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      Vampire governor of New Jersey, Belladonna Barrone has just gotten an epic offer from an unexpected visitor, but it’s not something she’s ready to respond to without serious thought. Besides, she already has a lot on her plate. The recent death of a high-ranking vampire means she and her crew of staff and friends are headed off to the funeral in the middle of the country. But travel can be tricky when it comes to moving vampires. The solution? Rent some luxury motorcoaches and prepare for a road trip that will be unlike any other.

      

      For one thing, the trip includes a stop off to meet the parents of her daughter’s boyfriend. Something Donna isn’t particularly looking forward to. After all, they’re upstanding citizens and she’s, well, the soon-to-be former wife of a mobster currently awaiting trial.

      

      For another, the dark shadow of serious allegations hangs over Donna and her human assistant, Pierce. Allegations made by her arch nemesis, Governor Fitzhugh, that will require both Donna and Pierce to appear before the vampire council. She feels certain she’ll be able to deal with the outcome of her hearing, but Pierce is a different story. The vampire council isn’t known for their mercy with humans.

      

      Protecting Pierce weighs heavy on her. There has to be a way to persuade Fitzhugh to drop the charges, but at what cost? And can she trust his word? While pondering these questions, the funeral activities get underway, and Donna makes a strong new ally.

      

      Then events take an interesting turn and Donna is left with a brand-new issue to deal with. Should she bite the bullet and say yes to the epic deal she was offered before the trip? Even when she feels inadequate to handle what’s required of her?

      

      The only thing she knows for sure is enough is enough. For once and for all, the suck stops here.
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      “I am here in the capacity of emissary to the Prime. Nothing else.”

      Belladonna Barrone stared at the man outside her penthouse door. The man she’d last seen thirty-seven years ago, right before he’d walked out and left her, her sister, and her mother all alone.

      The man she’d once called Dad.

      She shook her head, pushing away all of the emotions swarming through her insides so she could deal with what was happening in the calmest way possible. “You can say that all you want to, but there’s a big conversation that needs to happen before we get into whatever the Prime sent you here for.”

      He shifted uncomfortably, and for the first time, she realized he wasn’t alone in the elevator foyer. A pair of burly, black-suited vampires stood in the shadows behind him. “I am here in the capacity of emissary to the Prime. Nothing—”

      “I heard you the first time, but you obviously didn’t hear me. We need to talk about the elephant in the room. Alone.” She leaned in. “Unless you don’t care if the two lunks behind you become part of the conversation.”

      He frowned. “May I come in?”

      “Sure. If you’re ready to talk.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      She moved out of the way so he could enter, then shut the door behind him. “Great. Can we just acknowledge that you’re my father? You can’t stand there and pretend like you aren’t. You even told me your name. Richard D’Angelo. Are you really going to act like you don’t know me?”

      He had the nerve to look like she’d just violated some kind of rule. “The Prime doesn’t recognize human family connections as valid or binding. Only connections made by blood.”

      “How are human family connections not blood?” Donna had had enough. Of a lot of things. This was just one more added to the heap. Maybe the one that was going to make the heap come crashing down, because her father trying to act like he could just ignore their history—and that she should ignore it too—was a bridge too far. She opened the door. “Changed my mind. Leave.”

      “Wait. Please.” He closed the door.

      She crossed her arms. “Ready to talk?”

      A tiny spark of anger danced in his eyes. “Belladonna, this is vampire business. Nothing more.”

      “Nothing more? Maybe for you. But for me? I see the man who walked out on us. A man who is now a vampire and has a lot of explaining to do. So until that conversation happens, nothing else is going to. I mean it. If you don’t want to talk, you can go back to the Prime and tell him that your daughter wasn’t interested in what you had to say because you were a deadbeat dad thirty-seven years ago, and those chickens have come home to roost. You get me?”

      His frown seemed like a permanent part of his face. “You don’t understand the severity of this situation.”

      “Don’t understand? Or don’t care?” She shrugged. “It’s not my job to make your job easy.”

      Pierce came into the living room, concern in his eyes. “Everything okay?” Then he sucked in a little breath. “Emissary. I didn’t know…”

      Donna looked at Pierce. “You know him?”

      “No, but I recognize the ring. Only one of the Prime’s staff would wear his symbol.”

      Donna glanced at the gold ring on her father’s hand. A snake swallowing its own tail with a ruby set in the center. She committed it to memory. “Good to know.”

      Pierce kept his voice low, although there was no way her father couldn’t hear him. “Is there a reason you’re still standing out here?”

      “Yes. There is.” She pursed her lips. “He might be the emissary to the Prime, but as it turns out, he’s also the man that walked out on my mother thirty-seven years ago. The man who turned his back on Cammie and me. The emissary is my father.”

      Pierce’s mouth fell open. “What?”

      She nodded. “Yep. How do you like that?” She still hadn’t really processed it. “Anyway, he doesn’t want to give me any kind of answer about why he left, something I think I’m entitled to, frankly, so until he does, I’m not interested in anything else he has to say.”

      Pierce glanced at Richard before answering her. “Donna, you might want to reconsider…”

      Richard cleared his throat. “Yes, please explain it to your mistress.”

      “Hey,” Donna snapped. “Don’t talk to him like he’s a servant.”

      “Donna,” Pierce cautioned. He shook his head as if to say she shouldn’t speak to the emissary like that.

      She understood his concern. The Prime was top dog, and Richard was clearly one of his important people, but she didn’t care. “Pierce,” she said softly. “This man abandoned me and my sister when we were kids. He ruined my mother’s life. The bottom line is respect is earned. And right now, he has a long way to go before that happens.”

      Then she looked at her father again. “You can either come in and tell me what possessed you to leave us all those years ago, and then maybe, depending on how that excuse makes me feel, I’ll either listen to the other reason you’re here, or I won’t. If you don’t want to do that, you can leave and explain to the Prime why you were unable to do the job he sent you to do.”

      Pierce shot Richard a look. “I can tell you from experience that you won’t change her mind.”

      Richard stared at her for a long moment, then finally sighed. “Fine.”

      She still didn’t move out of the way. She had more to say. A lot more. And some of it needed to come out now. “You knew you were coming here. You had to know who you were coming to see. Did you think I wasn’t going to expect some kind of explanation?”

      “I didn’t think you’d remember me. Being turned changes a person.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Being turned had a way of fine-tuning the way you looked. And he did look amazing. But it also froze your age. That hadn’t worked in his favor. “You look exactly the same as the day you walked out. You look just like you do in my memories.”

      He sighed. “I hadn’t considered that.” He glanced at the room beyond her, no doubt hearing the voices from the dining room. “Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

      “Does that mean you’re going to tell me what happened?”

      Still frowning, he nodded. “Yes.”

      “Great. This should be good. But I should also tell you that Cammie is here. So is Christina, the granddaughter you’ve never met.” Donna held a finger up. “But don’t get any ideas. I currently see no reason she should meet you.”

      He nodded. “I understand. Is Cammie a vampire too?”

      Donna snorted. “Not exactly.” Cammie was a nun, or had been most of her life. And she’d joined an order that turned some of its sisters into supernatural hunters. Vampires, demons, fae, any sort of rogue supernatural—Cammie could take them down. All in the name of protecting humanity.

      She’d recently left the order and the Venari, the hunter organization, for family reasons. Namely because of Donna. Cammie lived with her now, at least for the time being.

      “Everyone’s in the dining room,” Pierce said. “It’s going to be hard to bring him through without them seeing.”

      And Cammie would definitely recognize Richard. She’d been older when he’d left, fourteen compared to Donna’s twelve. Her memories were undoubtedly sharper. Donna thought for a moment. “We could use the sitting room downstairs.”

      Pierce nodded. “I was just going to suggest that. Why don’t I get the emissary settled in while you tell everyone you have something you need to attend to?”

      “Perfect.” She glanced over at her father. “I’ll see you shortly.”

      “Fine.”

      Pierce went out to the elevator with the emissary. Donna went back to the living room, where her sister, daughter, and the friends she now considered family were still gathered.

      She put her hands on the back of her chair and smiled at them all. “I have something I need to take care of. Some…vampire business. Sort of.”

      Charlie, her admin, looked up at her. “You need anything from me, Governor?”

      “Not yet. But I might later.” Once they got to the business part of why the Prime had sent his emissary, it would probably be a good idea to bring Charlie in to take notes of the meeting.

      Temo, her head of security and driver, made a concerned face. “You need the car?”

      “No, thank you. I’m going to be using the sitting room downstairs so I can have some privacy. I’ll be back up as soon as I can.”

      Christina, her newly pregnant daughter, put her napkin down. “Is this about…you know?”

      Donna shook her head, laughing softly. “I don’t know, but I can assure you whatever you’re thinking, it’s not about that. I promise. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Cammie glanced at her, brows raised.

      Donna cocked her head toward the door. “Can I see you a second?”

      Cammie got up and followed her back to the living room. “What’s up?”

      Donna exhaled. “You’re not going to believe this, but the Prime—you know who that is, right?”

      Cammie nodded. “Yes. The super-secret supreme leader of all vampires. The oldest one alive. And supposedly the grandsire of every vampire walking the earth.”

      “Yeah, him. He sent his emissary to chat with me.”

      “That can’t be good. You want me to take him out?”

      “No!” Donna chuckled. She didn’t think Cammie was serious, but then again, maybe she was. “Although you might want to anyway when you hear the rest of this.”

      Cammie’s expression changed from one of protection to concern. “Why? What’s going on?”

      Donna put her hands on her hips. “The Prime’s emissary is someone we both know very well. Or used to. He’s our father.”

      Cammie stared at her, blinking like nothing Donna had just said made any sense. “Our father?”

      “Yes. Richard D’Angelo. The man we share half our DNA with.”

      Cammie paled, her mouth coming open. “You can’t be serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      She shook her head, the surprise clear on her face. “I honestly thought he was dead.”

      “Really? You mean you genuinely didn’t know he’s the emissary? I figured you were going to tell me you already knew, being former Venari and all.”

      “Nope. The Prime is a mystery to most of us.” She sighed. “I mean, them. Since, like you said, I’m former Venari. I’m sure the higher-ups in the organization know more about the Prime and his staff, but I was just a hunter. I generally learned things on a need-to-know basis. Like what my next job was. Not so much beyond that.”

      “I see. Well, I told him he has to explain why he left us if he has any hope of delivering the Prime’s message.”

      “Good. He owes us that much.”

      “I told him you’re here. And Christina. Although I don’t have any intention of letting him meet her. I just think that’s a bad idea right now. And certainly not something he’s earned or deserves. He might not even care. He seems like a cold fish. Even told me human family bonds don’t matter to the Prime, only blood bonds do. Meaning turned vampires, obviously.”

      Cammie nodded. “That sounds like what I know of the Prime. Do you want me to come with you? I’m not sure it’s a great idea to let him know what I’ve become. I might not officially be Venari anymore, but I’m still working as a hunter.”

      Donna thought about that. “I would like you to be there. He’s your father, too, and your memories of him are going to be clearer than mine. But he does have other business with me, which is what brought him here. No clue what it is, but I’m thinking that part will need to be confidential. At least initially. I’m sure I’ll share with you whatever it is once he’s gone.”

      “No problem. I’ll leave when he’s done with the history lesson.”

      “Perfect. And don’t worry about him knowing that you’re a hunter. He’s the last one who should be judging anyone’s life choices.”

      Cammie smiled. “I agree with that, but he’s still the Prime’s emissary. And you’re the vampire governor of this state. You don’t think the fact that you have a hunter for a sister is going to mean anything?”

      Donna shrugged. “Let’s go find out.”
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      Pierce met her and Cammie in the living room of the downstairs apartment. It wasn’t set up much differently than the penthouse. “I’ve gotten him some water. Would you two like some as well? Or something else?”

      “Water,” Donna said. “Just in case I need something to throw at him.”

      “Same,” Cammie said.

      Pierce’s mouth hitched up in a half grin. “I’ll get that right away.”

      “Where are the lunks that were with him?” Donna asked.

      Pierce tipped his head toward the door. “They stayed in the elevator foyer.”

      “Fine with me.” Donna didn’t need or want to deal with them as well as the emissary. She looked at her sister as Pierce went to the kitchen. “Come on.”

      With Cammie at her side, Donna walked into the sitting room. Richard wasn’t at the windows, like she’d guessed he’d be. That’s where most people went when they were in these apartments. The view was hard to ignore.

      Instead, he was sitting on the couch, typing away on a smartphone.

      Cammie gasped. “It really is him.”

      Richard looked up, put his phone away, and stood. “Camille.”

      Pierce came in with two more glasses of water. He set them on the small table between the two chairs opposite the couch, then left with a quick glance to Donna.

      She understood. He wouldn’t be too far away.

      “Sit,” Donna said as she moved to take one of the chairs. Cammie did the same.

      Richard hesitated, then moved slowly back to his seat, adjusting his suit as he went. It looked very expensive. Like his shoes. But then, she didn’t imagine a man in his position wanted for much.

      She nodded at him. “I guess being the Prime’s emissary pays better than plastics.”

      She didn’t remember much from her childhood about what he’d done for work except that it had something to do with plastics and the machines that molded and extruded them. And she remembered that only because there had always been samples in the house. Everything from toys to medical devices.

      He nodded, looking from her to Cammie and back. “It does.”

      “Is that why you left?” Cammie asked. “For the money? For some kind of different life?”

      “No.” He wasn’t looking at either of them now. “It wasn’t planned.”

      Donna and Cammie stayed silent. Waiting for him to elaborate.

      After a moment, he began. “I was in San Francisco. At that convention I went to every year, Plasticon. I’d been out at a sponsored dinner, had a bit too much to drink, which was pretty standard at those things, and so I decided to walk back to my hotel instead of taking a cab. Beautiful night. The fog was rolling in, giving the lights that soft glow and making the city look the way you think San Francisco should look. Like the setting of a noir film.”

      Cammie grunted softly as if to say his editorializing wasn’t amusing her.

      He went on. “Anyway, I got lost. Ended up in Chinatown, but there was some kind of festival going on, so I wandered deeper. After a few minutes of the fireworks and dancing dragons, I figured I’d better get back and go to sleep if I was going to be productive the next day. I had meetings booked. More of them than was probably doable, but I was there to hustle.”

      He stared at the glass of water on the coffee table. “I was there to make a better life for you girls.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Donna wasn’t about to get pulled into whatever drama he was trying to sell. Not this quickly.

      He shrugged. “I was. Do you think I liked traveling so much? I didn’t.”

      “And yet,” Cammie said, “you decided to travel permanently.”

      He sighed. “It wasn’t really my decision. I went down an alley that I was sure was a shortcut and found a woman being mugged. At least I thought that’s what was happening.”

      He shook his head. “What was actually going on was a vampire was about to have her dinner, but I thought she was the one being mugged. I interfered, her victim escaped, and I became her dinner, but the fact that I’d tried to help her apparently amused her enough that it bought me some mercy.”

      Donna had a feeling where this was going. “So she didn’t kill you, she turned you.”

      Richard nodded. “I woke up in Amsterdam two days later and was told that my life was no longer my own. That I was a servant to Queen Esmer, the vampire ruler of the Netherlands, and that I would do as she asked or lose the gift I’d been given.”

      Cammie glanced at Donna as if to see if she believed all of this.

      Donna shrugged. She honestly didn’t know. “Why didn’t you try to contact us?”

      “Because it wasn’t allowed. I was made to understand that my human life was over. If I tried to reach you girls or your mother by any means, your lives would be forfeit so that you would no longer be a distraction to me.”

      He glanced toward the windows. “Esmer was…” He went silent for a long moment, as if he was remembering. “Not a kind woman. She was demanding. And unpredictable. Given to whims and impulses. She cared very little for anyone’s comfort but her own. Her word was law. And that was that. Until she crossed a line and defied the council.”

      He looked at them again. “That got the Prime’s attention. She chose me to deal with him. Not a great move on her part. I told him everything. And he offered me a job.”

      “Which you obviously took,” Donna said.

      “I did. It seemed like the best option, considering Esmer’s fate.”

      Cammie crossed her arms. “He ended her, didn’t he?”

      “The council did, but he supported it.” Richard let out a breath that seemed more for punctuation than life support. “Unfortunately, he refused to let me contact you as well. He said there was no way I could explain what had happened to me or the new life I was living without revealing the truth about the supernatural world to all of you.”

      “You couldn’t sneak an email?” Donna asked.

      “I actually tried to write a letter. He knew. Found the letter and destroyed it. Then he cut off my right hand.”

      Donna stared at his hand. It didn’t look missing to her.

      He caught her questioning gaze and held his hand up. “Took three months to grow back. Incredibly painful. And not a lesson I will ever forget.”

      Her brows lifted. “We can do that? Grow back missing parts, I mean.”

      “We can,” he answered. “I don’t recommend it, though.” He sat back. “So now you know what happened, and it changes nothing, does it? You still resent me for leaving you. Maybe more since finding out I’ve been around this whole time and not dead, like you might have imagined. Did it really do you any good to find out?”

      Donna sat in silence. Cammie didn’t seem too eager to say anything either. Finally, Donna asked the question stuck in her head. “Did you even miss us?”

      He laughed, then looked away again. “More than you can imagine. But you learn to blunt certain feelings as the years go by. I did manage to send your mother money twice.”

      Cammie frowned. “You did?”

      He nodded. “Through convoluted means, both approved by the Prime, I made it seem as though she’d come into the money through circumstance. Once in a fake sweepstakes. The other by inheritance when your aunt Helena passed.”

      Donna made a face. “Aunt Helena didn’t have any money.”

      “I know,” Richard said. “But I made it seem like she did and used the occasion to give your mother money. Hopefully, it was enough to pay for your college tuitions. Or whatever you needed at the time.”

      Donna looked at Cammie. “Did you have any idea Mom got money?”

      “No. None. Although I do know she made a donation to the church when I—” Cammie slanted her eyes at Richard.

      Donna understood. Cammie had been about to say when she’d joined the Sisters of the Holy Rosary, which she obviously didn’t want to say in front of him. “Right.”

      But his explanation didn’t really clarify why he’d been so reluctant to tell them this story earlier.

      Donna shifted in her seat. “If the Prime refused to allow you to contact us, why did he let you come here? To see me? He has to know who I am.”

      “He does,” Richard answered. “But you’re a vampire now. There’s nothing I need to keep secret from you any longer. Within reason, of course. The Prime’s business isn’t something I’m about to share with anyone.”

      She stared at him. It was easy to see him as someone besides her father the longer she looked. After all, he’d actively not been her father for more of her life than he’d been her father. She’d gotten used to him not being around.

      Didn’t mean he hadn’t left a wound when he’d disappeared. He had. And it might never be truly healed. Their mother certainly hadn’t gotten over it. But Donna had been through so much in such a short period of time that this new ripple seemed like just that.

      A ripple. One that would soon ebb away and disappear.

      “So what, then?” she asked. “Are you hoping that the channels of communication will be open between us now? Or is it back to business as usual? Because I don’t know what you’re thinking, but I’ve lived thirty-seven years of my life without you. I’ve gotten used to it.”

      He nodded. “I’m sure you have. Both of you. I don’t expect anything. Other than facilitating whatever communication needs to happen between you and the Prime. I am first and foremost his emissary.”

      His emissary. Not her father. She understood. She really did. And yet, twelve-year-old Donna, who’d cried her eyes out when her daddy hadn’t come home, wanted to punch him right in the face for all the hurt and pain he’d caused their family.

      She wouldn’t, though. She’d gotten her explanation. And she’d made her decision about Christina meeting him. Big fat no on that one. She lifted her chin. “What did the Prime send you here for, then?”

      He looked at Cammie before answering. “This is for you and you alone.”

      “No, it’s not.” Donna steeled her expression. “Cammie is part of my inner circle. Anything you say to me can be said to her. In fact, I need a moment to call the rest of my team in.”

      His eyes narrowed. “This was not my directive.”

      She got to her feet. “I couldn’t care less what your directive was. This is my house. My rules. My team gets read in on everything that concerns me as governor. I assume this concerns me as governor?”

      “It does, but…” He sighed. “Could we please have a moment alone?”

      Cammie got up. “It’s fine. You stay here and listen to what he has to say. I’ll go get Charlie and Temo and let Pierce know you’ll be ready for us shortly.”

      “Okay.” Donna could give a little. This was business with the Prime, after all. If he’d put the queen of the Netherlands to death, there was no telling what he might do to a governor.

      Cammie left, shutting the door behind her.

      Donna interlaced her fingers and stared at the man she would from here on out consider only an employee of the Prime. “Speak.”
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      He cleared his throat softly. “I’ll get right to it. The Prime is aware of you. Obviously. But I mean in a good way. Mostly. There is some concern over the current charges being brought against you and your assistant.”

      “You mean the ones filed by Governor Fitzhugh of New York, of course.” Fitzhugh didn’t like being punched by a human, apparently.

      “Yes.”

      She shrugged. “He’s a jerk. And I’ve filed a countercharge of improper conduct.”

      “The Prime is aware of Fitzhugh’s character, but he has been governor for a very long time, and while this might be hard to believe, he is well liked by those he rules. There are a lot of high-ranking vampires who admire him as well.”

      She rolled her eyes. “If you say so.”

      “I do, but it doesn’t matter for the sake of this discussion. This is about you. The treaty with the fae that you accomplished was rather unprecedented. And granting the previous governor a pardon to spare her life when the council deemed otherwise? A unique and rare act of mercy.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little sad that sparing someone’s life is considered a rare act of mercy among our kind?”

      He shook his head. “No. But then, I’ve spent years in this life. You’ve barely been turned a month. That’s the other thing that’s brought you to his attention. Your meteoric rise.”

      “Not planned, I assure you.”

      “And yet, you’ve handled it extremely well. Which is why he’s put you on the short list for queen.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “I don’t want to be queen.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      She snorted. “I assure you, I don’t.”

      “Bella.”

      She made a face. “No one’s called me that since I was in middle school.” Since he’d used to call her that. “I have no desire to bring it back. Especially not since I’ve become a vampire. I don’t need jokes about why I don’t sparkle.”

      He held up his hands. “Understood. But trust me when I say you want to be queen.”

      “Why?”

      “Do you like being governor?”

      She didn’t have to think about that. “Yes. I like being in a position where I can help people. It’s a nice change from the human life I lived.” There was a lot to be said for having power, that much she couldn’t deny.

      “Imagine how that would multiply if you were queen.”

      “But so would my responsibility. And my problems.” There had been one fire after another to put out since she’d taken over. Being queen sounded like an excuse for the universe to start an inferno with her name on it.

      “Your staff, your budget, all of your resources would be essentially unlimited. If a problem arises, you form a committee and delegate. You don’t have to deal with it personally.”

      “That seems like an irresponsible way to rule.”

      He shrugged. “How you rule is up to you, but I promise that you could do great things. The North American vampire nation needs new blood. No pun intended. Artemis was a good ruler, but she’d begun to grow complacent.”

      Donna didn’t know about all that. She hadn’t exactly been besties with Artemis. And while she had very much liked and respected the queen, Donna had been smart enough to be wary of her too.

      She didn’t have any hard feelings about that either. She understood very well what it meant to be in a position of power. You had to keep a certain distance between yourself and those you served. Enough that you could do your job without allowing emotions to make all of your decisions.

      But to say that Artemis had become complacent? That didn’t seem like her. Perhaps she had been bored, but she’d been alive for so long…was that really the fault of her position?

      Donna folded her hands in her lap. “I understand what you’re saying, but the bottom line is, I don’t think I’m ready to be queen. I wasn’t ready to be governor. I am very new at being a vampire. For another thing, it would mean moving again. I’ve barely settled in here.”

      That was a weak excuse, and she knew it, but being queen just felt so far beyond her scope of capability that it wasn’t something she could give serious consideration to.

      He raised his brows. “There’s something else I need to tell you that might change your mind.”

      “What?”

      “Fitzhugh is campaigning hard to be considered for king.”

      Of course he was, but hearing it out loud still chilled her blood. “Will the council really consider him?”

      “They already are, among others. But Fitzhugh’s making a lot of noise about his qualifications. He’s not wrong about them either. He’s done a lot of good for his state.”

      “You mean he’s gotten others to do a lot of good for his state. I don’t think he pays for anything if he can help it.”

      “That’s splitting hairs. The council looks at achievements, not the process.”

      “Great.” She sighed.

      “So you don’t want him to be king?”

      “No! Who would? Seriously.” She put her hands on the arms of the chair and leaned forward. “My admin told me the council usually picks from the oldest vampires.”

      “Usually, yes. But like I said, there’s a movement to bring new blood into power. Perhaps not as new as you, which is why the council won’t put your name on their short list, but like I said, the Prime is aware of you and very interested.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know.” But she hated the idea of Fitzhugh being king. He was already an egotistical maniac. Putting a crown on his head and scepter in his hand would probably turn him into a full-fledged despot. “I need to think about it. I need to talk it over with my team too.”

      “I understand.”

      She hesitated. “Would I be able to keep my team?”

      “You’d be queen. Your staff would be completely up to you.”

      That was a plus.

      He flicked an invisible bit of lint from his trousers. “There is something else to consider.”

      “And that is?”

      His eyes narrowed. “If the Prime offers you this position and you turn him down, you’d be turning down an unprecedented offer from the most powerful vampire in existence.” He tipped his head a little. “It would make him look bad to go out on such a limb only to have things not work out. Trust me when I tell you it’s far better to have him in your corner than to be the vampire that embarrassed him.”

      Suddenly, everything became very clear. She inhaled a little harder than she’d meant to. “That’s really why you’re here, isn’t it? He’s already put my name before the council. Now you’re making sure I say yes so that I don’t make him look like a fool.”

      “You always were a smart one, Belladonna.”

      She rubbed her temples, overwhelmed by this new wrinkle. “This isn’t fair. You’re basically telling me I don’t have a choice.”

      “Oh, you have one. But there is very clearly a right answer and a wrong answer.”

      “What about Fitzhugh’s claims against me? Surely the council won’t look at my nomination favorably with those charges hanging out there.”

      “They’ll investigate, like they always do, and a decision will be made. I don’t believe for a moment that you’re guilty of causing Artemis’s death.” Then he shrugged. “The charges against your assistant, however… A human hitting a vampire in public like that? Such an offense could carry a heavy penalty.”

      He stared at her hard. “Or that matter could be made to go away.”

      She could feel the muscles in her jaw tighten. This was like dealing with the mob all over again. Do what the boss wants, and everything’s fine. Do what you want, and you walk alone. She couldn’t speak for a moment because she was afraid of what she might say.

      Richard filled the silence. “The salary is exemplary. As would be the salaries for your staff. You wouldn’t need to move out of New Jersey if you didn’t want to. You couldn’t stay here, of course. The new governor would take over these apartments. But there’s an ample budget for you to buy a suitable property.”

      She didn’t care about any of that right now. How could she when faced with such a decision? She shook her head. “I can’t give you an answer today. And I’m about to leave for the queen’s funeral.”

      His brows went up. “You’re attending?”

      “Yes. She was my grandsire, after all. And I was with her at the end. Seems appropriate.”

      “The Prime was right. You are a constant surprise.” He stood. “I’ll give you a week to decide. No more. The vampire nation cannot remain rudderless for longer.”

      She got to her feet as well. “How do I contact you?”

      “You don’t. I’ll contact you.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, that’s not going to work for me. You’ve already ghosted me once.” She held out her hand. “I want your info.”

      “That is highly unusual.”

      “So is finding out my father is now an errand boy for the vampire head honcho, but look at me going with it.”

      He frowned, reached into his jacket, and produced a business card. It was embossed with the same insignia that was on his ring. “Do not give this information to anyone else.”

      “Outside of my admin, I won’t.”

      His frown remained in place. “Just because you amuse the Prime doesn’t mean everyone feels that way. Remember that, Belladonna.”

      “No problem. I learned how to deal with not being liked a long time ago.”

      “I can see myself out.”

      She let him go. She had too much on her mind to care what the proper etiquette was. She sank back into the chair and thought about everything he’d said.

      A few soft footsteps told her that Pierce and Cammie had entered the room. They walked around to the couch so she could see them. Both of them looked extremely concerned.

      She did her best to smile so they wouldn’t think the world was ending. It wasn’t. Not really. But she had a huge decision to make and no real desire to make it.

      “You okay?” Pierce asked.

      “You look worried,” Cammie said.

      “I meant to call you in, but obviously that didn’t happen.” Donna didn’t want to do this twice. She stood. “Let’s go back upstairs so I can talk to all of you at the same time.”

      Pierce nodded, and they started toward the stairs that led to the penthouse.

      “Oh, Cammie, don’t say anything to Christina about who that was. Those two do not need to know each other. Not that he expressed an interest. He seems perfectly happy with his new life.”

      Cammie snorted in displeasure. “I won’t say a word.”

      “Thanks. She’s got enough going on with pregnancy hormones taking over her body. The last thing she needs is to know her long-lost grandfather is a vampire too.”

      “Agreed,” Cammie said as they started up the stairs.

      Donna looked at Pierce, who was right behind her. “Gather everyone but Christina into the conference room.”

      “Will do.”

      Donna massaged the back of her neck.

      “Tired?” Cammie asked.

      “Yes, but it’s not a physical tired so much as it’s mental exhaustion.”

      Cammie slipped her arm around Donna’s shoulders as they climbed. “Whatever it is, you won’t have to deal with it alone.”

      “Thanks.” Donna appreciated the thought, but the decision was still hers to make. And she’d be the one bearing the brunt of whatever that decision was.

      Concern lingered in Cammie’s eyes. “You want something to drink? Coffee? Tea? Wine?”

      “Wine.” Donna looked at her sister. “You have to ask?”

      She laughed as they hit the landing. “Not really.”

      Pierce held the door for them. They went through and into the penthouse. Laughter echoed from the dining room.

      Donna hated that she was about to put an end to that. Such was her life, though. Bombs dropped at regular intervals.

      How much worse would it be if she were queen?
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      Donna took a sip of the red wine Cammie had brought her, then set the glass on the conference table as Charlie, Temo, and Neo joined her, Cammie, and Pierce. Cammie had gotten some wine for herself, and a few others had drinks as well.

      As Charlie sat, she glanced at Donna. “Christina’s gone to bed. Lucky went with her.”

      “Thanks,” Donna said. “I’m sure she’s tired after traveling.”

      “She was yawning,” Cammie said. “And Lucky never misses a chance to go to bed, does he?”

      “Nope.” The big black and white cat loved to sleep. Donna smiled at everyone gathered around the table. “I’m sorry I had to cut the evening’s festivities short, but I am so grateful to you all for making Christina feel at home. Especially since she’s probably going to be with us for a while once the baby gets closer.”

      Charlie had her notebook and pen ready to go. “Is she coming with us to the funeral, then?”

      “Yes. And since we’re on that subject, let me start there before I get to the big news. As you all know, Christina is pregnant. She plans to marry the young man responsible and very much wants me to meet his parents.”

      “Oh boy,” Neo said.

      Donna nodded. “I’m aware of the pitfalls down that road, trust me. But I’ll be on my best human behavior. And not just because they know about my connections to the Villachis and my soon-to-be-ex-husband’s criminal dealings. I don’t want them to know anything about my new life.”

      She reached for her wine again. Thinking about Joe did that to her. She took a quick sip, then went on. “As it happens, the Millers live in Timberville, Indiana, which is on our way to Lebanon, Kansas, for Artemis’s funeral. So we’ll be stopping. I’m sure I’ll end up having dinner with them, or something like that. Anyway, I don’t anticipate it taking too long. Cammie, I know you were thinking about staying behind on this trip, but I’d like you to come with me to meet these people, seeing as how you are Christina’s aunt.”

      Cammie nodded. “Sure. And I can give you a signal if your fangs are showing.”

      Donna laughed. “Thanks.”

      Charlie was jotting notes. “Will this be before or after the funeral?”

      “I think before. If we have the time. I’d like to get it over with.”

      “No problem.” Charlie looked up from her pad. “Do you have a head count for the trip? I’m still working out the fine print on getting RVs, but I should have it locked down tomorrow. I just need to be sure we have enough sleeping space for everyone who’s going.”

      “I think Francine wants to go.” Donna looked at Neo. “Have you talked to her? Or Bunni? Do you think anyone else from the First Fangs group wants to go? I know Meghan said she thought she’d attract too much attention since a supermodel showing up in Kansas might be considered somewhat unusual. That just leaves LaToya.”

      Neo shook her head. “I’m not sure, but I’m happy to dig into that and figure it out. I’ll send out a group text when we’re done here.”

      “That would be great. Can you let Charlie know when you get confirmations?”

      “Yep.” Neo grinned at Charlie. “This is gonna be a road trip to end all road trips.”

      Charlie laughed. “I’m sure you’re right about that.”

      “Boss?” Temo held up his hand. “You want me to ask Penina to stay here while we’re gone? Just to keep an eye on things? Not to mention take care of Lucky.”

      “That’s not a bad idea now that Cammie is coming along.” His cousin had helped out with security before and was both conscientious and trustworthy.

      Temo gave Donna a thumbs-up. “I’ll call her first thing.”

      Cammie raised her hand. “By the way, I might be coming with you, but I will not be attending the actual funeral. I’m not sure how many of the vampires in attendance will care that I’m retired once they realize I’m Venari trained. I don’t care to find out either.”

      That could be a problem. “I’m okay with that. I certainly don’t want to start anything.”

      “What about Jerabeth?” Charlie asked.

      “Up to her, I guess.” Donna hadn’t assumed the green witch would want to go, but then, she wasn’t really sure. “I’m also going to ask Will Ferris if he’d like to accompany us as well. His daughters are welcome too. I’ll make that call myself.”

      “Perfect,” Charlie said. “That reminds me. I took care of registering him. It’s required that you do so with any vampire you create. I know you know that, but you’ve been busy.”

      “Thank you. To be honest, it totally slipped my mind.”

      Charlie smiled. “That’s what I’m here for. The other thing is we may need three RVs. All depends on how many people come.”

      “Whatever it takes,” Donna said. “Any more questions?”

      They all shook their heads.

      Donna planted her hands on the table and took a breath. “All right. Now for the real news. The visitor at the end of dinner was the Prime’s emissary. It seems that while the council wouldn’t consider a vampire as young as I am as a possible replacement for Artemis, the Prime would. In fact, he is. And with great intent.”

      They all looked at her with shocked faces.

      Pierce was the first one to speak. “That’s quite the honor.”

      “I suppose it is,” Donna said. “No, it is. You’re right. I’m just as shocked by it as all of you are. What’s even more shocking is that Governor Fitzhugh is on the council’s short list. Apparently, he’s been campaigning pretty hard. I’m sure his desire for more power comes as a surprise to no one, though.”

      Their expressions went from shock to disgust.

      Charlie shook her head like she couldn’t quite figure something out. “All this time, I thought they only nominated the oldest vampires. I guess I was wrong.”

      “You weren’t,” Donna said. “The emissary even said that was standard practice. But apparently after Artemis, they’ve decided it’s time for newer blood. Not as new as me, however. Remember, I’m not the council’s choice. I’m the Prime’s.”

      “But his decision is final,” Charlie answered.

      “Is it, though?” Donna asked. “Has the Prime ever chosen a ruler who wasn’t on the council’s list of nominees?”

      Charlie’s brow bent. “I don’t know. I need to research that. It would be quite a precedent.”

      Donna moved her hand a few inches toward Charlie. “I know you have a lot on your plate already, but could you dig into that and find out? Maybe Neo could help you if it’s something that can be done online.”

      Temo had seemed to be deep in thought this whole time, but he finally spoke. “Boss, are you going to accept?”

      Donna sighed and sat back. “That’s the big question, isn’t it? I’ll be honest. I don’t want to. I have no desire to be queen and take on all that additional responsibility. I’m too new to all of this. Being governor is already kicking my butt.”

      Charlie snorted. “I know this job hasn’t been easy, and you’ve been faced with all sorts of complications, but the Prime obviously thinks you’re doing an incredible job, or he wouldn’t be putting you forward for queen. Which you are, by the way. Doing an incredible job.”

      “Thank you.” Donna rolled her eyes in good fun. “But he’s impressed with the fae treaty, something I had very little to do with, and the fact that I pardoned Claudette and spared her life. Which was just an act of kindness.”

      Pierce’s brows rose. “Any chance he knows about your daywalking abilities?”

      “I don’t think so,” Donna said. “Which reminds me. I still need to figure out how to handle that. I can’t keep saying it’s a potion Jerabeth made up.”

      “I had an idea,” Neo offered. “But maybe it’s not that great.”

      Donna leaned forward. “What is it? I’m open to anything at this point.”

