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			CHAPTER ONE

			I know what I’m doing because I used to counsel my clients against it back when I still provided therapy to human beings. As it turns out, bouts of passive-aggressive revenge cleaning aren’t as prominent when it comes to methods your average paranormal critter might use to punish their significant other. 

				In my experience, they have much more colorful methods of dealing with conflict, including but not limited to ripping out the other’s heart and eating it with a side of fava beans and a nice chianti. 

			But as I’m still solidly in the human camp, I’ve resorted to scouring the granite countertops with the force of words I’d rather not say and slamming cupboards instead of doors.

			Like the self-actualized, grown-ass female that I am.

			“What?” The man body-blocking the espresso machine whipped the question over his shoulder before turning to face me. For a moment, I forgot exactly why I had been fantasizing about hurling my mug at the back of his head. Hot coffee and all. 

			That’s the thing about my husband. He’s at his most attractive when he’s pissed off. His dark eyes go all molten. His jaw hardens. He looks like he might kill someone and that’s probably because he does so on a daily basis. It kind of goes along with the territory of being a Vegas hit man. 

			For those tempted to make a value judgment here about my choice in mate, I’d like to submit two items for your consideration. One: when, like me, you provide therapy to creatures that consider human beings to be a food group, having a husband who is known for busting a cap in deserving asses significantly reduces your chances of becoming an immortal’s post-session snack. Two: my husband only accepts contracts on people he feels the world would be better off without…like murderers and telemarketers.

			I’m kidding about the telemarketers.

			Pausing for a satisfaction survey mid-hit is beyond tedious.

			But back to the allure of my pissed off husband. In those times when every muscle and sinew goes taut and the predatory animal in him hunts to the surface, I remember what it was like when I was still afraid of him, and that’s about when my ovaries do a little jig. 

			Fortunately, my ovaries weren’t in the driver’s seat this morning because our ten-month old daughter needed to be dropped off at daycare and I was already fifteen minutes late.

			Again.

			“Nothing,” I said. It’s always the wrong answer, but the overwhelming need to make him draw the problem out of me transformed this into the most satisfying word in the English language. 

			“Is this about the car seat?” The demitasse looked small in his hand, his trigger finger scarcely fitting through the ceramic handle. 

			“You could have at least asked me.” I had moved on from my assault on the counter and turned my energy to the sprawling mess at the high chair’s base. The baby within, dark-haired like her father and hazel-eyed like me, was well into her meal-time ritual of redecorating the floor. 

			“I can’t have the car seat in the back of the car when I’m going after a target, okay? You have any idea how hard it is to be taken seriously in this business when my associates are always finding animal crackers between the seats?”

			“I suppose that means I should bear the sole responsibility for driving Addie to daycare?”

			“I’m not saying that. It’s just, on days when I have an early hit—”

			“Forget it.” I dumped the handful of food scraps into the sink and swooped in to pluck my daughter from her highchair. I was rewarded with a displeased squawk and a liberal application of strained apricots across the front of my blouse. Tears stung my eyes as I remembered that I’d forgotten to pick up my dry cleaning the day before. Nothing to change into. “Shit!” I hissed. “I don’t have time for this.” 

			“I thought we weren’t swearing in front of the baby.” A wry twist tugged down one corner of Liam’s mouth as he recited my own edict back to me with more delight than I found seemly.

			“We’re not. Here, take her for a second.” I passed the warm, sticky bundle of my baby girl off to the man who’d helped make her. Leaning over the sink, I grabbed a damp rag and did the best I could to remove the orange smudge. From my swirling, black funk, I became painfully and acutely aware of the happy coos only Liam seemed able to extract from the baby I had only shared my body with for nine long, bloated months. 

			And from thence opened the doorway to the laundry list of de-affirmations my head had been home to as of late. 

			Shitty wife. Shitty mom. Shitty therapist. 

			It seemed I was always failing someone. 

			Ever conscious of the clock, I didn’t allow myself the luxury of spilled tears—no time to reapply mascara. Wordlessly, I held my arms out to my daughter, who proceeded to cling to her father’s lapels with all the vigor of a cracked-out spider monkey. 

			“Time to go, Addie.” Liam dropped a kiss on her dark, downy head. “Daddy will see you later.” A perfunctory peck on my lips and he was out the door.

			Then began the shrieking.

			It continued as I looped the diaper bag over one shoulder and the laptop bag over the other. Redoubled as I maneuvered down the stairs and into the garage. 

			My last thought as I bundled my baby daughter into her car seat was that the paranormal insane asylum I was headed to as my first order of business for the day might actually be an improvement. 
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			CHAPTER TWO

			I think it would be fair to say I’ve seen some pretty gnarly clients in my time as a paranormal psychologist. The alpha werewolf with a leadless pencil. A leprechaun who thought he was alternately St. Patrick and a magical water horse. An Easter Bunny dead set (so to speak) on offing himself in new and inventive ways.

			But a client I couldn’t see—that no one had ever seen—well, that was a solid first. 

			“Never?” It wasn’t a word I used often in my practice, and especially not since I’d relocated that practice to Las Vegas—a place where everyone had pretty much done everything. Twice.

			“Never.” Dr. Wolfe of the effulgent caterpillar eyebrows sat across the desk from me, his round face bathed in an odd, carbuncular glow. Outside his windows, red neon flashed as each letter of the building’s marquee begrudgingly lit up and passed out in turn. In keeping with the paranormal world’s tendency to conceal in plain sight, the building looked like nothing so much as a casino to the outside observer. “Godfrey Weyrick is what you call a non-corporeal entity. In all the years we’ve been observing him, no one has ever received a direct visual. In fact, no one even knows what he looks like.” At this, he helpfully turned one of the three computer monitors on his desk so I could look in on a surveillance video of…nothing. 

			Nothing but a lidless toilet, an empty bunk, a steel table, a single chair, and a stack of books. I’d have placed a decent sized bet that all but the books had been bolted to the concrete. 

			“How do you know that he’s a male if no one has ever seen him?” 

			“Because we can hear him. He does speak to us. Generally when he wants something.”

			Just as Dr. Wolfe started to nudge the monitor back toward his side of the desk, one of the books fell from the desk and floated across to the bunk where it split open. Pages up, spine down.

			“He’s an avid reader,” Wolfe pointed out. “We do our best to keep him in books.”

			“What has he read while in custody?” 

			“Everything.”

			“So he has a wide variety of interests?” I drew a star next to what might be the first helpful piece of information I’d yet discovered. 

			 “No,” Dr. Wolfe said. “You misunderstand me. He’s read everything. As in, every book ever written.”

			I’d long since learned not to say the first thing that came to mind. That’s impossible were two words I didn’t have the luxury of entertaining. 

			I took a deep breath, acknowledging to myself that, as usual, I was about to go up against an individual far older, smarter, and more interesting than myself. 

			“Can I ask why it is you called me?”

			Dr. Wolfe’s watery brown eyes skimmed over the strained apricot stain on my blouse I’d failed to eradicate entirely. “You’re the first therapist he’s ever wanted to talk to.”

			“Did he mention how he heard about me?” Not that I’d ever been successful at tracking how clients found their way to my doorstep when it came time to try and find more, but I figured it was worth a shot at least.

			“Weyrick has been in custody many times over the course of his life, but it seems you came highly recommended by the gentleman who brought him in most recently.”

			I heard myself asking “And who might that be?” though I had a feeling I already knew. 

			Crixus. 

			The demigod’s name never came to me but on a wave surging up from my toes and treating my stomach to an anti-gravitational flip. Which was nothing compared to what the aforementioned supernatural bounty hunter had treated the rest of my body to in our times together. 

			He’d been the one who dragged my first paranormal client kicking and swearing to my leather couch. The one who dragged me kicking and swearing to his bed. The one who’d gone to hell for love of me. The one whose heart I had puréed when I’d chosen Liam. He’d been MIA for the better part of a year now, dropping off the radar sometime before Addie was born but after he’d run across a succulent succubus by the name of Lavinia. 

			I acknowledged the stab of jealousy I felt, reminding myself that I was a married woman—if not always a happily married one—and a mother besides. A mother whose hips had grown wider and stomach had gone slack while that immortal hussy Crixus was hooking up with would probably never so much develop a stretch mark goddamn it, because her kind never did. 

			“Dr. Schmidt?” 

			My head jerked up and I covertly checked to make sure I hadn’t drooled down my own chin while my treacherous mind insisted on reviewing the backlog of memories centered around the demigod’s perfectly formed ass. 

			Crixus had that effect on women.

			“Yes. I’m sorry. Crixus and I have worked together on a number of cases.” In addition to many household surfaces. 

			“So he led me to understand.” By the color rising in Dr. Wolfe’s cheeks, I wasn’t sure I wanted him to elaborate on what Crixus had told him.

			“Do you know how it was that Crixus was able to bring Weyrick into custody?” I asked, attempting to bring the conversation back around to something resembling professional. 

			“Catnip,” Wolfe answered matter-of-factly. 

			I looked up from my notepad, eyebrow raised. “Catnip?”

			“Which reminds me, you don’t have any on you, do you?” 

			At first, I thought this might be an accusation regarding my tendency to accessorize my work attire with smears of Gerber. 

			“What? No. Of course not. Do I look like the kind of woman who goes around carrying catnip in my purse?” I glanced down at the stain on my blouse and amended my previous question with a quick “don’t answer that.”

			Wolfe pushed back from his desk and busied himself at the filing cabinet. “There’s a very specific set of rules for handling Weyrick.” He withdrew a laminated sheet and slid it across the desk to me. 

			“What exactly has Weyrick done to earn himself an eternity’s sentence here?” Here being Nevada Underground Therapeutic Systems or N.U.T.S. to the layman. A rather unfortunate acronym for the paranormal world’s answer to a home for the criminally insane. 

			“Are you at all familiar with how computer programming works, Doctor Schmidt?” 

			“Somewhat.” An out and out lie, but after this morning, I didn’t want to admit to just one more area where I was sadly lacking.

			“Good. Think of the universe as an application program interface—an API—if you will. Everything you know, everything you see, is like a graphic user interface governed by a system of protocols, tools, and routines put into place eons ago by entities we are only scarcely able to understand. Clear so far?”

			“Relatively.” 

			“Well, in this metaphor, Weyrick would be the equivalent of a software engineer. Someone who knows how to manipulate the code that governs the universe. Sometimes to disastrous effect.” 

			I felt a little dizzy trying to wrap my head around the consequences of what Wolfe had said. “So what is the goal of my involvement here, Dr. Wolfe?” 

			Wolfe pushed the thick file folder across the desk to me and scrubbed his face with his hand. The friction raised small snowflakes of dead skin in his wiry gray eyebrows. 

			“My goal, Dr. Schmidt, is to find out as much from Godfrey Weyrick as I possibly can and to minimize the risk to the general populace while I’m doing it.”

			I knew a little about minimizing the risk to the general populace. After all, it hadn’t been that long ago when Crixus and I were all that stood between some dysfunctional paranormal critter and the world’s imminent end. 

			Or had it?

			A faint reflection of my tired face haunted Wolfe’s monitor. Hazel eyes dulled by lack of sleep. Two days’ unwashed chestnut hair in a sagging bun. Not even the slash of crimson lipstick managed to breathe life into my pale cheeks. A woman more immaterial than the one I used to be. Before I had switched to non-human clientele, I had counseled women in my position by the dozen. Exhausted. Overwrought. Attempting to balance new motherhood with a career and a family. Of course, most of those women hadn’t been married to hit men, nor did their careers involve interfacing with non-corporeal beings that could potentially end all life as we knew it. That probably meant something. 

			I took the fat file in hand and brought its weight to my lap. 

			Wolfe pressed the intercom button on his desk phone. “Trudy, will you have Daniel come escort Doctor Schmidt down to ward four?”

			“Right away, Doctor Wolfe,” a quiescent female voice agreed. 

			Wolfe stood behind his desk, signaling it was my turn to do the same. “Stop by before you leave, if you would be so kind. I’d like to know how it goes.”

			“Do you expect me to believe you won’t be watching?”

			“No. But I’d like to talk to you all the same. I believe your fee more than covers at least that common courtesy.” 

			Someone tapped on Wolfe’s door. 

			“Come in, Daniel.”

			Daniel had the eyes of a cocker spaniel in the body of a Great Dane. Big, rangy, and with skin the color of a good latte. Heavy on the espresso, light on the almond milk. His uniform of gray slacks and a black polo shirt did little to temper the impact of a body that looked like it had been honed in a prison work yard rather than a gym. “You rang?” he said. His voice had the engine rumble resonance common to men of his height. 

			“Please escort Doctor Schmidt down to ward four. She’ll be speaking with Weyrick.”

			This earned me a raised eyebrow from Daniel. 

			“Right this way, Doctor Schmidt.” The orderly held the door wide and motioned me through with one catcher’s mitt-sized hand. We were almost out the door when Wolfe shouted us back. 

			“Be sure to brief her on the security procedures, Daniel. All of them.”

			This coda caught me, but I didn’t have time to think on it before the elevator doors boxed us in. 

			“Weyrick doesn’t get many visitors,” Daniel said. “He’s really looking forward to meeting you.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“Heard Wolfe talking to him earlier today.”

			“And what did he say?”

			“Said he’d heard so much about you.” Daniel’s eyes found mine beneath the ghastly elevator fluorescents. “He said it was about time you met.” 
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			CHAPTER THREE

			Like any musty, dank basement, ward four made me want to turn on my heel and bolt back up the stairs two at a time. 

			Daniel walked with me as far as the guard station at the mouth of a long, dim hallway before leaving me to finish the last leg alone. 

			“Weyrick’s cell is on the left,” he said. “The one with the chair in front of it.” 

			The hallway telescoped in my vision, the chair seeming at least a dozen miles away.

			“All right then.” The acknowledgement had been meant to galvanize me. To liberate my ankles from their concrete blocks and prod me into motion. It failed utterly. 

			“It’s a little nerve-wracking your first time.” Daniel’s big, warm hand dropped onto my shoulder. “As long as you follow the safety procedures we discussed, you’ll do just fine.”

			“The other…residents,” I began, casting about for the right words. 

			“Can’t harm you in any way,” Daniel said. “You’re perfectly safe. Don’t hesitate to holler if you need anything.” With that, he resumed his place at one of the desks and studied the closed circuit camera feeds.

			I remained where I was for the space of one long, deep breath then set out for the desk, all the while lamenting not having chosen quieter shoes this morning. 

			Figures moved in the cells on both sides of my peripheral vision but I refused to let my eye stray to them. Talking with Weyrick would require all of the precious little courage I’d plucked up, and I didn’t want to spend it prematurely.  

			It’s difficult to explain exactly how unnerving it is to look into an empty cell and know it’s occupied. 

			The book that I’d watched migrate from the table to the cot was now on the floor, robbing me of my only clue as to where Weyrick might be. 

			Having no point of reference, I blundered ahead with the temerity of the damned. 

			“Good morning. I’m Dr. Matilda Schmidt.” 

			Nothing.

			I took my time seating myself and setting out my notepad, pen, and case file on the chair’s small elbow desk. 

			“You smell of curdled milk.” 

			My chair screeched back about a foot when Godfrey Weyrick spoke. He was much closer to the safety glass than I expected. And that voice. 

			Working between the walls of my chest like the vibration of a note in a cello’s hollow center. Soaring, touching all, doubling back to do the same again. 

			It made me want to weep. 

			And not just because I probably did smell of curdled milk—Addie’s parting gift as I hustled her into the day care. 

			“My apologies,” I said, speaking roughly in the direction from which the voice had come. “It was a rough morning.”

			“How old is she?” 

			Fine hairs on my arm stood at attention while goose bumps rioted up and over my scalp. “How old is who?” I asked.

			“Your daughter.”

			Once upon a time, this kind of revelation would have tipped me into a nail-biting, red-faced frenzy of disbelief and wonder. Truthfully, having some immortal or other recite intimate details about my life had ceased to churn up the awe it used to. Crixus had long ago broken me of that habit, reading my thoughts being one of his favorite games. 

			“That’s a neat trick.” I turned over the front page on my notebook. “How did you know?”

