been a heartbreaking and tearful goodbye as they left. Kevin had given her a fast hug and disappeared, unable to stand it; Tara had walked them all the way to the car, clinging to Lillian for dear life. He had watched as they backed out and Tara looked as if she had fallen into full sobs as they pulled out of the driveway. Maybe he should discreetly suggest that Stefan call and check on her later.

A young-looking nurse dressed in navy blue scrubs slipped quietly into the room and knelt to check Lillian's vital signs. She made a few notations on a clipboard and handed it to Odeh.

“Thank you, Therese,” he said as he scanned it. “That will be all for now.” She left the room just as Ronald appeared from seemingly nowhere.

“Master Stefan,” he began, pausing only to give a worried glance in Lillian's direction, “the guests you were awaiting have arrived. Margaret is sending them down now.”

“Very good.” Stefan nodded and Ronald slipped out. Before Gabriel could ask for an explanation, he was back, this time with two other vampires in tow. Stefan stood to greet them, and the other two men followed suit.

“Gabriel, I would like to introduce you to your primary Ceremony attendants: Cooper will be your man, and Mary Lee will be Lillian's lady in waiting, so to speak There will be others to assist, but these two will be responsible for each of you.”

Greetings and introductions were exchanged all around and Gabriel was struck by the dichotomy of the pair. She was blond, tall, thin, and moved with a slow, catlike grace; he was shorter, with dark, close-cropped hair, very muscled and athletic. His movements were fast and purposeful gestures that reflected a military-like precision. They were both dressed in black scrub pants, which he thought was slightly odd. Mary Lee had on a matching scrub top with a V-neck and Cooper instead wore a black fitted athletic shirt. Gabriel couldn't decide if they looked like medical personnel or massage therapists.

“So lovely to meet you,” Mary Lee drawled with an almost unreal Southern American accent as he shook her hand. “I hear congratulations are in order for you and your new bride.” Her words practically purred and even though she was not being in any way inappropriate, just listening to her made Gabriel slightly uncomfortable.

“Yes, thank you,” he said, hastily retrieving his hand. Thankfully his attention was soon taken by Cooper.

“Good to meet you, sir,” Cooper said. “You can call me Coop.” His handshake was firm, and although he wasn't as tall, he met Gabriel's eyes easily. The obvious physicality of his attendant made Gabriel wonder for a moment and Stefan answered his unspoken questions as usual.

“Cooper has served as Primary Attendant to the Sire at five Ceremonies. He's an excellent choice, Gabriel. I wanted to be sure you had someone that could handle you.” The thinly veiled jab did not escape Gabriel's attention, but before he could respond, Cooper jumped in.

“Sir, I've served honorably in the United States Marine Corps and have spent civilian time serving as a SWAT member of the Atlanta P.D. I currently work in the fitness community as an athletic trainer and have worked in the past with several professional athletic teams.”

“Well, that all sounds quite impressive, Coop, but I'm not sure why your level of strength and fitness is such a large issue.” Irritation was beginning to set in; maybe he was missing something.

“Sir, the fasting period for a Sire is a big strain and it affects everyone differently...” Cooper began but was interrupted by Stefan.

“To be frank, I wanted someone that could hold you down if you get out of control. You're not the easiest vampire to keep in check, you know. Your temper will flare as you go through the next several hours and sleep will not come easily.  Most of us have no knowledge of what it is like to leave the Hunger unsatisfied, and Sires are often surprised by their own reactions. Yours will most likely be worse due to your level of attachment to your Candidate, and her unstable physical condition. Cooper will be responsible for keeping you calm and away from Lillian. I know your concern for her is preeminent, but you must trust that we will care for her during your separation time.”

All Gabriel could manage was a silent nod as he swallowed his last gulp of scotch.

“Gabriel?” A tiny voice called from the opposite side of the room. The noise of the gathering had woken Lillian.

“I'm here, sweetheart.” In a second, he was beside her, holding her hand. A weak smile greeted him but was broken by a startled look, presumably brought on by the crowd that appeared over his shoulder.