      Neo slouched to one side in her seat. “Why don’t you just say that it’s your new ability? You haven’t gotten any sort of new skill since you turned, and a lot of vampires do. Just say it’s the daywalking thing. No one will think anything of it. And they sure won’t come after you for the secret since the abilities aren’t something that can be passed on or stolen.”

      Donna stared at her friend. “You’re a freakin’ genius.”

      Neo grinned. “I kind of am.”

      “Yeah, you are,” Temo confirmed with a big smile.

      Donna looked at Charlie. “You know that statement we were going to send out on the governors’ loop?”

      Charlie nodded. “You want me to amend it to read that your daywalking is a recently discovered ability?”

      “You read my mind.”

      “Which would also be a cool thing,” Neo said.

      Cammie had been quiet but spoke up suddenly. “There’s just one thing about making that kind of announcement.”

      “What’s that?” Donna asked.

      “Won’t being able to daywalk make you an even better candidate for queen?”

      She thought about that. “I don’t know. I suppose it could. Then again, maybe it would make me a weirdo, and the Prime will rescind his offer.”

      “Unlikely,” Pierce scoffed.

      Temo shrugged. “Doesn’t mean you still can’t turn the offer down.”

      “Right,” Donna said. “Except there’s more I haven’t told you. The emissary basically said that if I don’t accept, I’ll be on the Prime’s bad side for embarrassing him. He’d be sort of putting himself out there by nominating me, I suppose, so if he did that and I said no, then it’s a slap in the face. But that’s why the emissary was here. To get my answer ahead of time.”

      She didn’t want them to bear the burden of thinking the Prime had already suggested her to the council.

      Cammie nodded. “Makes sense.”

      “And if I accept, those charges Fitzhugh filed against Pierce will go away. If I don’t…” Donna looked at Pierce.

      His mouth firmed down into a hard, thin line. “If you don’t, the council will find me guilty as a way of punishing you for going against the Prime.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment. “Something like that. The emissary didn’t come right out and say that, but he sure insinuated it. It’s blackmail, honestly. Like dealing with the mob again.” She sighed. “I hate being coerced like this. It just irritates every fiber of my being.”

      They all sat quietly and let the weight of her words sink in.

      Then Neo leaned back, causing her chair to squeak softly. “When do you have to answer the Prime?”

      “The emissary said I have a week, but I said I wouldn’t do it until I was back from the funeral, though I’m not really sure that timing was agreed upon.”

      “You should take the job,” Neo said. “If for no other reason than to drive Fitzhugh completely nuts.”

      They all laughed, and Donna nodded. “I did think about that.”

      Temo’s amusement didn’t reach his eyes.

      She looked at him. “What’s on your mind? Something’s bothering you.”

      He shrugged. “I was just thinking about whether or not the new governor would be as nice as you.”

      She grinned and shook her head. “Why does it matter? You’re not going to find out.”

      His brows bent in confusion.

      “Temo. Do you really think I’d leave you behind? Any of you? That’s why we’re having this conversation. If I accept the job, I’m taking you all with me. Assuming you’ll all want to come, of course.”
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      With that, the meeting was adjourned. Neo and Charlie went off to do the jobs Donna had given them, Cammie went to bed, and Temo went downstairs to call his cousin.

      Donna carried her wine back to the dining room. She was pretty sure it and the kitchen needed to be cleaned up after their big family meal.

      It did. Nothing had been cleared, but then, she wouldn’t have expected that since she’d asked them all to join her immediately. The sight of it actually made her happy. They’d had a wonderful evening.

      At least until the emissary had shown up.

      Pierce joined her as she was staring at the mess. “Want some help?”

      “I would love some.” She smiled at him. “Thank you.”

      They got to work clearing the table, loading the dishwasher, putting the leftovers away, wiping countertops down, and finally tackling the big pots and pans that needed to be handwashed.

      Pierce picked up a dish towel. “Do you want to wash or dry?”

      She didn’t even have to think about it. “Wash.” There was something therapeutic about sinking her hands into hot water and scrubbing away, however strange that might seem. And she could use a little something therapeutic right now.

      He turned on the hot water to fill the sink. “Then I’ll dry.”

      She didn’t bother with rubber gloves, just squeezed some dish soap into the water and watched it foam up. “Ironic, isn’t it? A vampire using a detergent named after something so dangerous?”

      He looked over at the bottle of Dawn in her hands. “Not to you, thankfully.”

      She grabbed one of the many pans waiting to be cleaned and sank it into the hot, soapy water. “You think there will be any pushback to my announcement?”

      “About your ability to daywalk?”

      “Yes.” She gave the pan a good scrubbing, though it didn’t seem all that dirty. She rinsed it and handed it over.

      He took the pan. “Maybe. More likely, I think you’re going to see a slew of new friends come out of the woodwork. You’ll probably end up with all kinds of invitations from the governors who haven’t reached out to you yet. And even more from a lot of vampires who consider themselves somebody.”

      She went to work on the second pan, which had significantly more food stuck to it. “I suppose you’re right. I haven’t thought about it that much.”

      “You know how it is. People always want to align themselves with those they perceive to be more powerful than they are. Some because they fear you. Some because they think you can do something for them. Some because they just want to be around anyone with star power.”

      “Star power.” She laughed softly.

      “You think I’m kidding?” He nudged her with his elbow. “You’re practically a celebrity in the vampire world now after the fae battle and the resulting treaty.”

      “No, no. I don’t think you’re kidding. I just find it amusing is all. I had my taste of that kind of fame being married to Joe, if ‘fame’ is even the right word. Didn’t like it much then. Not sure I like it any better now.”

      “Wait until you’re queen.”

      Her smile went flat, and she stared at the bubbles in the sink. “I don’t know about all that. But what choice do I have?”

      “Well…if you could get Fitzhugh to drop his charges, the Prime would have no leverage over you.”

      “True. But I’d still be on his bad side.”

      “I’d say you could do something to disqualify yourself from even being eligible for queen, but anything of that magnitude would have other repercussions, and there’s no need to do that to yourself.”

      She thought for a moment. “Are you sure about that? I mean, there’s no small print on the qualifications for being leader of the North American vampire nation, is there? Like the way you can’t be Miss America if you’re married.”

      He grinned. “Not that I’m aware of. Sure, there might be, but nothing I know of. Certainly not being married.”

      “Was Artemis married?”

      “No. She had a rotating number of companions, but I don’t think she was interested in any single one of them enough to make it permanent.”

      Donna rinsed the pot and passed it on. The whole idea of small print and qualifications was still stuck in her head. But there was another question in there too. One she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer to. She asked it in a small, quiet voice. “Do you think I could survive being queen?”

      He stopped drying the pot to look at her, eyes narrowed in serious consideration. “I do. Although I know it would change you. And I don’t like that thought.”

      “How? Change me how?” She was genuinely interested in his opinion. He was one of the smartest thinkers she knew, always looking at a situation to see a few moves ahead.

      He put the pot down. “It’s a tremendously difficult job, one that would require you to step back from certain situations and hand them over to someone else to deal with. That’s not your style. You like to get things done in a certain way, with a certain amount of care and concern. It’s what makes you such a fantastic governor.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” He sighed. “But too much of that delegating, and you’d start to hate the job because you wouldn’t be digging in the way you like to. Or you’d do too much hands-on work and start to hate your life because the job was all-consuming. Either way, I think you’d end up suffering for it.”

      “But if I don’t take the job, you’re the one who could suffer.”

      He shrugged, a wistful smile playing on his lips. “I’d get through it.”

      She didn’t smile back. “Not if the council’s punishment was as severe as…” She couldn’t speak the rest of the words. Couldn’t think about the possibility that the council would sentence him the same way it had Claudette.

      “Hey, that’s not going to happen.”

      She shook her head. “I love that you want to make me feel better, but you know it’s a very real chance we’d take going up against the council. And I want nothing to do with that kind of risk. I might not survive being queen, but I know for sure I wouldn’t survive without you.”

      He put his arm around her shoulders and kissed her temple. “I feel the same way about you.”

      She swallowed the knot in her throat. “Then it’s settled. We have to find a way to get Fitzhugh to rescind his charges. There has to be something he wants.”

      “There is. You already know the answer to that.”

      Her brows bent. “I do?”

      Pierce nodded. “He wants to be king.”

      She growled. “No. That cannot happen.” She grabbed the next dish and shoved it under the water, splashing both of them. “I will quit this job if he takes the throne. Not just that, but I will really move to Florida then. I swear it.”

      Pierce laughed a little. “No argument from me. The council can’t actually think he’s a good choice, can they?”

      She slanted her eyes at him. “Do the council’s decisions always make sense?”

      He let out a long breath. “Point taken.”

      She wasn’t ready to give up, though. “There has to be something else Fitzhugh wants. We need to find out what that is and offer it to him in exchange for backing down on his charges. In fact, I don’t even care if he drops the one against me, but he’s got to drop his complaint against you. That’s all we need to happen.”

      The council might be hard on vampires, but it was even tougher when it came to dealing with human-against-vampire crimes. She’d learned as much from reading through some past reports she’d found on the governors’ loop.

      Pierce finished drying the pot in his hands and put it away. “Well, we have a whole road trip to figure it out. And for you to make your decision.”

      “Hopefully, we’ll get that long. The Prime could suddenly decide he wants my decision sooner. But enough of that conversation for now.” She exhaled in an attempt to clear out the thoughts about Fitzhugh and becoming queen and all of that nonsense. Time for a new subject. One that didn’t make her want to curl up in a ball and eat chocolate while sucking wine out of a sippy cup. “What do you think I should wear to meet Noah’s parents? I want to impress them. But not too much. You know what I mean?”

      He nodded. “I do. We should figure out a couple outfits, then decide after we get there and see what kind of people they are. We can do a drive-by of the house. That’ll give us an idea. Or…” He suddenly lit up. “We could Google them.”

      She sucked in a breath. “Why didn’t I think of that? Yes. As soon as we’re done here.”

      “It’s a plan.”

      “Christina said they own a chain of barbecue restaurants. Big Dog’s, I think she said.”

      Pierce gave that a moment of thought. “So they must have money. Not your kind of money, obviously, but I’m guessing they do all right.”

      “I just remembered something else Christina said. Noah’s father is the mayor of Timberville. No idea about his mom.”

      “Is that right? The mayor. That’s impressive.” Pierce tipped his head like he was thinking. “I bet the wife is into charities of some kind. Or at least has a pet project. We definitely need to dig to see what else we can find, but maybe you could wear a nice von Furstenberg wrap dress? That’s a classic. Can’t go wrong with that. Or if you want to go a little edgier, a little less expected, maybe a Roland Mouret.”

      “Keep in mind it’s going to be cold out there. Maybe colder than here. Could even be snowy. I need to account for the weather too.”

      “True. We should get you a good pair of boots before we leave.”

      “I’m not sure I really have time for a shopping trip. Or were you thinking we could get some things delivered like with the party dresses?”

      “Yes, that. You really need to do it anyway. Your wardrobe is good, but it’s still pretty limited.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve been busy.”

      “I’ll handle it. I’m sure I can have some things here by tomorrow afternoon. Even if we leave tomorrow night, that will work.”

      “I hadn’t even thought about when we’d leave, but I guess the sooner the better, huh?”

      “If you want to see the Millers on the way out to the funeral, then yes.”

      “Right. I’d better tell Charlie. Although I’m sure she knows. And I need to call Will Ferris. Do you think he’ll want to come?”

      Pierce seemed to consider that, then he nodded. “I do. He’s newly turned, and you’re his sire. It would be an interesting experience for a new vampire. And a chance for you two to get to know each other a little better now that you’re connected by blood. There’s a chance his daughters might want to come, too. But of course, Reggie has the deepest link to the vampire nation of any of his girls.”

      “She does.” Reggie had been engaged to a vampire, but Abraham had been killed by the fae. His death had been the catalyst for the Ferris family business of creating leather goods imbued with iron to protect vampires against the fae.

      An interesting business for a reaper father and his three witch daughters, but certainly a worthwhile one.

      Neo came bopping in. “Francine’s in. So is Bunni. But LaToya can’t really travel unless she brings her daughter with her, and that’s a lot of complication. Plus, I don’t think she’s all that jazzed about taking a baby to a vampire’s funeral.”

      Donna glanced at her. “I can understand that. So just Francine and Bunni, then.”

      “Yep.” Neo’s eyes gleamed brightly. “Well, not just them, because get this—Lionel wants to come too.”

      Lionel was Francine’s much younger, rock-star boyfriend. Well, younger in human years. In vampire years, he was very much her senior. His stage name was Leif Harker, and he was the front man for a very popular band called Bittersweet. And Charlie just happened to have a major fangirl crush on him. Donna rinsed the serving plate in her hands. “Wait until Charlie hears that.”

      “I know! But it gets better. He’s going to supply his own ride. His tour bus. Along with his driver. Francine said Lionel’s rig can easily sleep eight.”

      “Wow, that thing must be something else. You’d better tell Charlie so she can plan appropriately.”

      “I will.”

      “Thanks for taking care of that.”

      Neo gave her a nod. “No problem. Hey, I was thinking maybe during the trip sometime we could practice your glamouring skills? It’s really not hard. You just need some practice.”

      “Yes, please. That would be great.”

      “No problem.”

      As Neo started to leave, Donna thought of something. “Wait. Are you sure Lionel doesn’t want just him and Francine on that bus?”

      “No, he’s cool with whoever wants to join them. Probably Bunni and…I don’t know.” Neo shrugged. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “Yep, we will. Go on, tell Charlie. I’ll listen for the sound of her fainting away.”

      Neo laughed. “I can hardly wait.”

      Donna was glad they had the trip to look forward to. The circumstances were awful, but the timing was spot-on. Not only would she get to meet the family Christina might potentially be marrying into, but she’d get to spend quality time with the people who mattered most to her.

      They would undoubtedly help her figure out a way through her current mess.

      And even if they couldn’t, they’d all at least have a good time before everything came crashing down.
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      Donna, with her wineglass refilled, and Pierce, with a glass for himself, settled on the living-room couch. He’d also grabbed his laptop and was now firing it up to run a Google search on Christina’s potential in-laws.

      While he did that, Donna searched for something on the television to serve as a soothing distraction. She found a great old movie, Pillow Talk, and put it on. Who didn’t like a little Doris Day and Rock Hudson?

      “Do you know the parents’ names?” Pierce asked.

      “Just the Millers,” Donna replied. “But it shouldn’t be hard to find the rest out, right?”

      “Nope,” he said. “Not when he’s mayor of the town.” Pierce tapped away, and a few moments later, he stared triumphantly at his screen. “There we are. Tom and Jeanne Miller. They look nice.”

      He moved the laptop so she could see the screen. They did look nice. Nice and boring. In the best possible way.

      The pleasant-looking couple stood in front of a sign that read Big Dog’s Barbecue. The graphic was a smiling cartoon dog standing upright and wearing an apron and a chef’s hat.

      “They do look nice. And fairly harmless.” She glanced at Pierce. “Hard to tell much from a single picture, though.”

      “I can tell that he’s wearing a Rolex Submariner, and she’s got a pretty decent rock of a wedding ring. I bet those pearls are real too.”

      “Wow, nicely analyzed. And that just confirms that they’re doing pretty well for themselves. Or mortgaged out the wazoo. I need more pics.”

      “Give me a second.” He did a little more typing, then turned the screen toward her again. “Which one would you like to see bigger?”

      The screen was filled with thumbnails. Some of just Tom. Some of just Jeanne. Quite a few of them together.

      One showed them with two younger adults. All four of them had ice cream cones in their hands.

      Donna tapped that one. “That must be Noah. Let me see it.”

      Pierce called that one up, and it soon filled the screen.

      Noah had his father’s eyes and his mother’s wide smile. “Handsome. I suppose. In a very all-American, Midwestern kind of way.”

      Pierce snorted. “You really don’t want to like him, do you?”

      Donna frowned. There was no pretending around Pierce. “No. Can you blame me after what he did to Christina?”

      “You mean the part about how they both consented to sleep together? Or the part about how they’re both legally adults? Or how they’re—”

      “Hush.” She cut her eyes at him. “Stop being logical. And right. I can’t help how I feel. I’m her mother.”

      “I know.”

      “Well, have some sympathy. I’m trying to be cranky over here.”

      He laughed. “You’re doing a good job, but you’d better get it out of your system before we get to Indiana, because if you go in there with a chip on your shoulder, things probably won’t go that well.”

      “I know.” She sighed, still looking at the picture of her potential future son-in-law. He was so…wholesome-looking. And that ought to make her happy. He was kind of the anti-Joe. Which should be a good thing. But Donna couldn’t help but wonder if this boy would really love and cherish her Christina for the rest of their lives.

      Pierce leaned in a little. “I don’t blame you for feeling the way you do, and you have every right to it. But they’re in this together. And he does seem willing to do all the best things for her and the baby.”

      “Ugh. There you go being right again.”

      He laughed. “I’m awful that way.”

      She hooked her arm through his and leaned against him. “Who’s the girl? His sister, I’m guessing.”

      “That’s my guess too.” He clicked on the picture to go to the page it was on and read the description beneath it. “‘Mayor Miller and his family enjoy a day out at the opening of the Cup & Cone, Timberville’s newest ice cream spot.’” He shrugged. “No names, but it says ‘family,’ so sister seems confirmed.”

      “She’s very pretty,” Donna said. “Unfortunately, I now want ice cream.”

      He grinned. “We have some.”

      She was almost afraid to ask. “What kind?”

      “Two kinds. Mocha almond fudge and brown sugar vanilla with a bourbon caramel ripple.”

      Her mouth was already watering. “Where does Charlie find this stuff?”

      “Beats me, but I’m glad she’s in charge of stocking the RV.”

      Donna laughed. “Me too.”

      “You want some? I could go for a scoop myself.”

      She nodded. “Is it wrong that I kind of want a little of each?”

      “Wrong? Heck no. It’s just further proof of your ability to solve problems.” He slid his laptop over to her. “Here. Have a look at the Millers a little more while I get the ice cream.”

      “Thanks.”

      As he got up, she scrolled through the pictures. They looked like genuinely nice people. There was a photo of Jeanne at the opening of a new animal rescue. A picture of Noah playing lacrosse. His sister, who Donna found out was named Sarah, playing piano at a recital. There was nothing not to like about them.

      They looked like hardworking, overachieving, solid citizens.

      Which gave Donna something new to worry about. What if they decided Christina’s mob father was too dark a mark for them to bear? What if they refused to let Noah marry her? Or let him have anything to do with her? The baby might grow up without a father, but Donna knew Pierce and Temo would absolutely step in as role models. Worse, however, was that Christina’s heart would be broken.

      Donna knew firsthand what that was like. She closed the laptop, put her head back, and closed her eyes. Was Joe’s criminal shadow ever going to stop following them? She couldn’t let Christina go through that. Not on top of dealing with the pregnancy.

      Donna had to not only make a good impression, she had to make the Millers see that she was nothing like Joe. That she was a reformed woman out to do her part in making the world a better place.

      But how was she going to do that when she was actually the vampire governor of New Jersey? What was she going to tell them she did for a living? How was she going to explain where her money came from? Because if she couldn’t explain it, they’d think it was mob money. And that wasn’t going to go over so well with Mayor Tom Miller, a man who clearly valued his public image.

      She was going to have to come up with something. And fast.

      “Are you asleep?”

      She opened her eyes to see Pierce standing over her with two bowls, spoons protruding from each. She sat up and held her hands out for her bowl. “No. Just thinking.”

      He handed it to her. “Dare I ask about what?”

      “Just another problem that’s occurred to me.” She spooned up some of the brown sugar vanilla. “What am I going to tell the Millers that I do? I have to have a profession that explains my income. And it can’t be anything even vaguely hinky, or they’ll think I’m covering up because it’s mob money. It also can’t be too convoluted, because Christina has to be able to remember it and go along.”

      He ate a bit of his ice cream, thinking. “That is a dilemma. You’re right that it has to be plausible, and it has to be something you can easily back up. And simple so Christina doesn’t forget it.”

      “Nothing like that comes to mind.” She stuck the spoonful of ice cream into her mouth, hoping it would bring her an epiphany. Instead, she moaned in pleasure as the brown-sugar sweetness and heady bourbon caramel coated her tongue with sheer deliciousness. “Oh wow. This is amazing. Who makes this? I want to marry them.”

      Pierce grinned as he got another bite ready. “I don’t know. I think it’s local, though. Handmade in small batches. Not sure if the people involved are single or not.”

      Then he got a look on his face like something crazy or important had just occurred to him.

      “What?” she asked. “You have an idea. I can tell by the look on your face.”

      “I do. But I don’t know if you’re going to like it.”

      “I won’t know until I hear it.”

      “You could…marry me.”
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      Pierce blinked when she didn’t say anything. “I don’t mean for real. I mean we could say we’re married. Then your money could come from my money. My income as an attorney would easily explain how well you’re doing, so long as you don’t go into too much detail.”

      She got what he was saying, and it was a good plan. Except for one thing. “It would. You’re right. And I think we could easily pass for a married couple because of how comfortable we are around each other. There’s just one hitch. I’m not actually divorced yet. And isn’t that something they could look up?”

      He sighed. “You’re right. I got ahead of myself there. Sorry.”

      “Joe strikes again.” But she wasn’t ready to let that idea go just yet. She ate another bite of ice cream. “What if we just said we’re engaged? And living together? Would that be enough to imply you’re paying for everything?”

      “I guess it could.”

      She swallowed the spoonful before speaking again. “It kind of makes me sound like a mooch, though, right? I don’t want it to seem like I’m taking advantage of you. Or not contributing. There has to be something…”

      After a moment, his lips parted, and he smiled. “I’ve got it. I really do have it this time.”

      She sat up a little straighter. “Lay it on me.”

      His brows rose in anticipation of what he was about to tell her. He was clearly very pleased with his new idea. “You landed a big book deal. And you’re working on your memoir about life as a mob wife. Your publisher doesn’t want you to say too much about it just yet, because there’s the possibility of a movie deal. Or something like that.”

      She gasped. “That is brilliant.” Then she bit her lower lip. “Do you really think the Millers would buy me as a writer?”

      “Absolutely. And if they seem even the tiniest bit suspicious, tell them you’re working with a ghostwriter. Big celebrities do it all the time.” His eyes narrowed, and he tipped his head. “As it happens, I actually know a few people in the publishing industry. I bet they’d love to talk to you about a book deal.”

      She punched him playfully in the shoulder. “Settle down.”

      “I’m serious. The Mafia has always been a hot topic. You never know what you might get as an advance. There could even be a bidding war.”

      She gave him a look like he needed to get real. “Pierce.”

      “What? It wouldn’t hurt to put out a few feelers, would it?”

      She pondered that. If she had to walk away from this job as governor, she’d still need to support herself. And walking away was a very real possibility if this whole queen business got messy. She shrugged. “Sure, why not? Now that a lot of them are behind bars and I’m a lot more indestructible, I’m good with it. They might get angry, but I’m not too worried about what they might do.”

      He grinned. “Okay, then.”

      She turned back toward the television, slouched down with the bowl of ice cream directly under her chin, and shook her head. “Now let’s just finish this stuff before it melts. And then I’m going to bed. I can feel dawn approaching.”

      She needed to sleep with so much to do ahead of her. She just wasn’t sure she could get her brain to shut off.

      Thankfully, she did manage it, and when “morning” rolled around at two in the afternoon, she felt decently rested. Hungry too.

      Her phone held the standard text from Rixaline about everything being fine. Donna sent back a smiley face.

      With that sent, she padded out to the kitchen in her robe and slippers. Christina was in the living room, also in her robe, watching a talk show while eating a big bowl of cereal. A good sign she’d only just woken up too. Her feet were up on the coffee table, and Lucky was snoozing beside her.

      Donna went over and kissed her daughter on the head. “How are you, honey? Did you just get up?”

      “I’m good, Mom. I’ve been up for about half an hour. How are you?”

      “About to eat and then tackle the day. I think we’re leaving tonight for Kansas. First stop, Timberville, Indiana.”

      Christina tipped her head back, smiling. “You’re going to love Noah’s parents.”

      “I just hope they love me.” Donna meant that too. She wanted all of this to be as smooth and easy as possible. For Christina, mostly. The last thing a pregnant woman needed was stress. Donna didn’t want to take any more on either. Not with the council and the Prime already supplying her with an excess.

      “Mom, they will love you, because you’re amazing.”

      Donna smiled. “Thanks, honey. Do you know where your aunt is?”

      Christina nodded. “She had to run a few errands this morning. She should be home soon, though.” Suddenly, Christina frowned. “Hey, she’s not going to say anything about being a vampire hunter to Noah’s parents, and you’re not going to say anything about being a vampire, right?”

      “Absolutely not. Wait. Do they know yet that Aunt Cammie is coming? Did you tell them that?”

      “I said she might. But listen, what are you going to tell them?”

      Donna needed caffeine before this conversation went any further. Caffeine and blood. “Hang on, let me get some coffee, and I’ll come sit with you for a minute.”

      “Okay.”

      Donna went back to the kitchen, got a cup brewing, then quickly chugged a small glass of her favorite O negative while she was waiting. When the coffee finished, she added cream and sugar and took it to the living room to sit beside her daughter.

      She settled in and took a sip of the coffee before putting the cup on the table. “Pierce and I have come up with a plan.”

      Christina glanced over. “A plan for what?”

      “What we’re going to tell the Millers I do. I can’t very well say I’m the vampire governor of New Jersey, can I? But I have to have a feasible means of supporting myself. So this is Pierce’s idea, and I’m going with it. I’m going to say that I’m writing a book about my experiences being married to the mob and that I got a considerable advance. That will explain my income.”

      Christina’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment, she didn’t say anything. Then she sort of snort-laughed. “Yeah, I could see that.”

      “You could?” Donna had been sure Christina was going to think it was a far-fetched idea.

      “Sure. Why not? You’ve always loved books and movies, so why would it be so strange that you’d want to tell your own real-life adventures? I’m kind of surprised you don’t already write all of this down. I mean the vampire stuff. But then, I’m not sure you should actually publish that.”

      “Dr. Goldberg is always trying to get us to journal. Maybe I should start.” Donna thought about that. “You know, in the very beginning, I was constantly wishing there was a manual for new vampires. And there really should be. This isn’t the kind of life transition where trial and error are your best friend. Especially when the errors can get you killed.”

      Christina shrugged. “So do it. You’re plenty smart enough. And you could publish it under a pen name. No one would know. The cool thing would be that humans would think it was just for fun, you know? But actual vampires might find it really useful.”

      Donna shook her head. “I don’t know. Writing a book seems like a monumental task.” But the idea was planted, and she could tell it already had roots. She sipped her coffee, then gave Christina’s hand a squeeze. “Thanks for listening. I need to get dressed, then go see Charlie and find out what my to-do list looks like for the day. As soon as I know what time we’re leaving, I’ll let you know. You’re basically packed, though, right?”

      Christina nodded. “I am. Might not hurt to do one small load of laundry, though.”

      “Okay, sounds good. Yell if you need me.”

      “Will do.” Christina went back to her cereal, her show, and her cat.

      Donna picked up her coffee and returned to the bedroom, where she pulled on a favorite pair of leggings with an oversize, much-loved sweatshirt. Her bedroom slippers remained her footwear of choice. Today was going to be a busy day, and more than anything, she wanted to be comfortable.

      Besides whatever Charlie had for her to do, Donna would need to get packed as well, but other than basics, the rest would have to wait until she saw what clothing Pierce was able to have ordered in and what of those items she’d keep. She ran a brush through her hair, then wound it up and secured it with a clip. Now she felt ready to take on the day.

      She drank the last of her coffee as she left the bedroom, so she made another cup and took it to the office with her.

      Charlie was at her desk, and Pierce was sitting in one of the visitor chairs. Both said, “Good morning” at the same time.

      “Good morning. How are things going?”

      Charlie started. “RVs are rented. Just one, actually, since Lionel is letting us use his tour bus too. The RV I got has a master bedroom plus six additional sleeping areas—four bunks and a loft space over the front seats that’s accessible by a small ladder.”

      Donna nodded. “Sounds good. Christina might want that loft.”

      Charlie jotted that down on her notepad. “I’m sure the rest of us will be fine with the bunks. They’re pretty nice, from the description I was given. Each one is basically a mini bedroom with its own temperature controls, lighting, and entertainment center for movies, satellite TV, and music.”

      “Wow, that sounds pretty cool.” Donna was impressed.

      Charlie nodded. “This RV lacks for nothing. It’s specifically designed for comfort, convenience, and vampire safety. It’s completely UV-shielded and features bulletproof glass. Not that I think anyone will be shooting at us.”

      “Good to know,” Donna said.

      Charlie continued with a smile. “Besides the master bedroom with its own bathroom, there’s another full bath in the main cabin. And a fully kitted-out kitchen with a full-size fridge. There are also three large-screen televisions, a state-of-the-art sound system, a security system with cameras, and heated floors.”

      Donna stared at her. “So basically you’ve rented a hotel suite on wheels. A really nice hotel suite.”

      Charlie laughed. “Something like that.”

      “Where did you find such a thing? Not that I’m surprised you did.”

      Pierce chuckled. “Charlie can get anything.”

      The admin grinned. “I have my sources.” Then she shook her head. “I’ve rented from this company before. Road Warriors. They specialize in sales of custom RVs for all kinds of supernaturals, but thankfully they have several available for rent as well.”

      “I’m very glad.” Donna sat at her desk. “What about a driver?”

      “We need to make a decision about that. Both Temo and Pierce have offered, but I think we should hire a driver.”

      Donna glanced at Pierce. “If you’re driving, you might get tired. And you won’t be as available if I need you.”

      “True. But I’m happy to help.”

      Donna gave it a moment of thought. “Adding a driver would require giving up one of the bunks.”

      Charlie nodded. “Like I said, we need to figure it out. I guess it all depends on who’s coming with us. Speaking of, did you find out if Will and any of his daughters want to join us?”

      Donna grimaced. “No. I totally blanked on that last night, even though I said I’d call him. And I left my phone in the bedroom too.” She stood up, coffee in hand again. “I’m going to make that call right now, and then I’ll let you know.”

      “All right. Thank you.”

      Donna went straight back to her room. Christina was still watching TV. Lucky hadn’t moved either. He was clearly happy to have his girl home.

      She closed her bedroom door, picked up her phone, and dialed.

      Will answered right away. “Good afternoon, Donna.”

      “Hi, Will. How are you?”

      “Doing great. It’s safe to say I am through the transition period and now settled into my new self.”

      “That’s wonderful. I’m so glad to know it was a pretty smooth shift for you.”

      “What can I say? There’s not all that much difference between being a reaper and being a vampire. Okay, the blood part is new, but surprisingly not that hard to get used to.”

      “I know, right? I thought that was going to take some getting used to as well, but it’s funny how your appetites change.”

      “For sure.”

      “How are your daughters? Are they okay with you this way?”

      “Donna, they are thrilled that I’m alive. I don’t think they would have cared if you’d changed me into a fluffy pink bunny with three eyes. But yeah, they’re good with me being a vampire.”

      She laughed. “Excellent. Well, as it happens, I’m calling to talk to you about something else as well. Artemis’s funeral. Are you interested in going?”

      “Would that be allowed? I’ve only just been turned.”

      “She was my grandsire, so in a way, you have her blood in your veins now. And I’m going, so there’s no reason you can’t come as my guest. If you’re interested. There’s plenty of room on the RV.”

      “Huh. I hadn’t given it any serious consideration. I didn’t know it was a possibility.”

      “Well, I don’t mean to pressure you, but my admin would like to know soon. We’d be leaving today. Short notice, I know. But we still have some things to take care of, like packing, stocking the RV, figuring out the driver—”

      “I could drive.”

      “You could?”

      “Sure, I have my CDL license. I used to drive big rigs for a living. Before my wife passed.”

      “Wow, that would be great. Thank you. And happy to have you.”

      “Thanks. I don’t want to get greedy, but Harper would probably like to come too. She loves to travel, and I know she was pretty upset by the queen’s death. Would that be okay? If not, just say so.”

      “No, that’s fine. I was already anticipating that she might want to come. We’d love to have her. My daughter, Christina, is coming as well.”

      “All right.” He laughed softly. “I haven’t been on a road trip in a long time. This might be fun.”

      “I hope so. If nothing else, we’ll get to know each other better.”

      “I look forward to it. What time should Harper and I be there?”

      “We pull out at eight, so I’d suggest no later than seven thirty.”

      “We’ll see you then. Thank you again for inviting us.”

      “You’re welcome.” She hung up and went to tell Charlie that the traveling party was now complete.

      It would be nice to have Will and Harper along, but as she walked to the office, she worried that Christina might find being the only human in the group a little overwhelming. Harper was human, but she was also a witch. With a little bit of reaper blood in her. So not completely human either. Pierce was technically human, but he was so deeply entrenched in this life that he could have passed for supernatural.

      If Christina couldn’t handle it, Donna might have to fly her back early. Not such a big deal, but that would mean either getting an Uber for her or getting someone to pick her up from the airport and bring her back to the penthouse, which Donna would prefer. Penina could do it, Donna figured, and probably wouldn’t mind. Donna exhaled. She was going to have to keep an eye on Christina and watch how she handled it all.

      Because the only other option Donna could think of was to let her stay with the Millers. Donna wasn’t quite ready to hand her daughter over to people she didn’t know.
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      As Charlie, Pierce, and Donna were working on figuring out who was going to travel in what vehicle, what supplies they needed to bring, what supplies they still needed to purchase, and what, if any, weapons to pack, security called up.

      Charlie answered, listened, said “yes” a few times, then hung up. “Pierce? The clothing you ordered for Donna has arrived.”

      He stood. “On it. Let me get everything set up, and then you can start shopping.” He went out to do just that, coming back about fifteen minutes later to let Donna know the clothes were ready for inspection. “All set when you are.”

      Donna was ready, but he had a funny look on his face, like something secret had amused him. She got up and met him at the door. “What’s that look for? What have you done?”

      “Nothing bad, I assure you.” The look didn’t go anywhere.

      “Spill it.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough, so I hope you don’t mind, but I had them send a small selection of maternity clothes for Christina. I know it’s early days, and they might not even be to her taste, but I just thought—”

      Donna took his face in her hands and kissed him on the mouth. “You never cease to amaze me. Thank you. What a thoughtful thing to do. If I hadn’t been so distracted with all this Prime business, I might have actually thought of that myself.”

      “I know you would have,” he said.

      “Well done, Pierce,” Charlie said. “Okay, the RV will be delivered in about two hours, and I need to inspect it before I sign off on delivery. I also need to go shopping to stock us up for the trip, but I’m dying to see what you got.”

      Donna tipped her head toward the front of the penthouse. “Come see. Then take Temo with you, and you can get the shopping done in half the time.”

      “All right, I’ll see if he wants to go.” She glanced down at the list of travel arrangements one more time. “I’m still not sure about setting things up this way.”

      Pierce’s eyes narrowed. “What aren’t you sure of?”

      Charlie tapped her pen on the desk. “I can see putting Temo and Neo on Lionel’s bus, but that leaves the governor on the RV without her head of security.”

      Donna shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a problem. For one thing, we’ll be traveling together the whole time. For another, we’ll have Will with us. He might not be trained as a security officer, but I guarantee he could do the job.”

      Pierce nodded. “I’d agree with that. The man is a reaper, after all. And we’ll have Harper, a very skilled witch. You’re not exactly without some power either, Miss Rollins.”

      Reluctantly, Charlie gave a little nod. “That’s true. But a banshee’s scream doesn’t equal the kind of brute force Temo brings to the table.” Then she looked up at them. “We just need to make sure Will knows he’s doing double duty.”

      “We will,” Donna assured her. “Now let’s go figure out what I’m wearing to meet my future in-laws. And to the funeral.”

      They followed Pierce out to the living room, where not one but two racks of clothing awaited her. The smaller rack still had the zippered fabric covering over it, and Donna wondered if that was the maternity stuff.

      Those two racks weren’t the end of it, though. In typical Pierce style, there was also an assortment of shoes, including lots of boots, both heeled and flat, handbags, and other accessories. Enough to start a brand-new wardrobe. Or pad out her existing one.

      Christina, who’d finally changed out of her pajamas and into yoga pants and a slouchy sweater, had moved to a different spot on the couch and was now facing the newly arrived haul. She had a cup of marshmallow-topped hot chocolate in her hands. “Mom. This is very cool.”

      “What? Having clothes delivered so that I can shop from home?”

      She nodded and sipped her cocoa. “This is like Kardashian-level cool.”

      Charlie shook her head, clearly amused. “I suppose it is.”

      Donna laughed as she and Charlie took seats on the couch as well. “I’m glad you approve. Pierce arranged all this. He’s excellent at putting outfits together. Speaking of…” She looked at him. “You want to show me what you selected?”