			“I would have thought Doctor Wolfe already told you all about my particular proclivities.” His voice bounced from the floor to the area around the stainless steel table in the center of his cell. I followed it with my bespectacled gaze.

			“He mentioned your ability to manipulate the space/time continuum,” I said. “But, I’m not sure how that would tell you I have a daughter.”

			“It doesn’t.”

			“How then?”

			“Later.” He was over by the small cot now. I scrutinized the coarse blanket for a depression, which might give a hint to his specific location, but found none. “Why don’t you ask me what’s really on your mind?”

			“Mr. Weyrick.” I looked up from my notebook and made a show of laying my pen aside.  “It’s you who requested my presence. Perhaps you’d be good enough to tell me why.” 

			“Please, call me Godfrey.” 

			“All right, Godfrey. Why is it you wanted to speak with me?”

			A pregnant pause usually follows this question in my first session with all new clients, human or otherwise. During this one, I felt certain Weyrick was searching my face, deciding what to tell and what to keep. 

			“The bounty hunter and I spent a good deal of time talking while he dragged me back to civilization. Well, I spent a good deal of time talking. His vocabulary was mostly a series of evolved grunts so far as I could tell.” 

			A smile worked at one corner of my mouth despite my attempt suppress it. Crixus had never been especially gifted in matters of verbal diplomacy and expression. Though his tongue proved exceptionally skillful in other exercises. 

			“Where from?” Typically, I tried to avoid interrupting a client when it came to the first telling of their story, but context felt important given the lack of all the collateral details that help form my assessment. 

			Like a face.

			“Pardon?” Godfrey asked.

			“Where was—” I hesitated, not wanting to say the name for fear of summoning his image to my sensory memory in devastating detail. “Where was the bounty hunter dragging you back from?” 

			“Cairo.”

			I jotted the city down in my book. “Thank you. Go on.” 

			“As I was saying, we spent a good deal of time conversing during the long process of my extradition. Nights especially. I don’t require sleep and he didn’t favor it.”

			This I knew to be the truth from firsthand experience. The immortal part of Crixus spawned by none other than Zeus him-thunderbolt-hurling-self needed neither food nor sleep to sustain him. But as he’d once told me, he indulged in both for the same reason he plowed any female within thrusting distance—because he liked it. Trouble was, so did the countless females. 

			I had been one of them, after all. 

			“And what did you talk about, if I may ask?” 

			“Oh, the usual. Life. Love. You.” Weyrick’s voice was back by the table. In fact, I was so certain he must be sitting at it that I glanced up, expecting the single chair to have been pushed back to accommodate him. 

			It hadn’t.

			The sheen of sweat blooming on my lip cooled in my exhaled breath. My cheeks stung as blood crept up my neck like the mercury in a thermometer. 

			“Don’t you want to know what he said?” 

			“Not especially. I’m far more interested in how I can be of service to you.”

			“Ahh.” A smile leavened Weyrick’s voice. “But your demigod seemed to think that perhaps it was I who could help you.” 

			My pen froze mid-loop. “Help me? How?”

			“We’re in the same business, you and I. You assist people in living their fullest potential by identifying sub-optimal behaviors and modifying them. So do I.”

			“I’m not sure I follow.” 

			Weyrick’s sigh was long. Pained. 

			“What do you suppose it would be like to know the end from the beginning? To see every eventuality in painstaking detail? To comprehend the pain and suffering born from the most minute missteps? Would you not do everything within your power to mitigate the consequences?”

			I let this idea marinate for a moment before answering. 

			“Helping clients cope with the consequences of their actions and make better decisions going forward is considerably different than revoking free will and forcing a particular outcome by willfully rewriting reality.”

			“What a very human way of looking at things.”

			Never had I been more aware of the unremarkable meat of my body. Serviceable, but limited in comparison to the creatures I was often tasked with counseling. “That is my bias, yes,” I admitted. “Of which I suspect you were aware before you requested to meet with me.”

			“I suppose I had hoped your exposure to beings beyond your own woefully stunted species might broaden your perspective.” 

			“But it has, Mr. Weyrick. And the more I see of powerful creatures twisted by either internal or external forces, the more I believe the rules set down by the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs to be not only necessary, but essential.” 

			“The Bureau,” Weyrick scoffed. “Tell me, Doctor. If a three year-old showed up at your office tomorrow and dictated a set of rules by which you were expected to abide, would you obey them? That’s how much older I am than the beings who have named themselves my governing body.”

			I’m not certain at which point I became aware that my mouth had dropped open, but I snapped it closed with enough force to clack my teeth together. I knew for a fact that the Bureau of Supernatural Affairs boasted members who counted birthdays by centuries rather than years.

			“I imagine that would be rather frustrating.” 

			When Weyrick spoke next, I caught the scent of the one quality I encountered more than any other in beings of his unfathomable age—profound loneliness.

			“Dr. Schmidt. I’ve been blamed for everything from the Black Plague to black holes. I’ve watched generations be born, die, and turn to dust. I’m old and tired and no longer seek compassion or pine to be accepted by my peers.”

			Peers. Now there was an alarming thought.  If the BSA were the equivalent of three year-olds, who or what, exactly, would Weyrick consider his peers? 

			Now we were coming to the heart of it. “What do you seek?” 

			“To be known instead of feared. To help. To be understood. Once. By someone.”

			“If you’ll pardon my saying so, it might be easier for you to be known if you could be seen.”  

			Silence.

			“It’s better for all concerned if I’m not.” 

			“Why is that, if I may ask?” 

			“All sentient creatures share one basic truth. They despise that which is different. I am.” 

			The healer in me longed to see his face. To measure the pain in his words against the pain in his eyes. 

			“Help me to know you, Godfrey.”

			“To know me, you have to know what I can do. Most individuals find it difficult to comprehend. And even harder to accept.”

			“Mr. Weyrick, in the course of nine months, I went from believing humans were alone in the universe to conversing with the ferryman of the damned about the merits of Valrhona baking chocolate on the very outskirts of hell.” I folded my arms across my chest and leaned back in the desk chair. “Try me.” 

			“Fair enough.” The cot’s springs squeaked and I imagined Weyrick rising, pacing as he organized his thoughts. “How familiar are you with the concept of the multiverse?”

			I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “The theory of the multiverse assumes that anything that can happen, will happen. At any given moment, every possible iteration of every scenario is unfolding in universes parallel to the one we now experience.”

			His silence told me what I had already suspected. He had been hoping to dazzle me. “Doctor Strange is having a minute right now. Parallel universes are kind of a thing.”

			“Right. So you understand that reality is not real according to what you think real means. Not this table.” A metallic clanging suggested that Weyrick had knocked on the aforementioned furniture for effect. “Not this cell, nor the enchanted plastic polymer tasked with containing me, nor your discount designer suit.”

			Right about then, my discount designer pump was to itching kick Weyrick’s non-corporeal nether-bits right up around his non-corporeal ears. Assuming he had either. 

			Or both.

			“Observe,” Weyrick said. 

			The plastic cup sitting next to the pile of books on Weyrick’s table abruptly slid off the edge, clattering to the concrete.

			My sharp inhale of surprise carried in the deserted hallway. I didn’t want to think about what this place must sound like at night, when the mutters and groans could echo in perpetuity.

			“Every time a decision is made, the universe splits. You continue forward in the universe that aligns with the choice you made. For example, in another universe, the cup remains on the table. In that universe, you didn’t jump. You’re still holding your pen. I’m still—” 

			“A rabid narcissist?”

			“Have I offended you?” Weyrick asked.

			One of the distinct disadvantages of non-corporeal entities is comments like ‘Your face offends me’ lose all frame of reference. Not that such a response fell within the purview of accepted cognitive behavioral therapeutic methods. “Your point is, reality is a quantum equation eternally in flux, trying to resolve itself.” 

			“Yes,” he said. “Precisely that.”

			“And what is your role in this elaborate scenario?” It was the correct question. The one that gave Weyrick carte blanche to brag about his unique capabilities. 

			“What I do that no one else can do is directly manipulate the quantum equation. I can keep the universe from splitting, or I can split it into more than two choices. I can affect the base reality of the quantum itself.”

			“Let’s go back to something you said for a moment. You said what no one else can do. Are there no others like you?”

			“No,” he said, irritation naked and plain in his tone. I had failed to express the proper level of awe at his revelation. “No others. I wasn’t born, I was made.” 

			“And who made you?” I asked.

			“I will not speak her name. Suffice it to say, she was powerful. Wrathful. She loved me. I loved another. When I refused her, she saddled me with an ancient, powerful curse. She cursed me with immortality so I would have to watch my beloved grow old, wither, and die. But this was not enough. The goddess also cursed me with the ability to alter reality.”

			Goddess. 

			Few words in my lexicon created such instant heartburn.

			I’d had the misfortune to run afoul of a few in the course of my career. Jealous, they were. Wildly possessive. Owning endless appetites for adoration and precious little patience for anything or anyone that stood in the way of their getting it. 

			I should know. 

			Aphrodite and Persephone had once threatened to make my intestines into strappy sandals when a slight error in judgment saw me acknowledging Adonis’s face with my crotch instead of his resentment at being passed around like a supernatural casserole. 

			“So this goddess made you immortal and gave you the power to alter reality as we know it. Many would say this wasn’t a curse, but a gift.” 

			“Which demonstrates how pitifully little most beings know.” Real bitterness tinged Weyrick’s words. “She knew I would use it to try and save the woman I loved.”

			“And did you?”

			“I tried, of course. Changing this thing, changing that. Hundreds of lifetimes. Instead of watching my love die once, I watched her die a thousand times as I tried over and over to save her. The goddess observed this with great amusement, knowing the paradoxes I would create.”

			“What sort of paradoxes?” It was an overly simplistic question, the kind I lobbed over the net when I was trying to wrap my rudimentary human brain around the conceptual implications of power like Weyrick’s. I could scarcely begin to imagine what effects his tinkering might have had on my own, limited life, much less the fabric of the very universe. 

			“Put yourself in my place, Doctor. What would be the first thing you’d try?” 

			I considered the question. “Going back in time to undo the curse?”

			“Exactly what I thought. But, it was the curse itself that enabled me to go back in time and undo the curse. And by undoing the curse, I also undid my ability to undo the curse. You follow?”

			My left eyelid began to twitch and a fine, sharp pain pierced my forehead just above the eyebrow. I dug a knuckle into the muscle and rubbed. 

			My brain hurt.

			“I can see you’re beginning to understand. To use the analogy given to you by Dr. Wolfe, think of the universe like a computer system. Any time a paradox is created, the universe resets itself. It’s programmed to revert to the most recent, most stable version of the code if a new release breaks key features. It’s terrifically agile.” 

			Strange to be in a dungeon, surrounded by walls and bars, everything gray and cold and final with such talk of the infinite floating about. The desire to be out of away from this place, back in the sunlight and air was instant and suffocatingly intense. 

			“You said that Crixus thought you could help me. How?” 

			“You had a difficult morning, did you not?” 

			I looked down at the faint orange smudge on my blouse. More likely than not, the remnants of a half-chewed melba toast, strained green beans, and shame had been permanently ground into the treads of my shoes. I wondered if Weyrick could smell them. “What was your first clue?” 

			“I don’t need clues. I’ve seen it all. Every detail of your life. Your husband’s life. Your daughter’s life. All unspooled before me like some great tapestry, one thread at a time. Would you like to know how your performance this morning altered the image?”

			Nausea of the kind I hadn’t felt since the first weeks of my surprise pregnancy with Addie washed over me. My mouth filled with salty saliva, my throat tightening out of reflex. 

			“No,” Weyrick answered for me. “You wouldn’t like to know. But I’ll tell you anyway, because this is important. One of your husband’s associates is female.”

			“Silvia. I already know about her.”

			“Do you?” 

			“Yes. She’s in the market for a mentor. They’re having coffee. Liam and I don’t keep things from each other.”

			I could literally feel his smile. “Does he know how often you think of the bounty hunter?”

			Swarms of insects crawled over my face. “We can’t always control our thoughts. We can control our choices.” 

			“And this morning, you chose to be terse with him. Critical, even.”

			“Disagreements are a normal and healthy part of every marriage. We’ve both been under a lot of stress. Between work, the baby—”

			“Platitudes and excuses. Quote them all you like. It won’t change what’s already begun.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Silvia, of course. She’s young. Beautiful. And she wants your husband. Why, right this second, she’s smiling at him. He was upset when he arrived. She could tell. She’s very perceptive, you know. It’s a useful quality in an assassin-in-training. But I gather your husband knows that. It’s one of the reasons he’s convinced she’ll succeed in the business. With his help.”

			“Liam’s interest in Silvia is purely professional. If there was more than that, he’d tell me.” I swallowed the bitter taste of bile. “I trust my husband, and I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” 

			“Not even to discuss what your husband is really doing with Silvia? Why he’s rented her an apartment, has been paying her bills…”

			“If Liam’s doing those things, then I’m certain he has a reasonable explanation.” 

			“Even if he had, do you think he’d share it with you? After how you behaved this morning? If swapping out a car seat can cause such contention, how can he ever be expected to tell you the truth about far more pressing concerns?” 

			The veracity of this statement stung my cheeks like a slap. 

			“My marriage is none of your concern, Mr. Weyrick. I’ll thank you to keep your observations on that topic to yourself.”

			“Observations? No. These are simply the cold, hard facts. The eventuality triggered by your self-righteous indignation.”

			I shoved my notebook into my shoulder bag and stashed the pen in my jacket pocket. “Good bye, Mr. Weyrick.” 

			I made it a few angry steps down the hallway with my heels beating a harsh tattoo against the waxed concrete floor.

			“Do you know what your husband was thinking this morning while your back was turned?” Weyrick called after me. 

			My heart clawed its way up into my throat where it beat hard and tight. How I wanted to keep walking. To stride away from this awful place with head held high, confident and secure. But that wasn’t my truth. That wasn’t what I’d become. 

			Weyrick didn’t wait for me to turn around. “He was thinking of you as you were in those early days. In the time of your first, dizzying free-fall into love. When just the scent of you on his shirt could weaken his knees. This is what he was thinking as you were so judiciously scrubbing the counter and banging around the flatware.” Weyrick’s voice seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere all at once. “Indulge in a scenario with me, Doctor Schmidt. Humor a prisoner, if only for a moment.” 

			 A therapist must become a connoisseur of silences. Know which ones to fill with comforting banter. Which ones to let alone. The beings I treated often had not just years, but centuries, sometimes even millennia to sift through. My decision process was considerably shorter.

			I turned on my heel and walked back toward Weyrick’s cell. I did not resume my seat at the desk, opting instead to stand before the clear barrier, looking everywhere, knowing he was in there somewhere, watching. “Go ahead,” I said.

			“What if I could fold time back over itself?” he whispered. “Put you back in the moment when you rushed out of your daughter’s day care, but instead turn you around and place your kiss on her warm, buttery cheek? Let you be in the present moment, but with the memory of her cries soothed under your careful touch?” 

			I dashed away a hot, salty tear that had escaped the corner of my eye and found its way to the seam of my lips. 

			“And what of your husband? What if instead of bickering over the kitchen counter this morning, you had allowed him to bend you over it instead? He wanted to, you know.”

			Drowsy warmth stole into my limbs, my eyelids falling half-closed. 

			“Can you recall those early days?” Weyrick asked. “Before the child? The scents. The sounds. The feel of them?” 

			“Yes,” I said. And it was true. I was back in those early, early days when just the sound of Liam’s voice spurred my sympathetic nervous system into tingling, electrified life. When the feel of his body was deliciously foreign. When we learned each other. My untried limbs winding around his in sweaty, awkward tangles. The broad planes of his back beneath the shower’s spray.  His skin. The smell of it. Drinking droplets from his shoulder with my face buried in his neck. His naked, predatory grace. All of him. A man before he had ever been a husband.  

			“Yes,” Weyrick whispered. “Where did you first meet your husband? Show me.” 

			Overhead, the fluorescents buzzed and snapped. 

			I no longer walked alone in the memory. Weyrick had joined me. His presence palpable in the pull just below my center of gravity. No barriers between us. Between past and present. Between reality and memory. 