“Mary Lee, Cooper, this is Lillian, our Change Candidate,” Stefan announced.

“Darling, Mary Lee is going to help see you through the Ceremony. Cooper is here for me,” Gabriel explained. “Do you feel good enough to sit up and talk for a minute?” She nodded and he helped her prop up on the giant pillows. He took up a spot on the couch near her feet. Odeh then knelt and picked up her wrist.

“Your pulse is much stronger now, Lillian,” he said with a smile. “All you needed was a bit of fluids. I think that if we continue this for the next few hours, we can probably turn it off and let you rest without the tubing for a while. I'd like to leave the IV in, though, just in case.” Seemingly satisfied for the moment, he stood up and moved out of the way of the rest of the group.

“Thank you,” she said quietly and finally looked up to the waiting pair with Stefan.

Cooper extended his hand first. “Very nice to meet you ma'am. I promise I'll keep an eye on Gabriel for you.” His serious face melted into a friendly smile, and it seemed to put Lillian at ease.

Mary Lee knelt and took her hand like an old friend. “Hi, sugar,” she said in a warm, soft voice. “Stefan's told me all about you. I'm gonna take real good care of you, and before you know it, you and your new husband will be outta here and living your fabulous life together, okay?”

Lillian forced a smile. The woman's sweetness appeared to touch her a bit and now she looked near tears.

“Come now; let us all sit and go over the schedule once more.” Stefan broke the tension, and everyone settled onto the couch. Ronald appeared again and handed Mary Lee and Cooper each a folder. Stefan picked up a leather portfolio from the coffee table and opened it. “Let's see., it is 12:30 now... alright, this may be slightly different than others we have done due to the Candidate's medical state, but we will try to stick to the normal routine as much as possible.”

The pair of attendants nodded in agreement and Gabriel grasped Lillian's hand nervously.

“Cooper, Gabriel has been fasting since around eight o'clock, so he should be fine by Ceremony time tomorrow.  Mary Lee, I will have the staff bring Lillian several offerings of appropriate foods between now and sunrise, but I doubt she will be able to eat much. We will most likely rely on Odeh and his staff to monitor her and administer the necessary fluids.” Stefan sighed softly as he looked at Lillian, who had involuntarily dozed off. “Gabriel, it is customary to separate the Candidate at this time and sequester him or her until their Ceremony. However, I think that might push you, and make her too anxious. I will allow you to stay with her until sunrise, providing that you don't lose your head. If any of us feels you are too unstable, Cooper will remove you to your own suite. This is largely mind over matter for you, my friend: guard your thoughts carefully. Understand?”

“Yes,” he said hoarsely. Ronald leaned down at his side and offered another scotch which he gratefully accepted.

“Alright, now let's continue on,” Stefan returned his attention to the portfolio in front of him. “Sunrise will be the separation point. Between now and then, we will move everyone upstairs and get Lillian settled. Once the pair is separated, we encourage both parties to rest. For Lillian, I'm sure that won't be a problem.”

“Stefan, if I may,” Odeh interrupted. “I know it is also custom to only have attendants of the same gender as the Candidate during the sequestered hours, but I will need to monitor her. I can send my nurse for most of it, but I would like to examine her myself at least once or twice.”

“I don't see that as a problem, does anyone else?” Stefan asked. Everyone shook their heads. “As I was saying, we encourage rest at this point. Both Sire and Candidate will be awakened near the six o'clock hour to resume preparation. Upon waking, you will have a designated meditation time. If you are so inclined, Gabriel, you may pray or whatever you wish, but both you and Lillian will have a period of silence and reflection. Normally the Candidate would be fasting as well, but I will allow the administration of fluids all the way up until the Ceremony if you deem it necessary, Odeh. We need her to be as stable as possible. Both Candidate and Sire will then undergo a ritual bath and dressing. That will take some time, especially for Lillian. Women always take more time to get ready.” He smiled uncharacteristically at Mary Lee, and she blushed.