      “Absolutely.” He started pointing out the selection of wrap dresses, some more structured dresses, then some warmer separates, including a couple of oversize cashmere sweaters with cowl necks that looked like the sort of thing Donna might never want to take off.

      He’d also had a good number of black dresses and suits sent over. Donna had a few of those, but her black dresses tended to be more cocktail than funeral, so it made sense. Donna selected everything she liked, took it all into the bedroom, and made short work of trying it on. She showed a few of the items she was unsure about to the group, but there was no time for a full-on fashion show.

      With her selections made, there were still three new winter coats to choose from. Donna loved her current coat, which was a sweeping creation of navy wool, but it was a little more fall than winter. And she could see that having a second option could be useful.

      “Which one do you like?” Pierce asked.

      One in particular caught her eye, but she didn’t want to like the gorgeously long and luxurious tan wool number because of the wide fur collar. Regardless, there was something so glamourous about the whole look of it, from the sash belt knotted at the waist to the way it flared slightly through the bottom half. With tall boots, it would be amazing.

      She pointed to it reluctantly. “That one. But I don’t want it. I don’t like fur. I just can’t stand the idea of those poor little animals being killed in the name of fashion.”

      Charlie was frowning. “I don’t like that one bit either. Such a shame, because that coat is just perfect.”

      He smiled. “Then rest easy, ladies, because this collar is completely man-made. It’s also detachable, so you can wear this coat more casually if you like.”

      “Really? That doesn’t look like fake fur at all.” Donna’s brows went up. That changed things.

      “Try it on, Mom,” Christina urged her.

      Charlie nodded. “It is amazing.”

      Donna got up and slipped into the coat with a little assistance from Pierce. She pulled it closed and cinched the belt, then faced her audience. “What do you think?”

      Charlie was smiling, and Christina looked enraptured. Her daughter gave her a slow nod. “I love it.”

      “It’s you, Governor. And it will be perfect for any harsh weather we encounter.”

      Donna glanced at Pierce as she started taking the coat off. “Add it to the keep-me pile.”

      Christina drained the last of her hot chocolate and set the mug on the table. “Just curious, but how much is that coat?”

      Pierce’s brows rose slightly. “It’s several thousand dollars.”

      “For real?” Christina’s eyes got big. “I know you have money, but wow.”

      Pierce took the coat from Donna to rehang it. “Your mom has to look a certain way in this job. If she didn’t, people wouldn’t think she was successful. It’s important that she represent herself as powerful but also put-together while maintaining her own sense of style and femininity. And the governor’s budget allows for all of that. So why not?”

      Christina folded her legs under her. “I think it’s great. You kind of are a Kardashian, Mom. Except without the embarrassing social media. Or weird facial fillers. Actually, you’re better than a Kardashian, because you’re also a vampire. They could never be that cool.”

      “Thank you, honey,” Donna said. Then she looked at Pierce. “I think we’re ready for that second rack, don’t you?”

      His smile widened, and he addressed Christina again. “Are you ready to look through your selections?”

      Her mouth came open slightly. “My selections?”

      He unzipped the navy shroud covering the other rack. “Just some things I thought might make the coming months more comfortable. And more fashionable.”

      There were jeans, some sweaters, a couple of dresses, a few pairs of dressier pants, and some miscellaneous tops. At the very end were several coats, all in the popular puffer style that seemed to be the rage with Christina’s age group.

      She stared at the rack. “That stuff is for me?”

      Pierce nodded. “All of it maternity wear. I wasn’t sure of your size, so there are a few in each selection.”

      Christina stared for another second, then burst into tears. “That’s…so…nice of…you,” she sobbed.

      Charlie leaned in and put her arm around the girl. “There, there.”

      Donna grabbed the tissue box from the side table and stuck it on her daughter’s lap. “It’s okay, sweetheart.”

      Christina pulled out a handful and blew her nose, then wiped at her eyes. “Stupid pregnancy hormones,” she muttered. “I’m sorry. Thank you. That was so nice of you to think about me.”

      “Actually,” Pierce said, “it was your mom’s idea.”

      Donna shook her head. “Pierce is being kind to make me look good. It was his idea. I might have thought of it eventually, but I had a head full of other things, unfortunately.”

      Christina smiled, sniffling. “Doesn’t matter. He thought of it, but you’re paying for it. So it’s half and half.”

      “Smart girl,” Pierce said. Then he stepped back. “Come have a look.”

      While Christina riffled through the clothing, Donna got to work trying on the boots and looking through the handbags. She really didn’t need another handbag, but there was a small black alligator embossed patent leather clutch trimmed with small gold studs that spoke to her. And it was funeral-appropriate.

      In addition, she settled on two pairs of boots. One stiletto pair matched the patent leather clutch and were almost too gorgeous for words, especially with the line of gold spiked studs down the back and the eye-catching red soles, thanks to Mr. Louboutin.

      Another more utilitarian pair of boots that went to about midcalf, and while they laced all the way up, they also had an easy-access zipper on the side. In black leather with grippy, lug soles and some faux shearling trim around the top, they seemed perfect for snow or muck.

      At last, everything was sorted, and they went back to work. Pierce took care of calling for the pickup and return of the clothes they weren’t keeping, Charlie went to get Temo to do the shopping trip for supplies for the RV, and Donna went off to pack. Cammie arrived home shortly after they all dispersed. Donna gave her an update, then she went to pack as well.

      Christina and Lucky disappeared to nap.

      Donna took her big suitcase down from the closet shelf and laid it open flat on the bed. She started with the simplest things. Bras and underwear, pajamas more modest than her usual nightgowns, since they’d be all together for the duration of the trip, then jeans, leggings, tunics, sweatshirts, some tanks and tees for layering, and socks.

      That was the comfy, everyday stuff.

      Next, she turned to the funeral outfit. She’d chosen a black Carolina Herrera suit from the things Pierce had brought in. It was wool gaberdine, beautifully draped with strong, feminine lines. The only accents were the faceted jet buttons.

      She’d put a simple black cashmere shell underneath and pair it with her new Louboutin boots and clutch, which had plenty going on without the suit being further adorned. It was perfect. Maybe she’d add pearls, like she’d done for the funeral of the wolf who’d died during the fae raid. Although maybe not with all the gold studs on the boots.

      Simple diamond studs would be fine. This was a queen’s funeral, after all.

      Although she wasn’t sure what kind of ceremony to expect. She really needed to ask Charlie. Surely if anyone knew what was appropriate at a queen’s funeral, it would be her.

      Donna really wished she knew who else was going. Namely, Fitzhugh.

      Anticipating his presence would help her prepare. He had to be going, though, didn’t he? Wouldn’t skipping the queen’s funeral be a dumb move for the man who so desperately wanted to be king?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Donna finished packing, proud that she’d managed to keep it to two bags: one for clothing, one for accessories and toiletries. As she was picking out the jewelry she wanted to take, she realized she still hadn’t tested Dr. Fox’s theory that she might no longer need her crucifix to be safe from the sun.

      That seemed like something worth knowing before the trip. But she also didn’t want to do it alone.

      With that on her mind, she went to her sister’s room. It didn’t surprise her that Cammie had already finished her packing and was now sitting quietly, reading. “Can you help me with something?”

      Cammie looked up as she put her bookmark in place and set the book aside. “Sure, what do you need?”

      “When I was going through all of that blood testing when the fae poisoned me, Dr. Fox told me he didn’t think the crucifix was necessary to keep me sunproof. I want to test that, but I don’t want to do it alone. Just in case I need someone to haul my flaming body back into the shade.”

      Cammie rolled her eyes as she laughed. “I don’t think that’s going to be the outcome, but I’m happy to help. Roof?”

      Donna nodded.

      They headed up to the roof but stayed on the small landing just outside the door.

      Cammie took the lead, cracking the door a few inches, which let in a blinding shaft of light and a burst of cold air. She stuck her foot against the door’s exterior side to keep it open. “Definitely sunny outside. How do you want to do this? You’re not just going to step out there, are you?”

      “No. I figured I’d just take the crucifix off, hand it to you, and stick my arm into the light.”

      “Okay.”

      Donna reached back to unhook the necklace. “What errands were you running this morning?”

      “Just picked up a few things for the trip.” Cammie sighed. “And I returned my Venari sword and armor to the convent. Wasn’t mine to keep since I left the order.”

      Donna unfastened the catch and let the chain and cross pool in her palm. “I’m sorry. That had to be hard.”

      Cammie gave a short nod. “It wasn’t the most enjoyable thing I’ve done.”

      Donna handed the necklace to her sister. “Does that mean you won’t be doing any more freelance hunting?”

      “No. It just means I don’t have the same level of equipment. It’s not a big deal.”

      But there was a hint of worry in Cammie’s eyes. Donna didn’t like the idea of her sister going out to do battle with the big paranormal baddies of the world without the right kind of gear. She had an idea about how to fix that, though.

      “Seems like a big deal to me,” Donna said. “Was that stuff really effective at protecting you when you went out to hunt?”

      “It did. But there are other swords and armor.” She tipped her head toward the door. “You ready?”

      Donna took a breath. “As I’ll ever be.”

      She pushed the sleeve of her sweatshirt up, took a breath, then stuck her hand into the stream of light coming through the door. As soon as the heat of the sun’s rays hit her, she yelped and jerked her arm back.

      Cammie’s eyes went wide. “Are you okay? What happened?”

      Donna laughed, hearing the nerves in her voice even as she did. “Actually, I sort of overreacted there. It didn’t hurt. I’m fine. I just felt the heat of the sun and freaked.”

      “You’re sure?”

      She looked at her hand. “It didn’t do anything. Not that a third of a second is a good indicator of actual results.”

      Cammie rolled her eyes. “You want to try that again, then?”

      “Yes. Sorry.” Donna tried not to laugh at her own foolishness, but it was hard. She eased her hand into the light again, this time actively concentrating on what she was truly feeling. Warmth, mostly. And not much else.

      “Well?” Cammie asked.

      Donna shrugged. “Just the heat of the sun. Nothing more than that.” She stuck her arm a little farther out. “Is this really possible?”

      “It has to be. You’re doing it.” Cammie glanced at the necklace in her hand. “Maybe it wasn’t the crucifix, after all.”

      “No, it definitely was. I tried this before, and I ended up with blisters.”

      Cammie frowned. “When did you do that?”

      “Right after I was turned. I pretty much suspected it was the crucifix, but I wanted to test it, so I took it off and did exactly what I’m doing now. And I ended up with some very painful blisters almost immediately. Thankfully, they healed, but it was a lesson learned.”

      Cammie took hold of Donna’s hand and turned it in the light. “There’s not a mark on you now.”

      “No, but I’m not sure I’m about to go strolling through the park in the middle of the day anytime soon.” She pulled her hand back. “What if there’s some sort of time limit? What if after twenty minutes without the crucifix, I’m suddenly vulnerable again?”

      Cammie grimaced.

      Donna nodded. “Yep. I’m not ready to risk that yet.”

      “Nor should you.” Cammie held the necklace out to her. “Have you tested this to see if it works on any vampire? Or is it exclusive to you?”

      “I haven’t.” Donna thought about that as she took the crucifix back. “That would be interesting to see.”

      “Isn’t Neo downstairs?”

      “I don’t know. She might have gone back to her place to pack for the trip.” Donna fastened the chain around her neck again. “She’s one of the few I’d trust to try it out, though.”

      “You should. Just to see what the necklace is capable of. Could come in handy someday.”

      Donna nodded. “I agree.” She lifted up her sweatshirt and pulled her phone from her waistband. “I’m going to text her, see where she is.”

      Cammie let the door close, pitching them into darkness for a moment until their eyes adjusted. “Cool. I want to see this for myself.”

      Donna dashed off a quick text. You downstairs?

      A few seconds went by, but then Neo answered quickly. No, my place. Packing. You need me?

      No, just wondering. See you tonight.

      Yep. Later.

      Donna looked up at Cammie and shook her head. “She’s at her place packing, like I thought. We’ll have to test it out along the way. If the opportunity presents itself.”

      Voices from the penthouse traveled up the stairwell. Charlie and Temo had returned.

      Donna smiled. “Come on, let’s go see what this RV looks like.”

      They raced downstairs and found Charlie, Temo, Pierce, and Christina in the kitchen. Lucky was sitting by his food, looking pretty convinced that with that many people in the room, someone should be able to feed him.

      “Boss,” Temo started excitedly. “Wait until you see this RV. You’re not going to believe it.”

      “That good, huh? Tell you what. Let me get Lucky a can of food, then we’ll all go downstairs and have a look.”

      “I can feed him,” Christina said.

      “You go put shoes on. You’re not going outside in bare feet. Even if it’s just for a minute.”

      Christina rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “Okay.”

      She left, and Donna grabbed a can of food for Lucky. “Really something, huh?”

      Charlie answered, “I think we’re going to be just fine in this thing. I don’t know what Lionel’s tour bus looks like, although I intend to find out, but he might be jealous of us.”

      Donna smiled as she dumped the can of food into a new dish. Charlie’s crush on Lionel might have lessened a little, but it was definitely still alive and kicking. She put the dish on Lucky’s food mat so he could eat. “Well, I’m excited to see it. And it’s all stocked up?”

      Christina nodded. “We need to still bring the luggage down and some other things from our kitchen here, but otherwise, we’re good to go.”

      Christina came back in, now wearing a pair of slip-on sneakers. “I’m ready. Should I get my suitcase? Are we taking bags down now?”

      Temo shrugged and looked at Donna. “It’s not a bad idea. We could save a trip or two.”

      She nodded. “Okay, let’s do it. Everybody grab their bags. Or whatever’s ready to go.”

      Five minutes later, they were all assembled in the elevator lobby, waiting on the door to open. Donna had brought only her big bag. That way, if she had forgotten anything, she could stick it in the smaller one.

      The elevator arrived, and they piled in, shifting spots, and rolling bags back and forth to make room for everyone and everything.

      They made it down and out into the Wellman Towers main lobby. As they exited the elevator, all eyes were on the courtyard outside.

      And the beautiful vehicle awaiting them.

      The sleek black and gray beast seemed to stretch for miles.

      “It’s huge,” Donna said.

      Charlie nodded as she pushed the unlock button on the key fob. “It has to be to sleep as many people as it does and still provide some living space.”

      “Of course. I’m just glad Will used to drive eighteen-wheelers.” Donna smiled. “I can’t wait to see the inside.”

      “Then let’s go,” Charlie said.

      Everyone left their bags next to the RV, and Charlie led them in to inspect their home on the road. Donna followed with Christina, Cammie, Pierce, and Temo behind. As soon as the door opened, Donna knew this was going to be something special. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected exactly, but it wasn’t the interior she saw.

      White leather upholstery and driftwood gray plank tiles set the tone for the look. More shades of gray made up the glass and marble-tiled backsplash in the kitchen area, a perfect complement to the glossy white cabinets with brushed-nickel handles.

      Strips of LED lighting seemed to border everything, providing a soft glow. For more lighting, there were recessed overheads and crystal wall sconces. Huge windows provided plenty of natural light, though, so there didn’t seem to be any dark areas.

      Touches of soft dusty blue and sand gave the whole place a high-end spa vibe.

      “It looks like a beach house,” Christina said. “A really posh one. Like something from MTV Cribs. Okay, actually nicer than that.”

      Donna smiled. Her daughter’s assessment was spot-on. “It does kind of look like a beach house.” The kind that cost millions. The space was stunning. And immaculate. That would change after they’d all been in it for five minutes, she was sure. Not that they were all a bunch of slobs. Far from it. But six people and all of their stuff would definitely make an impact on the general tidiness of the place.

      “This is what’s considered the lounge, and it is very nice. Especially when the slide-out is engaged, which adds another two feet to the width in here.” Charlie then turned to point at the loft above the cockpit. “There’s a queen-size sleeping space up there, then the master bedroom in the back, but in just a minute, I’ll show you the bunks.”

      Donna looked at her daughter. “Do you want that loft?”

      Christina glanced at it. “That might work for me.”

      Charlie smiled. “It does have a privacy curtain that you can shut, as well as its own temperature controls, entertainment center, and lighting.”

      “Really?” Christina’s brows went up. “Yeah, that could definitely work. I might climb up there and have a look.”

      “Go right ahead,” Donna said.

      Christina grinned. “Not until I see the rest of this joint first.”

      “What I see of the kitchen already looks perfect.” Donna pointed. “Namely, that the coffee maker is front and center.”

      “Amen to that,” Cammie said.

      “Priorities.” Grinning, Charlie gestured for them to follow her. She led them past the kitchen, which was part of the open living/dining space, and into a much narrower hall, barely wide enough for two people to pass shoulder to shoulder.

      She turned to face them and gestured to a sliding door on the left. “This is the main bathroom. Full-size shower, or at least as full-size as you can hope for in a space like this. Toilet, big sink, and a decent amount of storage in the cabinetry. One nice perk—the shower doubles as a steam room.”

      “I bet Lionel’s rig doesn’t have that,” Temo said.

      “You never know,” Donna said.

      Charlie pointed next at the long, accordion shutters next to her. There were four of them, two on top, two on the bottom. “These are the bunks.”

      She unlocked one of the accordion shutters and slid it back so they could see inside.

      “Wow.” Donna’s brows went up. “That’s pretty nice for a bunk.”

      “Looks bigger on the inside,” Christina said.

      “Like the TARDIS,” Pierce added. “That’ll do very nicely for me.”

      Charlie nodded. “Me too.” Then she held up a finger. “Something to note. If you sleep in a bunk, you must always sleep with your feet toward the driver. In case of an accident or sudden braking, you do not want to go headfirst into the wall. I don’t care how supernatural we are, that wouldn’t be fun.”

      Christina made a face. “I am definitely taking the loft.”

      Then Charlie went all RV spokesmodel and started pointing out the amenities in the bunk. “This is the personalized temperature control. There are two main vents and a retractable fan. Each bunk has a window with an automated privacy shade. Just push a button, and the glass goes dark.”

      Temo whistled. “That is slick.”

      Charlie reached in and pushed a button on the control panel against the side wall. A small screen descended from the bunk’s ceiling about halfway down. “Personal HD flat-screen that’s connected to the satellite antenna and has a prestocked selection of movies.” Her finger moved slightly. “There’s also a headphone jack, or the capability to go wireless if you have your own Bluetooth headset.”

      “Does the loft have all of this?” Christina asked.

      Charlie nodded. “Same setup. Just more space.”

      “Cool.”

      Charlie smiled. “I suppose we don’t all need to see the master bedroom.”

      “I don’t mind,” Donna said. “I say lead on. After all, it has the other bathroom on board. We might need to share it when we’re getting ready. Or if someone’s showering or whatever. Go ahead, show us.”

      “Very good.” Charlie turned and touched a panel next to the frosted-glass door that ended the hallway.

      The door slid open, revealing the master suite.
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      There weren’t enough words in Donna’s vocabulary to accurately describe how incredible the space was. It was in similar colors as the rest of the coach, but the soft grays and muted sea blue dominated, along with a bolder teal. The glossy white cabinetry present in the living room and kitchen existed in this room as well, but in here, it had been finished to a soft satin sheen.

      The enormous bed came out from the left wall, and with its sumptuous white-and-gray-patterned comforter and soft blue accent pillows, it looked like a nest she might never get out of. “Is that really a king-size bed? In an RV?”

      Charlie nodded as she moved around the space to let everyone in. “It is. And…” Charlie reached down, pushed a button or pulled a lever or something, and the bed lifted like it was hinged at the headboard.

      Underneath was a storage area. “This is generally used as an armory, or it could just be for added storage. We do need to bring the queen’s sword back, and Temo and I have selected a few other weapons to bring along, so it won’t be completely empty.”

      “Fine with me,” Donna said. She shook her head as Charlie pushed the bed down to its original position. “I never imagined there’d be a bedroom like this.” She glanced at the rest of them. “I have to admit I feel a little guilty taking all this space for myself when everyone else is in a bunk.”

      “Hey,” Pierce said. “Those bunks are very well appointed. And you’re the governor. You should have a nice space. You’re the one bearing the most weight on this trip. Meeting your in-laws and representing the state of New Jersey at the funeral and dealing with the politics of it all. Chances are, you’re going to need a place to retreat to. I promise you, we all want you to have this room.”

      “He’s right, boss,” Temo said. “Don’t feel bad about it.”

      Charlie nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. Don’t even give it another thought.”

      Donna smiled. They always had a way of making her feel better about things. She was blessed to have such a great team around her. “Thank you. All of you. Even so, this is such a nice space.” She looked at her sister. “Do you want to share this room with me?”

      The side of Cammie’s mouth hitched up in an amused grin. “You want a vampire hunter to share a bed with a vampire? What if you suddenly decide I’m a tasty snack in the middle of the night? I’m good with a bunk. Which, by the way, is already nicer than my cell was at the convent.”

      Donna laughed. “I would never bite you. Not even accidentally while I was sleeping. You’d probably taste bitter anyway.” With a wink at her sister, she glanced at her daughter. “How about you? Do you want to share this room with me?”

      “Thanks, but you know I’ve been sharing a dorm room for, like, forever, right? I will happily take that loft with the privacy screen.”

      “All right.” That was that, Donna supposed. At least she’d offered.

      Charlie put her hand flat on the wall panel behind her and gave it a push. It opened to reveal hanging closet space. She pushed on the one next to it, and it opened to show off shelves and drawers. “There’s plenty of storage in here.”

      Then she gestured to the ceiling across from the bed. “There’s a large flat-screen that drops down from there if you want to watch television. There are controls by the bed for the sound system as well, so there’s music available too. Anything, really. It’s satellite radio.”

      “Great.” Donna doubted she’d have time for much of that. Maybe a movie or two, but she had a tablet loaded with books that she’d wanted to read for ages. That was all the entertainment she needed.

      “But the real perk of this room is the bathroom.” Next to the closet area was another frosted-glass door. Charlie slid it open and stood back.

      More glass tile, gray driftwood plank flooring, and a sea-green-glass sink were visible beyond.

      “Go ahead,” Charlie said. “Have a look.”

      Donna peeked in. The large walk-in shower had a rainfall showerhead and a bench seat, as well as more controls than seemed standard for any shower, let alone one in an RV.

      “It’s another steam-bath option,” Charlie said. “And another great thing about this RV is that it has hot water on demand, so no matter how many of us need to shower and get ready, there will be plenty of it to go around.”

      “You really outdid yourself, Charlie.” Donna couldn’t believe this was actually going to be their home away from the penthouse for the next week or so. “Well done.”

      Charlie beamed. “Thank you, Governor.”

      Donna moved out of the way so everyone else could have a look. There were lots of oohs and aahs and superlative comments.

      When they’d had their fill and started to filter back toward the front of the RV, Donna rubbed her hands together while her mind worked. She had a phone call she really needed to make. And she needed to make it soon.

      “I’m going back up to the penthouse. I just realized I have something I need to take care of before we leave. Can someone just stick my suitcase in the bedroom? I’ll have plenty of time to unpack later.”

      Pierce nodded. “I can do that for you.”

      “Thanks. See you back up there.”

      “Yep.”

      She slipped out while Charlie was showing Temo how the pantry could be used to store any additional, smaller weapons they might want to bring. Christina was already in the loft, testing out the privacy screen. They all seemed happy.

      Donna got on the elevator, went straight up to the penthouse, and as she headed for the door, she pulled her phone out and dialed.

      “Will Ferris, at your service.”

      Donna smiled as she walked into the penthouse. “Hi, Will. I need some help with something. And I’m hoping we can make it happen before we leave this evening. Again, sorry for the short notice. That seems to be my new thing.”

      He laughed. “Don’t worry about it. If it’s possible, I’ll do my best to get it done. What do you need?”

      Lucky had returned to the living-room sofa, where he was intently chewing on the toes of his back foot. Donna reached over to give him a scratch on the head. “I need two of your jackets. One of them sort of your standard issue, fairly petite. But the other is going to be a little more custom, but for someone bigger than me by an inch and a half in height and twenty pounds more in muscle.”

      The leathers he made were unlike anything else available. Imbued with iron and fitted to perfection with magic, there was no greater protective gear for a vampire. At least not that Donna knew about.

      “Two jackets by this evening are a tall order. Everything we have is pretty much made to order. There are a few pieces we might be able to make work. A couple of things made as samples, a few special orders not picked up, that sort of thing. I’ll have to dig around, see what’s available. The girls would need to know exact measurements, though, in order to fine-tune the incantation that provides the final tailoring.”

      “Could Harper do that when she gets here and sees the recipients in person?”

      “Hmm. I think that could work, but I’ll ask her to make sure.”

      “Great.”

      “Can you tell me a little more about the one you said would be more custom? Because even though we specialize in protecting vampires, we’ve done gear for all kinds of supernaturals, so it might not be as custom as you think.”

      She bit her lip. “Have you ever done protective gear for a vampire hunter?”

      Silence met her question. “A vampire hunter? You want to protect someone whose life’s work is taking out our kind? Forgive me, Governor, but I need a little more explanation on this one.”

      “I understand. She was a vampire hunter. I mean, she still is, sort of. She’s just more of a freelancer now, and she only goes after the rogue supernaturals. Of late, demons mostly. She’d never hurt me or any of my friends.”

      “And you know this because?”

      Donna exhaled. “She’s my sister.”

      Another moment of silence. “So I’m related to a hunter? Wait. The woman at the fae battle. The Venari. That was your sister? I feel like I knew that already, but maybe it got a little lost with everything going on that day.”

      Even though he couldn’t see her, Donna nodded. “Yes. She’s my sister. And she’s former Venari. She’s also coming with us to the funeral. At my request. You don’t have an issue with that, do you?”

      “It’s odd, I’ll say that. But if you vouch for her, that’s all I need. And she did fight on our side during the battle. That says a lot.”

      She closed her eyes in relief. “Thank you. I promise you, Cammie is not going to be a problem. She left the Venari because of me. To fight with me against the fae. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I didn’t see much of her at the fae stronghold after we split up, but what I remember of her before I was attacked was that she held her own pretty well.”

      “She’s incredibly tough. But she’s going through a difficult patch at the moment. She’s just turned in her Venari sword and armor.”

      “I see. And you’d like to give her some protection to take their place.”

      “Yes, that’s right. I want her to feel secure. But I also want her to be protected, should the need arise. She’s not as indestructible as we are.”

      “I understand completely. Let me see what I can do.”

      “Thank you, Will. I owe you.”

      “No, you don’t. You are still the woman who saved my life. That’s a debt that can never be repaid. See you in a few hours.”

      She smiled. “In a few.”

      They hung up, and Donna went to her bedroom to have one last look around to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. She didn’t see anything, but like with most trips, there was always that nagging sense that she’d left something out. If that really was the case, hopefully it would come to her before they pulled out this evening.

      And if she had forgotten something, well, she’d just buy it.

      All they needed now was the rest of their traveling companions and Lionel’s bus.

      Her stomach rumbled, so she headed back to the kitchen to fix something for lunch. She hadn’t really had any breakfast, so she went in that direction. Besides, they had things to use up in the fridge.

      She had a quick glass of blood, then on the griddle, she laid out an entire package of bacon to fry. In another pan, she started some sausage patties, the remains of a pack that had been opened and was about half used up. Next, she got out the eggs, a quarter block of leftover cheddar cheese, and a third of an onion that had been stuck in the veggie drawer. She put all of that on the counter.

      She rummaged around some more and came up with a few potatoes. In a matter of minutes, she had them washed, diced up, and frying in another pan with the onion she’d found, also diced up now.

      As she was filling the four-slice toaster with whole wheat bread, Charlie, Christina, Temo, and Pierce came back in.

      “Smells great in here, Mom.” Christina came over to see what she was doing.

      Cammie grinned. “I hope you’re making enough for everyone.”

      Donna glanced back at the food on the stove. “It could be. If I added some more.”

      Charlie held her hands up. “I’m good. I had a big breakfast, and all I want for lunch is a sandwich.”

      Temo planted his hands on the counter. “I could make pancakes.”

      Charlie narrowed her eyes. “Okay, maybe I could eat a pancake. Especially if you throw in those blueberries we need to use up.”

      “That’s what I was doing,” Donna said. “Trying to use up stuff so that it doesn’t go bad while we’re away.”

      Temo laughed. “You know, Penina will have no problem using food up while she’s there house-sitting. She loves to eat as much as I do.” He put a hand on his stomach. “I come from a long line of plate-cleaners.”

      Donna grinned. “And she’s welcome to whatever she wants, but this way, there will be room for her own groceries too. Speaking of, Charlie, make sure you leave Penina enough petty cash to take care of whatever she needs throughout the week.”

      Charlie nodded. “Will do. We’re stocked up on Lucky’s food, too, so all good there.”

      Christina got the juice out of the fridge and poured herself a glass. “I’m going to miss that cat while we’re gone. I mean, I miss him when I’m at school, but since I’ve been here hanging out with him, it’s like I’ve reconnected with him again. He’s become my little buddy.”

      “He does seem to be glued to your side.” Donna started cracking eggs into a bowl. “Rixaline, the young half fae, half vampire who was staying with us, really bonded with him too. I’m sure you being here has helped him since she’s left. I hope he’s not too lonely with all of us gone.”

      “Penina will take good care of him,” Temo said.

      “Or maybe we could take him with us,” Christina suggested.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Cammie said.

      Donna shook her head. “I don’t either. All those people and a cat? Who will need a litter box? That’s not a complication we need. Besides, I don’t want to worry about him accidentally slipping out every time the door opens. He’s safer here, honey.”

      Christina nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I didn’t think about the possibility that he might get out. It’s just nice having him around.”

      Charlie leaned forward to see Christina better. “Will Ferris, the man who’s going to be driving the RV, loves cats. He actually helps rescue and foster them. He’s got quite a few of his own. And one of his daughters, Harper, is coming with us too.”

      “Yeah?” Christina said. “Is she, like, my age?”

      “No. She’s a bit older. Maybe mid- to late forties?” Charlie glanced at Donna. “Wouldn’t you say?”

      “Maybe.” Donna shrugged as she turned to dump the eggs into a well-buttered pan. “Hard to tell with witches. Although her one sister is actually half necromancer.”

      “Whoa,” Christina said. “Did you say necromancer? That’s something to do with dead stuff, right?”

      Pierce answered, thankfully, because Donna wasn’t sure how to respond. “Will Ferris is a reaper. As in grim reaper. Then your mother saved his life by turning him into a vampire. He was injured in a recent skirmish, you see.”

      Donna stirred the eggs. Skirmish. Pierce was so diplomatic.

      He went on. “So all of his daughters have some reaper blood in them. With his daughter Daisy, the reaper influence is stronger. And because her mother was a witch, she ended up with some necromancer abilities. Which, yes, does involve dead stuff. I don’t know the full extent of her gifts, but she leans more toward the witch side of things, as best I can tell.”

      “Crazy,” Christina replied with a tone that said she meant that in a good way. “It’s wild how much of this stuff is real. Also, Mom, you turned someone? Like, you made a baby vampire?”

      Donna glanced over her shoulder. “You could say that, yes.”

      Christina had her hand on her belly and a strange look on her face.

      “Are you all right?” Donna asked.

      She nodded. “It just kind of hit me.”

      “What did?”

      Christina looked around at the small group in the kitchen. “I’m going to be the only totally real human on the trip.” She took a deep breath as she shifted her gaze to her aunt. “You don’t even really qualify anymore, do you, Aunt Cammie?”
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      “No,” Cammie said. “I don’t. I haven’t been strictly human for many years.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Christina said. “That just leaves me.”

      Donna lowered the heat under the eggs and turned to reassure her daughter that wasn’t the case, but Pierce beat her to it.

      He shook his head. “I’m human.”

      Christina glanced at him, brows bent in question. “You are?”

      “I have the added benefit of being under your mother’s protection, which gives me some additional strength and abilities, but I am absolutely human.”

      Thankfully, he didn’t go into the full explanation of how they exchanged blood. Something Donna was pretty sure would trigger Christina’s ick factor.

      “Oh.” Christina nodded but didn’t look fully convinced. “That’s nice to hear.”

      “Don’t worry,” Temo said. “You’ll be as protected as your mom. I promise. We won’t let anything happen to you or your baby.”

      “Thanks.” She sipped her juice.

      Donna had been afraid Christina might freak out at being surrounded by supernaturals. She knew it wasn’t the people. Donna’s staff had been very welcoming. What could set Christina off was the sense of the unknown. And there was fear in the unknown.

      Add to that the pregnancy hormones coursing through her, and Christina could easily have a meltdown.

      Donna felt for her child. “Sweetheart, I know this probably seems overwhelming, but you have nothing to fear from anyone in this group. I promise you that. Are there scary things out in the world? Yes. But they have always been there. Even when you didn’t know about them. But the same can be said for threats of the human variety as well.”

      Christina gave a short nod. “Yeah, I know. It’s just…” She shrugged.

      Pierce slipped behind Donna to take over the eggs.

      She went to her daughter and took hold of her hands. “It’s just that it’s scary and overwhelming being introduced to so many new things all at once, isn’t it? It’s a shock to find out that there’s a whole other world you never knew about. One filled with some admittedly terrifying creatures.”

      Christina sniffed, head down, hair hanging past her face. “I just don’t want to make anyone feel bad.”

      Charlie shook her head. “You won’t make any of us feel bad. We can absolutely empathize with you. I promise.”

      Christina looked up again. “Thanks. I’m sure I’ll get used to it. And honestly, most of the time, it’s all pretty wonderful. But every once in a while, I feel like it’s more than I can take. I feel like…like I’m going to do or say something wrong that somehow upsets someone, something I don’t even realize is wrong. All because this world is so new, and I don’t really understand it.”

      Donna put her arm around Christina. “Sweetheart, no one here is going to get upset with you for anything.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, Mom. Everyone’s been nothing but nice to me. I still feel like a stranger in a strange land, though. And now, with a child of my own to think about, it’s made me realize just how vulnerable I am. How vulnerable humans are.”

      “Excuse me for a moment,” Charlie said softly. She left quickly.

      Donna didn’t know what her admin needed to do, but at the moment, no one else mattered but Christina. “After a while, this won’t seem so strange. You’ll see. And you couldn’t be safer with all of us around you.”

      Temo nodded. “You bet. I will protect you with my life, just like I would your mom.”

      Christina smiled a little. Donna knew she liked Temo. Who didn’t? He was just that kind of guy. “Thanks, Temo.”

      Charlie returned with a small navy suede pouch in her hand. “Here. For you.”

      Christina took the pouch and opened it. On a slim black satin cord dangled a hollow silver tube about twice the width of a toothpick and just as long. Delicate filigree decorated the outside. Christina looked up at Charlie. “It’s very pretty, but what is it?”

      “Banshee whistle. If you ever need me, you have only to blow that whistle. You won’t hear it. No one will unless they’re a banshee. Two short blasts if it’s a dire situation. And in that case, I won’t come alone if at all possible. It’s got about a mile radius.”

      “Wow, thank you.” Christina fastened the cord around her neck.

      Donna nodded. “Yes, thank you, Charlie. I didn’t even know such a thing existed.”

      Charlie smiled a little and shrugged. “They do, and they’re very powerful.” She leaned toward Christina. “So don’t test it unless you really need me. To my ears, it’s like nails on a chalkboard.”

      Christina laughed. “I won’t. I promise.”

      Temo rubbed his hands together. “I’d better get started on those pancakes.”

      “You’d better,” Pierce said. “The rest of this food is going to be done soon.”

      “I’m on it,” Temo said as he headed to the cabinet for the ingredients.

      Charlie went to the fridge. “I’ll get the blueberries.”

      Donna hugged Christina again. “Don’t be afraid, honey. Just think of this as a once-in-a-lifetime adventure.”

      She nodded and leaned into Donna a little. “With my mom, the vampire.”

      They ate, lingering probably too long at the table, but the company was good, and the stories, mostly being told by Temo and Charlie, were highly entertaining.

      Plus, Christina’s mood had shifted back to her usual happy, bubbly self, and Donna was loath to do anything to ruin that.

      But the clock was not their friend as it ticked closer to them needing to leave.

      Then Penina showed up, and Donna knew they had to shift gears back toward the trip and preparing for departure.

      Temo and Pierce cleaned up while Christina went to take a shower, Charlie ran through a complete briefing with Penina so that she’d know everything necessary for managing the governor’s apartments while they were gone (even though she’d also created a binder to cover all of it), and Donna ran upstairs to the roof, crucifix on, to see Jerabeth.

      She found the green witch exactly where she’d expected to find her—in the greenhouse. The sun was sinking in the sky, and it would soon be dark. Not long after that, everyone would be arriving for the trip.