			“You’ve a far more vivid imagination than I would have guessed, Doctor Schmidt. Such superb detail.”

			Wonder and awe for the human mind assailed me anew. My temporal lobe manufactured the past so perfectly, I wanted to weep with relief and gratitude. Something I’d thought lost. It was all here. Just as it had been. 

			“Where are we, Doctor Schmidt? Tell me what you smell.” 

			“Leather. Lemon furniture polish. Industrial carpet. The antiseptic sting of fluoride and the smoky smell of powdered teeth. There’s an orthodontist’s office next door.” 

			“Next door to what?” Weyrick had migrated away, the sound of his voice anchoring itself in the direction where I sensed something wooden and broad. A desk? A shelf? The varnish would be cool and slick beneath my palm. I knew this without trying. 

			“Now tell me what you see,” Weyrick said.

			A funhouse fear had settled into the dark space behind my closed eyelids, welding them shut. Somehow I knew that opening them would change me. Opening them would change everything. 

			“I can’t,” I said. Breath sawed in and out of my lungs but I couldn’t get enough oxygen to my brain. It was as if my body had forgotten how to do this on its own.

			“Listen, doctor. That sound. What is it?”

			“The fish tank.” Fish tank. Fish tank…it took a couple tries before my mind seized on the words and connected them to a memory. A name. Sigmund Freud. My goldfish.  My heart knocked glad and light against my sternum. 

			“What’s that beneath your fingertips?” Weyrick might have been at the opposite end of a long tunnel for how far and strange his voice sounded. “What do you feel?”

			I let my fingertips move slowly, searching. “Leather. Buttery. Well-worn. My chair.” 

			“Where are you, Dr. Schmidt?”

			“I’m—I’m…”

			“Yes, Dr. Schmidt. Say it. Tell me where you are.” 

			“I’m in my office. My first office. In Plattsburgh.”

			Plattsburgh. The small hamlet in upstate New York where I had lived and worked before I married Liam and moved to Las Vegas. 

			My first office. 

			The place where Crixus had changed my life at once and forever by escorting Cupid to my couch. The place where Liam had pulled a gun on me, had kidnapped me to answer for a gambling debt someone had thought to frame me for. This chain of events that had tipped my world off its axis and reorganized it around a new one. 

			“This isn’t real,” I whispered to myself, fervent as a prayer. “This isn’t real.” 

			“See for yourself. Open your eyes.”

			Slowly, the dark curtain of my lids lifted. All my muscles jerked in concert, nearly launching me from the oversized leather chair. A notepad and pen slid to the ground at my feet, the sensation of falling still clinging heavy to my limbs. I took a deep breath and willed my heart to cease its racing. 

			What had happened?

			Had I fallen asleep in between clients? 

			My mind harbored the unreality of a thick three-hour nap.

			Scouring my memory felt like trying to grab smoke. The harder I tried, the more the information leaked through my fingers in curling wisps. Images going diaphanous, as pale and translucent as the details of a dream. I’d been talking to someone. But who?

			The intercom on my desk chirped. 

			“Dr. Schmidt?” 

			“Julie.” The name appeared on my tongue without preamble or provocation. Julie. My bubbly blond assistant. Keeper of the calendar. Occupant of the desk outside my door. Queen of the waiting room, a country where hot pink and decorative pillows were the currency of the realm. 

			I glanced at the coffee mug on the table at my elbow. The smooth, ceramic surface was still warm. I took a fortifying sip and willed the heat to thaw my heart.

			“What is it, Julie?” I asked. 

			“Your twelve o’ clock is here.” The odd, teasing tone in her announcement gave me pause. “Would you like me to send him in?”

			“Remind me who it is?” Out of reflex, I glanced toward the stack of manila file folders on my desk. Just where they should be. 

			My office door swung open and there Crixus stood. Solid as the Carrera marble generations of sculptors had obsessively, lovingly carved into figures not half as beautiful as the one before me. Sandy of hair and azure of eye. Smirking. Always smirking. 

			“Who is it?” He planted two hands over his heart, feigning hurt. “Who is it?” he repeated. Then his long legs ate up the distance between us and he was leaning over me, hands planted on the arms of my chair. His grin liquefied some long neglected node of ice lodged behind my heart. “It’s me. Your husband.”
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			Husband. 

			I looked into those bluer-than-the sky eyes and tried to reconcile them with that word. 

			Husband. It felt both true and strange. Another story lurked in my mind. Lurked the way a dream will after you wake up. The harder I tried to remember, the faster I forgot. 

			“Crixus?” I tried out his name, sure it would trigger some recollection, that the familiarity of it would solidify the ground beneath my feet. 

			It did.

			And it didn’t.

			“You’re having one of your episodes,” he said in a voice both warm and soothing. He took a seat on the ottoman before me, sitting close enough that our knees overlapped. “It’s okay. This has happened before, remember? It will pass.” 

			“Episodes?” 

			“Yes. You’ve had them ever since the accident.”

			“Accident? What—” But even as I asked, images floated to the surface of my mind. 

			Me. Liam. A car. Metal and screams. He’d fired shots out the driver’s side window. I’d tried to stop him, yanked his arm away. The vehicle swerved. Flipped. A shower of glass biting into my cheeks. 

			Then a hand. Reaching into the broken passenger’s side window. Unbuckling my seatbelt. Pulling me out. Carrying me to safety. 

			The same hand now rested on my knee, lifted to my cheek and traced the particular line of my jaw where it met the curve of my ear, disappearing beneath my hair. His other hand rose to my temple and he was cupping my face, my head feeling somehow small and manageable within the span of his fingers. 

			“Look at me,” he said.

			I looked at him then for what felt like the first time and the ten thousandth. 

			Perfection is a word not often associated with anything crafted from mortal clay. The man before me could be credited as nothing less. An economy of aesthetics so skillfully calibrated they should have been unreal. From the sloping muscles beneath the tight black t-shirt to the indecently smooth skin of his neck and forehead. The sensory memory of how it felt glued to mine by a sheen of sweat sent lust skittering through my middle.

			“I’m right here, Doctor.” 

			Doctor. Yes. He had always called me that.  

			Even on our wedding day. 

			Our wedding. With shock, I realized I could remember that too, if I tried. 

			I, Crixus, take thee, Doctor Matilda Schmidt…

			A warm, intimate chuckle from the guests. 

			The summer solstice sun making the world go rose-colored beyond the net of my veil. The longest day of the year. But it had been the night that seemed endless. Crixus and I in his big bed. Coiling and uncoiling like two parts of one animal. Finding each other in the dark. Moving together between cool sheets.

			Blissfully exhausted mornings. 

			I now pronounce you demigod and wife.

			Because he was not a man. So much more than a man. A demigod. 

			My husband. My mate. 

			His thumbs massaged the indentations at my temple. Gentle pressure to ease the troubled mind beneath. “Focus on what’s here. On what’s real. What’s real right now?”

			I knew this technique well. I’d used it countless times on clients dealing with anxiety and PTSD. A powerful grounding technique. I let myself be coached. 

			“You,” I said. I reached up to encircle his wrists with my fingers, feeling the veins beneath my fingertips. His strong pulse. Life. 

			“And if you can touch me, then what does that mean?” 

			“That’ I’m real too.” 

			“That’s right. What else?” His eyes skated to the chair, providing me with a clue.

			“This chair.” I focused on feeling my weight pushing into it, its solidity beneath the backs of my thighs. 

			“Good. Keep going.”

			Every breath grew easier. The answers arriving quicker now. Memories reassembling themselves like water draining from a tub. Slow at first, then coming faster and faster. “The floor beneath the chair. The ground beneath that.” All at once, my body deflated in a huge, relieved exhale.

			“See? Almost over.” He let his hands drop from my face and stood, taking me by the hand to tug me up with him. His arms circled around my back and I allowed myself to sag against him, reveling in the feeling of letting something else bear up my weight, if only for a second. His chin coming to rest upon the crown of my head felt like everything that had ever been right, and good, and true. The tiny bones of my inner ear vibrated with the steady beat of okay…okay…okay telegraphed by his big heart.

			“What triggered it this time?” he asked.

			“Triggered?” Again, the word had scarcely left my lips when the memory returned to me. “A name. Why would a name trigger me?”

			“The mind is a strange thing.” I felt as much as heard the words rumbling through his chest. “You know that better than anyone.” A protracted beat of silence spread between us. “What name?”

			I glanced down at my discarded notebook. The name was there in bold, black ink. I’d traced the letters several times in an urgent, unsteady hand.

			“Adelaide,” I said. Reading it came with that strange sensation of simultaneous reality and unreality common to déjà vu. 

			“Where did you hear it?” Crixus asked.

			I refocused inward, mining my spotty short-term memory. “My last client. We were talking about—well, I can’t tell you what we were talking about. But I heard the name from him.” 

			“Doctor-patient confidentiality?” 

			“You know the rules,” I said. “If you were my client, you wouldn’t want me discussing your most intimate and twisted thoughts with just anyone, would you?” 

			“If I was your client, we wouldn’t be discussing my most intimate and twisted thoughts.” His hands slid from my back to my waist, riding the curve of my hips downward. He cupped double handfuls of my butt and squeezed. “We’d be living them.”

			“Crixus.” My mock-critical tone discouraged him not at all. “Not in the office. We’ve talked about that.” At least, I had a memory of discussing it. Vaguely.

			“We’ve talked about how much fun it would be.”

			“You’ve talked about how much fun it would be.” I poked finger into his pectoral muscle. “I’ve talked about how hard it would be to concentrate on my clients if the entire time we were talking, I was remembering how we’d banged on the couch where they were sitting.” 

			“Easily fixed,” Crixus said. I yelped as he lifted me off my feet and walked me backward, depositing me on the edge of my desk. “We’ll do it here.”

			“Crixus, no. We can’t—” 

			He ate the rest of my sentence. 

			Ate it. With his lips and his teeth and his tongue and a hunger that dizzied me. Any lingering doubts I might have had about my life, my love, and my place in this world were banished by that lush heat. Ours was a symphony of a kiss. Disparate notes coming together to form a melody so perfect my body couldn’t help but dance to it. It was a creation song. A ballad to bodies joined so well and so often, they knew each other’s notes by heart. 

			I belonged here. With him.

			Crixus’s hand was halfway up my skirt when Julie’s voice came over the intercom.

			“Doctor Schmidt?” 

			Sin itself couldn’t have been more compelling than the wicked grin Crixus gave me then. He pressed a finger to his lips and leaned forward, licking my neck just where my pulse throbbed delicately beneath my skin. 

			Considerate bastard that he was, he left my mouth free to respond to Julie while he unbuttoned my blouse with his teeth.

			“Yes, Julie. What is it?” I managed to not sound like I was panting. For the most part. Even when Crixus pushed my bra up over my breasts without undoing it and brushed feverish lips over my nipple before testing it with his teeth.

			“I have a Doctor Wolfe on the phone.”

			Dr. Wolfe. Where had I heard that name? 

			“Can you get a number? I think it would be better if—”

			“Go ahead and put him through.” Crixus’s words cooled the moisture he’d painted across my breast. “Far be it from me to distract you from your work.” 

			“Here you go.” If Julie had guessed what we were up to, she hid it well. 

			The line clicked and a male voice coughed. 

			“Doctor Wolfe, how can I help you?”

			“Good afternoon, Doctor Schmidt. I don’t know if you remember me. We met at a symposium for the Psychological Stigma of Supernatural Ideations last fall.”

			I had trouble resurrecting the memory, in no small part due to the stubble of Crixus’s chin finding the tender flesh of my inner thigh. “I’m afraid I met a lot of people during that conference.” That part, at least, I could remember. 

			“We talked about the success of exposure therapy in reducing instances of hematophobia for those with delusions of sanguineous dependency?”

			Sanguineous dependency. A polite word for vampires among the academic set.

			“Right, yes. Of course. How can I…be of service?”

			“Well, actually, I was hoping I might be able to help you.”

			The same sense of falling returned in a sudden rush. Crixus took my gasp for a sign of ardor and growled something hot and bit my inner thigh. 

			“What was that?” Wolfe asked.

			“Nothing,” I said. “Just practicing my Latin.” 

			“Oh. Well, I’m calling because there’s a young man I’d like to refer to you.”

			“How thoughtful. You can leave his information with my receptionist and I’ll—”

			“No.” The sudden urgency in Wolfe’s tone startled me. “You must see him today. As soon as possible, in fact.” 

			“Doctor Wolfe, I do appreciate the referral, but I have a full case load today.”

			“But you’re free now,” Wolfe said. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be taking my call.”

			“It’s my lunch hour.” Breath was becoming a rarer commodity all the time. 

			“And I’m starving.” Crixus sank down on his knees and proceeded to push mine apart. One quick yank saw the silky scrap of my panties discarded on the floor by his black motorcycle boots. 

			“Doctor Schmidt, I would normally never ask this of you on such short notice, but the young man in question is at great risk. He claims to have information about the Dude Bro Strangler.” 

			“Oh, God!” A certain demigod’s tongue had located a particular spot that folded my body up like a lawn chair. “That’s terrible,” I added in a hurry. “Wait. Did you say the Dude Bro Strangler?” 

			“I did. I assume you’re familiar.”

			“I’m not, actually.” Episodes or no, I felt certain I had never heard these three words run together in any context.

			“I’m not sure how that’s possible. The most recent slaying occurred in your own backyard.”

			“Most recent?” All these words. Forming sentences. Meaning things. Requiring me to make sense of them when I all I wanted was a moment’s peace to focus on the small revolution occurring between my thighs. “How long has this been happening?” 

			“For the past eight months. Bodies found all over the country. The only thing the victims share seems to be a predilection for weight training, popped collars and tanning beds.” 

			“And this person you want to refer to me, he claims to know something about the murders?” I spoke every word with over-practiced precision, sure that ardor underscored every syllable. 

			“Precisely.”

			“Shouldn’t he go to the police?” I suggested, modestly palming my husband’s cock through his jeans. For once, my memory and I were both pleasantly surprised. As was Crixus, if his muffled groan was any indication.

			“He’s expressed reticence to do so. Mostly due to his own…proclivities.”

			“You want me to convince him he’s not a vampire so he’ll go to the police. Is that it?”

			“A colleague of mine mentioned that you’d had some success with this sort of thing in the past.”

			“On occasion.” In all actuality, I’d received referrals from therapists all over the country who believed their clients were having some sort of psychotic break. Individuals claiming to be everything from vampires to werewolves to harpies and púcas.  

			A word to the wise about the púcas—if you’ve never tried treating a shape-shifting Celtic poltergeist-goat for bipolar disorder, I’d recommend you engage a priest. 

			And a shovel.

			Crixus had removed my hand from his crotch and brought it to his mouth, maintaining eye contact all the while. Slowly, he let my index finger sink into the velvet heat of his mouth, curling his tongue around the tip before withdrawing it and moving on to the next one. 

			“So you’ll see him?” Wolfe asked.

			My hips went heavy, my legs slack, my arms melting from the fire blooming down deep in my belly. When I was certain I couldn’t handle another second of the decadent pleasure, Crixus scooted me forward until my hips were at the extreme edge of the desk. 

			With a practiced ease I tried not to think about too much, he unbuckled his jeans and freed himself. One hand on his cock, the other beneath my buttocks, he angled me just so.

			Then filled me.

			When I expected him to draw back, to plunge again, he stilled. The finest of creases scored a line between his brows. 

			Something about this felt at once illicit and familiar. Illicit not because were in my office, nor because our every sound could be heard by the open line on my desk, nor because Julie sat just outside the door. A feeling new and raw and forbidden traveled from my pelvic floor all the way to my chest and bloomed there, filling the dark places of my closed, imperfect human vessel. 

			It felt like fucking a stranger.

			Like finding each other at the end of a long journey only to realize that time had made us foreign to one another.

			And this, Crixus hadn’t read in my thoughts, for I could see the same startled awe writ large on his unnaturally symmetrical face. 

			The instant intimacy of our kiss…where had it gone? 

			In his eyes was a wordless plea: Continue? 

			“Yes.” I threw the word out like a life raft to us both. 

			Unfortunately, Wolfe also scrambled aboard.

			“So you’ll see him?” 