“Oh, Stefan, stop it,” she chided.

“Once ready, the Candidate will be brought into the Ceremony room and there will be the readings. Then we will bring in the Sire. Gabriel, there is no delicate way to say this: She won't look well. She will have the sedative right before she's brought in, so by the time you get there she will probably be in and out of consciousness. Also, she will be secured to the table. Please don't let that disturb you: it's for her own safety. During your dressing and preparation Cooper can advise you on how you may feel when you get into the room. Mary Lee, you may have to reiterate all this later to Lillian when she is more awake.” Both attendants nodded in understanding. “Back to the Ceremony.....there will be more readings and then we will direct you to drink, Gabriel. It is imperative that you do not balk at this point. I will keep my feeding level a little on the low side so that I may step in if absolutely necessary, but you need to be able to follow through. Normally if the Sire cannot execute his or her duties, the Ceremony is abandoned. However, we do not have the luxury of rescheduling this. It must be done now if there is a chance to save her at all.”

“I'll be able to do it.” Another swallow of scotch. The burn landed in his empty belly like hot lava.

The elder didn't look convinced. “And you'll have to stop that at sunrise as well,” he said, gesturing to the glass in Gabriel's hand. “No alcohol, tobacco, or other substances the day of the Ceremony. I'm sorry, my friend.”

“It's no problem,” Gabriel answered, but he wasn't so sure. No blood, no cigarettes, not even a drink to steady him....he couldn't remember the last time he went more than an hour or two without at least one of the three.

“Now, after the Sire drinks,” Stefan continued, “as usual, he will be removed from the room. Cooper, you will most likely have a fight on your hands. No insult intended, Gabriel, but I do not anticipate you will react well to the sight of Lillian once you have drained her.”

“I can handle it, sir,” Cooper assured him.

“In the meantime, I and the other elders will assist the candidate to drink. Mary Lee, you may have to help more than usual. If she cannot drink on her own, we will administer the blood via a nasogastric tube if necessary, and Odeh will insert that if needed. I think we are all aware and fully in agreement that she does intend to go through with the Change. Gabriel, most Candidates can take the blood willingly, as the human body's instinct to survive kicks in and will accept anything that is offered. My fear is that she is so weak that she won't have the strength to react in this way, that her body is so close to death already that it won't fight. The blood will begin the process immediately; we just have to get it into her. Does everyone understand?” There were solemn nods all around. Stefan opened his mouth to continue, and Gabriel interrupted.

“Wait, who else will be there?” It was easier for him to focus on the players in this drama than what was going to happen after he was dragged from the room.

“Well, let's see...” Stefan sighed as he flipped through some papers. “Odeh, the two Primary Attendants, myself, the next eldest member of our Council, and one of the members of the State Council. It is our blood that has been drawn for Lillian to drink. Speaking of which, we need to get a sample from you as well. It almost slipped my mind with the change in schedule. There will be two extra attendants for both you and Lillian as well, but they are very much in the background during the actual Ceremony.”

Odeh motioned for his nurse and after conferring for a moment she came around the couch and knelt in front of Gabriel. Out of a small satchel came phlebotomy supplies and several large empty vials.

“Your arm, please,” she asked pleasantly. He extended his left arm, and she tied a tourniquet around his bicep, pausing for a moment to press her finger into several veins, testing to see which one she wanted to take the blood from. Soon enough she settled on her target and began to clean the area with an alcohol wipe. “Hold still please,” she requested and like a flash the needle was in. What an odd feeling it was to watch his own blood pour into those stoppered tubes. Before he knew it, she was finished and had four full vials in her hand. “Thank you!” she said sweetly and was gone back out of the room.

“That looked like a lot,” Lillian observed. No one had noticed that she was awake.

“It really isn't,” Odeh said. “Each of those vials is only about 8 milliliters. All four of them together don't even equal a quarter cup.”

“Still sounds like a lot. Am I going to have to drink all of that?” The wariness was obvious on her face.