      She opened the greenhouse door.

      Jerabeth was sitting on an old metal stool in front of her worktable, a bag of potting soil at her feet and an array of small seedling trays in front of her. Soft classical music played in the warm, earthy space that smelled of all things green and growing.

      Donna knocked on one of the door’s glass panels. “Jerabeth?”

      The witch looked over. “Hi, Governor.” She hopped off the stool. “Do you need me?”

      Donna shook her head. “I just wanted to come see you before the trip. Are you sure you’re all right staying here?”

      “Oh, totally. Funerals and dressing up and formal stuff are not my thing.” She wiggled her soil-stained fingers. “This is where I’m happiest.”

      “I completely understand.” Donna walked over. “What are you working on?”

      “A new hybrid of my own making. It’s a type of laurel that I’ve been growing to have a high output of oily seeds. I’m developing a formula that uses the oil as part of an invisibility potion.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty cool.”

      Jerabeth smiled. “Thanks, but it’s a slow process. I’ve been working on it for years. I’ve gotten close, but the best I can do so far is this.” She opened a cabinet at the back of the worktable and took out a little box. Within the box were several glass vials. She took one out and held it up, the pale pink liquid gleaming in the sunlight. “It doesn’t result in true invisibility yet. Basically just makes you harder to see. And it only lasts about fifteen minutes. But I’ll get there.”

      “That’s still quite an accomplishment.” Donna tilted her head as she looked at the vial. “Could I have one of those?”

      Jerabeth frowned. “You want one even though it doesn’t work as advertised?”

      Donna nodded. “You never know when even a small advantage like this could be useful. I have no idea what trouble we’re going to run into on this trip.”

      “Hopefully, none,” Jerabeth said as she handed the vial over.

      “Thank you. And I agree—hopefully, none—but that’s not how my life goes. And if Fitzhugh attends this funeral, which I believe he will, you just never know.”

      Jerabeth’s frown deepened. She pulled out another vial. “Here, take two.”

      Donna laughed. “Thanks. You know, you’re welcome to stay in the apartments while we’re gone. If you want. Penina will be in the penthouse, but there’s a guest room in the staff apartment.”

      Jerabeth nodded. “I appreciate that. Do you want me to stay?”

      Donna sighed. “I don’t want to disrupt your life, but I don’t love the idea of leaving one person with the responsibility of looking after all three floors. Even though the third floor is still unoccupied.”

      “What about Kace? You could have him swing by once an evening. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” Jerabeth grinned. “Neither would Penina, probably.”

      Donna chuckled. “I don’t suppose she would.” The handsome gargoyle shifter had been a great help during the fae raid and had expressed a desire to be of service again, should the need arise. He’d also made it clear that he’d be agreeable to pursuing a romantic relationship as soon as Donna was interested.

      And while he was incredibly good-looking and very well built, she was truly happy being single. Well, she would be as soon as her divorce was final.

      Besides that, she had Pierce. He was great company and walked the line between friend and companion very well. Not only because he provided her with blood, but because they were much closer in age and seemed to be in sync on just about everything in life.

      Kace was like a Ferrari. Fast and flashy.

      Pierce was more of a Rolls-Royce. Quiet and classy while still very impressive.

      And there was a reason she’d sold all of Joe’s sports cars. Not just because they’d belonged to him, but they weren’t something that interested her.

      “I’m going to call Kace,” Donna said. “Thanks for the idea. But the offer still stands. If you want to stay over, you’re welcome to. And if you need anything while we’re away, don’t hesitate to call or text.”

      “Thanks, Governor. Have a good trip.”

      “Thank you, Jerabeth.” Donna headed for the door, vials in hand. “See you when we get back.”

      On her way downstairs, she started to text Kace. Then she realized the conversation she needed to have with him was too long for texting. For her, anyway.

      She dialed as she walked through the kitchen.

      He answered. “Evening, Governor. How are you?”

      “Hello, Kace. I’m fine. How are you?”

      “I’m well, thank you. I’m surprised to hear from you. Aren’t you about to leave for the queen’s funeral?”

      “I am. And that’s why I’m calling.” She sat on the couch in the living room and put her feet up on the coffee table.

      “That’s too bad. I thought you were calling about that dinner we haven’t gone out for yet.”

      She smiled. He wasn’t a quitter, she’d give him that much. “No, sorry. Very different reason.”

      “And that is?”

      “Would you be willing to make yourself available should Penina need you? She’s penthouse-sitting and taking care of Lucky for me. I’d just like her to have someone in the building she can call if the need arises.”

      “I’d be happy to do it.” His voice had a curious quality to it. Like he was holding back his excitement about something. “Except I’m not going to be here.”

      “Oh.”

      “It’s just that I already agreed to—”

      “Governor?” Charlie’s voice interrupted their call.

      “Sorry, Kace. I’d better go. Talk to you later.”

      “Or sooner,” he said. “Bye.”

      She hung up, not quite getting what he’d meant.

      “In here, Charlie.” Donna got off the couch. “You need me?”

      “Just wanted to let you know that Lionel’s bus just pulled up outside, and Will and Harper were right behind. That means we’re all here except for Neo. If we can finish packing, we might be able to leave early. Which might not be a bad thing.”

      “No, not at all. Let me go check on Cammie and Christina. Where’s Pierce and Temo? And any idea when Neo will get here?”

      “Temo and Pierce are downstairs, but they’ll be up shortly. Temo said Neo texted and is less than twenty minutes away. Penina is settling into the guest room if you need her.”

      “Okay, we need to get moving, then. I still have my small bag and my purse to grab.”

      “What about your official laptop?”

      Donna hadn’t even thought about it. “I guess I should take it.”

      Charlie nodded. “I think you should. Just in case you need to respond to anything in an official capacity. I’m happy to pack it up for you.”

      “Thank you, that would be great.”

      “I’ve also put the queen’s sword in that space under the bed on the RV.” She smiled. “If you need anything else, just let me know.”

      “I will. I’ll get Cammie and Christina moving.” Donna went toward the first guest room. “Christina, honey, are you ready?”

      “Almost. Why? We aren’t leaving for another hour.”

      Donna pushed the door open. Christina had the hair dryer in her hand, but at least she was dressed. “We’re going to try to leave a little early. Can you be ready in twenty minutes?”

      “I don’t know. My hair might still be wet.”

      “You can dry it in my bathroom on the RV.”

      She smiled. “Okay. In that case, no problem.”

      “Great. Pack whatever’s left, get your purse, your electronics, your chargers, and kiss Lucky goodbye, then head downstairs, okay?”

      She nodded. “Got it, Mom. Also, chill a little, will you? You seem like you’re on the verge of a freak-out.”

      Donna hadn’t been aware she was coming off that way. She took a breath. “I’m fine. Just…”

      “Nervous?”

      “Yes. I guess it shows. It’s a big undertaking, you know?”

      “I know.” Christina put the hair dryer down and gave her mom a hug. “It’s all going to be just fine. You’ll see.”

      Donna hugged her daughter back. “Of course it will.”

      But her previous track record said otherwise. Problems seemed to arise like…magic. Maybe this time would be different.
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      Seven minutes later, Donna walked out of the Wellman Towers lobby with her daughter, her sister, her admin, and all of their remaining luggage.

      Temo and Pierce took their luggage and hauled it into the RV, leaving them to stand there and gawk at the two giant vehicles.

      The RVs were parked side by side in the vehicle courtyard and looked surprisingly similar, although Donna had a feeling Lionel’s would be pretty different inside. He was a rock star, after all. She couldn’t imagine he’d want the fancy beach-house look of the rented RV. She pictured more leather, velvet, and studs.

      As they stood there, having a look at his bus, the doors opened.

      Kace Donovan walked down the steps.

      Not at all who she’d expected to see.

      He nodded at her, a big smile on his face. “Hello again, Governor.”

      “Hello.” He was incredibly good-looking. And she didn’t have any fae drugs in her system to blame that on. She smiled back. A little. “Come down to see us off?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Christina was suddenly at Donna’s elbow, staring at Kace.

      Thankfully, Francine came down the steps behind him, resplendent in a leopard-print velour tracksuit. “Hi, Donna. Hi, Charlie. Did Kace tell you? He’s going to be our security. Lionel got called away. Big movie deal in LA, and he couldn’t say no. Not to mention, he thought his presence at the funeral might attract unnecessary attention.”

      Donna nodded. “Same reason Meghan didn’t think she should go.”

      “Right. Anyway, Kace is filling in at the last minute. Wasn’t that sweet of Lionel? He didn’t want Bunni and me to be without protection.”

      “I’m sorry to hear Lionel won’t be joining us,” Donna said. Beside her, Charlie let out a rather woebegone sigh. Donna did her best not to laugh. No doubt Charlie had been looking forward to getting to know her favorite rocker a little better. “But it was very thoughtful of him to make sure you have someone to look out for you. And to still offer up the use of his bus.”

      Neo walked up, pulling her rolling luggage behind her.

      “And driver,” Francine said. “You want to have a look around?” She grinned suddenly. “There’s a stripper pole.”

      Neo snorted. “Good luck keeping Bunni off of that.”

      Donna blinked. “I, uh, I think we should get our stuff on our RV first, but then, sure, we’ll come over, and you can give us the tour.”

      Will and Harper were headed toward them as well, also rolling bags. People were going in and out of the RVs, everyone was talking, questions were being asked, and nothing seemed like it was really getting done.

      Donna had a moment of doubt about this trip being a good idea. It suddenly all seemed very overwhelming.

      Charlie cleared her throat softly. “Governor, if you don’t mind, I think we need a little organization here, or we’re going to get off schedule.”

      Donna exhaled. “Please, yes, do whatever you need to do. You have my complete permission to do what needs to be done. Blow a whistle. Use an air horn. This is chaos.”

      “I’ll handle it.” Charlie stood on the first step of the RV’s entrance. “Can I have your attention please?”

      Her voice rang out loud and clear with a penetrating clarity that caused everyone to fall silent and turn toward her.

      Apparently, being part banshee was a useful job skill after all.

      Charlie gazed at them as if conducting a military inspection. “We need to be on the road in approximately fifteen minutes. You’ve all been given your traveling assignments. Please make sure that your luggage is on the appropriate vehicle, and then get yourself on that vehicle as well.”

      She held her hand toward Will. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Will Ferris of the renowned Ferris & Coven company. He’s going to be driving the governor’s RV.”

      Will nodded at everyone as he smoothed a hand over the braids in his bead, his trusty scythe hanging from his belt.

      Then she pointed to a tall, thin man who’d come out of Lionel’s bus. He was wearing a Bittersweet band baseball cap. “And this is Hector Garcia, Lionel’s driver. If you don’t know either of these fine men, please take a moment to introduce yourself. Then deal with your luggage and find your place.”

      People started to move with purpose. Donna exhaled. Charlie was a lifesaver.

      Charlie came down the steps and went directly to Donna. “Let me introduce you to Hector.”

      “Sure.” She followed Charlie over to the man.

      “Mr. Garcia, this is Governor Belladonna Barrone.”

      Donna stuck her hand out. He seemed like some kind of supernatural, but she had no idea what. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Garcia.”

      He took his hat off before shaking her hand. “The pleasure’s all mine, ma’am. I’m gonna let your rig set the pace, and I’ll follow behind.”

      He had the most soothing voice she’d ever heard. “Sounds good to me. Have you met Will Ferris? He’s driving for me.”

      “Not yet.”

      Donna found Will. He was already headed her way. “Will, come meet Hector Garcia.”

      Will shook the man’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You too,” Hector said. “I’m gonna let you set the pace.”

      “All right.” Will shook his head. “I’ve never driven one of these coaches, but I drove eighteen-wheelers for a good while.”

      Hector smiled. “I did, too, but this is a much better gig. And trust me, man, if you can drive an eighteen-wheeler, you got this. But if you need anything, you get me on the radio.”

      Will nodded. “Thanks. That’s good to hear. I’m not worried, but any questions, and I’ll holler at you.”

      “Gentlemen,” Charlie interrupted. “Can you each do a head count on your vehicle and let me know when you have your full passenger load?”

      They each gave her a nod.

      Hector lifted his hand in a little wave. “Good to meet you all. See you on the road.”

      As Hector walked off toward Lionel’s bus, Will turned to Donna. “I have the items you asked for. Not sure how the small one is going to work. She might not like it. It was a custom order that got canceled at the last minute.”

      Donna shrugged. “I guess we won’t know until she sees it. Are the items in the RV already?”

      He nodded. “Harper took them in and put them in my bunk.”

      “Okay.” Donna pulled her phone out and texted Neo. Come see me in the RV for two minutes. She needed to text Cammie, too, but she might just run into her inside. First, though, she looked at Will again. “Let’s go get these pieces fitted, then we can get on the road.”

      “Sounds good.” He smoothed his beard. “I just need to make sure Hector and I are connected on the CB radio.”

      “Okay, go do it. I’ll see you in there.”

      He went back to the RV, leaving Donna and Charlie alone.

      “Charlie? I’m going to need Neo with me for a few minutes, so that might affect the schedule. Sorry about that.”

      Charlie grinned. “You can have all the time you like. I just told everyone fifteen minutes because without a deadline, they’d be willy-nilly all over the place.” She hooked her thumb toward Lionel’s bus. “I’m going to have a look at that thing. Then I’ll be back.”

      Donna laughed. “Okay, see you in a few.”

      Neo texted back. Five minutes?

      Perfect, Donna replied. Then she climbed onto the RV, which was a riot of activity inside. In that moment, she was glad for the private bedroom and having a space to retreat to. She went straight to it, squeezing past Harper as she was getting her bunk set up.

      Cammie was in the bedroom, sitting on the bed. “Hey. Sorry. I just needed to get out of the way. I’ll go lie in my bunk.”

      “No, I’m glad you’re here. I was just going to look for you.”

      “Oh? Something wrong?”

      “Nope, not at all. I have something for you.”

      Cammie’s brows bent. “What?”

      Donna smiled. “You’ll see.” She leaned out of the doorway and called for Will. He was sitting in the driver’s seat, fiddling with the CB radio. Maybe trying to reach Hector? “Will? We’re ready for you.”

      He held his hand up. “On my way.”

      “What did you do?” Cammie asked.

      “You’ll see.”

      A moment later, Will and Harper came in. Harper had a shopping bag in her hand, the item in it obscured by tissue paper and the familiar gold F&C seal.

      “Cammie, this is Will Ferris and his daughter Harper, as you probably already know.”

      Cammie stood. “I do, but it’s nice to formally meet you. I saw you at the fae battle.” She smiled at Will. “I understand we’re family now.”

      He gave her a curious look, then laughed, showing the tips of his fangs. He slapped a hand over his mouth. “Sorry about that. Still getting used to the new teeth. Yes, I suppose we are family now. Should I call you Auntie?”

      Cammie, still smiling, shook her head. “Cammie will do.”

      Harper held out the bag. “This is for you.”

      Cammie took the bag, exchanging her smile for a look of skepticism. “What is it?”

      Donna was eager to see it herself. “Open it up.”

      With one last glance at Will and Harper, Cammie broke the F&C sticker and pulled the tissue paper out of the way. “This looks like…black chain mail.”

      “It’s not exactly chain mail. It’s a new thing my sister Daisy has been working on. In the process of adding iron to the clothing we make, she sort of accidentally came up with a spell that turns iron malleable without being molten. She kept trying it out on different types of iron and finally came up with what was basically iron string. It’s not something we sell. Yet. But she’d already made this shirt as a prototype.”

      Harper looked at Donna. “When you called, Daisy immediately thought this shirt could work. She went to work on it right away, knitting another five inches onto it so it would cover more of the body. Then we plated it in black rhodium to make it smooth and supple. And this is the result.”

      Cammie reached into the bag and took the shirt out. She held it by the shoulders, putting it up against her body. It hung to the tops of her thighs with a split at each seam for easier movement. The sleeves looked like they’d cover just past her wrist bones.

      Because it had been knit as opposed to being linked together piece by piece, it looked very much like a sheer sweater.

      Cammie blinked like she was a little overcome. Not a standard look for her at all. “It’s fantastic.”

      Harper grinned. “If you could just slip it on, I can make any adjustments that it needs. And if you don’t mind, Daisy would love a picture of you in it.”

      Cammie glanced at Donna. “I’d say that I can’t believe you did this, but I can. Because you’re the best sister in the world. Thank you.”

      Donna smiled. “You’re welcome. But all I did is call these amazing folks.”

      “Hey,” Will said. “I’m glad you like, but I’m equally glad you don’t mind being our guinea pig for this. We’d like to add this stuff to our offerings, but none of it’s been battle-tested.”

      Cammie’s brows went up. “So a sword or a claw might go right through this?”

      He shook his head. “Not a chance. The first small piece she made, we put it through all kinds of tests on our dummy. It was impervious to everything we threw at it. It’s just never been in actual combat before. You know, against demons or the like.”

      Cammie nodded. “I see.”

      Donna snorted. “With any luck, it’ll stay that way. I’m really hoping this trip is as uneventful as possible.”

      Will held his hands up. “Right. Same.”

      Cammie got to work pulling the tunic on over her T-shirt. “It’s heavy enough.”

      “I can fix that too,” Harper said.

      Cammie held her arms out as Will stepped back to let Harper around the bed. “I think it fits pretty good.”

      “Could be a little better,” Harper said. “Move your arms like you’re swinging a sword, and let me see what the seams do.”

      As the two women worked, Donna moved to stand beside Will. “Thank you. It’s perfect. How much do I owe you for this?”

      “Nothing.” He shook his head. “We’re good.”

      “Will.”

      He slanted his eyes at her. “And risk the wrath of my girls? They can’t imagine how they could ever repay you for saving my life. No, ma’am. You might be the governor, but they scare me more.”

      She laughed. “Okay, fine, but at some point along this trip, I am buying you dinner. Or breakfast. Or something. Deal?”

      He stayed silent a moment. “All right.”

      Harper spoke a soft incantation, and Cammie got a strange look on her face.

      “Feels weird, doesn’t it?” Donna asked.

      Cammie nodded. “Very.”

      Harper stepped back and nodded. “That’s it. You’re fitted.”

      “Feels amazing,” Cammie said.

      Donna’s phone vibrated. She checked the screen. It was Neo saying she was in the RV.

      Donna smiled at Will. “Ready for round two?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      As a very appreciative Cammie stepped out, a curious Neo stepped in. Donna was used to seeing her in leather, but at the moment, she was dressed in black knit leggings, her standard lug-soled boots, and a giant marled gray and purple hoodie with a print of a tattooed heart on the front. Neo’s version of comfy travel clothes.

      She shot a quick look at Will and Harper, then made a face at Donna as she slid the door closed. “Why do I feel like I’m being called to the principal’s office?”

      Donna laughed. “I don’t know. Have you been naughty?”

      A big, mischievous smile spread across Neo’s face. “Only with my boy Temo, but I don’t think you called me in here to talk about that.”

      Donna pretended to shudder in response. “No, I did not.”

      Neo laughed. “Hey, maybe I should give you both a quickie lesson in glamouring. Since you’re here and all. It’s really simple. What do you say?”

      “Sure.” Maybe it wasn’t the best time, but learning to glamour people would be good for both her and Will.

      “Great,” Neo said. “All you have to do is concentrate your desire into the words that convey that desire.” She looked at Harper. “Do you mind if I use you as a test subject?”

      Harper shook her head. “Just so long as you don’t make me cluck like a chicken.”

      Neo smirked. “I’ll do my best.” Then she looked at Will and Donna again. “I’m going to give Harper a simple command. Listen to how I emphasize the words while making full eye contact. That’s also important.”

      Then she looked at Harper. “Raise your right hand.”

      Harper’s hand went into the air.

      Neo shrugged. “See? Bigger asks require more concentration, as do more difficult subjects, but practice will help.” She shot Harper a look. “You can put your hand down now.”

      Harper shook herself like she was coming awake. “That wasn’t weird at all.”

      “Wow,” Donna said. “Thank you. I definitely need to learn to do that.” Then she smiled. “But you know that’s not what I called you in here for. I have a gift for you. Now that you’re taking the role of cyber security on my team, I wanted to do something extra for you.”

      Neo shook her head. “You’ve already done so much for me by giving me the job. That’s part of why I wanted to teach you the glamouring thing. As a way of saying thanks.”

      “Well, consider this another perk of the job.” Donna nodded to the Ferrises.

      Will Ferris held out the company’s signature dove-gray box with its gleaming logo. “This was short notice, so if you don’t like it, we will absolutely get you something different after the trip.”

      Neo still looked confused as she took the box. She stared at the logo for a second. “This can’t be what I think it is.”

      Harper’s mouth turned up in a smirk. “Don’t get too excited. You might hate it.”

      Neo put the box on the bed, opened it, and cautiously pushed the tissue paper aside. Then she inhaled softly, mouth agape. She didn’t do much else but stand there and stare at the leather jacket inside.

      Donna held her breath, unable to read Neo’s face.

      Harper grimaced. “I knew it wouldn’t work. That’s the problem with custom pieces. They’re only going to appeal to the—”

      “I love it,” Neo whispered. She reached in and pulled out the jacket, letting it unfold as she lifted it.

      The piece was crafted from deep purple leather, a color so dark and rich that at night it would definitely look black. Gunmetal studs accented some of the seams, which were aligned very differently than on Donna’s jacket. This one almost had a futuristic look to it with stronger shoulders and clean angles.

      Neo turned toward Will and Harper. “This was custom-made for me?”

      The two of them looked at Donna as if they were unsure they should tell the truth.

      Donna answered for them. “No, Neo. It was a custom order for someone else. I just called Will about getting you a jacket today. I didn’t want you to come on this trip and not have the extra protection it would provide. Will had to find something that worked on short notice, so this was a custom piece that the original customer didn’t pick up. At least I think that’s right.”

      “It is,” Will confirmed. “Which is why we are very willing to take it back if you don’t like it. We still are. So if you really don’t—”

      Neo clutched the jacket to her chest. “Are you kidding? It looks like it was made for me. I love purple. It’s my favorite color. And this kind of cyberpunk style is…” One side of her mouth hitched up. “You are not getting this back.”

      Harper clapped her hands lightly together. “Then let’s get it spelled to fit you as perfectly as possible.”

      While they did that, Donna slipped out to check on how ready everyone was to depart. Christina was in the loft, getting her stuff organized. “How is it up there?”

      She looked down. “It’s pretty comfortable. Short on headroom, but I’m going to be lying down most of the time, so that doesn’t bother me.”

      “Where are you putting your clothes and stuff?”

      “I have a drawer in the bathroom for my toiletries, and there are some cabinets up here. It’s all good.”

      “Okay, just checking.” Donna was happy Christina was happy. That’s just how it worked with her kids. If they were hurting, she hurt. If they were good, so was she.

      Charlie was sitting sideways on the driver’s seat and using the CB radio to communicate with Hector. “Okay, thanks. I don’t think she’ll be much longer.”

      She hung up the handset and stood. “Once Neo is back on the tour bus, we’re ready to roll. You want to run over there and have a look around?”

      Donna did, but she didn’t want to be the reason they were late pulling out either.

      “Come on,” Charlie said. “Five minutes won’t hurt.”

      Clearly, Charlie really wanted to see Lionel’s bus again, even if Lionel wasn’t on it.

      “Okay,” Donna said. “Let’s go.”

      Pierce leaned out of the open door of the bathroom, where he was putting things away. “Leaving?”

      Donna nodded. “Running over to see Francine for a moment. Be right back.”

      “Okay.”

      Donna and Charlie took off. The door to Lionel’s bus was still open, and Hector was sitting in the driver’s seat, adjusting some overhead controls.

      He smiled at them. “Hello again, ladies.”

      “Hi, Hector,” Donna said. “We came to see everyone before we pulled out. And to get a tour.”

      He nodded. “I’m sure Miss Francine will be glad to show you around.”

      As they went up the steps, it was plain to see how different the bus and RV were inside. The bus was darker, for one thing, and decorated in a very Gothic sort of way, befitting the band’s image. Burgundy silk, black leather, and plum velvet made up the upholstery, and burnished silver and crystal defined the lighting and accessories.

      The kitchen was done in black granite, with black carved wood cabinetry and an industrial metal backsplash.

      The door separating the main lounge from the rest of the bus suddenly slid open, and Bunni came out in hot pink leggings, shaggy white boots, and a white parka with a hot pink crop top on underneath. She was bopping her head to whatever was playing on her hot pink bedazzled headphones.

      As soon as she saw them, she pushed them off her ears. “Hey, Donna.”

      “Hi, Bunni. You remember my administrative assistant, Charlie Rollins.” Donna looked at Charlie.

      Charlie smiled. “Nice to see you again, Bunni.”

      Bunni smiled back. “You too. You guys come over for a tour? This place is crazy. You should see the back lounge.”

      “The back lounge?”

      Bunni nodded. “That’s where everyone’s hanging out. Come on.”

      They followed her past stacked bunks like those on the RV, although the bus had two extra on one side so that it slept eight total.

      Beyond the bunks, the bus opened up into a large room with a wraparound plum leather sofa. A table was in the center (probably removable, Donna thought), and all kinds of LED lighting and speakers and several big-screen TVs surrounded it all.

      Francine, Temo, and Kace were all hanging out. One of the televisions was showing a Manchester United football game, which Temo and Kace seemed pretty invested in. The other television had on an episode of an HGTV show.

      Bunni wriggled past and planted herself next to Kace with a big smile.

      Francine got up to greet them. “You just missed the stripper pole.”

      “I heard about that.” Donna looked around the room. It was a good-size space but didn’t seem big enough for one of those as well.

      “It was where the table is. The boys changed it out.” Francine laughed. “The table is more useful.”

      “I would think so,” Donna said. “Have you ever traveled on this bus before?”

      “Just for one short trip,” Francine answered. “And then we converted this lounge into a bedroom. This whole couch can be flattened into a king bed, but for this trip, I figured I’d bunk it like everyone else now that Lionel can’t make it.”

      Charlie touched the framed tour poster hanging on the wall closest to her. “I think this extra space to hang out in is really nice.”

      Francine nodded. “It is. Especially since the boys can play video games or watch sports back here, while we’re watching a movie up front or whatever. Mostly, I read or crochet.”

      “You can always come hang out with us too,” Donna said. “My daughter would love to get to know you, I’m sure.”

      Francine smiled. “That sounds like fun. I’m sure we’ll get to know each other pretty well on this trip.”

      Temo leaned forward. “When’s Neo coming back?”

      “I’m sure it won’t be long,” Charlie said. “Then we’ll get underway.”

      Francine took Donna by the elbow and led her back up the hall. “How are you doing with everything that’s going on?”

      There was a lot Francine didn’t know about, so Donna assumed she had to mean the charges Fitzhugh had raised against her and Pierce. “You mean with Fitzhugh?”

      Francine nodded. “Who else?”

      “I’m really hoping I can come up with something he wants, something that will get him to drop those charges.”

      “Lots of luck with that.” Francine snorted. “Pretty sure the only thing that could get him to do that would be you stepping down.”

      Donna sighed. “Sadly, I think you’re right about that.”

      Worry crept into Francine’s gaze. “You’re not really thinking about that, are you?”

      “No.” But Donna hesitated, because she had thought about it. “It would be the absolute last-resort, nuclear option.”

      Francine frowned. “You can’t resign your position. The vampire nation needs leaders like you. Leaders who actually care about their constituents and have a modicum of compassion in their decision-making.”

      She sounded like the Prime’s emissary now.

      Donna smiled in reassurance. “I promise you that I will do everything in my power to keep that from happening. I like being governor. It’s hard at times, but it lets me help people, and that’s exactly what I want to be doing.”

      “Good.” Francine looked past her. “Neo! Did you get a new jacket?”

      Donna turned to see Neo do a little twirl.

      She was smiling from ear to ear. “A little present from my new boss. It’s a Ferris & Coven original.”

      Francine gasped and clapped her hands. “I love it. Aren’t they the best? Lionel had them make me a leather tracksuit.” She shrugged. “I don’t wear it much, but I brought it on this trip. Just in case.”

      Charlie reappeared from the back lounge. “If Neo’s here, we should get underway.”

      “We should.” Donna nodded. “We’ll see you all at the first stop. Travel safe.”

      “You too.” Francine walked them to the door, then waved as they left, and Hector closed the door.

      “Ready to roll?” Charlie asked as they headed back to their RV.

      Donna nodded, her mind back on the Fitzhugh problem since speaking to Francine. “I am.”

      And as soon as everyone was settled, it would be time for her to get back to work.

      Fitzhugh wasn’t just going to go away. Much like the charges against her and Pierce. But there had to be a solution.

      Didn’t there?
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      For the next little while, everyone was preoccupied with arranging their personal spaces and unpacking.

      Donna got her dress clothes hung up, her casual things folded and into drawers, then went to work on her shoes and accessories. It took a bit of arranging, but she got it all done in a way that made her happy. Surprisingly, even with all that she’d brought put away, there was still a lot of room in her closet.

      She offered that extra space to anyone else who needed it. Which turned out to be primarily Pierce and Charlie. They’d brought a good number of things that needed to be hung, which made sense since they both wore a lot of suits and this was a working trip for them.

      There was another, smaller closet with a hanging bar next to the bathroom across from the bunks, but it also housed a stacked washer-and-dryer unit, so the space in there was limited. Harper took most of that storage for herself and her dad, leaving some for Cammie, but she said all she needed was a drawer.

      Christina had used all the available cabinets in the loft and finally decided to hang a few things in her mom’s closet too. Just her dress for dinner with the Millers, really.

      After all of the unpacking, there was some milling about. Everyone was still investigating the space, figuring out how things worked, exploring the novelty of the RV, but eventually everyone settled in, finding a spot to call their own.

      Donna wasn’t quite done in her bedroom, though. While she worked, she could hear the muted sounds of people moving around, but the RV was surprisingly soundproof. She was glad for that. She’d been imagining a very different noise level and was happy to be wrong.

      The ride was remarkably smooth too. A little sway now and then, enough to remind the senses you were moving, but it was easy to get used to.

      She spent a few more minutes getting her toiletries and cosmetics squared away, then she made sure her tablet and chargers were set up by the bedside. Another thing the RV wasn’t short on was electrical outlets.

      With that done, she went out to the lounge to see what everyone was up to. She stopped at the edge of the kitchen, one hand on the countertop as she leaned against it.

      Pierce and Charlie were sitting across from each other in the lounge, Pierce on the couch, Charlie in one of the recliners. Pierce was on his tablet with his phone on the cushion beside him. Charlie had her legs crossed, her laptop balanced on her knees as she typed away. Both seemed engrossed in their work.

      Christina was firmly ensconced in the loft and now had a headset on and her personal screen down. It looked like she was watching a movie, although she was also on her phone. Texting Noah, maybe? Telling him they were underway?

      Up in the cockpit, Harper was sitting in the passenger’s seat beside her dad. They were chatting softly about something. There was a small tray table available to the passenger, which she’d pulled out and was using for her laptop. From the image on the screen, it appeared to be an inventory list. The F&C logo was visible in the top corner. Had to be something for the business. Ordering supplies, maybe?

      Donna smiled. Everyone had adapted pretty quickly. Then she frowned. Cammie was nowhere to be found. Was she tucked away in her bunk? Donna looked over her shoulder.

      Had to be. The bathroom door was open, and the light was off.

      Some of the bunks had the privacy curtains pulled shut. A couple had them open but the lights on. The one unclaimed bunk was dark and open. Suitcases were being stored in there for now, but during their next stop, Pierce and Will planned to move them to one of the outside-accessible storage bays.

      Donna’s gaze rose. Cammie must have picked the top bunk closest to Donna’s room. The privacy curtain was closed, but there was light just visible near the latch.

      Donna knocked on the frame next to the latch. “Cammie?”

      The curtain slid back, and her sister looked out. She had a pen in her hand and was slouched down, knees up, with a notebook propped against them. “Yes?”

      “You okay?”

      She nodded, smiling. “Just working on a list of things I need to do.”

      That struck Donna as odd. “Like what?”

      “Buy more civilian clothes, for one.”

      That explained why she’d needed only a drawer. Donna made a little unhappy noise with her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Why didn’t you say something? Pierce had all that clothing brought in for me and Christina. He could have easily had a rack for you too.”

      Cammie raised one brow. “I don’t need stuff from Saks.”

      “That was from Neiman Marcus.”

      Cammie slanted her eyes at Donna in amusement. “Same thing. I just need some simple things. Jeans. A sweater or two. Some boots.”

      Donna sighed and frowned. “Seriously, they have all those things at Neiman’s.”

      “And they cost a fortune.”

      “So? What’s the point of me having money if I can’t spend it on the people I love?”

      “That’s kind of you, but…” Cammie let a breath go by before she spoke again. “It’s not that easy for me, Donna. I can’t just shed the life that I was in for so long. It’s not in my nature to accept such generosity so easily.”

      “Two things. First, I’m your family. If you’re going to accept generosity from anyone, it should be from me. And second, you’re not in that life anymore.”

      “I know. And I know. But I still feel like I am. Which is what’s making it so hard. I know I have to move on. I’m just not there yet.”

      “You’ll get there. No one expects you to do it overnight.”

      Cammie smiled again. “Thank you for understanding.”

      “You’re welcome.” Donna rested her hand on her sister’s arm, needing to touch her and connect. “But I have to tell you that it makes my heart hurt that you separate yourself from everyone so much. I promise you, all of these people are worth being around.”

      Cammie’s smile flattened a bit. “I know. You wouldn’t surround yourself with anyone less. But again, my life was a very solitary one. And when I was with people, they were like-minded.”

      In other words, all Venari.

      Cammie glanced toward the front of the coach. “I feel…” She shook her head.

      “You feel what?”

      She was still looking toward the front. “Like I would be intruding. They all know what I used to be. Who I was trained to hunt. I realize that I make people uncomfortable. I don’t want my presence to upset anyone. Or cause you problems.”

      “Do you really think anyone would resent me for bringing you along? No one would even be on this trip if not for me. And again, you’re my family. For another thing, they all understand that you’re not the same person anymore. And those special cases you used to go after? There was good reason for them, right? A loose demon. A vampire gone rogue. A werewolf with rabies or whatever.”

      Cammie snorted. “That’s not a thing.”

      Donna shrugged. “It could be.”

      “Maybe.” But at last a slight smile bent Cammie’s mouth. Her brows knit as she looked at her sister. “You see why this is so hard for me?”

      “I do. I absolutely do.” Donna couldn’t imagine how out of place Cammie felt, but she desperately wanted to change that.

      Cammie continued. “And you have a fledgling on board. Your first turn. The last thing I want to do is make him or his daughter uneasy.”

      Donna understood. But this couldn’t go on for the entire trip, or she feared it would only become worse. “Did they seem uneasy when they were providing you with your new armor? Or helping you fit it?”

      With a slight look of reluctance, Cammie rubbed at her chin. “No. But they wouldn’t act that way in front of you.”

      “They were being themselves, I promise. No special behavior to please me. But really, do you think hiding away in your bunk will help them get to know you?”

      Cammie rolled her eyes. “Now you’re talking to me like I’m twelve.”

      “Well, you’re kind of acting like that. Enough is enough. Get down out of there.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      “You’re awfully bossy for the second-born.” But Cammie pushed the privacy screen all the way back, twisted to swing her legs out, and gracefully dropped to her feet beside Donna. “Okay, I’m down. What now?”

      “Come on.” Donna grabbed Cammie’s hand and pulled her into the kitchen. Then she smiled at everyone. “Who wants a snack? Cammie and I are on it. Some inaugural RV munchies. What’ll it be?”

      Christina pulled her headset off and leaned out of the loft. “Did someone say something about food?”

      That got a few laughs. Donna nodded. “Yes, what are you in the mood for?”

      She put a hand on her stomach. “The baby really wants nachos. With extra cheese. And cinnamon.”

      Harper swiveled her seat to face them. “Ohh, I could murder some nachos. But, um, pass on the cinnamon.”

      Donna nodded and looked at her daughter. “You can put cinnamon on your own portion.”

      Will raised his hand. “I’ll take a plate.”

      Pierce looked over his reading glasses. “We didn’t really have dinner. Just that late breakfast, so I’m in.”

      “Perfect.” With hope in her eyes, Donna looked at Charlie. “Please tell me we have the ingredients for nachos.”

      Charlie nodded. “Pretty sure we do. No avocados, though, so there won’t be guacamole.”

      Christina grinned. “I can live with that. So long as there’s plenty of cheese, salsa, and sour cream.”

      “We have all that,” Charlie confirmed. “Plus, there might be a can of refried beans and a small jar of jalapeños.”

      “Great.” Donna glanced at Cammie. “What do you say we figure out this kitchen?”