			“Yes!” I hadn’t meant to place so much emphasis on my answer, but Crixus had driven it out of me along with what remained of my breath. 

			“Splendid. He’s been waiting outside your building. I’ll tell him to head your way.”

			“Wait!” In my urgency to hang on for dear life in the midst of Crixus’s onslaught, I knocked my pencil jar and stapler off the desk. The industrial carpet muffled some but not all of the resulting racket. 

			“Is everything all right?” Wolfe asked. 

			“Yes. No. I mean, I’m just finishing doing some paperwork.” Okay, more like I was getting done on top of some paperwork, but I figured it was close enough. “Can you give me five minutes?”

			Crixus raised an eyebrow and lifted my hips, driving himself home at an angle that made my eyes go crossed. 

			“Better make that ten,” I said. 

			“Ten minutes, then. And, Dr. Schmidt?” 

			“For the love of God, what?” My fingers curled over the edge of the desk, my knuckles pale with the effort of anchoring myself to the slick surface. 

			“Be careful.” 

			It’s hard to perceive anything as ominous when you’re mere seconds away from a supersonic orgasm, and supersonic orgasms were the only kind Crixus dealt in. It was never a question of how hard? It was a question of how many? 

			The first one turned me inside out.

			The second bowed my back and jerked my limbs like someone had plugged my foot into an electrical socket.

			The third reached up and slapped me so hard I saw little pinwheels of light dancing across my vision. 

			The fourth, we shared. 

			Crixus’s grip on the hair at the nape of my neck prevented me from moving with it as I had the others, which somehow intensified it all the more. I could do naught but look into his eyes while the madness took me and watch him do the same. 

			I fell into the darkness of his dilated pupils. Somewhere down there in the deep lived a fear and wonder mirroring my own. 

			The screams we could not release doubled back to feed waves of pleasure roaring low and wild from the place where we joined. He jerked me upward at the last second to exhale filthy words in my ear as he stiffened while we seized and convulsed together. He inside me, and me around him. 

			We stayed like that for the space of several minutes. My legs wrapped around his waist. His hands resting on the desk beside my hips. Our foreheads pressed close. Our commingled breath humid on our cheeks. 

			After we disengaged, I cleaned myself up as best I could while Crixus, lazy smile affixed to his face, set to putting my desk to rights.

			“We should do that more often.” Crixus took my chin in his thumb and forefinger and pressed a kiss to my lips.

			“What would become of my professional reputation?” I gave him a teasing smile and pretended to bite the tip of his thumb.

			“What’s losing a client now and then if it means we get to do what we just did? We both know you don’t need to work.” 

			“A lot, actually.” A bit of the post-coital cloud burned off as a little flame of irritation flickered to life. “My work is important to me.” 

			His blue eyes cooled a little, their color changing from hot spring to frozen pond.

			A brusque knock at the door preceded Julie’s curly blond head poking through a narrow opening. A sudden flush made apples of her round cheeks. 

			“Dr. Schmidt, there’s someone to see you. He’s not on the schedule, but—”

			“He was a referral from Dr. Wolfe who called earlier. Please go ahead and send him in.” 

			Julie looked from Crixus, to me, back to Crixus. I couldn’t blame her. Asshole or no, the man certainly warranted a second look. 

			“I guess that’s my cue to make myself scarce.” He ran a hand through his disheveled mane and sauntered toward the door. “See you tonight.” 

			Julie stepped wide, creating enough space for him and his ego to quit the room. 

			When the doorway emptied, another figure stepped in to fill it.

			And when I say fill it, I mean fill it. 

			If this kid really was a vampire, then there was no way he didn’t hear my throat making the telltale gulp sound as I swallowed. Not the best way to start off a session. 

			At about this point, I realized that I had neglected to collect a name from Dr. Wolfe and Julie hadn’t offered one before high-tailing it back to her desk. Usually she would make some sort of introduction, but she seemed determined to put a desk between her and the creature glowering at my office’s threshold. 

			Which wasn’t like Julie, for whom a hot pink drool cup to match her never-ending army of hot pink sweaters would not have been imprudent on days when vampires decorated the docket. 

			“Please, come in.” I gestured to the long leather couch opposite of my chair. 

			He seated himself of the cushion’s edge where no part of his body would come into contact with the ranks of decorative throw pillows. 

			Before closing my office door, I leaned through it and caught Julie’s eye. 

			“Julie, will you please let Doctor Dimlow know I’ll return his call as soon as possible?” 

			This was our pre-established code for ‘stand by in case this bloodsucker decides to tap my jugular like a maple tree.’ 

			Brown eyes anime-wide, she nodded and patted the top drawer of the file cabinet behind her, where she kept patient receipts, extra paper clips, and holy water.

			“All right,” I told myself as much as her. “Let’s do this.” 
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			CHAPTER FIVE

			His name was Vasili, and they called him The Vampire. 

			They being his fans and colleagues in the professional mixed martial arts arena. 

			He didn’t sit like a fighter, exactly. He sat like an A-plus, front-row kind of student. Back straight, knees forward. Ernest.

			A manner completely at odds with his looks.

			With a hairline low over dark brows and a physique that suggested he might be part bear, it wasn’t difficult to imagine the man on my couch licking blood he’d freshly spilled from the canvas. Which is how he tells me he became a vampire in the first place—by exposure to contaminated blood. A scrappy kid and would-be mixed martial artist, he had been cleaning the dank, dirty boxing gym on the outskirts of Vladivostok, Russia in exchange for ring time. After scribbling down a phonetic pronunciation of his city of origin, I circled the first four letters, deciding this bore further research. 

			“Just a moment, Vasili. Are you saying that you don’t have to be bitten to become a vampire?” This was news to me, as every vampire I had previously treated told a similar story of being chosen, hunted, and ultimately seduced into the ranks of the undead by a Creator or Mentor or some iteration thereof.

			 “Yes. This is what I say.” Vasili spoke a thoroughly charming brand of English I’d decided to call Tolstoyese. His eyes were the exact color of uncut garnets. “One day I am cleaning, but I am not careful. My knuckles are broken from face of opponent and I think this is how it starts. Next day, I am starving. Have hunger like bear. I try shashlik but I vomit. Later, I pass musorshchik on the street and I bite. He is delicious.”

			“You bit what?” 

			“Musorshchik,” he repeated. “I think is, eh…garbage man?” 

			“Right,” I said. “Please go on.”

			“I tell myself, is not good to bite musorshchik. He is kind to Vasili. So later, I am cleaning the ring, and I see blood. I lick. I feel strong.” 

			Here, he stops to flex grapefruit-sized biceps that I can easily imagine crushing necks. I should consider this more threatening. All of it.

			“I ask coach for chance to fight and he laughs. So I break iron bar and make to shove up coach’s zhopa. He let me fight.”

			“No one wants an iron bar up the zhopa,” I said, guessing the meaning from context.

			“Yes,” he nodded emphatically. “This is right. It is only five minutes later, and I have best fighter in gym pinned to mat. I twist his arm like pretzel. And so I say to him, ‘just give up. I do not want to smash your face.’ And he give up. Next day, I get contract to fight in America. And here is Vasili.” 

			I took the invitation to look at him. Really look. He lacked the pallid, waxy skin tone of others of his kind I had seen. Aside from the unnaturally colored eyes and pointed canines, I might find it difficult to believe he was a vampire at all. 

			“Tell me something, Vasili. How is it you’re able to come see me during the daylight hours?” 

			“Ahh.” His smile was narrow but deeply carved into a stony jaw. “Vasili wonders this himself at first. But he makes the Google and finds vampire site that say, older is vampire, more sun hurts him. I think this is correct.”

			I made a note of the theory, which sounded as plausible as any of the other rules I’d discovered regarding the vampire game. I’m referring to such classics as: only blood has a flavor and the flavor of Vegan blood is roughly equivalent to ass. 

			“How long ago did your—” I paused, searching for the right word “—transformation take place?” 

			He considered for a moment. “I think is two months?”

			Well, that explained the oddly naive and enthusiastic energy he seemed to radiate by the metric ton. 

			Vasili was the vampire equivalent of a zygote. 

			“Do you mind if I ask you a few practical questions?” 

			“What means this? Practical?”

			I really wished he’d stop making that face. The one that made me want to snuggle his close-cropped head to my understanding bosom and explain to him the mysteries of life and syntax. 

			“Just questions about your day-to-day life.”

			Vasili hunched over to rest his forearms on his knees. His trapezius muscles responded by bunching into a small mountain range at the base of his abbreviated neck. “Pretty doctor may ask Vasili anything.”

			One of the difficult things about treating clients who prefer, shall we say, alternative food sources, is that when one stares at the curve of your calf, you never quite know which kind of hunger is driving it. I could only hope Vasili’s frank appreciation of my leg as opposed to my neck was a good sign. 

			“Most official fighting organizations have regulations. Blood tests. Physicals. That kind of thing. How do you get around that?” 

			“Vasili, he is think about this too. So, is night before blood test and I am doing squats at gym to make quads like mighty oak. I overhear bor talking about passing blood test—”

			“I’m sorry,” I said, interrupting him once again. “What’s a bor?”

			A heavy fold appeared in Vasili’s brow. “What is word for man with big muscles and tiny penis?”

			“Oh! A bro,” I corrected.

			“Yes! I overhear bro talking about passing blood test, and Vasili thinks, if I eat man’s blood, I pass test too.” He gave me a huge cat-ate-the-canary, or in this case, vampire-ate-the-dude-bro grin. I was loath to admit that the pearly white tip of one fang protruding over his dark red lip struck me as adorable. Apparently, he still wasn’t used to his dental artillery quite yet. “I trade him tanning pass for pint of blood. I eat. I pass. I sign contract.” 

			“What about the physical examination? Wouldn’t they notice your teeth?”

			“I show you.” He reached into the pocket of his tracksuit and came out with what looked like a plastic retainer case. Head bowed, he slid something into his mouth and came up smiling. 

			“Oh,” I said. “Wow.” 

			The blindingly white game show host smile was alarming, but not unusual in today’s aesthetic of ubiquitous veneers. 

			“Ith thrap-on,” he said, pecking on the oversized porcelain grill with a close-cropped fingernail. 

			It took me a moment to absorb what he’d said through the powerful lisp. Strap-on. “You mean snap-on.” 

			“Ith thame thing, yeth?” 

			“No. Very much no. And you can take it off now.” The chances of my retaining my professional composure were rapidly declining by the second. 

			With a quick flick of his tongue, he popped the prosthesis out and slid it back into its case. “In the ring, I have mouth guard, so no one sees teeth anyway. Is clever, yes?”

			“Yes,” I agreed. “Very clever. But that does raise a question. If you’re not allergic to the sun and you hide your fangs while in the ring, why do they call you Vasili The Vampire Voskoboynikov?” Somehow, I managed to get through the pronunciation without it sounding like a sneeze. 

			Vasili “the Vampire” Voskoboynikov, fighting out of Vladivostok. The cage-side announcer was sure as hell earning his ducats with this one. 

			The emotions governing some facial expressions are legible regardless of the species. Anyone who’s seen a cat in the seconds after it slips off a counter knew which one Vasili was wearing now—embarrassment. 

			“It happens after my first fight. I do everything right. I put strap, eh…snap-on in mouth for walk out to arena. I switch for mouth guard and no one sees. I am strong in fight, but not too strong, you see? I take punches. Act like hurt. You understand?”

			I nodded.

			“Midway through second round, I have opponent pinned. I tell him like I tell other, ‘Just give up. I do not want smash your face.’”

			“Very gracious of you.” 

			“Yes. But opponent, he says ‘smash this, fucker of mother!’ and head-butts Vasili. Break his own nose. Then there is blood. Blood…everywhere.” 

			Something about the pause between these last two words snagged my attention. When I glanced up from my pad, a filament of fear awakened in my chest. 

			Vasili’s garnet eyes had turned to backlit rubies. He was no longer looking through me as clients so often will when recollecting, but at me. My wrists. My neck. All places where blood pulsed through visible veins.

			I abruptly stopped my scribbling and shook my pen for effect. “Silly pen. Ink must have run out. I think I have another here.” Without breaking eye contact, I reached over to the end table next to my chair and pulled out the drawer, fumbling within for the vampire repellent I kept there in case of rabid bloodlust.

			Gone.

			My stomach did something akin to a death roll. 

			The closest back-up was at my desk, which now seemed miles away.

			“Tell me, Vasili. How is it you came to know something about the Dude Bro Strangler?” I had meant it to be a change in topic. But speaking the words while looking at the naked hunger on his face woke me to another disturbing possibility. 

			Maybe Vasili was the Dude Bro Strangler.

			“Blood,” Vasili repeated, rising to his feet. “Hot, gushing, pooling blood.”

			I couldn’t decide which I found more alarming: actually being able to hear the saliva coating each word, or how much better his English became when he extemporized on this particular topic. 

			“Vasili,” I said, employing my very best this is not a request voice, “please sit down.” 

			He did not sit. “When blood is so close, how can Vasili control himself?” 

			“Because I believe Vasili is a kind-hearted, intelligent young man and wouldn’t want to hurt anyone if he can help it. That’s how. But I need him to sit down.” I blamed the growing dread for my accidentally adopting Vasili’s habit of referring to himself in the third person. 

			“Blood is like drug,” Vasili said. “Is too strong. Vasili cannot resist. ” 

			I was on my feet now, taking one slow, deliberate step back for Vasili’s every step forward. Careful not to cower, not to move like prey. If I could just get to the phone, press the intercom button, give Julie the signal… 

			“But you can resist, Vasili. You are the master of your hunger. Your hunger is not the master of you.” This was how far I’d fallen—resorting to quoting the affirmation tape I’d made for a former vampire client afflicted with impulse control and low self-esteem. Unfortunately, that particular vampire had once been the real reason Henry the VIII snuffed it and I was beginning to suspect that self-control, like sun sensitivity, was acquired with age.

			“Vasili licks blood from opponent,” he continued, giving no sign he’d either heard or registered what I’d said. “Referee sees. Coach sees. Audience sees. Audience cheers. People call Vasili the Vampire, so Vasili must act like movie vampire after that. Lick blood from canvas. Only fight at night. Is funny, yes?” He said this without a single trace of humor gracing his features. 

			“Blood-borne pathogens are no laughing matter.” I risked a large step backward to bring myself closer to the desk. When I felt its reassuring edge behind me, I made a desperate grab for the phone, stabbing my finger into the intercom button. 

			I heard the muffled click of the line going open at Julie’s desk. 

			The rush of relief I felt was pitifully short-lived. No sign of acknowledgement from Julie’s end. Nothing but dead silence.

			“Pretty doctor fears Vasili? Why?” By this point, he had me bent back over the desk in a manner not at all dissimilar from my position in the minutes prior to his arrival at my office. 

			“Vasili, this is your last warning. Sit. Down.” My fingers scrambled over the wooden surface behind me. Where was it?  It had been here—right here—before Crixus and I had knocked everything off my desk in our impassioned fury.  Hadn’t I seen him put it back?

			“Vasili only wants little taste.” His tongue was warmer than I would have expected and not altogether unpleasant as he dragged it slowly across my lower lip. Was it not for the near certainty that he’d likely kill me any second, I might have persisted with the verbal warnings a little longer. “Mmm,” Vasili said. “Doctor taste like chicken.” 

			At last I seized on what I had been searching for with a fierce pulse of joy. Not next to the stapler where it was usually kept, but hidden in the pencil cup.

			“Back!” I shouted, pointing my weapon at him. “Don’t make me shoot.”

			Vasili lunged and I pulled the trigger, catching him point blank in the face. He shrieked and staggered backward, clutching his face.

			“No bite!” I shouted, and kept right on shooting. 

			Fsk fsk fsk. 

			The little spray bottle’s nozzle emitted jet after jet as I rotated the little square head from “Spray” to “Squirt.”

			Someone wasn’t fucking around.

			“We do not try to bite our therapist.” Fsk fsk fsk. “We do not.” 

			“Stop!” Vasili begged. “Is burn face! Why you do this to Vasili?”

			“Because Vasili doesn’t. Fucking. Listen.” Fsk fsk fsk.

			“Please!” he cried. “Is smell like a thousand rotting holes of ass!” 