“Actually, my dear, you'll have more than that to drink,” Stefan interjected. “It will be what you just saw plus a vial from me and two other elders. But don't worry; it won't be a problem.”

She wrinkled her nose in response and Stefan chuckled. Gabriel wondered how much of the discussion she had heard. The thought of someone forcing blood down her throat made him want to vomit.

“All right, where did we get to? Ah yes....” Stefan ran his finger down the page. “The Candidate will drink and be monitored by the elders as she undergoes the Change. Odeh, I may ask you to step in at this point, too. The Sire will be called back into the room when she wakes.”

“How long will that take?” Gabriel asked.

“Thirty, maybe forty-five minutes. You won't notice the time.... you will be sleeping off the sedative. Once she awakens, we will give her more blood and then once she's calm and somewhat oriented we will bring you in. Gabriel,” Stefan said, leaning forward and peering at him intently, “please remember that she may not be herself for a little while afterward. It takes most Candidates several hours to adjust even slightly. She may not communicate very well at first. Do not take it personally.”

“Will I stay awake?” Lillian asked. “After I drink the second time, I mean. Will I be awake and talking, normal stuff like that?”

“Possibly,” Stefan answered. The uncertain look on his face said he was holding some things back. After an odd pause he continued. “That will be what we consider to be your first feed. Following that you may be tired enough to sleep again. It is a great strain on anyone to go through the Change and your body will need to rest and regenerate. Speaking of rest: we need to get you up to your suite so that you may conserve your strength.” He snapped and Ronald was there with a wheelchair. Gabriel carefully picked Lillian up and loaded her into it, wondering why in the world Stefan had one on hand.

“Hmmm,” Stefan paused as he stood. “The stairs pose a bit of a problem.” There was a thoughtful tap on his lips and a look around the room as he pondered.

“I'll carry her,” Gabriel offered. “Please.” A tinge of desperation unintentionally crept into his voice. Stefan regarded him for a moment as the rest of the group gathered their things.

“Very well,” he finally said.

They made their way around to the foot of the grand staircase and Gabriel carefully lifted Lillian. She wrapped her arms around his neck and the IV tubing briefly snagged on the back of the wheelchair. The nurse deftly untangled it and carried the IV pole as they made their way up. Cooper folded the chair and carried it up the stairs with the remainder of the party following suit.

They reached the top and Stefan moved to the front as they made their way towards the double doors that delineated the Council offices from the living quarters. Ronald unlocked the door and ushered everyone through it. Suddenly Lillian was the only human to be found and Gabriel suspected it would be that way for the rest of the night. He lowered her gently once again into the waiting wheelchair and took up a spot pushing it himself, leaving Therese to continue to manage the IV pole.

The group stopped short as Stefan abruptly turned to face them. "I think all of you have been here before, except for Lillian, of course, but regardless: welcome to the official headquarters of the Tri-State Vampire Council. This is where our primary offices are located, as well as all our records. This location is not to be given out to any person, vampire or not, unless prior consent is given by myself. That being said, a large portion of our regional population does in fact know of our office location and that isn't normally a problem. Now if you'll follow me...” he turned and began walking down the hall.

“This is our library,” he said, gesturing to an open room on the right. The walls were lined with books and dark wood shelves that extended nearly to the ceiling. A small leather couch and wing-backed chair could be seen through the doorway, and heavy curtains framing a narrow, tall window. “We have all sorts of literature....several non-fiction works regarding our collective history and such, but we also keep fiction, biographies, and various books on art......There is a whole listing of works by vampiric authors. You might be surprised to know which classics were written by one of us. Regardless, while you are here, Gabriel, you and Lillian are both welcome to visit this room at any time and make use of anything you find.”

Margaret looked up from her desk when they reached the open pocket doors on the left. She smiled as the group paused, and Gabriel quickly realized the look was for Cooper who was returning it in kind. Interesting.