      “You really want me to help make nachos? I’m not exactly known for my prowess in the kitchen outside of a few simple meals.”

      Donna laughed. “You don’t have to be a fancy chef to know how to make good nachos.”

      Cammie smiled, then nodded. “Then let’s figure out this kitchen.”

      The nachos turned out better than expected, and half an hour later, Donna and Cammie were cleaning up after making three large batches. There was some moaning about having eaten too much, but none of that was coming from Christina, despite the fact that she’d polished off the lion’s share. With cinnamon. But Donna remembered having some weird food cravings when she’d been pregnant.

      Christina had her headset back on and her movie playing, but her phone was nowhere to be seen, and she looked very much asleep to Donna.

      While Donna wrapped up the leftovers and put away the remaining ingredients, Cammie went to deal with the baking sheets they’d used in the oven. Charlie had forgotten to buy foil, so there’d been nothing to line the sheets with. Didn’t matter. Donna and Cammie were happy to clean. Cammie filled one side of the sink with hot water and detergent, letting it foam up.

      Harper brought her and Will’s paper plates over and put them in the trash, which was hidden in a pullout drawer. “You want some help with those dishes?”

      Cammie glanced at her. “No, I can—actually, sure. You want to dry?”

      “Happy to. Do you know where the dish towels are?”

      Cammie opened one of the base cabinets directly under the sink and got one out. “Here you go. Thanks.”

      “No problem. Many hands make light work, right?”

      “Right.” Cammie grabbed one of the baking sheets they’d used and stuck it in the water, then looked over at Donna. “Thanks, by the way.”

      Donna knew what her sister meant. The nachos had given them all a reason to be together. And an opportunity for Cammie to interact with the others in a low-pressure way. Donna nodded as she put the sour cream back in the fridge. “You’re welcome.”

      Fixing problems was something she’d genuinely come to love. Making bad situations better. And making people happy. Those were things that helped her feel like she was making up for all the bad things that had happened during her marriage to Joe. But that was only possible because of her job as governor.

      She closed the fridge. She couldn’t leave this job. She just couldn’t. The only way that might happen is if she was forced to become queen. The job was too important to her. All because of the work it allowed her to accomplish. Claudette would never have taken Rixaline in, and look how that had turned out. Peace with the local fae.

      Donna exhaled softly. She had to figure out how to get Fitzhugh off her back but also how to turn down the Prime without making an enemy of him. Both seemed impossible, but she wouldn’t accept that. “Charlie? Pierce? Can I see you in my room for a few minutes?”

      Pierce put his tablet aside and got up immediately. “Sure.”

      Charlie nodded and tapped something on her keyboard. “Just let me save this work, and I’ll be there.”

      “Thank you.” Donna went back to her room, Pierce behind her. She sat at the head of the bed, leaning back against the wall. He sat on the corner, facing her.

      A moment later, Charlie entered.

      “Shut the door, please,” Donna said.

      Charlie did, then leaned against the wall. “What’s going on?”

      Donna shook her head. “I don’t want to stop being governor. I can’t. I need this job so that I can continue to help people. But as you know, I need to find a way to turn down the Prime without making an enemy of him. Fitzhugh is already enough of an enemy. I don’t need another. And speaking of that arrogant jerk, I need a solution for him as well. There has to be a way to navigate both of these situations diplomatically. I don’t know what that is, but that’s why I want this to be your top priority until both issues are solved.”

      Charlie and Pierce nodded.

      Donna stuck her legs out in front of her and crossed them at the ankles. “I realize what I’m asking is pretty monumental, but we have a lot of time on our hands during this trip, and we have to be able to come up with something.”

      “I agree,” Charlie said.

      “Good.” Donna looked at her admin. “How long before we reach Indiana?”

      Charlie checked her watch. “About eleven hours until we’re in Timberville. Which will put us there in the morning. I’ve reserved a spot at a campground near there, so once we arrive, we’ll all probably crash for a bit. Will for sure, after all that driving. There’s really nothing else for anyone to do until you have dinner at the Millers at 6 p.m.”

      Pierce tipped his head. “Do you still want to drive by their house, or do you feel like you know them well enough from the Google search?”

      “The Google search was enough. No need to drive by.” Donna didn’t want to think about that dinner just yet. “So where do we start with Fitzhugh?”

      Pierce sighed. “What about just talking to him? I know it’s been suggested before, but honestly, it’s all I can think of.”

      “I don’t hate the idea,” Donna said. “But Fitzy isn’t known for his conversational skills. It’s always a battle with him. Trying to get one up. Making sure he has the last word. You know how it is.”

      Pierce nodded. “I do.”

      A few moments of silence ticked by as they all tried to think of an alternative.

      Suddenly, Charlie sucked in a breath. “I have an idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Donna swung her legs down so her feet touched the floor and she could sit up straighter. “What is it?”

      Charlie shook her head. “No, never mind. It’s a terrible idea. I mean, really bad. It could come back to bite us, big-time. Sorry, Governor. Forget I said anything.”

      Rampant curiosity spun through Donna like a small tornado. “Charlene Rollins, out with it. That’s an order.”

      Charlie smirked. “You’ll be surprised it even entered my head.”

      “Spill it,” Pierce urged her.

      Charlie took a breath. “You know how the Prime’s emissary paid you a visit? I was just thinking, what if he did the same thing to Fitzhugh? Who else has enough power to intimidate that man? No one else I can think of but the emissary. If not the Prime himself.”

      Donna narrowed her eyes. “I agree, but back up. How would we convince the emissary to visit Fitzhugh? Or for that matter, get the emissary to do our bidding during that meeting? And how do I get him to do me a favor without agreeing to accept the nomination for queen? Not to mention, this would have to happen soon.”

      Charlie paced the short distance to the other side of the room. “I know it would have to be soon. During this trip, really. We’d have to find a time during the funeral events for the emissary to visit Fitzhugh. And then we’d need the emissary to fill his head with the idea of being king, except he’d also need to mention that the altercations Fitzhugh is currently involved in aren’t sitting well with the Prime. Say that the Prime wants him to turn over a new, more benevolent leaf.”

      Pierce nodded. “Basically convince him that his charges against the governor and me make him look petty and vindictive and not like king material.”

      Charlie pointed at him. “Exactly.”

      Donna held her hands up. “Hold on a second. You still haven’t explained how we’re going to get the emissary to do this. You two make it sound like we can just call him up and ask for a favor. What makes you think any of us are capable of that? Or that he’d be willing?”

      Charlie stopped moving. “He is your father.”

      “Was my father,” Donna corrected her. “And doesn’t seem to have any real desire to retake that title.”

      “He kind of owes you,” Pierce said.

      “He definitely owes me,” Donna agreed. “But he doesn’t care. He’s completely entrenched in his new life as the Prime’s errand boy. I don’t think for a second he’d do it. He might not even take my call, unless he thinks it’s to answer the queen question. And like I said, if he did this, I would be beholden to him in a major way. No. Charlie, it was an interesting solution, but keep thinking. At least you’re giving us something to talk about.”

      Pierce got an odd look on his face. “Maybe we don’t need the emissary. Not the real one, anyway.”

      Donna frowned, already sensing a worse idea was on the rise. “Meaning?”

      Pierce stared toward the front of the RV, his gaze taking on a faraway look. “Harper’s a pretty talented witch. If she could come up with a spell that could change the way I look, who’s to say I couldn’t be the emissary? Fitzhugh doesn’t know what the man looks like. For that matter, I could say I was the Prime. I wouldn’t. Just using that as an example.”

      Donna just sat there for a moment, a little shocked by what he was suggesting. “You’re actually saying you’d impersonate the emissary?”

      He glanced at her. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      Charlie wrapped her arms around her torso. “That’s an even worse idea than my original one. It’s truly dreadful. And dangerous. But it might work. Which would technically make it a great bad idea.”

      Donna’s mouth fell open. “What’s gotten into you two?”

      Pierce leaned back a little, looking pretty pleased with himself. “You told us to find a solution.”

      Donna got to her feet. “But not one that would put you in danger. Or all of us in jeopardy. Can you imagine what would happen if Fitzhugh figured it out?”

      Charlie took a step forward. “We’d keep it short and simple. We wouldn’t give him a chance to figure it out.”

      Pierce nodded. “And what’s he going to do? Tell people the emissary paid him a visit?”

      Donna nodded. “That’s exactly what he’d do. He’d probably add it to his business cards.” She stretched her hands out as if there were a sign before her. “Hawke Fitzhugh, governor of New York. Once visited by the Prime’s emissary.”

      Pierce shrugged. “Then we’d make it clear that the visit is confidential. That if one hint of it gets out, he forfeits his right to ever be considered for the throne again.”

      Charlie nodded. “That would do it.”

      “Wow,” Donna said. “I had no idea you two had such deviousness in you. I’m impressed. And slightly freaked out. I may never look at either one of you the same again.”

      Charlie lifted her chin slightly, clearly pleased with herself. “Governor, I have one goal. To protect you. Right now, Fitzhugh is your greatest obstacle. If you step away from this job, from all politics, I’m not sure I could work for another governor. I’d probably go back to the private sector.”

      “She’s right,” Pierce said. “You are our number one priority.”

      Donna shook her head. “Thank you, but this feels like it could go wrong in ways we can’t even imagine. Think about it. We’d have to bring Harper in on this, too, which means she’d know. And how would she not tell her father?”

      “So?” Pierce laughed softly. “You saved her father’s life. I’m pretty sure she’d do whatever you asked of her. And they would keep their mouths shut. It’s just as important to them that you remain governor.”

      “I don’t know.” Donna didn’t like any of it. But she could see how it would solve her Fitzhugh problem. “It’s dangerous.”

      Pierce nodded. “It absolutely is. But I’m willing to take the risk.”

      She put her hand on his shoulder. “Thank you. I love you for that. But I don’t know if I’m willing to let you take that risk. If something happened, if Fitzhugh realized it wasn’t the emissary standing before him, I’m afraid Fitzhugh would kill you.”

      Pierce took a breath. “He might try. And it certainly wouldn’t make things better between you if he figured out our ruse. But I still think it’s a viable option. Will you at least give it some thought?”

      Donna sank back down on the bed. “I guess. I don’t think a day or two is going to change my mind, though.”

      Charlie shrugged. “Maybe we’ll come up with a better idea by then. But in the meantime, at least we have one possibility.”

      Donna nodded again, but she wasn’t really agreeing. “Thank you. I think I’m going to read for a while.”

      They both understood they were being dismissed and left her room. A few minutes later, a soft knock on her door pulled her out of her thoughts.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s Cammie.”

      “Come in.”

      Cammie pushed the door open, then closed it behind her. “You want to watch a movie or something? Maybe play some cards?”

      Donna sighed. “I don’t know.”

      Cammie frowned. “What’s wrong? You look like air just escaped from your balloon.”

      Donna tipped her head toward the other side of the bed. “Sit down. I want to run something past you.”

      Cammie took a seat on the bed, leaning back against the wall like Donna was. “I’m listening.”

      Donna explained Charlie and Pierce’s scheme. “What do you think?”

      “I think it’s incredibly dicey, but it could work. What happens when he’s not elected king?”

      “Hopefully, nothing. Hopefully, things would stay calm.” Donna frowned. “You really think this could work? I mean, I can see that it might work, but the risk seems too high.”

      “You had me impersonate a Venari in an attempt to get Fitzhugh to cool off.”

      “But that was different. You were a Venari. There was no subterfuge involved, no magic required to make you seem like something you weren’t.”

      “You’re splitting hairs. Do you not trust Harper’s magic?”

      Donna thought about that a second. “I don’t trust Fitzhugh. What if he’s taken some kind of special precautions on this trip to protect himself from magical influence? Anything’s possible with him. I wouldn’t put anything past him. And I certainly don’t want Pierce to put his life on the line for me like that.”

      Cammie pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. “It’s your call. You’re the boss.”

      “But is it the right one? Am I being overly cautious?”

      “I can’t answer that. And I don’t want to. If I tell you to do it, and it goes sideways, then that makes me responsible for your people. I can’t take that on. It wouldn’t be fair to them. But there is something I can do.”

      Donna could understand Cammie not wanting to make such a big decision. “What’s that?”

      Cammie turned her head enough to see her sister. “I could take Pierce’s place. I could impersonate the emissary.”
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      “That’s amazingly generous of you, but I don’t want anyone doing it. Not you or Pierce or anyone. It’s just a bad idea.” Donna shook her head. Cammie was fearless. “Let’s just watch a movie and not think for a while. Maybe the not thinking will let my subconscious brain come up with an idea.”

      “Fine with me. But the offer stands if you change your mind. What do you want to watch?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what’s available. The satellite TV is supposed to have all kinds of stuff on demand.” She turned the TV on and scrolled through the selections. It didn’t take long for them to settle on an old childhood favorite.

      Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory.

      “Hang on.” Donna pressed pause. “We can’t watch this movie without snacks. Be right back.” She got up, then stopped at the door. “Do you have your phone?”

      Cammie nodded.

      “Text Christina and see if she wants to join us. I think she’s asleep, but it can’t hurt to ask.”

      “Okay.”

      Donna went out to the pantry. The lights on the RV had been turned down, and the vibe was very chill.

      Christina’s screen was showing blue now, and she’d curled up on her side, definitely asleep. Pierce was stretched out on the couch and looked to be dozing as well. Charlie had the recliner opened up a bit more but was still working on her laptop. She looked up at Donna and softly asked, “Do you need me?”

      Donna shook her head. “Just getting movie snacks.”

      Charlie went back to work. Harper was still sitting with her dad, and they were talking quietly. The road stretched out ahead of them, thankfully without too much traffic, although she imagined there would be even fewer cars as they moved farther west.

      She opened the pantry and raided it for a few select items, happy that Charlie had stocked these shelves with the same wild abandon as the ones in the penthouse. Donna grabbed a container of chocolate-covered raisins, a bag of Swedish fish, a bag of M&M’s, and a box of Junior Mints. Perfect movie food.

      She went back to the bedroom, leaving the door open a few inches so anyone who wanted to join them or needed to speak to her would feel welcome to come in.

      “No answer from Christina,” Cammie said.

      Donna nodded. “She’s passed out. Nacho coma.”

      Cammie laughed. “Probably.”

      “Here. Catch.” Donna tossed the bag of M&M’s. “We may end up in a coma of our own after this.”

      Cammie tore open the bag and popped a yellow one into her mouth. “I’ll run some laps around the RV this afternoon.”

      Donna settled back into her spot on the bed. “Sure you will.”

      “Of course, I will. Because you’re going to join me.”

      Donna pressed play, then pried the top off of the container of chocolate-covered raisins. “Maybe I will, actually. Might be a good way to burn off some nervous energy before meeting the Millers.”

      Cammie helped herself to a few of the raisins. “Are you nervous about that?”

      Donna nodded. “Yeah, I am. Only because of Joe and all the mob stuff that they’ve undoubtedly read about. I’m sure they have a preconceived notion about who I am and what I’m like, and they probably aren’t thrilled with any of it.”

      “That could be true. But don’t you have some preconceived notions about them?”

      “I do, you’re right.” The opening credits rolled past. “But if we’re going to be sharing a grandchild, I want things to be as cordial as possible between us.”

      Cammie smiled. “It’s going to be fine. I’ll say a few extra prayers for you.”

      “Thanks, Sister Mary Lazarus Immaculata.”

      Cammie popped another M&M. “Those were the days.”

      Donna’s phone vibrated. She checked the screen and saw a text from Rico Medina, the werewolf and FBI agent Donna had rescued from the fae.

      Could I swing by for a few minutes? I need to talk to you.

      He’d mentioned that at the funeral, but they’d never connected. Sorry, I’m on the road to the queen’s funeral. Do you want me to call you?

      No, it’s fine. It can wait. Have a safe trip, and I’ll talk to you when you get back.

      Okay.

      “Everything all right?” Cammie asked.

      Donna nodded. “Rico wants to talk to me about something, but he said it could wait.” She put her phone on the little nightstand.

      They watched the movie, binged on candy, and eventually fell asleep. Or at least Donna did. When she woke up, it was after 2 a.m., and Cammie was gone. Back to her own bunk, maybe?

      Donna hadn’t really meant to fall asleep, but after all that sugar and the gentle sway of the RV, it was no wonder.

      The bedroom light and the television were off, and the candy was stacked neatly on the far nightstand. Donna got up and slid the door open. The RV was just as dark as it had been before. Maybe darker. Several of the bunks had the privacy screens pulled shut.

      She walked past them, peering into the lounge. Pierce was still stretched out on the couch, but Charlie and Harper were gone. Christina had turned onto her other side.

      Donna went straight to the cockpit but kept her voice down. “Mind some company?”

      Will glanced up, shaking his head. “Not at all.”

      She slipped into the passenger’s seat, which was a captain’s chair style and very comfortable. She looked at him. He’d taken his jacket off and was just in a T-shirt now. “How’s it going?”

      “Good. We’ll be in Wheeling, West Virginia, in about half an hour or so.”

      “How are we on gas?”

      “Just fine.”

      She made a face in surprise. “Really?”

      He nodded. “This beast has a hundred-and-ten-gallon tank. We can do close to a thousand miles before we need to refuel.”

      “Huh. I had no idea.” She reclined the chair a bit. Lights from passing cars went past, a little hypnotic. But as she’d guessed earlier, there wasn’t nearly as much traffic as there had been. Plenty of big trucks, though.

      “How are you doing?” He shot her a look. “Lots on your shoulders these days.”

      “Always,” she answered. “But I’ll be all right. I always am.”

      “I know we don’t know each other that well yet, but if you ever want to talk, I’m happy to listen. Having three daughters has fine-tuned that skill.”

      She smiled. “I bet it has. You seem like an amazing father.”

      He shrugged but clearly looked pleased with her compliment. “I try. It wasn’t always easy. Especially when they were teenagers.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I can’t imagine how you survived three hormonal teens in your house. I only had two to deal with, and only one was a girl. Honestly, I thought it might kill me. You’re a strong man, Will Ferris.”

      He chuckled softly, making the braids in his beard quiver. “There were some touch-and-go days, I’ll say that much.”

      They fell into silence for a moment, but Donna couldn’t help but notice the tattoo on his arm. The upper part was hidden by his shirt sleeve, but it looked like two cats sitting side by side.

      She nodded at it. “You sure love cats, don’t you?”

      He followed her sight line and nodded. “I do. They’re great company. Those two on my arm? They were my first. They got me through my wife’s death. They got us all through it. I found them behind the garage, mama nowhere in sight, and they were a mess. Scrawny, covered in fleas, eyes barely open.” He stared out at the road. “I took them in with every intention of finding a rescue to come get them. Didn’t work that way, obviously. The girls were in deep grief over their mom, and the kittens were the first thing that made them smile in a long time. I learned how to take care of bottle babies, and that was that.”

      He smiled. “The orange one was Clementine, and the black and white was Magpie. Sisters. Clem outlived Magpie by two years, but they’re both long gone now. Some of the best cats I ever had. Angels, really.”

      Donna reached for his sleeve. “May I?”

      “Sure.”

      She lifted the fabric to see the ink better. Both cats were exquisitely done. Over their heads was a banner with their names, some little hearts, and some birds. “That’s really beautiful. How many cats do you have now?”

      “At the moment, ten of our own and another six we’re fostering.”

      “Wow.”

      He shrugged. “Everyone needs a hobby. And I like taking care of the less fortunate.”

      She understood him completely. “So do I. Makes me feel like I’m somehow balancing out all the terrible things my husband and his family have done over the years.”

      “That’s good.” He adjusted his air vent. “Thank you for inviting us along. I’ve never been to anything like this before, but I promise I’ll do my best not to embarrass you.”

      “Will, I don’t think you could embarrass me.”

      He smiled and shook his head. “I promise you, I could.”

      “Okay, maybe you could. Thanks all the same.”

      “You’re welcome. I brought a suit and everything.”

      “Really? A suit? I can’t picture you that way. Wait. Is it leather?”

      He laughed, then quieted his outburst right away. “It is. But it’s a vampire funeral, so I doubt I’ll be the only one there in leather. What are you wearing?”

      “Carolina Herrera skirt suit with black Christian Louboutin stiletto boots.”

      His brows lifted. “You have excellent taste. I have no doubt you’ll be the best-dressed female vampire there.”

      She ran her tongue over her fangs. The urge to feed had suddenly hit her. “You know those brands?”

      He lifted one shoulder. “I am kind of in fashion design.”

      She snorted. “I suppose you are. I hadn’t really thought about it that way. Say, can you make anything?”

      “I guess so. What do you have in mind?”

      “I don’t know, really. Just a question.” She looked back at the kitchen. “Could you use a little sustenance? I just got a craving.”

      “Sure, I could go for something.”

      “You have a type preference?”

      “Not that I’ve discovered yet. Happy to have whatever.”

      “Okay, be right back.” She slipped to the fridge, found the blood supply, and took the first bag off the top. As she emptied it into two glasses, she thought about Will’s offer to talk. He was an unconventional guy. He might have an unconventional solution to her problems with Fitzhugh. But that would mean dragging him into all of this. Might be a lot for a new vampire to take in. Then again, he wasn’t new to being a supernatural.

      She just wasn’t sure.

      She carried the glasses to the front and put one in Will’s cupholder. “Sorry it’s cold. I didn’t want to wake anyone with the noise of running the faucet for hot water.”

      He reached for the glass. “I don’t mind. Thanks.” He lifted it. “Here’s to you. I hope whatever’s bothering you goes away.”

      Her glass stopped halfway in the air. “How do you know something’s bothering me?”

      He clicked his glass to hers, then took a long drink before returning it to the cupholder. “I can just tell. You have the same look in your eyes that my daughters get when there’s something going on. It’s like you’re here, but you’re not. Divided. Anyway, didn’t mean to pry, so feel free to ignore.”

      She sipped the blood, then put her glass in one of the cupholders as well. “There’s…a lot going on. But I don’t think it’s right to burden you with it.”

      “I have broad shoulders.”

      “So you do.” And it was nice to talk to him. He was older. A great listener. Smart. Worldly wise. Not to mention, a reaper. How many deathbed confessions had he heard? How many arguments for one more day? She exhaled. “Governor Fitzhugh has leveled charges against Pierce and me. I’m not worried about the one against me. I’ll weather it, whatever happens.”

      She glanced back at Pierce’s slumbering form. She loved him so dearly. She couldn’t imagine life without him. He was a remarkable man. Compassionate. Kind. Always looking out for her. And everyone really. So different than Joe and his family. “But the council won’t be as easy on Pierce. He’s human, after all. And he hit Fitzhugh. Human-against-vampire crime is not looked upon kindly.”

      She expected Will to nod and say he was sorry and that surely someone would come up with something. He didn’t.

      He shrugged. “That’s easy to fix.”

      She frowned. “It is?”

      “Sure,” he said. “He just needs to stop being human.”
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      She stared at Will, losing focus on him and the cars going past them until everything became a blur. “You mean…turn him?”

      “Something like that.”

      Donna shook her head. “I don’t know if the council would care if he became a vampire. The alleged transgression took place when he was human.”

      Will took another drink from his glass, put it back, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Did you know that turned reapers can’t die?”

      The sudden change of subject threw her, but she did her best to keep up. “No, not really. I’m not as well versed in the supernatural as I should be yet.”

      “Understandable with how new you are. Well, it’s true. They’re immortal. Nothing can kill them. They have to choose death if they reach that point.”

      “Choose it?”

      He nodded. “There’s a bit of ritual that gets followed, but they basically pass on their scythe to another being, who then takes on the mantle of reaper.”

      “And then the original reaper dies?”

      “Not immediately. They regain their souls and become mortal again. Their life span is whatever’s naturally left.”

      “Oh.” She thought about that for a moment. “Wait a minute. You were dying on the battlefield. The whole reason I turned you was to save your life.”

      He nodded. “Because I was born a reaper. I have a soul. I can die. As you saw. But a reaper who chooses to be a reaper? One who’s turned? They relinquish their soul in exchange for the scythe and immortality. They become known as the chosen.”

      “Wow. I had no idea. Do a lot of turned reapers give up their scythe to regain their mortality?”

      “More than you might imagine. Some do it for love. Some do it because dealing with death becomes too much. Some do it because they’re just ready to move on to whatever’s next. My mama gave up her scythe. See, my daddy was mostly human, and she didn’t want to outlive him.”

      “That was quite a sacrifice. They must have loved each other very much.”

      “They did, for sure.”

      Was he really suggesting what she thought he was suggesting? She didn’t want to assume. “Thanks for sharing that with me.”

      A smile played at the corner of his lips. “You know why I told you all of that, right?”

      She thought she might, but until he came out and said, she wouldn’t presume. “It was very interesting.”

      He shifted his grip on the wheel as he changed lanes to go around a slow-moving sedan. “I would be willing to give my scythe to Pierce and take him through the turning ritual. Then there’s nothing the council could do to him physically that would harm him.”

      For a moment, Donna was speechless, because her assumption had been right. “Are you serious? You’d give up your powers for him?”

      Will nodded. “In all honesty, as a born reaper, I wouldn’t be giving up that much. My ability to reap souls, but I’ll still keep some other reaper gifts. And I wouldn’t be losing my immortality now that I’m a vampire. Look. You saved my life. I would be happy to do the same for someone you care about.”

      A knot formed in Donna’s throat. She looked down at her hands, feeling the heat well up in her eyes. “Will, that’s more than I could ask for.”

      “You’re not asking. I’m offering. Of course, it would be his decision ultimately. He’d have to be willing to give up his soul, after all. And the turning would change him. It always does. But the council might think twice about sentencing a being with the power of life and death.”

      A tear slipped down her cheek. “I don’t know what to say except thank you. I’ll ask him as soon as he wakes up.” Emotion got the best of her. She came out of her seat and wrapped her arms around Will’s shoulders.

      He laughed. “Easy, now. Don’t run us off the road.”

      She kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      He patted her arm. “You’re very welcome. You let me know what he decides. And of course, I’m happy to talk to him about it.”

      Donna sat with Will a few hours longer, well past Wheeling, West Virginia, and into Columbus, Ohio.

      That was about when Pierce woke up. He moved to a sitting position, stretching a little and getting his bearings, then got up and went back toward the bathroom.

      Donna figured she’d give him a few minutes to make sure he was really awake. Nothing like asking someone if they were ready to alter their life forever first thing upon rising. He was likely to think he was still dreaming.

      When he returned, he had changed into lounge pants and a Georgetown University T-shirt. He came up to her and Will. “Where are we?”

      “Columbus, Ohio,” Donna answered. “How was your nap?”

      He grinned. “I kind of passed out, didn’t I?” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I must have needed it. Also, the book I was reading was kind of boring, and that didn’t help. Neither did all those nachos I ate.”

      Will laughed. “I think they did everyone in.”

      Pierce clapped him on the shoulder. “Not you, thankfully.”

      “Pierce?” Donna tried to look as casual as possible. “Could we go in the back and talk?”

      “Sure.”

      She got up, and he stepped out of the way to let her pass. She went directly back to her bedroom, turning on just the reading lights as she went in so as not to flood the space with unnecessary light.

      He followed. “Door open or closed?”

      “Closed.” She sat on the bed, then patted the spot where Cammie had been sitting earlier, inviting him to join her. “We’re about to have a strange conversation, so I’m just going to jump right in.”

      “Okay.” He settled in beside her, looking curious but amused. “Is this good strange or bad strange?”

      “Good. I think. But that’s up to you to decide. First, let me ask you this. Do you agree the Immortus Concilio treats supernaturals differently than humans?”

      “Absolutely. Vampires are their main concern, and should be, considering they are the court in which most vampire grievances are heard. And while they’re not always easy on vampires either, humans are at the bottom of the food chain as far as the council is concerned.”

      She nodded as he confirmed what she already knew. “How about reapers? Have you ever heard of a reaper going up against the council?”

      His gaze narrowed, then he shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. Doesn’t mean it hasn’t happened, of course. But I’d think the council would tread lightly with such a being. You know the reaper’s scythe is one of the few weapons that’s fatal against a vampire every time?”

      “I did not know that. Interesting.” She was learning all kinds of new things on this trip. “What I did recently learn, however, was that turned reapers are immortal until they choose not to be by relinquishing their scythe. There’s no way to take their life otherwise. Did you know that?”

      “I don’t think I did. Not that I’ve ever given it much thought. I suppose I figured they were vulnerable in their own special way. That’s pretty remarkable.” Then he frowned. “But you had to save Will’s life.”

      “Right. He was born a reaper. Not turned. There’s a big difference, apparently.”

      Pierce shook his head. “I had no idea.”

      “Neither did I.” She took a breath. “So. What would you think about being turned into a reaper?”

      He stared at her, eyes still narrowed. Then they narrowed further. “You’re right. This is a strange conversation.” He frowned. “How would that even happen?”

      “Will. He’s offered to do it if you’re interested. Apparently, there’s a ritual you’d have to go through, but then he’d give you his scythe, and that would be that.”

      “But then he’d die.”

      “No, just because he gives up his scythe doesn’t mean he dies. In his case, it just means he’d no longer be a reaper. I think.” She shrugged. “Anyway, he’d still be a vampire, so his immortality status wouldn’t change. He might just lose a few skills or something. He didn’t tell me. But he says it would be his payback for me saving his life.”

      Pierce blew out a long breath. “That’s quite an offer.”

      “I agree. It’s a lot to take in. You’ll obviously need some time to think it over, because it would require you to—”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Really? That was quick. You didn’t even let me finish the part about how you’d have to give up your soul. Will said the turning would change you in some ways too.”

      “Don’t vampires go through that as well?” He shrugged. “What’s to think about? Remain vulnerable to the council’s whims, or make a decision that gives me more power? That’s a pretty easy decision to make. Except…”

      “What?”

      A deep sadness filled his eyes. “It means I’d no longer be useful to you.”

      Instantly, a pang of concern shot through her heart. She canted her head to one side. “Pierce. I love you. You will never stop being useful to me. I might need to get another human blood source, that’s true. But I don’t care. You’re one of my dearest friends and confidants. Your life is far more valuable to me.”

      He caught her face in his hands and kissed her. Long and hard and in such a way that she felt things stirring in ways they hadn’t since Kace had last done the same thing to her. And she’d had fae drugs in her system then. Heat danced along her spine, and she took hold of his arms to steady herself.

      The kiss ended too soon, and as they broke apart, she inhaled. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “I love you too. Thank you for this opportunity.”

      “Don’t thank me, thank Will.”

      “Sure, but I’m not kissing him.”

      Donna smiled, still blissfully warm from Pierce’s mouth on hers. “You’re completely sure about this? I feel like maybe you should think it over for a day or two.”

      “I feel completely sure. But I will talk to Will and make sure I understand the process and everything becoming a reaper entails. I should find out what will be required of me. I suppose I could be called upon to reap souls.”

      She scooted over to settle in against him. “You could be. That would be strange, wouldn’t it?”

      He put his arm around her as they sat back against the pillows. “I’m a lawyer. There are a lot of people that would say those in my profession are already in the soul-harvesting business.”

      She snorted. “Well, I wouldn’t say that.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “I know you wouldn’t.”

      She closed her eyes as a comfortable silence stretched out between them. She could feel daybreak approaching and the pull of sleep. She snuggled up to Pierce a little more, sinking into his embrace and the comforting feel of his hard, muscled frame against hers.

      “Sleepy?” he asked.

      She nodded. He smelled good. Clean. Laundry detergent and whatever soap he used. It was a smell she’d grown fond of. She wondered if he’d smell different as a reaper. Would he carry the scent of death? Will didn’t, but he’d been born, not turned.

      It was a morbid thought, but she couldn’t help it. He’d agreed to do something extraordinarily brave—give up his humanity—because of her.

      All because she’d put him in a dangerous situation. Maybe this would be better, though, him becoming a reaper. Becoming untouchable. She’d worry less about him, she imagined.

      He’d once told her he could leave anytime he wanted, and that was true. He was here of his own volition. But she prayed he never left. She really did love him. More than she’d ever loved Joe, that was for sure.

      Her love for Pierce didn’t burn in that bright, hot physical way of new love, but it was clear and strong and felt like one of the most secure things in her life. But after his unexpected kiss, she wondered if that was changing. If it was beginning to burn brighter and hotter. Could that happen?

      Maybe. Nothing should surprise her anymore. Not in this life. She wasn’t about to push anything, though. Especially not while they were all confined to a glorified metal tube. She’d just let things move forward and see where it took them.

      Although he had offered to marry her. Did that mean his feelings for her were also growing deeper?

      She exhaled as the pull of sleep grew stronger.

      “You want me to leave you alone?” he asked softly.

      “No. I don’t want you to go anywhere.” And she meant it. She felt safe and secure in his arms.

      “Go to sleep, then. I won’t leave you.”

      “I know.”

      She dozed for a while, not deeply, though. And every time she opened her eyes or shifted positions, Pierce was there.

      Her fitful dreams took her to strange, dark places. Showed her things she didn’t understand. Played to her fears and picked at her insecurities. She watched friends die. Saw herself to blame. And worse, was powerless to save them.

      Then the RV stopped, and she came fully awake again, sitting up and blinking. Fine with her. She’d had enough of the nightmares. “What happened?”

      “I think we’re at the campground,” Pierce answered. He sat up with her, twisting to look out one of the small windows above the nightstand. “Definitely at the campground. I’ll go help Will get things set up.”

      She could feel the daylight. “I should go too.”

      Pierce got to his feet. “You should get some real sleep. You have a big night ahead of you, and you were restless the whole time. Did you have bad dreams?”

      “I don’t know about bad, exactly, but they weren’t great. And you’re right that what sleep I got wasn’t very restful. But I feel like I should help.”

      He laughed. “I know you do. But this will give me a chance to talk to Will about the reaper thing, and once the RV is set up, we’re all going to bed anyway.”

      “True. Okay. I’m going to wash my face, brush my teeth, and then put my sleep mask on and shut down.”

      “You want me to wake you at a certain time?”

      She was supposed to be at the Millers at six. “Don’t let me sleep past three.”

      He nodded. “You got it. Sweet dreams.”

      “Thanks.” She just hoped that’s what they were this time.
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      Donna woke up on her own just a little after two, but she’d managed close to six hours of good sleep. No dreams that she remembered. No nightmares either. But she was keenly aware of the new future that possibly awaited Pierce.

      She stared at the bottom of the cabinetry that hung over the head of her bed. She wondered if his decision had changed in any way since he’d spoken to Will. Pierce had agreed to become a reaper so quickly that the more she thought about it, the more suspicious she became. Was he really showing her his true feelings on this matter?

      He’d never lied to her. If they were one thing with each other, it was honest. She had no reason to doubt that now, but she could absolutely see him padding the truth for her sake.

      But then again, his brother had been a vampire and died because he hadn’t made it home before sunrise.

      Maybe Pierce truly craved immortality. It would allow him to remain by her side for a very long time.

      She pushed upright, rubbing her eyes. She was probably just overthinking it as a way of distracting herself from the big meetup with Mayor Tom and his wife, Jeanne.

      She made a face and groaned, then touched her crucifix and prayed that the night went smooth and easy and without a single incident. She grabbed her phone, checking the screen. Rixaline had sent her usual message that all was well.

      Happy with that, Donna got out of bed and straight into a deliciously hot shower. Her bathroom was incredibly nice, given the space it was in. The shower was roomy and the water pressure surprisingly good.

      She kept it short all the same, knowing that there were six other people on board who’d probably want to shower as well.

      The next thing she needed was coffee, so when she was done drying her hair, she dressed in a knit lounge suit that was as comfortable as pajamas and slid her bedroom door back. There were no lights on in the RV, and the blackout shades had been pulled on all the big windows, so the space was darker than it had been at night.

      Was everyone asleep? She quickly turned off the lights in her bedroom. Some of the bunks had their privacy screens shut. The loft was open, though. And there was no sign of Christina inside.

      Donna padded out to the coffee maker, which had about three cups of coffee left in it. Grateful, she filled a mug, added creamer and sugar, then decided to have a peek outside.

      Temo and Kace were sitting by a crackling fire, drinking coffee, and talking. The day was a little gray and gloomy. Lionel’s bus was parked in the space parallel to theirs, meaning the area in between the two vehicles had some nice privacy.

      She left her coffee on the counter to go get her coat, then took her coffee outside to join them.

      Kace gave her a nod over the rim of his cup. “Morning.”

      She nodded back.

      Temo offered her a big smile in greeting. “Morning, Governor. How was your trip?”

      “Really good.” It was cold outside, but not as bad as she’d expected. High fifties, low sixties, maybe? She wasn’t sure. She took a seat by the fire, and the cold was forgotten. “How was yours?”

      “Pretty good. Neo, Bunni, Francine, and Hector are all sleeping.”