			“Concentrated garlic water, kiddo. Are you ready to behave?”

			Vasili dropped his hands from his face and blinked at me through bloodshot, streaming eyes. “But internet site says garlic is myth.”

			I lowered the squirt bottle but kept my finger on the trigger. “You can’t believe everything you read on the internet, Vasili.” 

			The young vampire muttered a long string of florid Russian curses under his breath and slung his training bag over his shoulder. “This is number one bullshit!” He pointed a pale finger at me. “Vasili is not paid enough.”

			“Paid enough for what?” I asked. “What are you talking about?”

			“Goodbye, doctor who is not as pretty as Vasili said she was.” 

			He slammed the door hard enough to send one of my framed diplomas crashing to the floor. I stood over the pile of paper and shards for a long time, thinking. 

			It might have been minutes later, or hours, when the door creaked open. 

			There stood Julie, pale and sweaty, wearing a guilty, hangdog look I hadn’t seen since the bad old days. Since I’d caught her and Crixus in the supply closet. But that had been eons ago. Long before Crixus and I were married. Before we were even a couple. Amazing how a memory can sting, even when filtered through time and forgiveness. 

			I didn’t ask where she’d been. I wasn’t certain I wanted to know. 

			She sniffed at the air still redolent with garlic. “Did he—”

			“Yes. He did.”

			“I threw up,” she said. 

			“I’m sorry to hear it.” I walked around her to retrieve the trashcan and proceeded to carefully pick up the broken glass.

			“I was sitting at my desk, waiting to make sure everything was okay when I got sick to my stomach and had to book it for the bathroom.” She worried the hem of her sweater as she talked. Another habit I wasn’t pleased to see the return of. It usually only happened when she lied. “Something I ate for lunch, I think.”

			“I thought you brought leftovers today.”

			“I did. But one of the dental assistants stopped by and offered me a plate from the catered lunch some periodontal implant rep brought by, and it looked way better than reheated lasagna, so—”

			“It’s okay, Julie. You don’t have to explain. These things happen.” And with Julie around, they happened a lot. Why did knowing this make me feel so tired and sad?

			“No, I do. I—”

			“Maybe you should go back to your desk,” I suggested. “In case my one o’clock shows up early.”

			“Sure,” she said. And then, “I’m really sorry.”

			She always was. 

			Meanwhile, my brain had more pressing matters to chew on. Like what Vasili had meant when he said he wasn’t getting paid enough. A language barrier issue? His way of articulating that he was paying too much for a therapist only to get a load of garlic in the face?

			Wishful thinking, that. Damnable human optimism.

			I knew better.

			What I didn’t know was what Vasili had been paid to do, and by whom. Any more than I knew why the name Adelaide had triggered one of my “episodes.”

			Vasili had been right about one thing. 

			Something around here reeked of number one bullshit. 
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			CHAPTER SIX

			I had my four o’clock cancellation to thank for what started as a terrible idea and quickly evolved into a terrible plan. With an unallocated block of time on my hands, I cracked open my laptop, determined to find out as much as I could about the Dude Bro Strangler. 

			Dr. Wolfe’s brief summary had been pretty close to accurate. Eight victims so far. One a month, every month, always on the same date. All blond, blue-eyed and built like extras from Gladiator. All found in gyms. All strangled with some sort of garrote. All had names like Trevor, Todd, Preston, Chase or Brock.

			Brock Peterson’s murder had been the one Dr. Wolfe referred to when he’d said the last one had happened in my own back yard. According to the ongoing coverage, a friend had found Brock’s body slumped on a deadlifting bench earlier this morning. 

			I punched up the local news website and clicked on the first video I found.

			In it, a man with feathers of bleached blond hair sticking out of his backward ball cap found creative ways to flex while addressing the attractive reporter. The caption beneath his sleeveless Swole Patrol t-shirt read “Brodie Billings, Longtime Friend and Training Partner of Brock Peterson.”

			“B-Rock was a real stand-up guy,” Billings said. “I’ve never seen anyone hit the circuit like that. Never skipped a rep.” Here, Billings’s voice choked up and he cleared his throat, his neck tendons popping with the effort. “It really makes you think about your life, you know? You never know which squat thrust could be your last. I mean, strangling B-Rock on leg day? Whoever this guy is, he’s more gnarly than an anal prolapse.”

			I recognized the broad brick wall behind Brodie as belonging to the Powerhouse Gym just at the border of historic downtown Plattsburgh. 

			Six minutes would see me there. 

			Before I could second-guess myself, I shoved everything into my laptop bag and clicked off the many lamps on my way out the door. 

			“Heading home early?” Julie had stayed later than usual, a calculated move to make up for her earlier absence, or so I suspected.

			“I think I will.” I breezed by her without stopping, not quite ready to make nice. “Have a good night.”

			Eight minutes later, I pulled into the Powerhouse Gym parking lot and killed the engine. The area closest to the building was choked with police cruisers and cordoned off with garlands of yellow crime scene tape. A solemn gathering of mourning dude bros congregated just beyond it, pressing for entry to the parts of the building the cops weren’t using. Impassioned pleas of “Brock would have wanted it this way!” and “We need to dead lift, man! We owe it to his memory!” fell on deaf ears.

			“They’re brave,” I said, sidling up to the greenest-looking patrol cop in the bunch.

			 He stood up straighter when he saw me, squaring his shoulders as if newly reminded of his duty. “Miss?”

			A triumphant thrill skittered through me at being addressed as a “miss” rather than a “ma’am” or even a doctor.  Between Crixus and Vasili, my blouse had a total of about three buttons holding it together. I had decided to use this to maximum effect, adjusting my bra strap to haul my breasts a couple inches higher than their usual cruising altitude. I’d also freed my hair from its ubiquitous bun and pocketed the modest meteorite of my wedding ring, but stopped short at stashing my glasses.

			History had taught me the painful folly of trying to seduce someone I couldn’t see.

			“Gathering around like that.” I bestowed upon him a coy lipsticked smile. “Standing there like a giant bro-ffet, when for all they know, the killer is still nearby, searching the area for his next victim. It’s a common tendency among murderers, as I’m sure you’re well aware.” 

			“Returning to the scene of the crime, you mean?”

			“See, Sgt. Perkins?” I traced my fingertip across the bottom of his badge. “I knew you had the look of a man who knows his business.”

			Perkins had the kind of skin that didn’t so much blush as stain. He grinned at me from a face that looked double-slapped. “I try, miss.” 

			“Tell me something, Sergeant.” I lowered my voice a register and leaned in a little closer, letting my breast accidentally brush his upper arm. “Did you see the body?” 

			“You’re not some kind of reporter, are you?” It was just the right kind of question. One that informed me unequivocally that the last threads of his caution were quickly fraying. 

			“Do I look like a reporter?”

			Hook, line, and accomplice. 

			He examined me a good, long time. Longer, perhaps, than was necessary to determine whether or not I was likely to paste his face all over the evening news.

			“Reporters don’t wear glasses,” he said, clearly pleased by his own shrewdness. “The lenses would cause a glare on camera.” 

			“Very good, Sgt. Perkins.” I gave his chest a playful poke. “No, I’m not a reporter. I’m a psychologist. I’ve been following this case since it first broke on the national news. I’m putting together a psychological profile. Trouble is, I haven’t been able to review a crime scene firsthand.”

			“Why not?”

			“Oh, you know how political these things are. The career climbers get direct access while professionals like us with genuine interest and ability are relegated to the sidelines.” 

			“You’re not wrong about that,” he said. 

			A couple more minutes of this, and Perkins might just purr. I waited, ready to give him another nudge if he required it, almost positive he wouldn’t. 

			“I got a look at it, all right. I was the first officer on the scene. I was in the middle of a routine traffic stop one block over when the call went out. I kept things secure until homicide showed up and ran me off.” 

			“So you must have seen Brock Peterson up close, then.”

			“I sure did.”

			“Then maybe you can tell me if there were any unusual marks on his neck. You see, I’ve been compiling a list of similarities between the individual murders, and this would really help me out.”

			His brows bunched at the center of his forehead. “Unusual how?”

			“You know. Redness, abrasions, puncture wounds…”

			“He was strangled, if that’s what you mean. There were ligature marks.”

			“But nothing else? Say, anything that looked like a puncture wound? Or, two puncture wounds, maybe sort of close together? Maybe in the general vicinity of the jugular vein?”

			“You mean like a vampire bite?” He laughed, apparently highly entertained by the idea. 

			“A vampire bite?” I laughed too, only mine leaned a little more toward hysteria than humor. “Of course not! How ridiculous. A vampire.” I hissed and mimed fangs with my fingers, which sent us both into another round of snickers and snorts. 

			“A vampire.” He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye.

			“So, were there?” The humor vanished from my voice almost as quickly as it vanished from Perkins’s face.

			“Were there what?”

			“Puncture marks. Were there any puncture marks on his neck?” I detected a hint of a simmering teakettle’s whistle in my desperate query.

			“No,” he said. 

			“What about blood? Had he lost any blood?” The kettle had gone from a simmer to a full boil.  

			The unmistakable gleam of genuine fear now shone in his eyes. “What? No.”

			“Was he pale? Was he cold? Did he look like he’d gotten a wicked hickey from an undead Russian cage fighter? God damn it, level with me, Perkins!” 

			“Let go of my collar!” Perkins seized my wrists and attempted to pry my death grip from his lapels. Until that moment, I hadn’t been aware that I’d grabbed them. 

			“Hands off the lady.” The unmistakable snick snick of a gun being cocked punctuated the order.

			A small herd of goose bumps broke over my scalp and migrated down my neck.

			I knew that voice. I would always know that voice. The last time I’d heard it had been in the seconds before the catastrophic car crash that nearly cost me my life. 

			It was this and nothing else that stunned me out of my fevered inquisition of poor Perkins. 

			He let go of my wrists. I let go of his lapels.

			Perkins blinked at me. I blinked at Perkins.

			To be fair, his was more of a do you know this psychopath? sort of blink, while mine was more of the there’s a psychopath behind me, isn’t there? variety. 

			The answer to both ocular interrogatives was, of course, a resounding yes. 

			“Liam,” I said, not taking my eyes off Perkins. “I would advise you against pointing a gun at this nice officer. He was just trying to help me.” 

			“Gun?” Liam asked. “What gun?” 

			To say I wasn’t prepared for what I saw when I turned around would be a staggering understatement. 

			Liam looked like hammered shit in the grittiest, dirtiest, panty-wettingest way possible. 

			He wore black. 

			From the tattered duster coat to threadbare slacks to a t-shirt peppered with holes. The body beneath was leaner than I remembered. All the better to emphasize musculature almost cruel in its unforgiving, razor-honed brutality. 

			His hair had grown long and wild. Onyx waves falling across his hollowed cheeks and past a jaw shadowed by a beard whose texture I already felt between my shoulder blades.

			In a staring contest, the Devil himself would have looked away first. Which was pretty impressive, considering Liam had only one eye in the game. The other hid behind an eye patch, which seemed both the origin and terminus of a web of silvery scars. 

			“Miss me?” he asked.

			I knew from the handful of words he had spoken that if I were to kiss him, he’d taste like whiskey and smoke. 

			“Liam, what are you doing here?” 

			“Protecting you.”

			“Protecting me?” My attempts to keep my voice and face completely neutral failed miserably. “From what?”  

			Of all the evidence detailing how hard he’d lived since our parting, his smile was somehow worst of all. A devastating echo of what it once had been. A reminder of the charm that had relieved me of my virginity in a cheap motel room so long ago. He unleashed it upon me full tilt. 

			“Maybe you should ask your husband.” 
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			CHAPTER SEVEN

			“Husband?” Perkins cast me a sidelong look. “You’re married?” 

			Liam’s gaze burned into my face, daring me to acknowledge my attachment. Here. In front of him. To say the words.

			“Yes, as a matter of fact. I am married.” 

			“I don’t see a ring,” Perkins said. “I checked.”

			I reached into my pocket and slid the gopher-sized diamond over my knuckle. “Happy now?” 

			Perkins looked stricken. “But, you touched my badge.” 

			“She touches a lot of people’s badges.” Liam smirked at him. A rude, knowing slash cutting up the side of his face where the eye patch lived. 

			“You know that’s not true.” I had been a virgin when I met him, after all. And hadn’t slept with anyone other than my husband since. 

			Okay, there was that one time when I humped Adonis up against the bookshelf in my office, but I refuse to count it as I was under the influence of supernatural juju at the time and Crixus broke it up before either of us could get off.  

			If you didn’t come, it doesn’t count.

			Crixus’s rule, not mine.

			“Oh, I forgot.” Liam gestured as dramatically as he could while keeping his hand stuffed in one of the duster’s deep coat pockets. I suspected that, should I have a peek inside, I’d surely find his hand wrapped around a well-worn Smith & Wesson 1911. “You only touch someone’s badge if you want something. Otherwise, a guy would practically have to beg you to get his badge touched.” 

			“Maybe someone wouldn’t have had to beg to get his badge touched if he hadn’t abducted me at gunpoint!” 

			“You did that?” Perkins asked, looking equal parts fascinated and horrified. 

			“It was business.” Liam shrugged. “I’d been paid to bring her back to Stefano the Fathead and that’s what I did. You gotta do the job they pay you for. Isn’t that right, Perkins?” 

			Perkins opened his mouth to speak but I spoke first.

			“Don’t you drag Perkins into this. If you could just acknowledge your responsibility for once, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

			“Well, I think—” 

			“Don’t interrupt, Perkins,” Liam said. “This isn’t about my not acknowledging responsibility. This is about you making men fall in love with you then ripping their hearts out their assholes as soon as you no longer need them. That’s what this is about.”  

			The more lengthy speech revealed something his previous statements had not: Liam was drunk. Very, very drunk. Glassy-eyed, wobbly-legged, moving with exaggerated care drunk. 

			Had this been a soap opera, I would have slapped him across the face and said something like “How dare you?” But seeing as we were bickering in a gym parking lot at the edge of a crime scene, I thought better of the theatrics.

			“I think it’s best if we don’t talk when you’re like this,” I said.  

			“Like what?”

			“Inebriated. Why don’t you wait until you’re sober and then we’ll talk?”

			“That’s impossible,” he insisted.

			“Why is that?”

			“Because I’m never sober.” He held up a hand to Perkins, who failed to return his high five. “Party foul, Perkins.” Liam listed toward him like a flag in the wind. “You never leave a bro hanging. That’s basic human kindness for you. Speaking of which…” He rooted around in a pocket on the duster’s inner lining. Close to his chest. “Did you know that we’re not alone? That every second of every day, we’re sharing the planet with any number of supernatural fucktards who shuffle us around like meat hunks on a chessboard?” 

			“Will you excuse us, officer?” I grabbed Liam’s bicep and steered him toward my car. “I think we’ve taken up enough of your time for tonight.” 

			“Are you sure you’re okay to get him home?” Perkins asked.

			“I’m sure I can manage. Say goodnight, Liam.” 

			“’Night, Liam!” Liam called overloud in his wake. “I hope you find the bastard who did this.” 

			When we were away from the crowd, I wheeled on him, shoving him squarely in the sternum with the heel of my hand. He stumbled backward into my car and caught himself.

			“What the hell gives you the right to show up out of nowhere, insult me and jeopardize the confidentiality of the entire paranormal world?” 

			“I don’t give two fucks about the paranormal world. If it weren’t for those bastards, I’d still have a life. And you might be in it.” 

			The unexpected tenderness siphoned some steam from my tirade. 

			“Answer one question for me.”

			“Eight inches,” Liam said without hesitation. “Don’t you remember?” 

			“Not that question. I want to know what you’re really doing here.” 

			“Keeping an eye on you.” He stepped closer, his shadow shrouding me like a cloak beneath the parking lot lights. “And I’m not the only one.” 

			Fear wriggled like a worm in my gut. “Who else is following me?” 

			Liam glanced over his shoulder at a scrubby hedge bordering one side of the parking lot. “Yo, Boris. Come on out. You’re not fooling anyone.” 

			The bushes shook and a white hand shot out, followed by a foot wearing an athletic sneaker, followed by a dark head. 