“This is Margaret, my assistant.... the lovely voice you all know if you've ever called me on my business line for any reason.” He nodded at her appreciatively and she gave a little wave before returning to her work. “My office is through there and to the right. Now over here,” he gestured toward the opposite side of the hallway, “we have the Sire's suite. Gabriel, this will be yours.”

The door was opened and within he could see a heavy, mahogany bed covered in a damask bedspread with an abundance of matching pillows, two windows along the back wall, and a closed door leading to the right. Stefan interrupted his study of the room's interior. “There is a bath en suite, through that door. The curtains completely block the light, and the glass is UV protected, as is the rest of the house. I think you will be quite comfortable, considering the circumstances. Come along....”

They moved down the dimly lit hallway and reached another pair of doors, one on the left and one on the right. Both were closed. “This is the Candidate's suite,” Stefan announced, moving to the door on the left. He swung it open wide, and it was similar in arrangement to the one they had previously seen. “As with the Sire's suite, this has an attached bath and plenty of space. Across the hall is the Ceremony room itself. It will remain closed until time for everyone to assemble tomorrow night. Please understand; this is a sacred space and must not be violated. It is locked and only I have access to the key. You both may ask your attendants to describe the appearance of the room so that you may be properly prepared. Now, I think it is time we get everyone settled.”

He directed the party into Lillian's room and Gabriel maneuvered the wheelchair next to the bed. “Your luggage has already been placed in your rooms and unpacked,” Stefan announced. “Please do not feel that we have invaded your privacy in doing so. It is part of our process. It gives us one final security check, if you will. Your clothes will be found in the closets and chests and your toiletries will be on your bathroom counters. Since you are already unpacked you may now concentrate on your preparation for the Ceremony. Gabriel, I suggest you help Lillian get comfortable wherever she likes. I will take Mary Lee and Cooper with me to finish up a small amount of final paperwork and then they will both be back. I am sorry to say that we unfortunately cannot leave you two alone after that. The danger is too great.”

Gabriel swallowed hard and nodded. He was already beginning to feel the prickle at the edges of his scalp. The impending Hunger would probably have him completely irrational within a matter of hours. Would he be able to control himself? When was the last time he let the Beast go unchecked? A small hand on his jerked him back to the present.

“I think I'd like to lie down for a while,” she said softly.

“Of course, darling.” Carefully he lifted her out of the wheelchair and laid her gently on the bed into the mound of pillows. She sank with obvious relief and looked as if she might be asleep within seconds. There was a chenille blanket folded at the foot of the bed and he pulled it up to cover her, earning a small smile.

“Stay with me 'til I fall asleep,” she whispered, grabbing his hand over the edge of the blanket. That one simple request brought tears to his eyes.

Stefan had led the rest of the party out into the hallway, the click of the closing door letting the couple know they were once again alone. Gabriel knew that these hours very well might be the last chance he would ever have to hold her, so he climbed up onto the giant bed next to her and wrapped his arms around her tiny frame, carefully negotiating the IV tubing still silently dripping fluids into her veins. He had scarcely gotten still when he realized she was already asleep. Her breathing was a little unsteady, but it and her pulse were stronger than they had been back at home. Somewhat comforted by that knowledge, he too fell asleep within minutes.

Sometime later Gabriel was awakened by the opening of the door. Mary Lee and Cooper quietly entered, taking up posts on the opposite side of the room. Cooper peered out the window and Mary Lee busied herself in the bathroom, most likely preparing things for later the next day. Lillian was resting soundly, but Gabriel knew that he would not fall asleep again easily. The tingle in his upper jaw had started. He needed to move.

Slipping carefully away from his sleeping bride, he motioned for Cooper to follow him into the hallway. “I want to talk to Stefan,” he said to his attendant once the door was closed.

“I'm afraid that's not customary,” Cooper began. “The Council Head has many preparations to make...”

“Look, Coop,” Gabriel interrupted. “I know you're just following protocol, but Stefan and I are close friends. I think he will see me.”

“As you wish, sir,” Cooper reluctantly agreed. “But at least permit me to escort you to his
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