      “I figured. I don’t know who’s sleeping on my bus, actually. Will, I’m sure. Maybe Pierce?” She shrugged. “Hard to tell with the bunks closed.”

      He sipped his coffee. “Pierce and Cammie went to the gym, and Charlie and Christina went to the pool.”

      Donna stared at him. “In this weather?”

      He laughed. “The indoor one. This is a pretty fancy campground.”

      “Oh. That makes more sense.” She took a long drink of her coffee, enjoying the comfort of the hot beverage. As she swallowed, she glanced over at Kace. He didn’t look his usual happy self. “Something wrong?”

      He shook his head but kept his eyes on the fire. “I’m fine.”

      Donna decided to try what Neo had taught her. “Hey.”

      Kace looked over. “What?”

      Donna stared into his eyes and focused as hard as she could. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      Kace’s expression went blank for a moment, then he spoke. “I’m exhausted from keeping Bunni at arm’s length.”

      Temo snorted. “The woman is relentless.”

      Kace sighed as he looked at the fire again. “She was in my bunk when I pulled the curtain back.”

      Donna couldn’t believe she’d actually gotten him to talk. She tried to hide the smile threatening to emerge. “I guess she’s set her sights on you.”

      Kace shot her a look. “I’m not interested. Not that it seems to matter to her. She can’t take a hint.”

      “Maybe you should put it all in a text,” Temo said. “You know, put it in black and white, so to speak.”

      Kace sighed. “I would if I thought it would do any good.”

      Donna felt for him. Bunni had a big personality and could be a lot to take at times, but Donna liked to think the young woman had a good heart. She’d had a terrible turning experience, being attacked by a den of vampires and left to die by her worthless boyfriend. Knowing that history had given Donna a bit of a soft spot for her. “Maybe you should just talk to her.”

      “Sure.” Kace’s skepticism came through loud and clear.

      Donna sat up straighter. “No, I mean it. Sit her down and have a serious heart-to-heart with her. Tell her you appreciate her interest in you but you don’t share her feelings and would prefer to keep things on a friendly level because anything else makes you uncomfortable.”

      One of his eyebrows hitched up. “You think that would work?”

      “You won’t know until you try.” She drank the rest of her coffee, and when the cup was nearly empty, she instantly thought about having a second one. She’d have to start getting ready for dinner soon, but there was something so pleasant in sitting by the fire, listening to it crackle, and watching the flames jump.

      She could have sat there all afternoon. She was plenty warm from the fire, tucked into her big coat. Was this camping? She might actually like it. The thought made her laugh out loud.

      “What?” Temo asked.

      “I was just thinking that if this is camping, I could do it again.”

      Kace let out a sharp bark. “This is glamping. Real camping doesn’t involve electricity or indoor pools.”

      She shrugged. “Well then, I like glamping.”

      He grinned at her. “I’d be happy to take you anytime you like.”

      Temo rolled his eyes. “And you think Bunni’s relentless.”

      Donna laughed louder than she’d meant to. “I need another cup of coffee.”

      As she started to get up, Temo leaned forward. “You want me to get it, boss?”

      “That’s kind of you, but no. I can get it. Would you like a refill, though?” She glanced at Kace. “Either of you? I can make another pot.”

      “Make another one,” Temo said. “When the rest of the crew gets up, they’ll probably want some.”

      “Good thinking.” She headed back in to find Harper already working on it. “Morning.” Donna kept her voice down.

      “Morning.” Harper yawned. “Sorry. I don’t think I slept as much as I should have.”

      “Because you were sitting up with your dad?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I sat with him for a while after you went to bed.”

      Harper smiled. “You did?”

      “We had a lovely talk. He told me about Clementine and Magpie.”

      Harper’s smile grew as she filled the carafe with water. “They were the best cats. Not that our current cats aren’t also the best cats. That’s just how it is with pets, you know?”

      “I’ve only ever had Lucky.”

      Harper poured the water into the machine’s reservoir. “Maybe you should get him a friend.”

      Donna had thought about it. “Maybe I should. He might like the company. And I’ve always thought cats make great company.”

      They chatted softly until the coffee was done, then filled their cups and took the carafe outside, where they talked with Temo and Kace some more.

      Harper was a smart woman, and the more Donna got to know her, the more she liked her. But she wondered what Harper would think about her father’s decision to help Pierce in the way he’d decided to. Would she care? Hard to say.

      Before long, the rest of their group wandered back from their excursions, Cammie and Pierce first. They went in to take showers right away. Then Charlie and Christina showed up, both of whom had taken showers at the pool house.

      The group by the fire grew as Charlie and Christina joined them, then Cammie and Pierce, too, but as the clock ticked past four, Donna got up. “Sorry to leave, but I need to go get ready for my dinner. Charlie, what time is the car service arriving?”

      “I told them five fifteen, just to be on the safe side. You only need twenty minutes or so to get there. And there’s a bottle of wine in the pantry for you to take along.”

      “Perfect, thank you.” Donna looked at her daughter and sister. “Let’s aim to leave here by five thirty, okay?”

      Cammie nodded at her in understanding, and Christina gave her a thumbs-up, so she went inside.

      She’d decided on a beautifully architectural Roland Mouret wool crepe sheath dress in a sumptuous deep teal green. It wasn’t something she would have normally picked, but the color was hard to ignore, and the dress had the most interesting feature in that the exposed gold zipper ran not down the center of the back, but off to one side, from shoulder to hip.

      It was clever and unusual and edgy, and she wanted the Millers to understand that she wasn’t just some cookie-cutter middle-aged woman. She was strong and powerful and not someone they should make assumptions about.

      She realized that was a lot for one dress to convey, but if any dress could do it, this was the one.

      She’d pair it with gray snakeskin pumps, a strand of large gunmetal-gray pearls, and diamond earrings. Simple. Sharp. Interesting.

      But first, she had to do something about her makeup and hair. She flat-ironed her hair, smoothing it into a sleek mass, but it looked so boring. She tried twisting it up and liked that effect but couldn’t replicate it when she actually started putting bobby pins in it.

      She glanced at the time. She needed help. But who to ask? Cammie’s best hairdo was a braid. Could Christina do it?

      She went back to the door and looked out. “Christina, honey, do you think you could do my hair in a French twist?”

      Christina glanced at her. “In a what?”

      Harper raised her hand. “I could.”

      “Really? That would be amazing.”

      “Sure.” Harper got up and came in, following Donna back to the bathroom.

      “I really appreciate this. Wait a second. Are you really going to do my hair, or are you going to spell it into place?”

      Harper laughed. “No spells. Although I could…”

      “No, I don’t want any magic. I’m already trying to hide the fact that I’m a vampire from these people.”

      “Understood,” Harper said.

      Donna pointed to the brush and bobby pins on the counter. “That’s all I have as far as equipment goes. Do you need anything else?”

      “Hairspray.”

      “I have that.” Donna got it out of the cabinet and put it on the counter as well. “There you go.”

      “All right, turn around, and let me see what we’re working with.”

      Donna did as Harper asked, relaxing as the woman’s hands lifted her hair and twisted it up.

      “Your hair is pretty thick,” Harper said. “But I think I can do this.”

      “Where did you learn to do hair?”

      “From having sisters.” Harper’s smile was visible in the mirror as she reached for the brush. “After my mom died, we all sort of stepped up our efforts to take care of each other. Not that my dad wasn’t taking care of us. He was. But we were better at certain things. Like Reggie is a great cook. Daisy loves to clean and organize. And I’m good at the girly things.”

      Donna smiled. “I can see that. I’m sure your dad appreciated it very much.”

      “He did.” Harper went to work on Donna’s hair, brushing, twisting, pinning, and spraying, until finally she stepped back. “Okay, see what you think.”

      Donna picked up a compact from her makeup bag and used the mirror to see the back of her head in the big mirror. “That’s lovely. You did a great job. Thank you so much.”

      Harper nodded, clearly pleased. “You’re very welcome. I’ll leave you to finish up.”

      “Thanks.” Donna admired her hair for a moment longer. Harper really had done a nice job. She got to work on her makeup and was just about done when she heard everyone start to come in from outside. Will seemed to be up too.

      From what she could hear, it sounded like they were talking about dinner. Chili and corn bread. That sounded nice. She wondered what the Millers would be serving. Probably barbecue, since that’s what their restaurants were all about.

      She glanced down at her dress. Maybe a two-thousand-dollar Roland Mouret wasn’t the right choice after all, but it was too late to change.

      She flicked on another coat of mascara, then picked a nude but slightly berry lipstick to finish off her makeup.

      “Governor?” Charlie called out.

      “Yes?”

      “The car is here.”

      A new set of nerves came alive in Donna. She stepped out of the bathroom to talk to Charlie. “Okay. I’m about ready anyway. Are Cammie and Christina ready to go?”

      “Not sure. I’ll check.” Charlie smiled. “You look fantastic.”

      “Thank you.” Donna turned. “Didn’t Harper do a great job on my hair?”

      “She did. Looks like you went to a salon.” Charlie had a tablet in one hand. “They’re going to love you.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I’ll go see how Cammie and Christina are doing.”

      “Thanks.” Donna took her regular black purse and her navy winter coat out of the closet, then shut the door. She really was ready. On the outside, anyway.
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      The car service, which came complete with a Mercedes sedan and a driver in a hat and suit, arrived at the Millers’ gated property at five fifty-seven. Donna appreciated that kind of punctuality.

      She made a mental note to ask Charlie to increase the man’s tip. Frank, their driver, had been courteous and cordial and had been more than happy to tell them all about the area. And the Millers. Who were apparently very well known in town.

      Made sense, seeing as how Tom Miller was the mayor.

      Mostly, Frank had talked about how well liked they were, how generous, how involved in the community. Not a single bad word. Even after Donna asked if there was anything she ought to know about them. Which made her a little suspicious. Was anyone really that nice? Or had the vampire world made her cynical? Of course, this guy probably wasn’t going to criticize the most influential people in his town either.

      Frank pressed the button for access. A moment later, a buzzer sounded, and the gates rolled back. He drove forward.

      “How many acres is this place?” Cammie asked.

      Frank glanced in the mirror at them. “I believe it’s about twenty-eight, ma’am.”

      Cammie whistled. Then leaned forward to see out the window better as they traveled up the long drive. A roofline was coming into view. “That’s some house.”

      “Yes, it is.” Donna nodded as the home became visible. It made her mob mansion look like a summer home. The enormous red-brick house had a very traditional look with white-trimmed windows and a slate roof. A large, covered entryway extended from the house and over the circular drive, making a grand statement with its white columns.

      Even dormant from the cold, the landscaping was impressively manicured. Sculpted evergreen topiaries and well-groomed hedges decorated the sprawling property.

      “I told you they were well-off,” Christina said.

      Saying they were well-off seemed like calling the Pope slightly Catholic. Or Christina a little pregnant. The Millers were very wealthy people.

      Frank parked under the porte cochere, then jumped out to open their door.

      As they got out, the door to the house opened as well.

      Jeanne Miller stood there in the golden glow of her home’s interior lighting, smiling at them. She wore a navy plaid dress with crisp white cuffs and collar, gold jewelry, and navy heels with gold buckles at the toe. “I’m so glad you all could come.”

      Delicious aromas wafted out behind her. Meaty aromas. Not exactly barbecue either. There was the slightest hint of something else, something just this side of wet dog, but the breeze took it away before she could analyze it further.

      Donna’s stomach growled, a reminder that she hadn’t eaten anything since the nachos, the candy, and the glass of blood. Okay, nothing substantial. “I’m glad you invited us. We wouldn’t have missed it.”

      Jeanne extended her hand, causing a beautiful diamond bracelet to slide down her wrist. “I’m Jeanne. You must be Christina’s mother, Belladonna.”

      Donna shook the woman’s hand, then held out the bottle of wine she’d brought. “I am. This is for you. Call me Donna, please. It’s nice to meet you, Jeanne.”

      “Thank you for the wine. That was so thoughtful of you.”

      Donna nodded, thanking her stars that Charlie was the best admin ever and had thought to bring the wine. “You’re welcome. This is my sister and Christina’s aunt, Camille D’Angelo.”

      Cammie shook Jeanne’s hand as well. “Cammie is fine. Nice to meet you too.”

      “Welcome to our home.” Then Jeanne held out her arms. “And there’s our mama-to-be.” She gave Christina a warm hug, which prickled Donna, even though it shouldn’t have. Jeanne beamed at them, her arm still around Christina, and gestured toward the house with the hand holding the wine. “Please come in and meet my husband and my son.”

      As Jeanne and Christina started in, Donna followed with Cammie right behind her.

      They walked into a grand foyer with a sweeping staircase and marble floor, and in the center, a table held an enormous bouquet of fresh flowers. On the far wall was a family portrait. The four Millers plus two Labrador retrievers, one black, one yellow.

      That explained the faint hint of dog she’d detected earlier. She nodded at it. “Handsome animals.”

      Jeanne seemed pleased by that. “Thank you so much. You don’t have to worry about them, though. They’re shut up in the bedroom for now. They can be a little overexuberant with guests.”

      Donna nodded. “Then that was kind of you.”

      A young woman in a maid’s uniform appeared to take their coats. Donna hung on to her purse.

      “Thank you, Denise.” Jeanne smiled at the young woman.

      With the coats taken care of, Jeanne continued the little tour. As they walked, it came as no surprise that the entire house was beautiful. It was magazine-worthy, honestly, but still looked like a home, with a lot of family photos and personal touches.

      All of that made Donna feel less than, and she hated that feeling. That was her own issue to deal with, though. It wasn’t Jeanne’s fault that this family had never suffered under the dictatorship of a controlling, mob-owned man.

      Donna shoved the feeling aside and reminded herself that she’d been the best mother possible to her kids, all things considered. But she could already see why Christina liked these people so much.

      Jeanne led them into the family room, where Mayor Tom awaited. He was sitting in a leather recliner, reading a newspaper. It was so homey, it almost seemed set up. He folded the paper and stood immediately. “Hi there.”

      “Hello,” Donna said.

      More handshaking ensued, as well as introductions. Then Tom moved to the bar and offered them all a drink. “What can I get for you ladies?”

      Before anyone could answer, Jeanne spoke. “Honey, where’s Noah? He should be here to greet our guests.”

      “Right here, Mom.”

      Donna turned to see the boy who’d gotten her daughter pregnant. Christina was already at his side. He was handsome, broad-shouldered, and ruddy-cheeked, like he’d just run a few miles. He exuded charm and health, and it was no wonder Christina had succumbed to his wiles.

      Donna made herself smile. They really were lovely people. And the bitterness she was feeling was hers to deal with. This young man was the father of her first grandchild. She needed to have a good relationship with him.

      With all of them.

      “Noah,” Christina said. “This is my mom, Belladonna Barrone.”

      Noah stuck his hand out. “Nice to meet you, ma’am. Wow, you look more like Christina’s sister than her mother.”

      Donna couldn’t help but smile broader. “That’s very kind of you. It’s good to finally meet you.” She glanced at her daughter. “Although it could have happened sooner.”

      Noah nodded. “I agree with you, Mrs. Barrone.”

      She liked the boy already.

      Jeanne clapped her hands. “Well, what about those drinks? Tom’s a fabulous mixologist, aren’t you, honey?”

      He smiled. “I do my best. Your usual cosmopolitan?”

      “Yes, please,” Jeanne said.

      “I’d love a glass of wine,” Donna said. She’d prefer a whole bottle. But that would be impolite. And make her look bad. It was just that a glass wasn’t going to do anything to take the edge off her mood. Really, though. These people weren’t that bad. They weren’t bad at all. Just not anything she was used to.

      Cammie seemed glued to Donna’s side. “Yes, a glass of wine would be nice, thank you.”

      “White or red?” Tom asked.

      “Red,” Donna answered. “Thanks.”

      “Same for me,” Cammie said.

      Maybe Cammie would let Donna have hers too.

      While Tom uncorked a bottle, Noah seemed to only have eyes for Christina. They hadn’t seen each other in a little bit, so that was understandable. Jeanne rejoined Donna and Cammie, engaging them in small talk. “How was your trip out? Christina told us you were coming by RV. What a fun way to travel.”

      Donna nodded. “I’d never done it before, but it was fine. We left last night, so to be honest, we did a lot of sleeping.”

      “I can imagine.” Jeanne’s nostrils flared oddly for a second, but it happened so fast Donna wasn’t sure she’d even seen it. “Did you get out at all today? You must have wanted to stretch your legs after all that time in the RV.”

      “Yes,” Donna said. “We all sat around the fire at the campground and relaxed. It was pretty nice with the heat of the fire.”

      “Oh, how lovely.” But Jeanne’s eyes held all kinds of questions.

      Donna could imagine the woman wanted to ask myriad things.

      Tom arrived with two glasses of red wine. Donna took a sip immediately. It was good wine, but she hadn’t expected anything else.

      He handed Cammie a glass, then went to get the cosmopolitan he’d made for Jeanne.

      “What is it that you do?” Jeanne asked.

      Donna knew what she was supposed to say, the whole story about writing the book about her life as a mob wife. But those words seemed stuck on her tongue. She wished Pierce were here to intervene.

      “She’s writing a book,” Christina blurted.

      That did the trick to loosen Donna’s vocal cords, but she still didn’t like lying. Wasn’t like she could tell them the truth, however. “That’s right. I’m writing my memoir. As I’m sure you already know, my soon-to-be ex-husband was heavily involved in criminal activity and is currently in jail awaiting trial. I’m not at liberty to say more. Not just because of the court case, but because my publisher doesn’t want anything coming out before the book is released.”

      “Oh, I completely understand. Of course. How exciting for you, though.” Jeanne blinked suddenly. “I mean about the book. Not the other business. I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.” She looked at Christina. “All of you.”

      Tom joined them, a highball glass of amber liquid in his hand. Scotch, maybe? There were too many other strong scents of food and…dog, maybe, for Donna to figure it out. He lifted his glass to her. “You must be a very strong woman to have held it all together during that marriage and to have ended up with such a remarkable daughter as Christina. We think she’s just wonderful.”

      Donna exhaled. “Thank you. I think she’s pretty wonderful too.” Even if their son had gotten her pregnant. She reminded herself that Christina shared in that responsibility.

      A different woman than the one who’d taken their coats came to the door, though she wore the same black and white uniform. “Miss Jeanne, dinner is ready.”

      “Excellent, Cora, thank you.” Jeanne gave them all a big smile. “Let’s go in, shall we?”

      Tom stayed at Donna’s elbow, walking with her. “I hope you like steak. We’re big meat eaters out here.” He laughed suddenly. “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”

      Donna shook her head. “Not by a long shot.”

      For a second, it looked as though his nostrils had flared too. What on earth was up with these people? Had she put on too much perfume? A weird panic went through her as she tried to remember if she’d put on deodorant. She had, hadn’t she? Maybe she’d just been around so many supernaturals lately that it felt weird to be among humans.

      “Fantastic,” he said.

      The dining room was decorated in the same traditional style as the rest of the house, and the table was set beautifully with china and crystal that probably cost a fortune. The room held more fresh flowers, and beeswax candles burned in two holders at either end of the long table.

      Tom went straight to the head, and Donna saw that there were place cards for the rest of them. She was seated beside him, then Cammie next to her, Noah at the other end, then Christina and Jeanne, putting Donna across from Jeanne.

      As she put her cloth napkin on her lap, she hoped Cammie chatted Noah up and got to know him, since Donna’s time was probably going to be spent talking to his parents.

      Cora and Denise arrived with small plates of salad.

      The meal would be more than one course, apparently.

      But instead of being fussy about it, Donna had a sudden swell of appreciation for the lengths these people were going to in order to make a good impression. Her mood changed, and she realized that there was no way not to like them.

      If they cared this much, how could she feel any other way toward them? They were obviously well-meaning and felt as desperate for this to go well as she did.

      Granted, they didn’t seem upset that their son had gotten a girl pregnant, but then, Noah wouldn’t have any issues finishing school. Christina would be the one who’d have to put her education on hold.

      Maybe Donna should find a way to bring that topic into the conversation so the Millers knew it was important to her.

      Tom picked up his salad fork as he looked at Donna. “I’m not much on rabbit food, but Jeanne says it’s a good way to start the meal.” Then he laughed. “I’d rather eat the rabbit.”

      “Tom,” Jeanne said, looking a little horrified.

      He just laughed harder.

      Donna tried not to stare at him, but she could have sworn she’d seen a flash of light in his eyes. A very familiar flash of light.

      One that could only have a single explanation.

      Tom Miller was a werewolf.
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      Donna did her best not to react. That couldn’t be true, could it? Was Tom a werewolf? Was Jeanne?

      Holy mother. Was Noah?

      She swallowed and forced herself to smile. “Jeanne? Could you tell me where the ladies’ room is?”

      “Of course. Just right down the hall, first door on your left.”

      “Thank you so much.” Donna got up, grabbed her purse, draped her napkin over the back of her chair, and went down the hall. She found the bathroom, slipped inside, and put her purse on the counter. Then she planted her hands on the marble and took a big gulp of air.

      Was Christina carrying a werewolf baby? Donna thought she might have a panic attack. How on earth was she going to deal with this? Should she flat-out ask them?

      She did the only thing she could think of to do. She got her phone out and sent a group text to Charlie and Pierce.

      Need help. I think the Millers are werewolves. Find out now! Ask LV and Toni, if nec.

      She hit send, hoping she could hang out in the bathroom long enough to get the response without Jeanne thinking something serious had happened. But if anyone would know the scoop on the Millers and their shifter status, it was LV Medina, the alpha of the New Jersey pack and the grandmother of Rico, and Toni, Rico’s mother.

      She supposed she could have texted Rico directly, but texting him about this seemed a little unnecessary. The man was engaged in far more serious matters, after all. And then she’d have to explain about Christina and all of that.

      She stared at her screen, waiting for a response, trying to will one to show up.

      Charlie’s came in first. We’re on it.

      Hurry. I’m camped out in the bathroom. Donna supposed she could go back out to the table and just keep her phone on silent on her lap so she could check it for messages. But part of her really wanted to know what was going on before she went back out there.

      Of course, if she suspected the Millers were werewolves, did they also suspect she was a vampire?

      Was that what all that nostril-flaring had been about? Them smelling her?

      She put her hand on her forehead. Mary and Joseph. This was all so complicated, but unfortunately, she couldn’t just come right out and ask. If the Millers were ordinary humans, they’d think she was nuts.

      Not even remotely the first impression she wanted to make.

      Her screen lit up with an incoming message. She tapped it to read.

      Pierce this time. No answer from LV or Toni, left voice mail. Will update as soon as possible. Charlie is researching.

      Thanks, Donna texted back. Then she frowned and sighed and stared at the door. She couldn’t stay in here much longer, or they’d get suspicious.

      A soft knock told her she’d already stayed too long.

      “Donna? It’s me,” Cammie said. “You okay?”

      Donna opened the door and pulled her sister in.

      “Hey,” Cammie said. “What’s going on? The Millers are starting to wonder what’s up. I can tell.”

      “I think they’re werewolves.”

      Cammie stopped talking, her mouth still open. Then she closed it, and her eyes narrowed. “That would explain a few things.”

      “The dog smell? Which I no longer think has anything to do with their two Labradors. Or the way they’ve been sniffing me? Or the weird flash in Tom’s eyes?”

      “I was thinking more about the books on moon cycles and lycanthropy in the family room.”

      Donna rolled her eyes. “And you’re just telling me this now?”

      Cammie threw her hands up. “What was I supposed to do? Bring it up in conversation?”

      “No, you’re right.” Donna exhaled. “What should I do? Ask them outright? Christina could be carrying a half-werewolf baby.”

      Cammie made a face. “She definitely could be. We need to figure this out. I’m sure you’ve already texted Charlie?”

      “And Pierce. They’re working on it, but they couldn’t reach LV or Toni, so they left a voice mail.”

      Cammie shrugged. “You could call Rico.”

      “I hate to bother him with something like this. You know that the last time I saw him, at the funeral for the wolf who died at the fae confrontation, he said he wanted to talk to me about something.”

      “Which is what he texted about earlier.”

      “Right. And I told him I was traveling, which he said was fine, but if I call him, he might decide he wants to talk after all, and this isn’t really the best time for a long conversation.”

      Cammie nodded. “I’m sure he’d understand.”

      Donna glanced at her phone. There were no new messages. “I guess I could text him.”

      She was about to call up his contact info when more knocking interrupted her.

      “Ladies? Everything all right in there?” Jeanne sounded worried.

      And well she should be, Donna thought. All the same, she opened the door and smiled big. “We’re just fine. I had a little trouble with my zipper. Cammie got me all fixed up. I’m sorry we’ve interrupted dinner.”

      Jeanne looked infinitely relieved that Donna’s emergency had involved only fashion and nothing of a more personal nature. “No, no, it’s not a problem. I’m sorry you got stuck.”

      Donna grabbed her phone and her purse, and they all went back to the table.

      Christina was giving her a look like whatever was going on, she’d better stop it immediately.

      The poor child had no idea who she’d gotten involved with. Donna sat, positioning her phone on top of her napkin so she could glance down and see the screen easily. She picked up her fork and took a bite, doing her best to look like nothing was going on.

      But the truth was, she was whipsawed with worry and concern. Sitting here, eating her salad like everything was fine, was hard. Especially when she believed there were three werewolves at the table.

      And a fourth one growing inside her daughter.

      She ate without tasting anything but the tang of vinegar in the dressing. Maybe she should just say something. Have it out. So what if they were human and ended up thinking she was a nutjob? Wasn’t it better to know than—

      Her phone screen lit up.

      She glanced down. The message was from Charlie. Tom Miller isn’t just a werewolf, he’s the Indiana pack leader.

      Donna inhaled and sent back a quick thumbs-up emoji, then looked at the Millers with new eyes.

      This had to be discussed, didn’t it? She looked at Christina, who was gazing lovingly at Noah. They were talking about something, but Donna wasn’t sure what.

      Cora and Denise returned to clear plates and bring the main course. Steak. No wonder. There was a baked potato and glazed carrots too. Dishes of butter, sour cream, chives, and chopped bacon were added to the table.

      If Christina didn’t know Noah was a werewolf, dinner with his parents might not be the best way for her to find out. But if Christina knew, why hadn’t she said anything to Donna? No, Christina was absolutely in the dark about all of this.

      Which meant she was in for a pretty big shock when the lights came on.

      Once again, Donna struggled with what to do. She didn’t want Christina to freak out in front of everyone. That could go horribly wrong. She could end up blaming Donna. Or wanting nothing to do with Noah or the baby.

      Then a new thought occurred to Donna. Noah obviously knew he was a werewolf, so why hadn’t he told Christina? What on earth was he waiting for? Donna really wanted to talk to him first.

      “Not hungry?” Tom asked.

      Donna gave him her best smile and picked up her steak knife and fork. The conversation she needed to have couldn’t happen right now. She knew that. “Sorry, just something on my mind. This looks delicious. Is this filet mignon?”

      He nodded. “Only the best for our guests.”

      She pushed everything else aside, and for the next twenty minutes, through the steak and the delicious apple pie that followed, she kept her mouth shut except for small talk and pleasant conversation.

      But as the meal came to a close, she began searching for a way to broach the supernatural subject.

      Cora and Denise returned to clear the dishes and see if anyone wanted more coffee or wine.

      Jeanne spoke up immediately. “We ought to retire to the family room. It’s more comfortable. We could have more coffee in there.”

      Donna seized the opportunity. “That sounds lovely.” Anything to get them moving and possibly offer an opportunity for her to get Noah alone.

      But as they got up and went into the other room, Noah and Christina stayed together, talking in soft tones about something Donna couldn’t quite hear.

      Once everyone reached the living room, Noah and Christina remained by the door, clearly wanting to do something else. Noah hooked his thumb over his shoulder. “We were going to the game room to play some Mario Kart.”

      “That sounds fun,” Donna said. “I’d love to see the game room. Would you mind giving me a little tour before the game gets underway?”

      Noah shrugged. “Sure. Come on. It’s in the basement.”

      Donna smiled at the Millers. “I’ll be right back.”

      She headed for the door and the two kids, not giving the Millers a chance to come along. “Lead the way!”

      Noah nodded. “It’s right through here.” He took them down the hall and to a door near the kitchen.

      Wide steps led down. He flicked on the light and started for the basement, Christina’s hand in his.

      Donna followed. “Your parents have a beautiful home.”

      “Thank you,” Noah said. “It was a great place to grow up.”

      “Have you lived in this house all your life, then?”

      “Since I was five. That’s when they built it.”

      The basement was just as well done as the upstairs. Donna looked around, giving the game room lots of appreciative nods. “What a fun space. You must have spent a lot of time down here growing up.”

      “We did,” he said. “Me and my friends and my sister with her friends too.”

      “And look at that. You have a little snack bar and a popcorn machine.”

      He nodded. “We have everything down here. There’s a full bathroom down that hall, too, which made it ideal for sleepovers.”

      “I bet.” That was all the opening Donna needed. She looked directly at her daughter and used the new skill Neo had taught her. “If we’d had a game room with a bathroom, I never would have seen you and your friends.”

      Christina laughed. Then she blinked and looked toward the hall. “You know, I think I’ll go check out that bathroom. They say pregnant women need to pee a lot, so I might as well get used to it.”

      Donna could kiss Neo for teaching her to glamour. As soon as the bathroom door shut, she faced Noah. “I know you and your parents are werewolves. How dare you keep that from my daughter and the woman you claim you love?”

      Shock rounded his mouth, and a wolfy blue glow flickered in his eyes. “How did you—”

      Donna let her fangs drop. “Because I happen to be the vampire governor of New Jersey.”

      He swallowed and glanced back toward the bathroom for a second. “I want to tell her. I plan to. I just didn’t want to freak her out, or upset her, or do anything that might cause her to lose the baby. I love her. I swear it on my pelt. I’m just terrified she’ll leave me.”

      Donna pulled her fangs back. “I can understand that, but she deserves to know that the child she’s carrying is more than she thinks it is.”

      He nodded, looking a little miserable. “I know.”

      “Good. I’m going to go back upstairs, and you’re going to tell her right now, understand? And listen, Christina’s had quite the introduction to the supernatural lately. She shouldn’t be freaked out by what you are. Just by everything else that comes with it.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Donna gave him a quick smile before turning toward the stairs. “Good boy.”
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      Donna strode back into the living room with a big smile on her face. She hoped Cammie hadn’t struggled too much to keep up the conversation, but leaving her alone with the Millers couldn’t be helped. Donna had done what she’d needed to do.

      Well, the first part of it anyway. The second part was about to happen. She just needed the right opening.

      “Your home is lovely,” Donna said to Jeanne. She and Cammie were sitting in two smaller club chairs separated by a small lamp table. “That game room is a great spot, but the entire house is just beautiful. You’ve done a wonderful job with the decorating. It’s such a comfortable space. You’ll have to come visit me in New Jersey sometime.”

      “Thank you. That is so kind of you to offer,” Jeanne said with a bright smile. “Would you like more coffee now?”

      “I’d love some,” Donna answered.

      Jeanne got up and filled Donna’s cup from a silver carafe that was part of a whole service set up on the low center table. “Where do you live in New Jersey?”

      “Right on the Hudson River. The view from the penthouse is spectacular in the evening when Manhattan is all lit up.”

      Tom was at the bar, adding a little brandy to his coffee. “Penthouse, eh? Sounds pretty swanky.”

      Donna took her cup and walked over to the bar, setting her cup beside his. “It is pretty swanky. All of Wellman Towers is. I own the top two floors and part of the one directly below them, but the view from the penthouse is the best. The view from the rooftop patio isn’t too shabby either.”

      Brows raised in question, he held up the brandy.

      She nodded for him to add a splash to her coffee as well. Then she laughed softly. “I suppose it’s not really fair to say I own all of that. It really belongs to the governorship.”

      Jeanne frowned, and Cammie looked smugly curious. Jeanne shook her head. “The governorship? I don’t understand. Do you work for the governor? I thought you were writing a book.”

      Donna took a sip of the spiked coffee and smiled. “No. I am the governor.”

      Tom laughed. “That’s quite a claim. Especially when the governor of Jersey lives in Drumthwacket. I know because I read an article about the renovation of the place a few years ago. Name like that sticks in your head.”

      “The human governor lives there, yes.” She let her fangs drop as she turned to smile at him. The mirror behind the bar showed that her eyes were shining too. Good. She wanted him to get the full effect. “But as you can see, I’m not human.”

      His eyes glowed with the full weight of the wolf within him for a moment, then his face went blank, and his eyes lost their eerie light. A moment later, a huge grin bent his mouth. “How do you like that? I suppose you already know who I am?”

      She exhaled and tucked her fangs away. “I didn’t. Not until my admin confirmed it.” She looked at Jeanne. “Not long after we arrived, I started to suspect, much as I imagine you both did about me, that there was something more than human about you.”

      Jeanne still looked unsure. “A vampire.” She glanced at her husband. “What will the pack think about this?”

      He didn’t seem fazed. “I suspect they’ll think we’ve got a great alliance in the offing. Donna’s no ordinary vampire, after all. It would certainly make the marriage go down easier.” He glanced at Donna. “Provided you’re amenable to such an alliance.”

      “I am. But about the kids,” Donna started. “I’m not at all happy that Noah wasn’t up front with Christina about who he is. My daughter is completely human. She has no idea he’s a werewolf. Or what that means for the baby she’s carrying.”

      Jeanne got up from her seat, wringing her hands together. “We aren’t happy about him keeping that back either, I assure you. We’ve been pushing him to tell her for a long time. But he’s afraid he’ll scare her off. And this baby is important to us.”

      “To me too,” Donna assured her. “But that’s no reason to keep his true nature a secret. If they love each other, they have to be honest with each other.”

      “I agree, but that baby might be more important to us than you realize,” Tom said. “Births in our pack have been declining for years. And we don’t know why. This baby feels like a sign of better things to come. Even more so now that we know about you.”

      Jeanne glanced at Cammie. “Are you a vampire too? You don’t seem quite human either.”

      Cammie looked at Donna like she was asking for permission.

      Donna shrugged. “You might as well tell them. It’s not like they won’t eventually find out anyway.”

      Cammie returned her attention to Jeanne. “I’m not a vampire. I’m a retired Venari.”

      A low growl emanated from both of the Millers as their eyes began to glow again.

      “Hey,” Donna said sharply. “She said retired. And she’s my sister. You have nothing to fear from her. Especially if you’re not breaking any rules.”

      The growling stopped, and the Millers seemed to calm down. Jeanne seemed embarrassed, immediately occupying herself with smoothing down her dress.

      “My apologies,” Tom said. “It’s instinct more than anything. I’ve never met a Venari before, retired or otherwise. To be honest, I’d hoped to go to my grave without that happening, but if it had to, this is probably the best possible way.”

      Cammie didn’t seem bothered. “I’m used to that sort of reaction, frankly. But Donna’s right. You have nothing to worry about from me. Unless you go on some kind of human-killing spree.”

      Jeanne nodded nervously. “Thank you for that reassurance.”

      Donna took another sip of the coffee, which had already cooled off a bit thanks to the brandy. “Right. Back to Noah. I’m not happy about him keeping this secret from Christina. I don’t know how she’s going to take it. I expect her to freak out a little. That’s generally how she reacts to shocking things.”

      “Even though you’re a vampire?” Tom looked unconvinced.

      “I’ve only been a vampire for a little over a month,” Donna answered. “And it was a lot for her to take in.”

      He shook his head. “A month? And you’re already governor?”

      She nodded. “Long story, which I’ll tell you someday, but not tonight. So yes, she’s as new to all of this as I am. Newer, really, because she’s been at college and not immersed in it like I’ve been. Which also reminds me that you need to know it’s very important that she finishes school, just like Noah. She deserves to finish her degree just as much as he does.”

      Jeanne joined them at the bar. “Oh, I agree. We absolutely support that too. Wouldn’t be fair otherwise.”

      Donna was glad to hear her say that.

      A door slammed somewhere in the house, then loud footsteps came toward them. They all turned in time to see Christina enter the room with a scowl on her face that could have frozen lava.

      “Mom.” She was fuming, hands on her hips, eyes flashing in anger. “These people are werewolves. Did you know that?”

      “Not until about ten minutes after we arrived.”

      “Yeah, well, Noah just told me, and I’m done with him. With all of these people. Do you know what that means for the baby? How do I explain that at the hospital? I could punch something right now.” She groaned. “How could he do this to me?”

      This was exactly what Donna had been afraid of. “Sweetheart, maybe we should talk.”

      “No. I don’t want to talk. I want to go back to the RV and never speak to that liar again.”

      Noah appeared in the doorway behind her. “Christina, please, let’s talk about this.”