			“Is Vasili, not Boris.” His lightweight jacket snagged on the shrub’s branches as he extricated himself from the foliage. The scratches sustained on his cheek and hands knit back together while I watched. 

			“Is what Liam said true? Have you been following me?”

			“No, no. Vasili was in area, so he decide—”

			“To hide in bushes and spy on doctor?” Liam said, affecting an overblown version of Vasili’s accent.

			Vasili looked Liam over, a subtle hunger in his eyes when he reached the hit man’s scarred face. Perhaps imagining the open wounds that had once been there. “This man is pirate?” 

			“Hit man,” I corrected. 

			Vasili shook his head to indicate his non-comprehension. 

			“A man that’s paid to kill people.” 

			The young vampire actually sneered at Liam. “In my country, you starve. If you want someone dead, you do yourself.”

			“Funny,” Liam said, lazily scratching his beard. “That didn’t stop you from accepting a fat pay-off to kill Doctor Schmidt here.”

			“What?” I took a full step backward, suddenly feeling far too close to see the big picture. “Vasili, is this true?” 

			“This is lie!” Vasili insisted. “Vasili is not hired to kill Doctor Schmidt. He swears on lucky jock strap.” His right hand cupped his package while his left rose to the square as if he were standing before a jury. Never mind why he chose to wear a nut-cup outside of the ring. 

			“Then why is it you’ve been stalking her for the past week?” Liam insinuated himself between us, crowding the young vampire with his large, dark figure.

			“Past week?” I looked Vasili over beneath the parking lot’s harsh overhead lights. Far above our heads, moths batted around like self-willed snowflakes. “But we only met today.” 

			“Ahh!” Vasili said, wagging an index finger. “But how pirate-man knows Vasili is following pretty doctor unless he too follows her?”

			“Liam?” I pinned him with a pointed stare. “Is that true?”

			Liam cleared his throat. “Not exactly.”

			“Vasili sees him! Waiting outside apartment. Sniffing panties when he thinks no one watches.”

			“Panties? What panties?” 

			“I don’t know what he’s talking about.” The indignation in his tone was perhaps a shade too emphatic for my liking. 

			“Then you show us what is in pocket.” Vasili indicated Liam’s duster with a jerk of his chin. 

			Liam’s eye skated to the blacktop. “I really don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

			“Liam,” I said. “Show me what’s in your pocket.” 

			“What? Right here? In front of everyone?” If he was trying to distract me with the lascivious grin…it was only working a little. 

			“Your coat pocket,” I clarified. 

			“Actually, I should be going.” Liam made the mistake of attempting to bolt. Young yet in the undead world though he was, Vasili had clearly discovered use of his unnaturally fast reflexes. He’d managed to both shrug out of his pullover and run Liam down in the time it took me to blink.

			There was a brief, violent struggle, by the end of which Vasili had forced Liam’s hand out of his pocket. Wadded in his fist was a silky blue scrap of fabric I recognized right away. 

			 “My thong!” My gasp drew several alarmed glances from the surrounding crowd. “I thought I’d lost it!”

			“You did,” Liam said. “I was just lucky enough to find it.” His face looked both hopeful and apologetic at the same time. A mixture that harpooned my heart with heavy regret. 

			“How he gets thong?” Vasili looked from me to Liam and back again. “You make the sex with pirate?” The comical expression of bewilderment on his face struck me as intensely endearing. I half wondered if he was a virgin, innocent as he seemed to be in matters of the flesh. 

			Vasili Voskoboynikov, the virgin vampire from Vladivostok. 

			It occurred to me as I cadged a closer look at the sizable guns Vasili had revealed in discarding his shirt that one could do worse than spending an afternoon remedying that situation. If indeed vampires could have sex. Which raised a question that had never come up—so to speak—among the vampires I had heretofore treated—how would one achieve an erection without a heartbeat, exactly? I filed the topic away for future research.

			In a purely clinical capacity, of course. 

			“No,” I said, returning to the question at hand. “I do not make sex with pirate.”

			“But she fucked a hit man once.” Liam shrugged his arm from Vasili’s grasp and skewered me with the heat of his dark gaze. “And she liked it.” 

			Vasili’s eyes fixed on my face as my cheeks filled with heated blood. “So you do make sex with pirate!” And then, to Liam, “she is taste delicious, yes?” 

			By the way Liam’s beard twitched, I suspected the muscles of his jaw were bunching. “You want to tell me how the fuck you know how she tastes?” 

			“No, no. You misunderstand Vasili. He is not make sex with doctor like everyone else.” 

			“Excuse me?” I folded my arms across my chest, as much to cover the missing buttons as to express indignation. “What do you mean by everyone else?” 

			“You make sex with pirate. You make sex with gladiator in office before Vasili comes—”

			Now it was Liam’s turn to color. “You fucked that shit-for-brains ass-chaser in your office?” 

			“What I choose to do with my husband in the privacy of my office is none of your concern. Anyway,” I said, turning to Vasili, “how did you know that I, that we—“

			“Hump like horny gorilla?” No doubt about it, if this kid ended up on my couch on a regular basis, English grammar would be a considerable part of his treatment plan. “Vasili, he can smell this when he comes into office.” 

			Liam grabbed a handful of Vasili’s tank top and jerked it toward him. “You didn’t answer my question, Boris.”

			“He licked me,” I accused. 

			“Just mouth!” Vasili insisted, loosening Liam’s grip on his shirt. “I lick mouth only.” 

			I caught Liam’s hand as it dove inside his duster. “He’s a vampire,” I said. “Shooting him won’t do you any good.” 

			“I don’t care what he is. I’ll sleep better tonight if I put a bullet in him.” He strained against my grip but didn’t pull free.

			“Is pirate sleep in car again tonight?”

			If someone had swung a mallet directly at my chest, it might have hurt less. The image of Liam sprawled out—or worse, curled up—in the backseat of his car squeezed my heart in a relentless iron grip. “You’re sleeping in your car?”

			Awareness of my touch on his skin crackled in his eyes. “You offering me somewhere else to sleep?” 

			Pain in my throat as it tightened. In the history of shitty ideas, Liam and Crixus sharing the same roof ranked right up there with the Roman General Varus marching his Legions into the Teutoberg Forest. “Liam, tell me why you’re here.” 

			“Because whether you want to believe it or not, that shit-weasel you’re married to is up to something. And I’m not going to stop until I find out what it is.” 

			“How do you know?” 

			“Can you think of any reason he’d be talking to Boris in the parking lot outside your building before he showed up in your office this afternoon?”

			My scalp tingled with a thousand needles. Liam’s wrist fell out of my hand. “What?”

			“Well?” Liam looked at Vasili. “Why don’t you tell her what you two were talking about?”

			Vasili shifted uncomfortably on his sneakers and looked around the parking lot. 

			Over by the gym doors, the dude bros were growing restless. Casting suspicious looks in Vasili’s direction that suggested both jealousy of his supernatural physique and disgust at his clear distaste for the tanning bed. 

			“Vasili does not know what pirate talks about.”

			Children are terrible liars. 

			They lack the ability to sync their facial features and body language to an artificially contrived agenda in real time. The young vampire before me, a child in his own respect, was no different. He twisted on the hook of his own guilt, looking anywhere but my eyes.

			No matter how this conversation ended, I would be having another very soon. My husband had some explaining to do. 

			“This is why you’ve been following me around? To protect me?” 

			“Yes.” 

			Liam’s capacity for deception was far more developed.

			As was mine. 

			“You don’t need to do that anymore. Let me call around. I can find a place for you to go. At the very least, you’d be warm and fed.”

			“And miserable.” His smile was small and sad. “If you’re not there.”

			“Look, I understand you have some strong feelings—” 

			“They’re not just feelings. They’re memories. My head is full of images I can’t explain. Of you, and me, and HUUUURGGEHHBLEAARRGH!” 

			Vasili and I jumped back just in time to avoid the hot splatter at our feet. 

			“Is garlic!” Had there been a telephone pole in the immediate vicinity, Vasili might just have run up it. “He eats gar—hurrp.” He gagged mid-word and clapped his hand over his mouth as a dry heave hunched his massive shoulders. 

			Liam dropped to all fours and commenced horking his guts up in violent, back-arching spasms. 

			I leaned over, dropped a hand between his shoulder blades and held it there, unsure of what else to do. 

			“Is he okay?” A few people had fractured from the crowd of lookie-lous beyond the crime scene tape and wandered over to witness Liam’s gastrointestinal pyrotechnics. 

			“He’ll be all right.” For the first time, I realized that I had no idea whether this was true.

			Finding no meat to pick over, the vultures took themselves elsewhere.

			The spine beneath my palm felt knobbier than I remembered. I patted Liam’s back and murmured words of comfort until another searing flash of déjà vu shifted the asphalt beneath my feet. 

			Patting another back.

			A smaller one.

			Crooning similar phrases of comfort. 

			Liam’s words returned to me, pushing me further off kilter. 

			They’re not just feelings. They’re memories.

			Déjà vu. Already seen. 

			I steadied myself against my car, waiting for the world to cease its reeling.

			Having evicted all but his intestines themselves, Liam rocked back onto his heels and looked up at me. His violent retching had pushed tears into his visible eye. The iris glimmered like polished onyx in the day’s dying light.

			Digging around in my purse, I came up with a travel pack of Kleenex. Liam took the offered tissue, dragged it across his mouth and spit.

			Vasili had vanished. 

			“Not much food in that,” I said of the puddle before him. It was impossible to tell from the small, amorphous chunks what Liam might have eaten that had offended Vasili so. 

			Liam struggled to his feet. “Food isn’t always easy to find.”

			To find.

			“What the hell has happened to you? You’re sleeping in your car, scavenging for food…”

			“You didn’t like that I was a hit man. So I stopped killing for money. Are you proud?” 

			Proud was far too simple for the complex tangle of emotions unraveling in my head and heart. 

			“You need help, Liam.”

			“Do I?” From one of the many pockets in his duster, Liam withdrew a small metallic flask and took a healthy swig. “And who’s going to give it to me, exactly? You know a job coach I can talk to about career transitions from contract killing? A therapist who will understand what it’s like to have the woman you love stolen from you?”

			Anger was a welcome change from the soup of pity and regret still bubbling in my gut.

			“First of all, we spent one night together. One. I have a hard time believing you fell in love with me from that brief encounter. Second, Crixus didn’t steal me. He saved me. If it weren’t for him, I might have died in that accident.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong.” Liam tipped the flask back once again. “If it hadn’t been for Crixus, we never would have been in an accident in the first place.”

			“Have you forgotten how you were pointing your gun out the window. How I had to grab your arm before—”

			“Who do you think I was pointing at?” Liam gave this a minute to sink in.

			“Crixus? But why? Why would you have done that? You’d never even met him.”

			“Gut feeling. Some fuckers just need to die, and he looked like one of them.” Whatever was left in the flask went sluicing down Liam’s throat. He shook like a wet dog and exhaled cloud of 80-proof vapor into my face. “Turns out I would have been doing us both a favor.”

			“I’m done with this conversation.” I turned my back on him and dug around in my bag for my keys.

			“Wait.” Liam grabbed me by the elbow. 

			“This parking lot is crawling with police officers, Liam. You don’t want me to scream.” 

			“Just do one thing for me.” The note of sincere pleading caught me and turned me to face him. “That’s all I ask.” 

			“What?” 

			“Ask that skeevy fuckball—”

			“Crixus. His name is Crixus.”

			“Fine. Ask Crixus about the vampire. Look into his eyes when he answers you.”

			“All right.” I had intended to do this anyway, so it cost me nothing to agree.

			“Promise me.” This was the sharpest he’d looked all evening. 

			“I promise.” 

			“Good.” Liam released my arm and walked away, heading west toward the setting sun.

			“Liam?” I called after him.

			He stopped and turned the unscarred side of his face to me over his shoulder. 

			“Where will you go?”

			“Don’t worry.” He was walking again, pressing toward the shadows of which he already seemed a part. “I’ll be around.”
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			CHAPTER EIGHT

			Crixus and I had come up with a system long ago for those times when I needed to reach him urgently. As a supernatural bounty hunter, it wasn’t uncommon for him to be on the far side of the planet, up to his elbows in whatever his most recent bounty decided to throw at him. The options therein were varied and unpleasant. 

			We called it the Batphone and I had never been especially clear on the particulars of how it worked. It looked just like an ordinary cellphone, but the network it connected to wasn’t detectible by any means known to humankind. It never lost reception, didn’t require a data plan, and it may or may not have been powered by leftover souls.

			My cellphone was far more pedestrian by comparison. And yet I’d been staring at it for the better part of an hour, pulling up “Batphone” in my contacts only to glare at it until the screen timed out. The contact displayed no corresponding phone number as I had pointed out to Crixus the day he’d programmed it. He’d assured me not to worry. That if I ever needed it, it would work.

			One gentle push with my finger. That’s all it would take. I had been attempting to psych myself up with this mantra, but showed no signs of carrying through on my own suggestion. All I had managed so far was to wear a small path in the foyer’s wood floor. The old Victorian home we had moved into after our wedding amplified the sound of my pacing and heavy sighs. 

			I’d become one of the house’s many ghosts. 

			“There’s probably a very reasonable explanation for all of this.” 

			The ornately carved wooden lions on the fireplace mantel made no sign of agreeing with me. Theirs were the only faces beside mine in the room. 

			“What possible reason would my husband have for hiring a vampire to attack me?” 

			To my dismay, my mind had answers for that question. 

			To scare you into quitting your day job so you can be accessible all the time. 

			How often had he tried to persuade me to travel the world at his side? On any given morning, he might be called to Italy, Greece, Switzerland, or any of a number of exotic locales. How often he’d bemoaned my inability to come with him for an impromptu dinner in Tuscany or breakfast in Belgium. But he wouldn’t risk real physical harm to me…

			Would he?

			The phone, sweaty in my palm, startled me when it buzzed.

			A text from a number I didn’t recognize. I opened it up and read. 

			Vasili is wanting to apologize for disappearing from parking lot. And for licking without permission. He hopes pretty doctor will forgive.

			Fantastic. The neophyte undead mosquito had my private number. 

			And where do you suppose he got it?

			Dr. Wolfe?

			But Doctor Wolfe called on your office line. Julie had to patch him in. 

			Liam?

			Even if Liam remembered my phone number, would he have given it to Vasili?

			Unlikely. 

			I toggled between Vasili’s message and the Batphone contact screen.

			“Oh just do it, you big giant pansy.” It was somewhat refreshing to use a phrase I thought at least a dozen times a day in my practice but wasn’t allowed to say. 

			Before I could chicken out, I poked the call button and waited. 

			The line didn’t ring, but suddenly Crixus’s voice was there. 

			“What is it? What happened? Are you okay?” he yelled over booze-loose shouts in the background and the unmistakable clank of pool balls breaking.

			“Yes, I’m okay. Where are you?” 

			“Prague.”

			“In a bar in Prague?”

			A beat of silence. “It’s a favorite haunt of the guy I’m chasing.”

			Impossible to know how he had meant the word haunt. It was conceivable that an actual ghost might be his quarry. Notoriously difficult to capture, non-corporeal beings. I waited through another crippling wave of déjà vu with the phone pressed to my cheek and my pulse pounding in my ears. “I see.”

			“What’s wrong? You sound strange.”

			My fingers ached from gripping one of the wooden lions by the snout for balance. “How soon can you be home?” 

			“Why? Did something happen at the office today?” 

			“I’d rather not discuss it over the phone.”

			“Give me five minutes. I just need to let my contact know I’m heading out.” 

			“See you soon.” I disconnected and set my phone on the mantel, surrendering to a series of violent, involuntary shakes. Maintaining my cool had required more effort than I’d realized. 

			Crixus arrived with the customary pop that announced the molecules in the room rearranging themselves to accommodate him. Prague to New York in five minutes. There was much to recommend travel via demigod. 

			He rushed over to where I was stationed on the couch, hands in my hair, bent over the coffee table, my yellow note pad and its single word—Adelaide—lying before me.

			His big body depressed the cushion next to mine, tempting me to slide into him. To treat myself to the feel of his warm skin and solid muscle. Forget about my questions and their potentially problematic answers. 