      She glared at him. “No.”

      “Yes,” Donna said with more force than she’d meant to. The glass in the room rattled. She took a breath to calm herself a little. “Christina, sit down. Noah, you—”

      Christina put her hands on her hips. “Mom, he lied to me.”

      “Because he was afraid of how you’d react. And you’re kind of proving his point right now, aren’t you?”

      With a frown, Christina sat on the couch across from her aunt. She folded her arms and glared at the room.

      “Noah, sit, too, please.”

      With a nod, he joined Christina, keeping to the far end of the couch.

      Donna took another, bigger sip of her coffee, then went over to stand in front of them, fully prepared to glamour them if need be. “You two are going to work this out. Noah, you need to apologize for keeping such important information from Christina.”

      He slanted his eyes at Christina. “I did.”

      “Do it again.”

      He took a big breath. “Christina, I am really sorry for not telling you the truth sooner. But I was so afraid of losing you and the baby. There was never a right time either.” He shook his head. “All I want is for us to be a family.”

      Christina uncrossed her arms to fold her hands in her lap but said nothing.

      Donna was far from done. “Now, Christina, you apologize for not telling Noah that your mother is a vampire.”

      Noah’s eyes widened.

      Christina looked up. “But I didn’t—”

      “So you told him?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then you let him believe I was human?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because that was a lie, too, wasn’t it?”

      Christina frowned. “You only just became a vampire, and you told me not to tell anyone.”

      “I did, that’s correct, but I think you’re smart enough to understand that the man you’re having a baby with, the man you intend to marry, would be an exception to that request.”

      Christina didn’t look thrilled, but she turned toward Noah. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you my mother is a vampire.”

      He shrugged. “It’s okay. I understand. This whole world must seem really crazy to you.”

      She nodded. “It does. Well, it did. I’m getting pretty used to it now. Still weird being the only human in the group sometimes, though.”

      He slid his hand halfway across the cushion between them. “I bet it is. But I promise you, I will always protect you and our child. No matter what. I love you.”

      For a moment, she didn’t move. Then she slid her hand toward his. “I love you too. But I am still a little mad at you.”

      He laced his fingers with hers. “That’s okay. You probably should be. I’ll never keep anything from you again. I swear it.”

      “You better not.” Her mouth was set in a hard, thin line, but her eyes held a glint of amusement. “Or you’ll be in the doghouse. Literally.”

      Tom snorted. “I see your daughter is a fast learner.”

      Donna looked at him. “Runs in the family.” Then she focused on Christina again. “Are we good here? Because we’re not leaving until we are.”

      Christina finally smiled. “Yes, we’re good. Doesn’t mean Noah and I don’t still have a lot of talking to do.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “Say,” Tom started. “If you’re staying at the campground for a few days, maybe Christina could stay here with us for that time. There is a lot of planning to be done, what with the wedding and all. Assuming it’s still on.”

      Donna wasn’t opposed to that. In fact, she much preferred Christina not be around when they arrived in Kansas for Artemis’s funeral. Not with that many vampires in the vicinity.

      Christina’s humanity would definitely be a drawback at times going forward. The funeral would be one of them.

      Donna nodded. “I think that’s a great idea. What do you say, Christina?”

      She chewed her bottom lip for a moment. “I guess I could. But all my stuff is back at the RV.”

      Tom put his drink down. “No problem. Noah can drive you back so you can collect your things.”

      Noah tugged on Christina’s hand. “Stay, baby. Then we can talk all you want.”

      “Okay.” She looked at Donna. “Thanks.”

      “We’ll pick you up on our way home.” Donna glanced at Jeanne, then Tom. “I’m actually headed to the queen’s funeral. I’m sure you heard about her unfortunate passing.”

      He nodded. “We did. Makes sense that you’d be headed out there, you being a governor and all. We’re happy to have Christina for however long it takes you.”

      “Thanks.” Donna glanced at Cammie. “I guess we should call it a night, then.”

      Cammie stood, clearly ready to go. Donna understood her eagerness. This night had gone very differently than they’d expected. And thankfully, much better than it could have gone, all things considered.

      As they said their goodbyes and Noah went to get his keys, Tom approached Donna. “I’m serious about that alliance, even though we’re not exactly in neighboring states. The marriage of our children will imply such a thing has happened anyway, but an official announcement as part of the engagement news might be nice. It would certainly make the speed and rareness of this wedding more understandable.”

      “Rareness?” Donna asked.

      “We don’t usually marry outside the pack, for all kinds of reasons, but an alliance would make it very understandable.”

      Donna nodded. “I have an alliance with the New York pack, so one with the Indiana pack wouldn’t be that far of a stretch. And if it makes things easier on the kids, then I’m all for it. What do you need from me?”

      He got his phone from his pocket. “Just your office’s contact information so I can send you the release when it’s ready.”

      She reached into her purse for her phone, and they exchanged info. “Thank you again for opening your home to us.”

      He smiled. “I wish I’d realized ahead of time who you are. It’s my own fault for not being more current on vampire news.”

      She shook her head. “I didn’t know who you are either, so we’re even on that.”

      “It’s a good thing, really. Jeanne was nervous enough as it was. If she’d realized you were a vampire governor, we would have had to redecorate the house.”

      Donna laughed. “I can understand that kind of nervousness, so I sympathize.”

      “Hey,” he said suddenly. “Are you really writing a book?”

      “No, sorry. I just felt I needed a way to explain my income so it wouldn’t seem mob-related.”

      “Too bad,” he said with a big grin. “That’s a story I’d like to read.”
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      Everyone said goodbye to Christina, then stayed to wave as she and Noah drove off. But as most of the crew wandered back to whatever they’d been doing, Will approached Donna. “If you don’t have other plans, we could pull out and head for Kansas a little early. Hector and I got plenty of sleep. We’re good to go. We still have almost twelve hours to go, so if we don’t need to be here, might as well move us closer to our destination.”

      She nodded, her eyes still on Noah’s car. “That’s a good idea. Better to get there early than to run into an issue and get there late. Wouldn’t hurt to get there early enough to get the lay of the land too.”

      “Very true. I’ll let Hector know, and we can start breaking camp.”

      “Thanks.” The car turned, but the taillights were still visible through the bare branches of the shrubs and trees that dotted the campground’s main road. A deep sense of bittersweet sadness welled up in her unlike anything she’d felt before, and Donna couldn’t shake it.

      She wasn’t even sure she fully understood what she was feeling. She was happy for Christina. She really was. The Millers were good people. And Noah was a great young man. But… She shook her head and sighed.

      “She’ll be okay,” Will said. “But it’s hard to watch them leaving when they’re heading for a new chapter of their life that doesn’t include you, isn’t it?”

      Donna swallowed, hoping the emotion clogging her throat would go with it. “Yes,” she said softly. “That’s exactly it. She’s headed off on a brand-new adventure, and she doesn’t need me anymore.”

      “Oh, she needs you,” Will said. “Before you know it, she’s going to need you more than ever. And in new ways that neither of you realize.”

      Donna glanced at him, unconvinced. “I don’t think so. That child she’s carrying is half werewolf. What do I know about that? Christina will end up turning to Jeanne, not me.”

      “A girl always needs her mother.”

      She forced a little smile. “I’d like to think that’s true.” She exhaled a long breath. “What can I do to help us get ready?”

      He looked around. “Check the campsite and make sure we haven’t left anything. Start spreading the word we’re going to get back on the road soon. Other than that, sit back and enjoy the ride.” He started for the RV, then stopped and turned to her again. “By the way, Pierce and I had a nice long talk. He’s good to go for the ritual. We can do it at any time.”

      “He won’t need any downtime? There’s no recovery?”

      “It’s not like becoming a vampire. Once the ritual is complete, he’ll be a reaper, and that will be that. He’s going to need some… What do they call it? Continuing education? But I’m here for whatever he needs.”

      She thought about that. “We should do it soon, then, since you’ll be around each other until the trip is over. No better time, really. And there’s plenty of blood in the fridge to see me through.”

      “I’d agree with there not being a better time. Not to mention, if Fitzhugh realizes that Pierce has become a reaper and is no longer human, that could be enough for him to drop his charges.”

      She frowned. “You really think so?”

      “It’s possible. There aren’t many vampires who’d want to provoke a reaper, seeing as how a reaper’s scythe is always fatal to a vampire. Even those as egotistical as Fitzhugh.”

      She nodded. “Pierce mentioned that about the scythe, but it never occurred to me that his having reaper powers might be enough to get Fitzhugh to back off.”

      “Like I said, who knows? But Fitzhugh likes soft targets. And there is nothing soft about a reaper.”

      “Maybe we should do it sooner, then.”

      “Let me know.” He turned and waved to Temo, who was sitting by the still-crackling campfire with Neo. “Help me buckle this rig up, would you?”

      Donna sat on the weathered picnic table that was part of the campsite’s setup. The bittersweet feeling was back, this time because of Pierce’s impending transformation. He would be all right, wouldn’t he?

      It wasn’t like her to worry so much, but with all the changes swirling around Christina, Donna felt like her emotions were just under her skin.

      Will had said the ritual would change Pierce. But Will had meant for the better. She hoped. She had to talk to Pierce one last time about this. Make sure he wasn’t doing this just because he thought it was best for her as governor. He had to want to do this for himself.

      She got up, did a quick once-over to see if anyone had left any personal items behind, but found nothing, so she went inside. Pierce was wiping down the counters. They’d all made s’mores while she, Cammie, and Christina had been at the Millers’.

      “Hey there,” he said. “How are you?”

      She shook her head. “I’m all kinds of things right now. Still in shock about the Millers, but happy that they’re good, solid people. And I’m now missing Christina and realizing that our relationship is never going to be the same.”

      “I don’t suppose it will,” he said. “She’s about to join you in motherhood and marriage, two new things to have in common.”

      She smiled. Leave it to Pierce to find the silver lining. “And I’m also thinking about you and what you’re about to go through.”

      He hung the damp cloth over the faucet. “I’m excited about it.”

      “Are you? Really?”

      He leaned against the counter. “Ever since my brother was turned, I’ve wondered what it would be like to be something more than human. I’ve had a taste of that, thanks to you. But that little added boost of strength and speed and senses that I get from our blood exchange is really a tease.”

      She frowned.

      He held up his hands. “Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate it. But I’ve also come to realize it can’t compare to the full measure of what a vampire is actually capable of. And until Will’s offer, I never imagined there was any other path to immortality than becoming a vampire. Now I have one. And I am excited about it.”

      She could tell from his smile and the shine in his eyes that he meant what he said. “Good. I needed to hear that. I needed to know you weren’t just doing this because you thought it was what you should do. Because of me and everything going on with Fitzhugh.”

      “I’d still do it even if that was the only reason, but I promise you it’s not.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her in close. She leaned into him, the contact comforting in the midst of her chaotic emotions. “I’ll tell you something else.”

      She had to tip her head back to keep eye contact. “What’s that?”

      His gaze pinned her. “I am very much looking forward to being your equal.”

      She would have loved to tell him that they were already equals, but she knew that wasn’t true. He was a very intelligent, exceptionally powerful attorney. But his role in her life, in the simplest of terms, was as her blood servant. Granted, she gave him blood in return, but he was most definitely in service to her.

      That dynamic would change once he became a reaper. As supernaturals, they would be on the same level. He might even be a little above her, considering the power of the reaper’s scythe.

      She smiled. “I’m looking forward to that too.” Even if it meant she’d have to find a new human donor.

      “I will at last truly be able to protect you.” He traced the line of her jaw with his finger. “And not just with my knowledge of the law.”

      She rested her head against his chest. He had saved her life once already by defending her before the council. She owed him so much for that. “I’m just glad you’ll still be in my life.”

      She meant it too. She couldn’t imagine being without him.

      “Absolutely. And if being a reaper doesn’t agree with me, I’ll give up the scythe and go back to being human.”

      She picked her head up to look at his handsome face again. “If that happens, if something goes wrong or you hate the change, I’ll turn you. You have my word.”

      He kissed her. A short, soft seal of that promise. “Thank you. But I don’t think that’s going to happen. I’m going to be just fine in this new life. You’ll see.”

      She believed him. He wasn’t one to waver in his decision-making either. But she couldn’t help but feel she would lose part of him. It was an odd way to feel when he was about to become more like her, rather than less, but there it was. “I’m sure you’re right.”

      “I should go out and see if Charlie needs help with anything. I can see through the window that her Uber just pulled up. She made a quick trip to the nearest grocery store to pick up a few things. We realized while making s’mores that we’re low on ice cream, and Bunni wanted birthday cake.”

      Donna laughed. “I didn’t know it was her birthday.”

      “It’s not. She just wanted cake, and she said that’s her favorite kind. So as a result, Charlie called an Uber, and she, Bunni, and Francine went shopping. Anyway, I’ll go see if they need help. Unless you need me for anything?”

      She turned her back to him. “My zipper? As much as I love this outfit, I’m ready to get out of it and into something more comfortable.”

      “You do look spectacular in this dress.” He slid the zipper down to her waist, kissing the nape of her neck. “There you go.”

      “Thanks.” The kiss had raised goose bumps along her spine and made her forget, for a moment, her worries about Christina. She twisted toward him again. “Can I be with you when you go through the ritual?”

      He nodded. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      She went to her bedroom to change as he left to help bring in whatever the girls had bought. She switched quickly into leggings and a big sweatshirt but left her hair up. She’d barely seen everyone on the other bus and wanted to at least say hi before they pulled out again.

      She found Francine, Bunni, and Charlie sorting bags of stuff on the picnic table.

      “That’s my Carvel ice cream cake,” Bunni said.

      Francine looked at her. “You say that like you’re not sharing.”

      Bunni shook her head, making her purple tassel earrings shiver. “I’m not. Except maybe with Kace.”

      Francine rolled her eyes. “That boy doesn’t want your sweets, no matter how fancy they are. Leave him be.”

      Donna suppressed a snort as she joined them. “Cleaned out the store, did you?”

      Charlie smiled at her. “The s’mores gave us sugar cravings we hadn’t known we had. Plus, the smoke from the fire was bothering my eyes, and I really wanted some drops.”

      “Don’t we have a first aid kit?”

      “Not really. I guess it’s assumed that’s not a thing most supernaturals need.”

      “I guess not.” At least they had the potions she’d gotten from Jerabeth.

      Charlie’s brows went up. “How was your dinner? I’ve been holding my breath a little since we delivered that confirmation.”

      “It was better than expected. Really. A few quick, tense moments, then it was all smoothed out. Watch your email for some alliance paperwork from Tom Miller.”

      Charlie blinked in apparent amazement. “You work fast.”

      Donna shook her head. “It was his idea. He said announcing an alliance between us would take some of the heat off of the unusual, quickie marriage that’s about to happen.” She shrugged. “They’re such nice people, and Noah really is a sweet kid. Whatever I can do to help make things easier on everyone.”

      “I’ll let you know when it arrives.”

      “Perfect. Also, we’re going to get back on the road sooner than expected, so make sure everyone knows, okay?”

      “Will do.”

      Donna glanced in the bags. “We had apple pie for dinner, but I am really craving Twizzlers. Any chance there’s a bag in there somewhere?”

      “No, sorry,” Charlie said.

      Francine reached out and put her hand on Donna’s arm. “Honey, you want licorice? Come over to the bus. Lionel’s a big licorice fan. He’s got all kinds in the pantry, including chocolate.”

      “Chocolate licorice? I’m craving the red stuff, but I might have to try a piece of that.”

      “Come on over.” Francine led the way, leaning in as she lowered her voice. “I need to tell you something anyway.”

      “What is it?” Donna stayed close beside her. “Trouble on the bus?”

      “No, we’re all fine. I’m crocheting a bunny rabbit for LaToya’s baby, with matching sweaters for both of them. The bunny and the baby, not LaToya.”

      “How sweet!” But there was no way that’s what Francine wanted to tell her.

      Francine shrugged. “Helps pass the time.”

      “I’m sorry Lionel couldn’t come.”

      “Me too. But it can’t be helped.” She reached for the door, then stopped and put a hand on Donna’s arm. “Consider yourself warned. There are more pheromones on this bus than anyone should probably be exposed to. Between Neo and Temo’s constant canoodling and Bunni’s blatant attempts to seduce Kace, I feel like I’m on an episode of Pleasure Island.”

      Even Donna hadn’t watched that reality show, and she was not averse to incredibly trashy television. “I’m really sorry. Do you want to ride with us for a while? Or I could make up an excuse to need Temo on the bus with me.”

      “No, no. Let the kids be kids.” She pulled the door open and climbed on. “It just reminds me of how much I miss Lionel. I’ll be fine.”

      Donna followed her in, and they went straight to the kitchen. Francine pulled open the pantry door. True to her word, there was an entire shelf of licorice. All flavors, all varieties, and all different brands. Some in packages with languages she couldn’t begin to read.

      In the back lounge, Kace was on his laptop, but otherwise, the bus was empty. He nodded at her. “Governor.”

      “Hi, Kace.” Maybe Francine wouldn’t want to talk with him around. Donna had a solution for that. “The guys might need some help outside. We’re getting out of here a little sooner than expected.”

      He put his laptop aside and got up. “I’ll go see. Thanks for telling me.”

      As he passed by, brushing up against her, he smiled. “You smell great.”

      “Thanks. Should I tell Bunni what my perfume is?”

      He frowned and kept going. “Don’t even start.”

      As he exited, Francine snorted. “That poor boy.”

      Donna grinned and went back to the licorice.

      Francine’s smile disappeared, and she crossed her arms. “Listen to me, Donna. I hate to tell you this, but you need to do something about Fitzhugh. Word on the street is that Fitzhugh has found a fae witness willing to testify that you were absolutely the cause of the queen’s death.”
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      “What?” The air left Donna’s lungs so fast she went light-headed. “How do you know that? Who did you hear it from?”

      “Lionel’s maker. Lord Raleigh. He’s as old as the hills and very well connected, although he’s become something of a recluse in the last decade or so. Apparently, Fitzhugh petitioned Lord Raleigh in the hopes of acquiring a sponsor for his bid to be king, but Lord Raleigh wasn’t having it.”

      Donna clutched the bag of licorice in her hand, digging her nails into the plastic. “I knew there were fae who weren’t happy with Ishalan’s takeover and the treaty we made, but I never imagined one would side with Fitzhugh.”

      “You’d better reach out to that fae king, see what he can tell you. You’re still friends with him, right? You have that treaty and all.”

      Donna nodded. “Yes. Ishalan. I’ll have Temo message him, too, and see what he can find out. They’ve always had a good relationship.” She tipped her head back and sighed, trying to process this new wrinkle. “Wait until the Prime hears this.”

      “The Prime?”

      Donna bit her lip. Too late, she realized what she’d said. She chalked it up to having too much on her mind. But if there was anyone to slip in front of, it was Francine. Donna wasn’t going to worry about her spreading tales. “Forget I said that. I mean, literally forget it.”

      Francine’s eyes narrowed, but there was clear interest in her baby blues. “Has he reached out to you?”

      “I can’t talk about it.”

      “That’s all the answer I need. There’s only one reason I can think of that he’d do that. Are you going to take the job?”

      Donna stared at the licorice like she was trying to make another selection and not just avoid the question. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Francine nudged her. “You should take it. You’d be amazing as queen.”

      “Again, no idea what you’re—”

      “Donna, I may be a new vampire, but I am not a new human. My years have made me a great judge of character. And if there was ever a person cut out to rule with compassion and caring, two things the vampire nation is desperately lacking, it’s you. Don’t be afraid of the responsibility or the challenges. You’ve raised children. And you’ve survived twenty-seven years of being married to a man who could have killed you at any time. You’ve outwitted, outlasted, and outplayed some incredibly dangerous characters.”

      Donna smiled ever so slightly at the Survivor reference. Francine did like her reality TV. “Thank you. But it’s just such a huge undertaking.”

      “And governor wasn’t?”

      “Governor still is. That’s the point. I haven’t begun to master this position. How on earth could I be expected to take over as queen?”

      “Because of what you’ve done already. That’s the point. You shine too brightly to be ignored.”

      “You could say the same thing about Fitzhugh.”

      “Honey, Fitzhugh isn’t impossible to ignore because he shines. He’s impossible to ignore in the same way you can’t help smelling a bag of garbage left in the sun.”

      “Speaking of Fitzhugh…” Donna ripped open the package in her hand and popped a couple pieces of cherry licorice into her mouth. “Will Ferris is giving Pierce his scythe and turning him into a reaper to keep him safe from Fitzhugh, but there’s nothing I can do to keep that loudmouth loser off my back. Nothing.”

      “There has to be a way. You should just confront him at one of the funeral gatherings. Make a scene. Something he can’t ignore. And call him out on his behavior.”

      “As fun as that sounds, I don’t think it would be appropriate to make a scene during the funeral gatherings.”

      Francine sighed. “No, I suppose not. But it would be nice to shame him in front of his peers. Expose him for who he really is.”

      Donna opened her mouth to respond, then shut it again and narrowed her eyes as a new thought came into her head. “You know…you might be on to something there.”

      “What?”

      “I need to think more.” She grabbed a bag of chocolate licorice. “Thanks for the candy. Gotta go.” She leaned in, kissed Francine’s cheek, and smiled. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Anytime, honey.”

      As Donna jogged back to the RV, she saw Will and Pierce securing some of the outside storage compartments. She went directly to them. “Are we just about ready to travel again?”

      Will nodded. “We are ready. Not sure about Hector and his crew, but it shouldn’t be long.”

      She looked at Pierce. “Are you ready for the ritual? Because I think we need to make that happen before we get to the queen’s estate, and with Will behind the wheel…”

      “Right.” Pierce straightened. “I’m ready.” Then he gave her a closer look. “What’s wrong?”

      She sighed. “Francine found out from a reliable source that Fitzhugh might have a fae willing to testify to the council that I was directly responsible for the queen’s death. But I have an idea, if that’s really true, so don’t worry about it for now. What’s important is making sure you’re safe before we meet Fitzhugh again. There’s no telling what else is up his sleeve.”

      Will nodded. “Then let’s do it.”

      “My bedroom. We can have some privacy. If that matters.”

      Will glanced over at Neo and Temo, who were putting away some folding chairs. “Doesn’t matter to me who’s present, but is this going to be a surprise to the rest of your staff? Do you want to tell them?”

      Donna thought about that. “Yes, we should. But it’s up to Pierce.” She looked at him. “How do you feel about that?”

      “Absolutely,” he answered. “Telling them would be a good idea. Do you want to feed one last time?”

      “Not a bad idea.” She looked at Will. “Is it okay if he has vampire blood in his system during the ritual? Or should I hold off on that part of our exchange?”

      Will shook his head. “I don’t think it will matter.”

      “Okay.” She glanced at Pierce. “Right before, then.”

      He nodded and looked past her. “Temo? Neo? Can you come over here?”

      As soon as Donna had taken her fill of Pierce, they all assembled in the RV’s lounge area with Will and Pierce. He was now shirtless and facing Will. Donna, Cammie, and Charlie were on the couch. Neo and Temo were in the recliners across from them. And Harper was at the kitchen table.

      Kace, Bunni, and Francine had been made aware of what was happening, but they were on the bus, waiting for Neo and Temo to rejoin them.

      Will started. “This is a short process. Much like turning a vampire. Except there’s no chance you won’t become a reaper and no downtime for the transition to take effect. Are you ready?”

      Pierce nodded.

      Will unhooked his scythe from his belt and held it out with both hands. “Do you accept the role of reaper of your own free will?”

      Pierce looked almost eager. “Yes.”

      “And do you willingly offer your soul in exchange for this blade and this power?”

      “Yes.”

      Will took a step forward. “Then as my last act, I reap your soul.”

      Pierce lifted his chin slightly, his face stoic.

      Will hefted the scythe by its handle, the blade glinting in the overhead lights, and cut an X over Pierce’s heart.

      Donna cringed, but Pierce showed no pain. His eyes closed, and his lips parted, but no sound came out.

      Blood trickled from the wound, but she was too engrossed in what was happening to have any visceral reaction to that.

      The lights seemed to dim for a moment. Then they darkened further, and all the shadows in the room crept toward Pierce, like he was calling them. They surrounded him like a cloak, making him impossible to see.

      He became shrouded in darkness, a void in the middle of the space. The shadows swirled and convulsed over him.

      Panic swept through Donna. What was going on? Was he dying? Was this his soul leaving him? Or the reaper powers entering him? She grabbed Cammie’s hand.

      Then the shadows dissipated, and Pierce was visible again. He opened his eyes. They were black, corner to corner. She’d seen Will’s eyes like that once before.

      The wound on his chest healed before their eyes, and as it did, leathery wings sprang from Pierce’s back, filling the small expanse of the lounge. His physique even seemed to transform.

      Will exhaled audibly, not so much a sound of relief as one of release. He shook his head like he was clearing it, then held the blade out to Pierce again. “The change is complete. My scythe is now yours. May it serve you well.”

      Pierce took the scythe. His wings retracted, and his eyes returned to their normal appearance, but the rest of him didn’t. He had definitely been changed. Becoming a reaper had amplified his physical form, much like being turned into a vampire would have done. He looked broader, more muscular, but everything about him also seemed…harder. More edgy and angular and somehow impenetrable.

      From the line of his jaw to the light in his eyes to his warrior stance, it was obvious he was different. He nodded at Will. “Thank you.”

      “How do you feel?” Will asked.

      Pierce hesitated. “Like a new weight rests on my shoulders. It’s not uncomfortable, but I will have to get used to that feeling.”

      Will nodded in understanding. “That’s the mantle of the reaper. The power of life and death is yours to command. The weight is there to remind you of the power you wield. It’s not something you ever want to forget.”

      “No.” Pierce put his hand to his stomach. “I’m suddenly hungry too.”

      “From what I understand, you will be for some time,” Will said. “Your soul is gone. Your body wants to fill that space. Fortunately, your new metabolism can handle it.”

      Pierce smiled. “Good to know.” He glanced at Donna, his smile widening. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      Truthfully, it had been terrifying to watch. She let go of Cammie’s hand, surprised her sister hadn’t said anything about how hard she’d been squeezing it. “I’m glad it’s over and that you’re safe.”

      “Safe?” His brows lifted. “I’m immortal.”

      She grinned. “And I’m very glad about that.”

      Will clapped his hands. “Five minutes, and we pull out.”

      Neo and Temo came up to congratulate Pierce. Donna gave them a moment, then touched Temo lightly on the arm. “A word?”

      “Sure, boss. What’s up?”

      “Francine told me that Fitzhugh has a fae witness willing to testify against me in the queen’s death. See if you can get Ishalan to give you details. Or even confirm it. Maybe it’s not true.”

      Anger filled Temo’s eyes. “I’m on it. Do you want to talk to him?”

      “I’d be happy to, but I think he’ll be more forthcoming with you. You’ve known him longer and have had a working relationship with him for some time.”

      Temo nodded. “True. You might try to reach out to Rixaline too.”

      “I could, but I hate to involve her. Or worry her. She’s been checking in with Charlie or me pretty regularly, and things seem to be going pretty well for her.”

      “That’s good to hear. I’ll text him as soon as I’m back on the bus. Which will be in about two minutes.”

      “Thank you. One more thing, I have an idea about something we might try with Fitzhugh, regardless of whether this witness is real or not. Once you’ve texted Ishalan, let me know, and I’ll video-chat you guys into the meeting we’re about to have.”

      “Will do.”

      He and Neo left, headed for their ride. Harper moved up front to sit with her dad while he drove.

      Cammie went to read in her bunk, Charlie opened up her laptop in her usual recliner, and Pierce was building an enormous sandwich from the cold cuts in the fridge.

      He glanced over at her. “You want one?”

      She shook her head. He was fascinating to look at in this new form. He’d always been exceptionally handsome, in a Cary Grant, old-Hollywood kind of way, but becoming a reaper had roughened him up a bit.

      Pretty boy gone bad. And it was rather intoxicating.

      “Thanks anyway,” she said. “I’m still full from dinner. And feeding from you. Not to mention the licorice I ate. Listen, when you’re done with that sandwich, I’d like you and Charlie to come back to my room for a meeting.”

      “No problem.”

      Charlie glanced at her. “I can come now.”

      “That’s perfect, because I want you to set up a link so Neo and Temo can join us by video.”

      Charlie went back to her laptop. “I’ll set that up now. Any hint at what this is in reference to?”

      “What else?” Donna answered. “Fitzhugh.”
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      When they were all in her bedroom, and Temo and Neo were on video chat, Donna dove right in. “Temo, anything from Ishalan?”

      “Nothing yet, boss. I texted, and then I called but just got his voice mail. I’m sure he’s a lot busier now that he’s king.”

      She nodded. “I’m sure he is. Maybe I should text him as well. If he sees messages from both of us, he might get the urgency a little more.”

      “Couldn’t hurt.”

      “I’ll do it as soon as we’re done here.” She was pacing a little, so she stopped and leaned against the closet doors. Pierce was standing near the closed bedroom door, and Charlie was sitting on the bed, a notebook balanced on her knees in case she needed to jot anything down. Across from them on the narrow dresser was her laptop, Neo and Temo on the screen. “I have an idea about how to deal with Fitzhugh.”

      Pierce’s eyes narrowed. “Does this mean you changed your mind about me pretending to be the emissary?”

      “No, I still think that’s not our best move and could put you in too much danger. Even if you are indestructible now.” She crossed her arms. She swore she could still see the shadows lingering about him, but if she tried to look at them directly, they vanished. “Since Francine told me that she heard Fitzhugh found a fae willing to testify that I had a role in the queen’s death, inaction is no longer a possibility for me. Granted, we don’t know if this witness really exists or not. It could very well be that Fitzhugh is lying to make himself look good.”

      “Most likely, that’s what it was,” Charlie said. “With your treaty with Ishalan in place, any fae who testifies against you would essentially be going against the new king. I don’t know Ishalan as well as you or Temo do, but I find it hard to believe that he’d turn a blind eye to such a thing.”

      “I agree,” Temo said. “I can pretty much guarantee you that if Ish gets his hands on that particular fae, they won’t be long for this world.”

      She mulled that over. “I guess I hadn’t considered that. But I’m sure Fitzhugh would have. If the witness exists, he undoubtedly promised them whatever protection they want. And a good deal of money.”

      Neo’s hand shot up. “I could dig into that. See if Fitzhugh’s made any big payments lately.”

      Donna snorted. “You really want to break into his computer, don’t you?”

      “So bad.”

      Donna shook her head. “I don’t want to do that. Not yet. That’s a last resort kind of thing. Like Pierce pretending to be the emissary. No, I have a different idea. One that might not be completely aboveboard either, but it feels safer. And easier to accomplish. And like it might ultimately have a bigger reward.”

      They were all looking at her with great curiosity.

      She tugged her sweatshirt down so that the hem was around her hips. “When Fitzhugh arrives in Kansas, I’m going to find time alone with him for the sole purpose of getting him to talk. About anything and everything. My plan is to encourage him to incriminate himself in some way.” She nodded at Neo. “And you’re going to provide me with whatever recording device I need to capture it all.”

      Neo made happy little ohh sounds and rubbed her hands together. “That is perfect. Okay, I’ll get a list together of the equipment I’ll need, but I don’t know where we’re going to get that stuff.”

      “Research it. There has to be a store somewhere between here and the queen’s estate that specializes in security equipment and the like. Kansas isn’t a third-world country.”

      Neo nodded as she pulled her laptop into view. “Right. I’m on it. I’ll figure something out.”

      “What role do you want us to play?” Charlie asked.

      “I don’t think there is one. He won’t talk as freely if we have company. In fact, while I’m not opposed to any of you tagging along for security reasons, so long as you keep your distance, he should probably think that it’s a visit I decided to make on my own. A last-ditch effort sort of thing.”

      “You want him to think you’re desperate,” Pierce said.

      Donna nodded. “Exactly. I want him to think he’s got the upper hand and that I will do anything to get him to drop the charges. It’ll only make him cockier. And more likely to say something really incriminating. The last thing he’s going to expect is for me to come begging.”

      Pierce grimaced. “I don’t like you prostrating yourself before him like that.”

      Donna sighed. “I don’t like it either, but it’s just a means to an end. If there’s one thing I learned while being married to Joe, it’s how to handle powerful men.” She smiled. “And men who only think they’re powerful.”

      Charlie laughed. “Fitzhugh is probably somewhere in the middle. He’s a big fish, but he’s not the shark he thinks he is. That’ll be especially true at this gathering. While a lot of vampires won’t travel, I think we’ll be surprised by who actually turns up for this funeral. It’s going to be an interesting mix of those genuinely showing respect, those trying to make a good impression, and those trying to incur favor with whoever takes the throne next.”

      “Oh?” Donna hadn’t thought about the other attendees. “Any thoughts on who some of those guests might be?”

      Charlie shook her head. “I can’t say for sure, obviously, but Artemis was ancient and had roots in many countries. I would expect to see some of the European crowd. Maybe even some of the South African contingent. The Middle East is a possibility too. Hard to say. I could also be completely wrong. It’s not like they’ve had weeks to plan the trip. Travel, especially from overseas, isn’t always easy for vampires.”

      Temo cleared his throat and held up his phone. “Boss?”

      Donna stopped leaning on the closet to see him better. “Yes?”

      “Ishalan responded. He would like to talk to you directly. He’s asked that you call him.”

      A chill slipped through her. Was him wanting to talk good or bad? “Okay, I’ll do that now. I guess we’re done here anyway. Please think about this meeting I want to have with Fitzhugh, all right? I want to work through every possible scenario so I’m ready for anything he might throw at me.”

      They all nodded in agreement. Charlie scooped up the laptop they’d been using to conference with Neo and Temo, and they all left her alone.

      She got her phone and checked the screen. There was a text from Ishalan.

      Call me at your convenience.

      She took a breath and dialed.

      He answered on the second ring. “Madam Governor.”

      “Your Highness.” The formalities were spoken in lighthearted tones, but there was clearly an underlying seriousness that pervaded the mood. “Temo told you what we’ve heard?”

      “He did. And I am desperately sorry to hear that one of my subjects has become such a traitorous fool. I give you my word that I will deal with them.”

      The chill was back. “Does that mean there really is a fae who’s willing to testify against me?”

      “My apologies. I didn’t mean to imply I know with any certainty that a witness exists. But I promise you I will soon.”

      “Can I ask how?”

      He laughed, a soft, bitter sound. “My dear Governor, Princess Rixaline can find anything or anyone, remember?”

      “I do.” She’d found Joe and his sleazy girlfriend when even the FBI hadn’t known where to look. “But she needs something to get her started. How can she track someone down when she doesn’t know who they are?”

      “Simple. She’s going to search for anyone in the stronghold with the smell of vampire on them. I firmly believe if this agreement was made, it was done in person. And if that doesn’t work, we’ll go down the roster of citizens and investigate any who are missing. I will also be offering a substantial reward to anyone with information about who this turncoat might be. We will find this traitor and deal with them.”

      That meant Rixaline knew now about the charges Fitzhugh had brought forth. Donna had been hoping to spare her the worry. “How is our girl doing?”

      “Very well. She is much loved, and I am grateful to you every day for reuniting us.” He paused. “I am grateful to you every day for many things. Which is why I am so upset about this possible traitor. Not only does it embarrass me that one of my subjects would be so stupid, but we as a people owe you for bringing us out from under Dredward’s reign. I will be in touch as soon as I know more.”

      “Thank you.” She could practically hear him bristling. He’d changed a lot since becoming king. Matured, really. But then, his goals were very different now. “I appreciate it. And I don’t hold you accountable for the actions of one of your subjects. I hope you know that.”

      “Your consideration is appreciated. Good night, Governor.”

      “Good night, Your Highness.” As she hung up, she sat on the bed. If Ishalan could deal with the witness, that would be incredibly helpful. But exposing Fitzhugh’s machinations was still important. Doing so could be the lynchpin in his demise.

      At least she hoped it would be. She wasn’t sure how much more of that idiot she could take.

      She went out to the kitchen, made herself a cup of Evening Bliss tea, then took it back to the bedroom, where she tried to lose herself in a good book.

      It was a great read, but she had a hard time concentrating on it. Finally, as dawn began to approach, she put her tablet aside and tried to sleep.

      They pulled into Lebanon, Kansas, eleven hours and thirty-eight minutes after they’d left Timberville.

      Donna knew, because as she lay there in bed, she felt the RV slow and start to take some turns. She’d also been tracking their movements on an app on her phone. What else was she going to do? Sleep hadn’t been easy. Her mind had been too occupied with…well, everything.

      Her daughter, Pierce becoming a reaper, Fitzhugh, the emissary, the possibility of becoming queen, the funeral, the pending charges sitting with the council. Even her sister’s transition from vampire hunter to whatever she was now weighed on Donna’s mind.