			“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” 

			“I saw Liam today.” I exhaled a long breath and propped my elbows on my knees.

			I felt him stiffen at my side. “Where?” 

			“In the parking lot outside the Powerhouse Gym. After my session with the vampire, I decided I would go and take a look at the scene of the most recent Dude Bro murder.”

			“You what?” 

			“Things didn’t go so well with the vampire, so I decided to find out more about the murders myself.”

			“With Vasili? Why?” 

			My ears filled with a strange, high-pitched buzzing. 

			“Crixus, how did you know his name was Vasili?” 

			He looked at me, his blue eyes wide, his face a mask of cultivated innocence. “You must have said it while you were on the phone.”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			“How can you be so sure? You were pretty distracted.” The innocence evaporated in favor of something darker. Something suggestive.

			I knew what he was doing. Attempting to move this conversation onto ground at the intersection of Playful and Seductive. The kingdom where he ruled. 

			“I remember what I said, Crixus. Liam said he saw you talking to Vasili in the parking lot before you came up to surprise me.”

			“The guy only has one eye, and you’re going to trust what he says he saw? He’s a washed-out, used-up drunkard. We both know he’d say anything to get your attention.”

			“And how would you know that Liam only has one eye?” 

			Crixus squirmed on the fishhook he’d bitten. Straight answers had never been his forte. He was a big fan of hand waving and distraction when it came to conversations. Especially important ones. “He’s been skulking around for a while. I’ve seen him in passing.”

			“You didn’t think to mention this to me?” 

			“I didn’t want to upset you. I mean, he looks pretty hard up these days.” 

			“Crixus, if you value our relationship at all, now is the time to tell me the truth. Did you talk to Vasili before our session today?” 

			Though our faces were separated by less than a foot, seeing him now felt like looking across an unconquerable gulf. Not just of physical space but of time and circumstance. As they so often did when he had to say something he didn’t want to, Crixus’s eyes darkened to lapis lazuli, a semi-precious stone used by pharaohs and kings since antiquity. The shade of every azure sky since the world’s beginning boiled down into his unflinching gaze. 

			“Yes,” he admitted. “I did.” 

			My heart shrank with the initial blow, making room for my lungs to fill. “What did you talk about?” 

			“Matilda, let’s not do this.” He kneaded the tense intersection of my neck and shoulder. “We’ll just end up having a big fight. You’ll yell, I’ll yell, we’ll both end up sorry. Why don’t we just skip all that and move straight to the make-up sex?” His hand wandered down to the swell of my breast. 

			I swatted it away while I tried to maintain possession of sanity. “Tell me.”

			He reached out and lifted my hand from my knee, turning it over, palm up. With one finger, he traced my lifeline over the hill of muscle at the base of my thumb. It ended abruptly about an inch from the curve where my thumb and index finger joined.

			“Do you remember the night I asked you to marry me?” 

			I scanned my memory banks for the event in question. The information was served up quickly and not in order. Our bodies naked in the moonlight. A cliff overlooking the ocean. Bathed by a breeze warmed by the sand below. Crixus holding my hand just as he held it now. Palm up. Tracing the same line not with his finger, but with his tongue. Then he’d kissed my palm and set it down on his bare chest. The ghost of a heartbeat beneath the place warmed by his lips. 

			“Yes,” I said. “I remember.” 

			“And what did you say when I asked you?”

			“That there’s no way it would work. Because you’re immortal, and I’m not.” 

			“Right,” he said. “And what did I say?” 

			“That it didn’t matter. That you’d love me for as long as I lived, and when I died, you’d love the place I’d left behind.” Tears bloomed in the corners of my eyes, blurring my vision.

			“I meant it. But if there was a way for us to share the same lifetime, wouldn’t you want that?”  

			“But there’s no way for an immortal to become a mortal,” I protested. It was one of the absolute truths I’d managed to pick up in my years of working with paranormal patients. 

			“Exactly.”

			Our eyes met as the implications of what he was saying sank in slowly. If he couldn’t become mortal, then that left only one option. My becoming immortal.

			“Wait just a minute. Are you saying you paid Vasili to…to bite me?” I snatched my hand from his and stood, wanting to put myself out of reach of the supernatural pheromones Crixus churned out by the metric ton. 

			 When he nodded, he looked more irritated than contrite. A remnant of his human side, this substituting anger for guilt. 

			“But, that would mean I would become a vampire.”  

			“I know. It was stupid and thoughtless and wrong and I’m sorry.” He rose from the couch and walked over to the fireplace, thumbing the polished wooden fang of the lion closest to him. “Let’s just put this behind us and move on, okay?” To his credit, the regret darkening his eyes to sapphires appeared genuine.

			But I wasn’t ready to let it drop. Not by a long shot. 

			“You’re saying that you, all by yourself, decided that A: I needed to become an immortal, and B: Turning me into a blood-sucking, undead creature of darkness was an acceptable way to accomplish this?” The quiet, even tone in which I asked this question had Crixus eyeing windows, then the door. Identifying potential exits, perhaps, against the flying testicle kick my livid anger might just demand. 

			“It was that or have an Egyptian priest of my acquaintance turn you into a mummy, and call me crazy, but I didn’t think you’d be all that excited about carrying around your vitals in a canopic jar.”

			My mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. 

			Talking required air. Air required breathing. Breathing required a sympathetic nervous system, and as far as I could tell, someone had stolen mine and wired me into an electrical socket instead. Eye twitching, palms sweating, hands clenching and unclenching. 

			When shock loosed its stranglehold on my throat, the words came out in an unfiltered torrent. 

			“You. You are the most presumptuous, most egotistical, most reprehensibly deluded creature I have ever met!”

			“You forgot charming as fuck.” He abandoned the fireplace mantel and took up the slouchy, sexy strut that so often marked imminent panty-droppage. 

			So I did the only thing available to me as a mental health professional and fully actualized adult.

			I threw a paperweight at his head.

			My aim has never been anything to brag about and this instance proved to be no exception. The miniature globe arced wide, shattering the window behind Crixus’s head. A masculine shriek of surprise from the yard below cut through the tinkling sound of breaking glass. 

			“Did you hear that?” I searched the darkness beyond the window but saw nothing. 

			“Hear what?” 

			“It sounded like a man’s scream.”

			Crixus shrugged, turning to peer out of the window as well. “Probably just the breaking glass.” 

			“Now?” came a muffled whisper.

			“Vasili is out there, isn’t he?” 

			“What?” Crixus laughed, a little overloud, I thought. “No. Of course not.” 

			“Crixus.” I loaded his name with every ounce of stern displeasure I could summon.

			“I swear, I called it off. Scout’s honor.” He held up his fingers in a configuration that looked like a mangled rabbit shadow puppet. 

			“Nice try. Vasili?” I called.

			We both turned to see Vasili’s pale face framed by shards in the window. He dusted debris from his dark hair and shoulders. 	

			“Now is time for bite?” the vampire asked, looking from Crixus to me. 

			The rounded tips of Crixus’s oddly small ears turned the color of a vine-ripened tomato. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.

			“But you tell Vasili to wait outside until signal.”

			“No, I didn’t.” The scarlet hue bled from Crixus’s ears down his neck. 

			My teeth made a sound like crunching ice inside my head. If I crossed my arms any tighter, I might just pull them out of their sockets. 

			“Crickets is say this,” Vasili insisted, looking at me through eyes as guileless as a child’s. “Window is break, and Vasili thinks maybe this is signal?”

			“It’s not a signal,” Crixus said through gritted teeth. 

			“You want Vasili to go away now?” 

			“Yes,” Crixus and I answered in unison. 

			“Okay. If this is how you feel, Vasili will go.” Vasili had propped his folded arms on the windowsill and was now resting his chin on them, a strange, undead replica of one of Raphael’s famously moony cherubs. “Is this how you feel?” 

			“Yes,” we both said. 

			“All right. Vasili will go into cold, dark night. All alone.” He sighed, slowly sinking below the windowsill until only his eyes and forehead were visible. I’d heard of vampires having all manner of super-human powers, but last time I checked, guilt-inducing kicked-puppy eyes wasn’t one of them.  

			Then we were alone.

			At least, until the window on the opposite side of the living room shattered. 

			Liam swung inward on a rope SWAT team style, a black blur launching in Crixus’s general direction. 

			The demigod had time to utter a “what the fuck?” before Liam’s boots broke the pendulum of his swing against Crixus’s chest, sending him sprawling backward.

			“Now?” Vasili’s eager face popped into view. 

			“No!” Crixus didn’t so much say this as cough it, mostly owing to the impediment offered by the force of Liam’s boot on his neck. 

			“Oh,” the vampire said, clearly crestfallen. “Dasvidaniya.” He sank below the window once more. 

			“Liam? What are you doing?” I approached slowly, holding my hands out so he could see they were empty. 

			His, of course, were not. In one he held a Smith & Wesson 1911 and in the other, a big Glock. Both were pointed straight down at Crixus’s heart. “Something I should have done a long, long time ago.” 

			I had to give credit to Crixus—lying, manipulative cretin that he was—for staying to face Liam when he could have zapped himself back to Prague just as easily. 

			“Go home, hit man,” Crixus said through purpling lips. “You’re drunk.”

			“That won’t stop me from emptying these clips right into that black hole where your heart should be.” 

			I half expected Crixus to come back with something like “Your mom’s a black hole,” but he only smiled, which proved infinitely more frightening.

			“I’m going to count to three and then I’ll tear your fucking leg off and beat you with the wet end.” The demigod’s grip around Liam’s ankle tightened, his knuckles going white. 

			“Liam, please let him go. This isn’t going to solve anything.”

			“One…” Crixus began. 

			“Solve?” Liam’s booze-bleary eyes struggled to fasten on my face. “Who said anything about solving anything? I just want to see if this fucker can bleed.”

			“Now?” Vasili’s head emerged from behind the couch like an undead Jack-in-the-box. “Who is bleed? Vasili can taste?”

			Crixus’s eyes bugged out in a way I hadn’t seen since the fourth grade when one of my classmates decided squeeze the class hamster like a tube of toothpaste. Poor Mr. Snuffles. “No, you brain-dead, steroid-shooting, goat-sucking fuckstick! Not now!”

			“Those are some impressive last words, Crickets.” The hit man’s trigger finger moved in slow motion, or I saw it that way. Slowly, gently, without the slightest haste. 

			“Liam, don’t—”

			Flashes blinding in the room then, the guns bucking in Liam’s hands, deafening percussion of muzzle signatures swallowing up my scream as he emptied both clips straight into Crixus’s chest.

			I found I was slapping his broad back, repeating “we don’t shoot in the house” over and over. 

			Crixus coughed once, twice, then fell into what sounded like choking gasps…until I saw his shoulders shaking. 

			He was laughing. 

			When he sat up, a small pile of misshapen bullets rolled around on the floor where his back had been. I’d seen it happen before, but it never failed to amaze me. While I hadn’t had the benefit of a detailed scientific explanation, I’d come to understand that in the presence of any kind of threat, Crixus’s immortal molecules simply rejected damage on a cellular level. Bullets pin-balled through his body and were ejected through his skin. Knives plunged in and popped right back out. 

			A phenomenon that Liam seemed to find especially vexing as he stabbed again and again with a wickedly sharp M-9 bayonet. 

			“You know…you can’t…kill me, right?” Crixus timed his words to coincide with the brief pause between blows. All traces of laughter vanished from his face as he surged up and grabbed Liam by both ankles.

			The hit man opened his mouth to reply but never got the chance. 

			Because Crixus hurled him through the wall. 

			Not at the wall or toward the wall. Through the wall. 

			I stared after him, blinking, wordless, my mouth gaping like the man-sized hole now leading from the living room to the kitchen. Squeaking and pointing, I glanced from the hole, to Crixus, to the cloud of plaster dust rising from the rubble of centuries-old walls. 

			Shock kept me silent when Crixus lunged for me, wrapping one arm around my middle and the other around my neck, swinging me to face the couch. 

			“Now, Vasili!” he bellowed.

			“Crixus, no!” I scanned the room, expecting to see Vasili’s now-familiar face emerge from behind a bookcase or under the ottoman. 

			Nothing.

			Defense strategies flapped around my mind with the blind panic of a trapped bird. Head-butt him? No good. Crixus was too tall for me to hit much but his windpipe, and not even Liam’s stepping on it caused any lasting damage. Stomp on his foot? Rookie mistake. I was barefoot and he was still wearing motorcycle boots. Kick him in the shin? I suspected this would do more damage to my bare heel than it would to his shin. A good, ol’ fashioned scrote-pinch? Promising. If, and only if, I could get my hands behind me. 

			“Vasili,” Crixus shouted. “Where the fuck are you?” 

			The vampire in question crawled out from underneath the coffee table and sat cross-legged on the floor.

			“What the fuck are you doing?” Crixus’s arms tightened against my struggling. “Bite her! Bite her now.”

			“Vasili doesn’t feel like bite now.” The vampire’s massive biceps folded across his broad chest. His pillowy lower lip pooched out as he aimed his nose toward the ceiling. 

			Pouting. Vasili was pouting.

			Good. Use it. 

			“If someone called me a brain-dead, steroid-shooting, goat-sucking fuckstick, I know I’d want an apology.”  I squirmed and wriggled, doing anything I could to put Crixus off balance.

			“This is what Vasili thinks too.” His thick brow lowered over his eyes like a scudding storm cloud. “Crixus is hurt feelings with these words.”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” The demigod struggled to stay upright as I flailed my legs, and then went limp. “Do you want what we agreed upon or don’t you?”

			“Of course Vasili wants this. He was visit Powerhouse Gym and picked out bor named Brodie.”

			“You mean bro—wait,” I said. “What?”

			“Crixus is promise bro to eat if I turn pretty doctor into vampire.”

			So that’s what Vasili had been doing loitering in the bushes at the edge of the gym parking lot. Selecting his bro from the crowd like a lobster from the tank. 

			“Why would you need Crixus to do that? I’ve seen you. You’re strong enough to hunt for yourself.” 

			“Crixus is know how to make it look like Dude Bro Strangler so Vasili does not get in trouble with Supernatural Bureau.” 

			“Oh my God.” Shock robbed my face of all feeling as spots danced at the edges of my vision. Time took on the dreamy quality of the moments just after disaster razes to the ground all you thought you knew. “You’re the Dude Bro Strangler.” I turned my chin toward my shoulder, as I was unable to look my husband in the eye. 

			Crixus snorted. “Why the hell would I go around killing a bunch of dudes who looked just like me? That makes no sense.”

			“You would make this all about you,” I retorted. “Just because the victims were all tall, built, blond and blue-eyedooooohhnooo—”

			There are moments in a woman’s life when all the doors align and she sees how every single experience, the good and the bad, the positive and negative, have colluded in bringing her to the precise spot where she stands. 

			Seeing Liam reflected in the crazed mirror over the mantel, baseball bat raised above Crixus’s head, was just such a moment. 

			Liam. Liam was the Dude Bro Strangler.

			The epiphany arrived not with a vision, but with a recollection. 

			Pieces of my conversation from earlier that evening. 

			Asking Liam if it was true that he’d been following me around.

			‘Not exactly.’ He’d been following Crixus around and I just happened to be with him more often than not. 

			‘You didn’t like that I was a hit man. So I stopped killing for money.’ And had begun killing for altogether different reasons. 

			Killing the demigod over and over in effigy because he couldn’t kill the real thing. No one could. 

			Which isn’t to say that Crixus couldn’t feel pain. Judging by the sound the baseball bat made when it connected with his skull, he was in for a lot of it. 

			Many things happened at once then.

			Crixus’s grip on me went slack as he fell forward on his hands and knees. Vasili dove for Liam. Liam dove for Crixus. 

			They all went down in a tangled heap, swearing, kicking, and—in Vasili’s case—biting. 

			“Get the fuck away from me, Vlad!” Liam reached into his pocket and flung a handful of what looked like sand into Vasili’s eyes.

			“Son of the bitch!” The vampire howled in pain, grinding his fists against his face. “Is salt of garlic!” 

			Liam must have pocketed it while he was in the kitchen. 

			Which reminded me…

			“So that’s why you came to my office,” I said to Crixus. “To get rid of the garlic spray in my end table.”

			“Could we maybe talk about this another time?” Crixus had both hands wrapped around Liam’s wrist to prevent the hit man from driving a dagger into his eye. 

			“You always do this,” I accused. “Every time we need to discuss our relationship, you have something more important to attend to.”

			“It is burn!” Vasili felt along the floor where he discovered the cuff of Crixus’s jeans and used it to scrub his eyes. “Is burn so much!”

			“I came for the nooner.” Crixus grunted as the knife drove to one side of his head and stuck in the wood floor. “The garlic spray was just an added bonus.”

			“And what did you do to Julie?” I asked. “I find it highly suspicious that she became violently ill right after Vasili showed up.” 

			“Actually, Vasili is do this.” He looked up from the tangle of limbs, eyes red, smiling through the pink tears streaking his cheeks. “Is syrup of vomit. Vasili puts in assistant’s coffee when she is turn away from desk. Vasili is quick, yes?” 

			So I’d been right when I read Julie’s reaction as guilt, wrong about the guilt’s source. 

			When would I learn to stop leaping to conclusions?

			“Yes,” I agreed. “Very quick. So quick that I never saw you slip the same syrup into Liam’s flask too, right?”

			 “Yes! Vasili is pull the sheep skin over pretty doctor’s eyes!” The vampire clapped his hands like an elated toddler and shadowboxed the air before gagging as garlic-salted tears leaked into his mouth. “Ugh! I can tathe!” He clawed at his tongue with both hands as if he could be rid of the flavor that way.  

			“A little help?” Crixus groaned. His body and Liam’s twisted together like a pretzel in their simultaneous attempt to inflict damage.  

			“Vasili will help!” The vampire’s head bobbed back and forth as he tried to line his fangs up with one of Liam’s limbs until at last, he struck. 

			But it was Crixus who screamed.

			“Goddamn you, that’s my leg!” 

			“Prosti! Garlic salt makes Vasili not to see! And hit man’s leg is stuck under coffee table.” 

			“Then bite the other leg, you imbecile.”

			Vasili did as he was bidden. Literally. 

			“Fuck fuck fuck!” Crixus clouted Vasili upside the head with a flat palm. “You fucking bite me again and I’ll kick your fangs down your throat!”

			Vasili rubbed at his reddening ear. “But you tell Vasili to bite other leg.”

			“I meant his other leg!” 

			“Ohhhh.” Vasili nodded. “I am understand now.” He went in again but caught a wild elbow in the jaw and rocked back on his heels. The vampire opened his mouth wide and shifted his mandible side to side until it slid back in place with a sickening pop. “This is solid hit,” he told Liam with undisguised admiration. “Pirate man would make decent fighter.” 

			“You think so?” Liam made the mistake of glancing away from Crixus and was rewarded with a fist in the face. Blood flew from Liam’s mouth in a graceful arc, hanging on the air for the briefest of seconds.

			Vasili went unnaturally still, his rubied eyes following the droplets as they painted the air on the way to the floor. He leapt. Tongue out like a child trying to catch a snowflake, lips tight against his pointed teeth. 

			And this is how they froze when time…stopped. 
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			CHAPTER NINE

			I say stopped, but stopped isn’t the right word. 

			In another universe, I knew Liam still throttled Crixus with both hands. And Crixus, teeth bared in a snarl, successfully jabbed his index finger into Liam’s remaining eye.

			But here, from my relative position in place and time, they moved not a micron. Vasili with his tongue out. Liam with his hands around Crixus’s neck. Crixus with his finger poised mere millimeters from Liam’s eye. The tableau was like some kind of twisted immortal bar fight mannequin challenge. 

			“Well? What do you think, Doctor?” The voice came from everywhere and nowhere and no sooner did I try to identify it than I realized I already knew whom it belonged to. 

			Godfrey Weyrick. 

			Though I couldn’t see him, I could feel him. Taking a leisurely stroll around my mind as if it were a library and he the librarian, throwing open doors to wings I hadn’t even known were there. 

			I staggered backward and sat down hard as a tidal wave of memory swept over me, left me drowning in images, scents, sounds, gasping and clawing for breath.

			“Easy. Your mind will adjust. No, don’t fight anything. Just let it come.” Weyrick’s voice bobbed before me like a buoy, and I seized on it with all the strength I had.  

			One breath. Two. 

			I saw her face. I smelled the downy skin of her neck and felt her silky wisps of dark hair on the underside of my chin. 

			Adelaide.

			The name peeled through my mind like the ringing of bells, high and clear and with a reverberation that had its root in my very soul. 

			“My daughter. What did you do with my daughter?” 

			“She’s there. It’s all there, waiting for you. If you choose it.”

			“What do you mean if I choose it?” 

			“Look around you. You have a beautiful home. All the money you could ever want. Freedom from the thankless drudgery of motherhood…”

			“Don’t forget lying demigods, vampires and serial murderers,” I added, taking in my surroundings. This room and everything in it was like a stage set, filled with familiar copies. A flat, two-dimensional verisimilitude of life. “He put you up to this, didn’t he?” 

			“Crixus? Yes and no,” Weyrick answered. 

			“I knew it.” I examined his frozen form. If a sculptor had accepted a commission to carve allegorical arrogance itself, it couldn’t have been depicted any more perfectly. Such insolent beauty in the confident angles of his face. Such unrelenting certitude in the sea-shaming blue of his eyes. “He couldn’t just let me be happy in the life I chose. What an arrogant, thoughtless, self-serving—”

			“But were you?” Weyrick was closer now. Maybe even sharing the same couch, though no visible depression provided clues as to his proximity. “Happy, I mean. Was it not earlier this morning you stood before my cell with baby vomit on your shirt and resentment in your heart? Were you not thinking of the demigod, wondering what your life might look like if you’d chosen differently?”

			“All sentient beings indulge in that kind of conjecture from time to time.” Not untrue, but perhaps not fully true either. 

			“Yes,” Weyrick agreed. “But not all sentient beings are beloved of a demigod who has both the desire and ability to show them they made the right choice.” 

			When what you expect to hear misaligns so drastically with what is said, there is a moment of disorientation akin to translating a second language in real time. Meaning is not immediately assigned to words, and words themselves are arbitrary without it. The result—my woefully inarticulate response. “Whaaa?” 

			“An immortal cannot love the way the demigod loved you without being forever marked by it.” 

			“In what way?” I could scarcely hear my own question above the blood rushing in my ears. Flushed with pleasure I was, even as I knew I had no right to lay any lasting claim to it. 

			“He knows, Doctor Schmidt. Crixus knows how often you doubt yourself. How you second-guess your ability to be a good wife, a good mother, and a good therapist. How you wonder if the hit man might not have been better off without you, or you, without him. Most of all, Crixus knows himself. Knows what he might have done had things turned out the way he wanted them. The way you see here.”

			I heard in the location and direction of Weyrick’s voice that he looked at the three bodies locked in combat on my living room floor as he spoke. 

			I looked too. “So all of this was what? An experiment?”

			“A gift. Most mortals never have the chance to experience the life they missed and take that knowledge back with them to the life they chose. This is what it is to have been loved by an immortal. This is the gift Crixus asked me to give you.” 

			If I had been less moved, I might have cried. Hard to think of it as a sacrifice when it meant that for a moment, Crixus and I would again share a life. To know how it would turn out and to walk into it anyway, purely for the purpose of laying to rest my doubts…I had no words for a sacrifice of this magnitude. “So what happens now?”

			“That is entirely up to you. If you wish, I will depart, and you may live out the remainder of your life here.”

			“Or?” 

			“Or, you bid this scene farewell and we will return to your life as it was when you came to visit me this morning. Take a moment. Think.” 

			I thought. 

			I thought of Crixus’s body. How it felt to be near him, beside him, beneath him. I thought of his nature. Boyish and enthusiastic, capricious as a cat. I thought of his heart. Good. Essentially good, but tempestuous, possessive. 

			This is the way it would always turn out. He knew it, and wanted me to know it. 

			And now I did.

			“Only I’ll remember this, if I return to my life as it was?” I looked at Liam as I asked this, knowing Weyrick understood my meaning. 

			“Yes. The hit man will not be aware of this timeline just as you were unaware of it before I brought you into it. 

			“But what about Crixus? If he asked you to do this, wouldn’t he—” 

			“I’ll take care of that. It’s a simple matter of deploying a patch in his code. This was the only thing he asked for himself. Loving and losing you was hard enough the first time. He didn’t want to remember it twice.” 

			The growing ache in my chest had a name and knowing it did nothing to relieve the heaviness there. 

			Its name was goodbye. 

			I stood slowly, feeling for the last time my body tight and unchanged by the bearing of a child. Every step toward Crixus hurt. Burdened by the knowledge of what he’d done for me. Lightened by the knowledge of what he’d done to me, that I would get to take the memory of it with me like a lucky stone in my pocket. 

			 Kneeling next to him on the floor, I bent to kiss his frozen grimace, hoping he could feel it wherever he was. Hoping he could keep the love I pressed into his lips if nothing else. 

			“Thank you,” I whispered into to his small, perfect ear. And then again, “Thank you.” 

			**** 

			“Thank you again for making time to see me, Doctor Schmidt.” 

			I sat in the plastic desk chair in front of Godfrey Weyrick’s cell at the end of a long, gray hallway and an even longer, grayer day. Back now in the life I knew, I dragged the new memories with me like asteroids, feeling their pull on me and mine on them. Unable to believe they wouldn’t collide with my world and cause a supernova.

			“But I didn’t see you,” I teased, looking at the empty space he spoke from. “Would you care to change that?” 

			Silence. 

			“I think not,” he said.

			“May I ask why?”

			“Because…well…because.” 

			“Are you ashamed of your appearance?”

			“Ashamed? No. Apprehensive, yes. The last time I allowed a human to see me, the result was…unsatisfactory.”

			“Godfrey—” I assumed we were now on a first-name basis as he’d poked a hole in the time/space continuum and shoe-horned me through it “—As a practicing paranormal psychologist, I’ve been privy to things that would have most mortals soiling their shorts.”

			“I dare say my appearance is a good deal more shocking than anything you’ve encountered, Doctor Schmidt.” 

			“More shocking than witnessing an emergency kraken-dryad birth on my office couch?” 

			“Well, perhaps not that—”

			“More shocking than what happens when a púca with gastrointestinal issues sneezes and shits down both legs? Have you ever tried getting half-digested souls out of a Persian rug?”

			“Oh, all right.” His voice moved abruptly from his metal cot to the top of his steel table “But you must promise not to laugh.”

			“You have my word.”

			And then, he was there. 

			Weyrick’s face put me in mind of the pharaohs on Egyptian sarcophagi, for if ever a countenance demanded to be cast in the finest gold and inlaid with precious jewels it was his. Eyes both dark and wise, easy to imagine rimmed with kohl. Full lips even an army of royal artisans couldn’t have carved more perfectly. A kingly nose, exactly symmetrical between the high ridges of his cheekbones. 

			It was what I found below his face that nearly caused me to asphyxiate my own larynx.

			Weyrick had the body of a cat.

			A house cat.

			An orange, tabby-striped, domesticated kitty. Suddenly, his knocking the cup off his table during our initial meeting made a lot more sense. As did Crixus’s use of catnip in capturing Weyrick.

			“You’re—”

			“The sphinx,” he said. “Yes.”

			“You mean, the giant statue, in Egypt—”

			“Carved from my likeness.” 

			Well, not exactly from his likeness. The sculptors had made considerable proportional errors in Weyrick’s favor. Like ignoring the fact that his human head was almost as large as his dainty cat body. He must have shoulder muscles that would shame Vasili to keep that cranium upright.

			Not for the first time since my return, I felt a pang of regret that I hadn’t indulged the urge to steal a kiss from the unbearably adorable Russian vampire before Weyrick brought me back. 

			What happens in an alternate timeline stays in an alternate timeline. 

			Crixus’s words. Not mine. 

			“You mentioned that a goddess cursed you.” Look at his face, Matilda. Look only at his face. Please dear God don’t let him lick his paw or I’ll lose it. 

			Weyrick’s tail flicked, a universally recognized sign of feline irritation. “Bastet.” 

			My liberal arts education had been broad enough to provide me an image to go along with the name. A cat’s face with a woman’s body in the depictions of her I remembered. Almost the precise opposite of Weyrick’s unfortunate configuration.

			“I was a priest at the temple of Amun Re, sworn to celibacy. Bastet tempted me to reject Amun Re and worship her. With my mouth. And…other parts of my anatomy. But I refused, so she cursed me. There is no more to tell.” 

			Surely his voice shouldn’t be quite so resonant coming from such a small body. 

			“Then I’m guessing Godfrey Weyrick isn’t your real name.”

			“Not the name I was born with. No. I’ve been called many things in the course of my life.”

			“Is there something else you’d rather I called you?” 

			“A friend? I don’t expect I’ll have many in here.” Weyrick looked around his cell despondently. 

			Maybe I could arrange to have a scratching post brought in. 

			“Friends then.” I clicked my pen closed and began gathering my things. “Would you like me to come visit you again?”

			“I’d like that very much.” Now, his tail waved in a lazy “S” pattern. 

			I could have sworn I heard purring as I walked away. 

			****

			The desert evening air was warm and dry on my skin, rapidly cooling as the sun sank. To the east, a neon backwash from the Strip bled into the sky like a cheap and tacky version of the Northern Lights. But there was beauty in it and I was glad. 

			The dashboard Bluetooth display lit up, a call coming in on my cell phone and ringing through the Prius’s speakers. 

			Liam. 

			I pressed the button to take his call. 

			“Hello?”

			“Hey, babe.” His voice was low, smooth, stone cold sober, but somehow still husky. “How was your day?” 

			“Weird,” I said. Luckily, this wasn’t at all unusual in my chosen profession. “Yours?” 

			“Brutal.” Not at all unusual in his. “When will you be home?” Something clanged in the background but I resisted the urge to ask him where he was or what he was doing. I’d long ago learned I probably wouldn’t like the answer. 

			I glanced at the clock on the dash. “About half an hour. I need to swing by and grab something for dinner after I pick up Addie.” 

			Cherry bombs of excitement exploded in my stomach with the simple act of saying her name aloud. My baby girl. I craved her solid weight in my arms in a way that made my bones ache. 

			“Actually, you don’t. I cut out early.” 

			“Oh?” 

			“Oh. I picked up Addie and I have dinner covered.” 

			I heard a round, comforting sound I recognized as a lid clinking down on a pot.

			There was something deeply satisfying about a perfect fit. 

			“What are we having?” I asked, letting him hear the smile in my voice. 

			“You’re having steak and pasta. I’m having you.” 

			My mouth watered for a variety of reasons. A familiar, sweet heaviness gathered below my stomach. 

			“In that case, I hope you’re hungry.” I flipped on my blinker and made the turn that meant I was only five minutes from home. 

			“Starving,” he said. 

			Later, we lay together in a cocoon of sheets, sweat evaporating off our cooling bodies as I fit myself around him like a puzzle. My foot pressed to the swell of his calf. My thumb aligned with the dangerous notch making an inroad from hip to groin. Both in the throes of a slack-limbed, satiated stupor.

			“We have plans for this Friday, do we?” Liam’s fingers walked a lazy path up my spine and out over my shoulder before retracing their steps.

			“Not that I know of. Why?” 

			“I scored us ringside tickets to see this new superstar fight at the MGM Grand.”

			“Oh?” My stomach did a little flip-flop. “What’s his name?” 

			Liam’s voice retained a hint of the suggestion he had applied to announcing our dinner menu over the phone earlier that evening. “They call him…the Vampire.”
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			OTHER MATILDA SCHMIDT NOVELLAS

			If you’ve enjoyed Unraveled: The New Adventures of Dr. Matilda Schmidt, Paranormal Psychologist, you might want to check out how her story began with The Case Files of Dr. Matilda Schmidt, Paranormal Psychologist series!

			Unlovable

			Unlucky

			Unhoppy 

			Unbearable 

			Unassailable

			Undeadly

			Unexpecting

			Disordered – For those overachievers like me who want to nab the whole previous series in one convenient compilation!
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