      Sleep, when it had come, had arrived only in small batches, and those short spans had been disturbed by dreams.

      None of them good. Well. One. But that had been about Pierce and had left her with more questions than answers. And a rather warm feeling she wasn’t ready to think about.

      Will was no doubt exhausted, having driven straight through for a second night in a row. And he was too young a vampire to ignore the tug of sleep.

      She pushed the covers aside and got up, pulling on her robe to head out and see how he was doing. Cammie was sitting at the kitchen table, reading on her tablet. Pierce was doing pushups in the middle of the lounge but got to his feet as she approached. Charlie was in her usual recliner, laptop open.

      All three greeted her as she joined them. “Morning.”

      Donna’s mind was on Will, however, and making sure he wasn’t overdoing it. As she focused on the driver’s seat, however, she realized Harper was at the wheel.

      “Coffee?” Cammie asked, looking up.

      “Absolutely, but I can get it,” Donna answered.

      Cammie was already standing. “I was about to refill my cup anyway.”

      “Thanks.” Donna slipped into the passenger’s seat beside Harper and started yawning before she could say anything else.

      Harper smiled. “Morning, Governor.”

      “Morning. Your dad okay? I didn’t expect to see you driving.”

      Harper nodded. “He’s fine. A little tired. I took over just before eight. I promise I’m qualified.”

      “I’m not worried about that.” Donna frowned. “Was he normal tired or worn out from the ritual, or something else?”

      Harper hesitated. “A little bit from the ritual. But mostly, he’s not acclimated to the way the dawn makes him feel.”

      Donna nodded in understanding.

      Cammie handed her a cup of coffee, fixed just the way she liked it. “Thanks, sis.”

      “Sure.” She went back to the table.

      Donna glanced at Pierce. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Fantastic. How did you sleep?”

      Donna shook her head before sipping her coffee, which was everything she needed in that moment. “Not my best.”

      Charlie closed her laptop a few inches. “Maybe you should get a nap this afternoon. The funeral isn’t until tomorrow night. There won’t be much else going on.”

      “Maybe,” Donna said before looking at Harper again. She was still worried about Will, that maybe giving up his scythe had hurt him in some way. “Is your dad in his bunk, then?”

      “He is. He’d better be sleeping too. Although I’m sure he misses having Maggie curled up next to him.”

      Donna’s brows went up as she drank more of her coffee. She hadn’t been aware that Will had a girlfriend. “Maggie?”

      Harper smiled. “Magpie the Second. Maggie, for short. She’s the second tuxedo cat that came into our lives, and the name just stuck. I know we talked about Magpie and Clementine.”

      Donna nodded. “We did. And I saw your dad’s amazing tattoo. They sounded like wonderful companions.”

      “They were. Little lifesavers. Anyway, Maggie sleeps with him every night. Usually on his pillow.”

      “Aw, that’s sweet. Lucky will sleep on the bed with me, unless one of the kids is home, then he’ll pick them over me. When Rixaline was staying with us, he was glued to her side.”

      “Cats certainly have their people.”

      “They do.” Donna stared out at the landscape before them. It was utterly flat, although dotted with large swaths of forest where there weren’t broad expanses of farmland or prairie. “I’ve never been out to this part of the country. It’s pretty.”

      Harper nodded. “Very different than what I’m used to.”

      “How long before we get to the queen’s estate?”

      Harper glanced at her GPS screen. “Shouldn’t be more than forty minutes now.”

      “Wow, we’re that close? I’d better get ready. Back in a bit.” Donna got up and took her coffee with her but stopped at the table to see Cammie. “If you want to use my shower after I’m done, you’re welcome to it.”

      Cammie nodded. “I might take you up on that.”

      “I won’t be long.” Donna went straight to the bathroom to turn on the shower. She couldn’t meet the queen’s staff looking like she’d just rolled out of bed.

      Which was exactly how she looked right now.
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      Donna returned twenty-five minutes later, dressed in black leggings, her new tall brown boots, and her new oversize oatmeal-colored cowl-neck sweater. She’d kept her jewelry simple, choosing only a pair of polished wooden hoop earrings, her Cartier tank watch with the brown croc strap, and a wide cigar-band-style ring made of hammered gold.

      She’d done her makeup a little heavier than her standard daytime look, adding some shadow and paying extra attention to her brows. Her hair she’d kept simple as well, going for a low ponytail and wrapping the elastic with a small Hermes scarf. The final look had given her a nice Ralph Lauren in Town & Country vibe.

      Not her usual thing, but chic. Kind of the way she always imagined the women in the Hamptons dressed. Upscale casual. So what if it wasn’t her standard look? She liked it. And you only got one chance to make a good first impression.

      She fixed a second cup of coffee and rejoined Harper up front.

      Charlie and Cammie hadn’t moved, but Pierce had gone to shower, judging by the sound of running water and the closed bathroom door.

      Then Cammie got up, leaving her tablet behind, and tilted her head toward the back as she looked at Donna. “Do you need to get back in there?”

      “Nope. All yours.”

      “Thanks.” Cammie headed back to Donna’s bathroom.

      Donna couldn’t tell much from the GPS, since the screen was angled for the driver’s viewing. “Almost there?”

      “Closing in,” Harper replied. She slanted her gaze at Donna for a moment. “You look nice. Like old money.”

      “Thanks. Is that better than new money?”

      Harper laughed. “When it comes to vampires? Probably.” She hesitated. “How are you feeling about this whole thing? If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “I don’t mind.” How was she feeling? “I’m not sure there’s a single word for it. A little anxious. A little curious. A little happy, which sounds odd, considering the circumstances, I suppose. But I’m glad I can be here to pay my respects to the woman who’s ultimately responsible for my being alive.”

      Harper nodded. “Sure, that makes sense. She was your grandsire, right?”

      “Right. I wish I’d been able to get to know her better, but it’s not like that would have happened even if she’d lived. Not with her being queen and so busy with all that comes with that. She wasn’t suddenly going to make time to hang out with me.” Donna shrugged. “Even so, I feel like I knew her in a small way.”

      “What was she like? I only saw her for a moment or two at the battle.”

      “Artemis was…a bit of an enigma. Although I think she liked me, I always had the feeling that our relationship, whatever it was, would never come before her doing what needed to be done. Like, she didn’t let friendships dictate how she governed.”

      “That’s a pretty smart way to handle things. But that’s also a hard thing to do. Treating everyone equally, I mean.”

      Donna nodded. “It is. I try to do it too. Try not to play favorites.”

      Charlie spoke up. “You’re very good at that.”

      “Thanks,” Donna said. “I can’t imagine what that meant for Artemis as queen, though. She may not have had any truly close friends.”

      Harper squinted. “I’m sure she had some.”

      “I’d like to think so.” Donna twisted to see Charlie better. “Do you know if she had friends?”

      Charlie’s expression turned a little sad. “I don’t. I know she had an extensive staff. But whether or not she considered any of those people friends? I can’t say. It’s been my experience that the older a vampire is, the fewer confidants they have in their lives. Their inner circles grow smaller. The queen was no different. And her position certainly didn’t make it easy to cultivate close friendships.”

      Donna found that disheartening. And one more reason to say no to the Prime’s offer. She valued her staff and absolutely considered them friends. More than that, they’d become family to her. She couldn’t imagine losing them because being queen meant keeping them at arm’s length.

      She was just about to get up to add a little more coffee to her cup when Harper put the turn signal on.

      Donna stayed where she was, eager to see their destination.

      Harper turned the RV onto a smaller road that led through a heavily forested area with no sign of civilization in sight. After a few moments, they crested a small ridge, and a sprawling ranch appeared.

      Harper’s mouth opened slightly. “Wow. There it is. That’s the queen’s estate.”

      “Really?” Donna leaned forward. “It’s huge.”

      Harper nodded, a little smile bending her mouth. “I actually looked the property up on Zillow. It’s enormous. The house is over eleven thousand square feet, not including the guesthouse, which is, like, thirty-six hundred, plus there’s a fifteen-car garage, and it all sits on a hundred and twenty acres. There’s a stocked lake in the back behind the pool. Stables, too, although I don’t know if there are actually horses, and apparently an underground bunker. As you saw when we drove in here, the whole thing is surrounded by woods, which keeps it very private.”

      Donna was impressed. “You really did some homework on this place.”

      Harper shrugged. “I was curious.”

      Donna was too. The estate seemed to get bigger as they got closer. The house itself was longer than it was wide, or at least it appeared that way from the front. A wing came out from each side of the two-story main building. The massive entryway extended quite a bit over the driveway. That drive led around toward the back of the house but split off to curve again and rejoin the main drive. If the queen had ever had parties, there’d been no lack of available parking.

      Cammie came out in jeans and a sweatshirt, hair wet but pulled back. She returned to her spot at the table.

      Donna couldn’t help but think the place looked more like a resort lodge than a residential building. Maybe it had been. But no, hadn’t the queen built this property? Donna wasn’t sure. “I can’t wait to see the inside. Did you see pictures of that on Zillow?”

      “No. And the ones of the outside all looked like they’d been taken by a drone.”

      “Interesting.”

      Donna looked back at her sister again. Cammie’s eyes were glued to the window. What was it like as a former vampire hunter to be arriving at the late vampire queen’s estate? That had to be a slightly surreal experience.

      Harper pulled through the covered area and parked outside of tall double doors. A stone path and simple landscaping led to the house. “Are they expecting us?”

      Donna glanced over her shoulder at Charlie for the answer.

      Her admin nodded. “They know we’re coming, but I also texted her deputy, Marcus, when we were about an hour out. Someone will greet us. And they’ve been made aware that your newly acquired ability has rendered you impervious to the sun, so no need to worry about that either.”

      “Great, thank you.” Donna downed the last sip of coffee and got up.

      As she did, Pierce came out of the bathroom, looking sharp in a dark gray suit with a crisp white shirt and pale-blue-and-navy-patterned tie. “Ready,” he said.

      Charlie closed her laptop and set it aside. She was in a navy pantsuit with a cream-and-navy-striped sweater shell underneath and navy pumps with a small gold medallion detail.

      Donna frowned. “You guys are more dressed up than I am. Maybe I should change.”

      “We’re staff,” Charlie said. “We should be more dressed. It’s okay if you’re more casual.”

      “Agreed,” Pierce said. “Don’t change. You look beautiful.”

      “He’s right,” Cammie said. “You look great.”

      He reached up and pulled off his tie, then unbuttoned his top button and looked from Donna to Cammie. “How’s that? Better?”

      Cammie laughed. “Somehow, that makes all the difference.”

      Donna nodded. “Yep, that’s perfect.” She looked at the driver’s rearview camera. The bus was parked behind them, and Temo was getting out. He was in jeans and a black leather jacket, which was perfect for her head of security.

      Everyone else on the bus, except probably for Kace, was most likely sleeping.

      “Temo’s on his way,” she said. “Let’s just go in, introduce ourselves, and then figure out where they want us.”

      “Now would be a good time to return the queen’s sword as well,” Charlie said.

      “Okay, I’ll grab it.” She looked at Charlie. “We have the RV park sites reserved just in case staying on property doesn’t work out, right?”

      Charlie nodded. “Yes. Two spots, side by side just like last time. That will put us about thirty minutes away, though I’m hoping it doesn’t come to that. Marcus seemed confident that they had a spot for us.”

      “I hope that’s still true. If we’re not on property and Fitzhugh is, I won’t be able to stand his gloating.” Donna was not about to be outplayed by that loon. She headed back to her bedroom and retrieved the queen’s sword from underneath her bed. It was wrapped in soft felt.

      Charlie was just letting Temo into the RV as Donna returned to the front.

      “Hey.” He nodded at them as he came up the steps. “How’s it going?”

      “Good. How are things on the bus?”

      “All right.” He smiled.

      “That’s nice to hear.” She had no doubt he was enjoying all the time with Neo. She addressed them as a group. “Listen, if there is any offer of a tour of the house or to sit down and talk or to have a meal or any of that, let’s not. As much as that might be nice, I’m sure they have a million things to do before the funeral services. Not to mention, I need to get a little more sleep before I deal with Fitzhugh, and since we don’t know when he’s arriving, I need to make sure I get that sleep right away.”

      “Understood,” Charlie said. “If it becomes necessary, I can create an urgent reason for you to return to the RV. Pierce, Temo, and I can always stay behind as well and make small talk.”

      “Perfect. Well, then, let’s go ring the doorbell and let them know we’re here.”

      With Harper and Cammie staying behind, Donna led the rest of them off the RV. She held the sword with both hands and paid close attention to her surroundings as they approached the house. The covered area of the drive was significant, enough to park maybe ten cars under. Anyone with an aversion to UV light would be able to come and go comfortably, an understandable necessity for a vampire’s residence.

      She had no doubt that all of the windows in the house were UV-protected as well, and there were a lot of windows. Looking at the place, you’d never guess the queen of the North American vampire nation had resided here. Maybe a cattle baron or an oil magnate, or some kind of import-export tycoon.

      But ancient vampire royalty? No one would ever suspect. Then again, that was probably the point.

      Security cameras, although well disguised, tracked their movements, making Donna wonder if there were cameras in the trees as well that had kept watch on them the moment they’d driven onto the property. Seemed like a smart move. And Artemis had been no dummy. Even sacrificing herself upon Dredward’s sword had seemed calculated.

      Donna didn’t get the chance to ring the bell.

      As they approached, one of the massive wood and wrought-iron front doors opened, and a slightly familiar face met them.

      Donna searched her memory banks for the young man’s name. It had been a while since she’d seen him. It came to her a second later. “Marcus, so kind of you to greet us.”

      He almost smiled, his slight nod acknowledging her greeting. He was in a charcoal suit, a black armband around one bicep. “Madam Governor. We are honored by your presence. Please come in. I trust your drive was not too strenuous? Travel can be exhausting.”

      “It was fine. Thank you for asking. I’m sure by tomorrow we’ll all be well rested.” She wasn’t about to tell him she was jonesing for a nap right now.

      They all filed into the foyer, an impressive two-story space with a set of twin curved staircases leading to a bridge balcony above. Natural stone and wood were everywhere, giving the place a high-end, lodge feel that matched the exterior.

      There was a sense of the feminine about it, too, however, through the use of silk fabrics, exuberantly colorful artwork, and plush rugs. Sculptures and pottery from ancient civilizations seemed to be nods to Artemis’s past.

      “The queen’s home is lovely,” Donna said. “I only wish our visit here was under different circumstances.” She held out the blade. “Her sword.”

      “Thank you,” Marcus said as he took the weapon from her. He held it for a moment without saying anything, then lifted his head. “She would appreciate that you came.” He glanced at Donna’s staff, then out toward the vehicles. “You brought quite a few with you, I understand?”

      Donna nodded. “Yes. There are twelve of us altogether, drivers included.” She hoped she hadn’t violated some kind of rule by bringing people with her, but Charlie would have known about that.

      Marcus didn’t seem bothered, however. “We’ve made the guesthouse available for you, but there is an RV hookup in that driveway, as well as several more near the main garage. Rest assured that the entire property is ironclad against fae intrusion, so you’ll have no worries there.”

      “That’s a wonderful reassurance, but you’re giving us the guesthouse?” Donna hadn’t expected that.

      He nodded. “It was the queen’s wish.” A hint of emotion showed in his eyes, vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. “She left behind extensive instructions. She had clearly anticipated the battle’s outcome and made sure we knew what needed to be done if she did not return to us.”

      To Donna’s mind, that was further proof that Artemis had purposely made herself a martyr. She shook her head. “I can’t imagine your grief. I am so sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you. We are…coping.” He lifted himself up a bit, spine straightening, sword clutched tightly in his hands. “There is a memorial gathering this evening in the great hall. Anyone who wants to attend is welcome. It’s very casual, just beverages and light hors d’oeuvres.”

      Donna felt for him. He was clearly grieving, but doing his best not to show it while carrying on with what needed to be done. “We’d be honored to come. What time?”

      “Eleven.”

      “We’ll be here. Thank you.”

      “Of course.” Marcus nodded. “The guesthouse is unlocked and waiting on you. I’m sure you’re eager to get settled, so I will let you go in just a moment. First, there are a few things I need to tell you.”

      Donna waited, unable to imagine what they could be.

      Marcus cleared his throat softly. “According to Artemis’s wishes, the reading of her will is to follow the funeral services, which will be held on the great hall’s terrace. All those in attendance have been asked to stay for the reading.”

      Donna glanced at Charlie, who shrugged. She definitely hadn’t been expecting that.

      Marcus frowned. “The other bit of news is rather less pleasant. And I don’t feel as though I’m overstepping to say that if Artemis were still alive, this wouldn’t be happening. Although a great many things wouldn’t be happening if she were still with us.”

      “Oh?” That threw Donna a little. She braced herself. “What is it?”

      Marcus sighed. “It’s highly unorthodox, but the council has decided to hold hearings on the charges filed by you and by Governor Fitzhugh the evening following the funeral, right here on the property, since all parties concerned will be available. While it is not required of you to attend, it is advised. They have asked me to act as proctor in Artemis’s stead.”

      That was much sooner than Donna had expected, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it. “Okay.”

      His chest rose and fell as he exhaled. “Additionally, the queen’s staff have been informed that, now that you’re here, we are not to let you or Mr. Harrison leave the estate until their verdict is decided.”
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      The guesthouse was decorated largely in the same fashion as the main house, but it could have been done in polka dots and stripes for all that Donna paid attention to it.

      She, Temo, Charlie, Cammie, and Pierce were in the living room. Harper had gone to check out the bedrooms to see just how many the house would comfortably sleep. Temo had done a quick sweep of the house to look for any hidden cameras or microphones before joining them.

      One never knew.

      “I feel blindsided,” Donna said. She and Cammie were on one of the two big couches that made up the sitting area. There were also two leather chairs, one of which Temo had taken, and a love seat that Charlie had claimed.

      “Because you were. We both were.” Pierce leaned on the large mantel, glaring into the air. “We should have seen this coming. Should have anticipated it. We were too worried about Fitzhugh and trying to get him to back off, and as a result, we ignored the fact that the council might convene at any time.”

      Temo nodded, looking equally disgusted. “You’re right. We should have guessed they’d hold the hearings here. Makes sense since we’re here and so is Fitzhugh.”

      Charlie shook her head. “I didn’t expect it. There’s no reason to do the hearings here. Like Marcus said, it’s highly unorthodox. Traditionally, there’s a period of universal mourning for the vampire nation when a significant vampire dies. It starts the day of the funeral, and during that time, business, including that of the council’s, is put on hold. At the very least, that period would be three days. For the queen? I would expect a week. Minimum.”

      “Really?” Donna hadn’t known that.

      “Yes,” Charlie said. “The council certainly isn’t standing by that. Not even three days! It’s completely disrespectful. I won’t be the only one who thinks that either. I mean, the evening after the queen’s funeral? It’s just wrong.”

      Donna frowned. “Try telling the council that.”

      “I just might,” Charlie said. “At least I have a mind to send a note to the governors’ loop to state my feelings.” She blew out a long breath. “I won’t. But I’d like to.”

      “Fitzhugh’s behind this,” Pierce said. “Mark my words. I don’t know how exactly, but I’d bet good money he pushed for this.”

      Donna thought about that. “If you’re right, he should be pretty happy with himself. Might even make him a little boastful. Could be just the thing we need to catch him saying something to incriminate himself.”

      “I hate that this is happening to both of you and I can’t do anything about it.” Cammie’s steely expression made her look like an approaching storm cloud. “Maybe I should find a way to get the Venari after him for real.”

      “If only we had a real reason. His constant persecution isn’t really enough for that kind of action.” Donna looked at Temo. “Did Neo have any luck finding the recording equipment I asked for?”

      “She did,” he answered. “There’s a security company half an hour away that has everything. She emailed her order last night, and they responded that they’d have it all ready for pickup by this afternoon. Won’t be cheap.”

      “I don’t care. Whatever it costs, it’s worth it to expose that devious idiot.”

      Harper joined them but didn’t come too far into the room.

      Donna glanced up at her and saw that the woman obviously wasn’t sure if she should interrupt. Donna didn’t want her to feel uneasy, so she did her best to smooth some of the anger from her face. “How’s the bedroom situation?”

      “Lots of them. Some with kings, some with queens, and a few with twins. This place was definitely set up to house lots of guests. It could easily sleep fifteen or sixteen, with some room-sharing. Which some of us might have to do.”

      “I’m sure we’ll figure it out. Cammie, are you willing to share with me?”

      “Sure.” Cammie nodded.

      Donna looked at Temo. “And you and Neo are a given for sharing, right?”

      Temo nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Harper stuck her hands in her pockets. “My dad and I can share one of the bedrooms with twin beds, if necessary.” Her eyes were full of worry that clearly had nothing to do with the sleeping arrangements. “Something’s gone wrong, hasn’t it? The whole vibe has changed since you guys came back from the house.”

      Harper had been exploring the rooms when Donna had explained the situation in brief to Cammie.

      “Nothing you need to worry about.” Then Donna realized that wasn’t true. “Well, actually…you might have to worry about it. The Immortus Concilio has decided to hold their hearings on the charges against Pierce and me the evening after the funeral. The outcome of those hearings could change our return trip.” She swallowed. “Or at least who returns home.”

      “It makes me so mad I could scream,” Charlie said. She held up her hands. “I won’t. A banshee’s scream can be deadly.”

      “Thanks for that,” Donna said, finally smiling. “Look, we can’t sit and mope. We have to prepare for whatever outcome we might get. And we have to hope Fitzhugh arrives soon so I can work on my plan of getting him to talk.”

      Pierce left the fireplace to sit near her. “What’s your approach going to be?”

      “Wear something low-cut and hope for the best?”

      He snorted softly. “Probably right on target. Appeal to his sense of self. Make him feel like he’s won and that you’re at his mercy.”

      “Yep. Let him think he’s bested me.”

      A scowl bent his mouth. “That should do it. Although I can’t stand the thought of him feeling like he’s beaten you.”

      Donna tipped her head back to stare at the wood-beamed ceiling. Her lack of sleep was catching up with her. Even the press of daylight was starting to feel like a strain. “Try to focus on how he’s going to feel when he realizes he’s been had.”

      Harper took a few steps forward. “I could help with that. Cast a spell of vulnerability over you. It’s more of a glamour, really. Not the kind vampires do, but like a mask.”

      “Explain,” Donna said.

      Harper sat on the other couch. “You know how beautiful witches in fairy tales are always appearing as old women to find out the truth about someone or trick some unsuspecting person?”

      Donna nodded. “The old poison-apple ruse.”

      “Right,” Harper said. “That’s a kind of vulnerability spell. It doesn’t affect the subject of the spell. It only affects those who view the subject. Except I wouldn’t be changing you into anything, just making Fitzhugh see you as worn down and beaten by his superior game play. And I’m not saying I don’t think you could pull it off on your own; I totally do. But in the case that he really aggravates you and a little genuine anger slips through… With the spell, he’d never notice it.”

      Temo inched forward on his seat. “It’s like an extra layer of protection.”

      “Yes,” Harper said. “An insurance policy.”

      “I’m in,” Donna said. “Anything to make this plan as foolproof as possible. Are you sure he won’t detect it?”

      “Not my magic, no.” Harper smiled. “I am very good at what I do. And a vulnerability spell is very subtle.”

      Donna didn’t doubt Harper’s skill. All of the Ferris women were extraordinarily skilled. Their thriving business was testimony to that. “What do you need to make this spell happen?”

      “Nothing.” Harper tapped the side of her head. “It’s all up here.”

      Temo rubbed his hands together. “This is going to work. Neo will get everything set up to record, and then we show everyone who he really is.” He glanced at his watch. “I should call an Uber and go pick up her order.” He grimaced. “You don’t think the queen’s staff will try to stop me, do you?”

      Donna shook her head. “No. I think it’s only Pierce and me who can’t leave. You should be fine. If anyone questions you, tell them you’re going out to get some groceries. But maybe take Charlie with you. If you don’t mind, Charlie?”

      “Not at all. But I’m going to change first, which means I need to go out to the RV.” Charlie got up. “And Governor, I don’t want to nag you, but you should really get some sleep. Especially with that memorial service tonight.”

      “I know,” Donna said. “Which means I need to pick a bedroom. We all do. How about we handle that, then you two go to the security store? We all pretty much unpacked into the RV, so carrying everything in is going to be a big job.”

      “We’ll need to bring in the coffee-making supplies too. Maybe some breakfast items. Definitely the blood supply.” Pierce looked toward the driveway. “It’s going to take some doing. But why don’t we work on that later? As in, you should sleep first, then worry about your stuff.”

      Donna sighed. “That’s fine. I’m sorry staying in this house is making extra work for everyone, but we can’t turn down such a generous offer. Artemis herself wanted us here.”

      Charlie waved her hand like there was no extra work at all. “There’s a lot of us. We’ll knock it out in no time. It’s not a problem.”

      “Thanks,” Donna said. “Okay, rooms first. Then sleep for me. Then bringing stuff in later.”

      Temo clasped the arms of his chair and pushed himself up. “Let’s do it.”

      As they explored the first floor, Cammie nudged Donna. “You realize Fitzhugh is going to hate that you’re in the guesthouse.”

      “No doubt,” Donna said, smiling. “That’s part of why we have to stay here.”

      Cammie laughed. “I love you.”

      “You’d better. You might be sleeping with me.”

      Besides the living room, kitchen, and dining area, the first floor had three bedrooms, three and a half bathrooms, and an exercise room. The upstairs had five bedrooms, five bathrooms, and an open sitting room that was centrally located. Besides a wraparound couch, it had a big-screen TV and a small morning kitchen sufficient for late-night snacks or hot and cold beverages.

      On the first floor, Donna and Cammie picked the king bedroom, while Charlie opted for the smallest room with a queen bed. Pierce took the middle room.

      Upstairs, Harper claimed one of the twin bedrooms for her and her dad. Temo picked the king bedroom, which took care of Neo as well, and that left the three remaining bedrooms on the other end for Kace, Bunni, and Francine.

      Donna stared at the twin beds in the last room. “I’m not sure Kace is going to fit in that bed. Or how he and Hector are going to feel about sharing a room.”

      “Kace might not fit in that bed, but I don’t think he’ll care about sharing with Hector. Better than sharing with Bunni.” Temo laughed. “He and Hector have been getting along pretty well. And Kace is easygoing enough.”

      Pierce leaned in. “Hector may stay on the bus. He told me the other night that he usually does even when the band stays in a hotel.”

      “Huh.” Donna shrugged. “It’s up to him, but I want everyone to be comfortable.”

      “Well,” Pierce said, “there are two other options. Francine and Bunni could share this room.”

      Donna shook her head. “Not sure that’s fair to Francine. Bunni is a lot to deal with.”

      “Okay,” Pierce said. “Option two is I could stay up here with Hector if he doesn’t stay on the bus, and Kace could have the other king bed next to your bedroom.”

      “This is good,” Donna said, giving him a wink. But the truth was, having Pierce in the room next to her might be more of a temptation than if Kace were there. Not that the gargoyle shifter wasn’t enticing as well, but her feelings for Pierce had definitely intensified lately.

      Although the late queen’s guesthouse was not where she was about to start something with either one of them. Especially not while sharing a room with her sister the former nun.

      No, this trip was all about business. If she survived it, she might have time to think about pleasure once they got home.

      Or sooner, if she had that dream about Pierce again. Which wasn’t going to help her sleep.

      As everyone went their separate ways, Donna went to the bedroom she and Cammie had picked out. Just looking at the bed made her yawn. But she didn’t have anything to sleep in, and with a house full of people, she wasn’t about to go au naturel.

      She went out to the RV.

      Pierce was taking some of his clothes out of the closet. He grinned when he saw her. “Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?”

      “I will be as soon as I have something to sleep in, I promise.” She grabbed her smallest bag, threw her robe and pajamas into it, then her toiletries and cosmetics, jeans, and a sweater, and finally added the contents of her underwear drawer.

      If anyone decided to help her by bringing her things into the house while she slept, at least they wouldn’t have to deal with her unmentionables.

      She took her tablet and chargers, too, then hoisted the bag over her shoulder and went back to the house. She passed Cammie on the way.

      “Hey, will it bother you if I make some food in a little bit?”

      Donna shook her head. “No, I’ll shut the bedroom door. What are you going to make?”

      Cammie smiled. “Spaghetti and meatballs. I asked Charlie to get all the ingredients before she went shopping, and she told me she did, so I’m going to cook. We need some comfort food. Not to mention, if you’re going to that memorial this evening, there will be drinking, and while I know you can tolerate a lot of alcohol, it would still be better if you went with something in your stomach.”

      “Very true to all of that,” Donna said. “Thank you for taking care of us. Now I will have sweet dreams knowing I have a carbapalooza to look forward to.”

      Cammie laughed as she continued on to the RV.

      Donna couldn’t imagine doing this without her sister, and Cammie did seem to be coming out of her shell a little. Remarkable, considering where they were staying, but maybe knowing that the queen had thought enough of Donna to make sure she had the best accommodations was some kind of comfort for Cammie. Like they weren’t exactly in enemy territory here.

      Donna went into the bedroom, shut the door, then pulled out her pajamas and changed, leaving her clothes on a bench at the end of the bed.

      Finally, she slipped under the covers, between sheets that had undoubtedly cost a fortune, and closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to sleep with so much on her mind.

      But she drifted into nothingness quickly.

      She awoke to the soft thrum of rain falling and the familiar smells of home cooking. She smiled. She wasn’t sure how long she’d slept, but it was clear from the muted voices and hushed tones filtering into her room that the rest of the house was being quiet on her behalf.

      She sat up, feeling refreshed. The time for being quiet was over.

      Now it was time to go to war.
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      Donna took a shower, washed her hair, put on the jeans and sweater she’d brought in from the RV, and went out to the kitchen, following the delicious smells.

      “Hey, there you are,” Cammie said. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Good. Soundly. I think the rain helped, although I don’t know when it started.” No dreams about anything or anyone, thankfully.

      Cammie glanced out the window. “An hour or so ago, I think. It’s already lightened up a bit.”

      “Good. I’m not looking forward to walking to the main house in a nice dress and heels in this weather. Even with an umbrella.”

      “I’m sure,” Cammie said.

      Donna inhaled. “The food smells amazing.”

      Cammie smiled. “Glad you think so. We’re about ready to eat.”

      “I’m going to have a little blood first.” Donna could see dusk was fast settling in, but she checked the time anyway. Almost seven. Nightfall was upon them. She took a bag from the fridge and put it into a bowl of hot water to warm it, then settled in at the breakfast bar to wait. She didn’t exactly need to feed, but she wanted to be at her strongest in case she encountered Fitzhugh at the memorial gathering.

      The fridge looked pretty stocked, so someone had done a good job of bringing things in from the RV.

      The house door opened, and Francine, Bunni, and Kace hustled in. Kace was carrying about three hundred pounds of luggage. Raindrops spotted them all.

      Francine waved. “Hi, honey, we’re home.”

      Bunni snapped her gum as she looked around. “This is so gucci, Donna. The queen must have really liked you.”

      Kace rolled his eyes before catching Donna’s gaze. “Temo said our rooms are upstairs?”

      Donna nodded. “Yep.”

      He started up the steps. “Let’s go, ladies.”

      They followed him, and a few moments after they went up, Neo came down and joined Cammie and Donna in the kitchen. Donna was just pouring herself a glass of B negative.

      She held up the bag and gave Neo a big smile. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages. You want some?”

      Neo settled into a chair at the breakfast bar. “I would love some. And I feel the same about seeing you. Although hanging out with my man is all right, too, you know. No complaints there.”

      “I’m sure.” Donna got another glass down and filled it.

      “How’s the glamouring coming?”

      “Pretty sure I have the hang of it now, so thank you.”

      “No problem. By the way, Temo brought me up to speed on the whole council sitch.” Neo sighed. “Something stinks about this business.”

      “Yeah,” Donna said as she handed the glass to Neo. “And it’s Fitzhugh.”

      Phone in hand, Charlie came running in. Well, not running exactly, but she was fast-walking with purpose. “He’s here. Marcus just texted me that he’s arrived with his entourage.”

      “Who?” Donna asked. “Fitzhugh?”

      Charlie nodded. “They’re being put up at the house.”

      Neo arched her brows. “Maybe we should have asked about staying there.”

      Charlie shook her head. “No, this is better. Marcus told me if you stay at the house, you don’t have the same amount of privacy. Trust me, being given the guesthouse was no small gesture.”

      Fitzhugh would definitely get riled up about that. “Will they all be at the memorial tonight?” Donna asked.

      “I’m sure Fitzhugh and Claudette will be. I don’t know about the rest of his staff. I’m not even sure who he brought with him, since Marcus didn’t say. Although he did mention that they flew, so Fitzhugh might have just brought his admin. I doubt Fitzhugh brought any of his donors, although anything’s possible. His admin is a vampire named Quentin. Been around awhile, although I don’t know exactly how old he is.” Charlie shrugged. “He’s all right. Better than dealing with Fitzhugh, but not by much.”

      “Well, I don’t think anything will happen at the memorial. Fitzhugh isn’t dumb enough to make a scene there.”

      “Agreed,” Charlie said. “He’ll be on his best behavior while he’s in the house or within earshot of anyone that he thinks matters, meaning the queen’s staff or any of the senior vampires who attend.”

      Donna had a thought. “Is it possible that members of the council could be here for the funeral? I know they’re supposed to be anonymous, but it makes me wonder.”

      Charlie hesitated. “I can’t say one way or the other. It’s definitely a possibility.”

      “Which means I need to watch what I say and who I say it to.” She took a breath. “We all do.” Then she shook her head. “I don’t want to think about this right now. I want to have a nice dinner and take a few moments to enjoy everyone’s company before things really get complicated.”

      Neo looked at Donna with questions in her eyes.

      Donna understood. “You need to figure out how to rig me up, don’t you?”

      “I do. And it would help if I knew what you’re wearing. I don’t think it would hurt to put mics on Pierce and Charlie too. He’s as liable to say something to them as he is to you. Even Temo.”

      “How much equipment did you buy?” Donna asked.

      “Enough to rig five people, but that was mostly because I figured we’d better have backup in case some of the equipment crapped out.”

      “All right. We’ll determine at dinner who’s going. I’m thinking Hector, Cammie, and Kace might be the only ones who don’t.”

      Harper and Will came downstairs.

      Donna glanced up at them. “Are you two okay with your room?”

      Will nodded. “As long as Harper can put up with my snoring, we’ll be just fine.”

      Harper laughed. “It’s cute that he doesn’t realize I have a spell for that.”

      The rest of them laughed too.

      Pierce came in with a couple of suitcases. “What did I miss?”

      “Just Harper being funny,” Donna said. “Still raining, huh?”

      “It is. More of a drizzle now. Although, if the temperature keeps dropping, we may end up with snow.” He rolled the bags toward the bedrooms.

      Donna pointed. “Hey, that’s my suitcase.”

      Pierce nodded. “Cammie packed your stuff up while you were sleeping. Most of it, anyway.”

      She looked at her sister. “Thank you.”

      “No problem. But if you want to thank me, set the table.”

      Donna clapped her hands. “You heard the chef. Let’s get the table set and make sure everyone’s accounted for.”

      That got them all moving, and in the midst of the happy chaos, Donna touched her crucifix and said a little prayer that things with Fitzhugh would work out in her and her family's favor.

      Then she sent a quick text to Christina to check in with her and another quick one to her son, Joe Jr., with a promise to call him soon.

      Before long, they were all gathered around the table. Thankfully, it had an extension leaf, and with the addition of a few folding chairs found in the downstairs storage closet, everyone had a spot.

      Cammie had outdone herself with the simple, homey meal of spaghetti, meatballs, and a big salad. She’d even gotten Temo and Charlie to rustle up some garlic bread on their jaunt to the security store. They’d also picked up several bottles of chianti, which were being liberally poured.

      Despite everything else going on, the mood was joyous and light and exactly what Donna needed.

      Having everyone together like that for a meal made Donna sentimental, reminding her of the happier times during her childhood. Before her father had left and things had spiraled downward.

      Her father. The Prime’s emissary. She shook her head as she thought about that.

      “No salad?” Pierce asked as he held the bowl out to her.

      “Sorry, I was thinking about something else. I’d love some, thanks.”

      “Fitzhugh?” He used the tongs to fill her side plate with greens.

      “No. My father.”

      “If you’re worried he’s going to be here—”

      “It wasn’t that. Just thinking about who he was and who he is and feeling a little nostalgic for days gone by, I guess.” She smiled. “It’s nothing.”

      He gave her hand a little squeeze. “Dressing? We have Italian or blue cheese.”

      “Italian. Might as well stick with the theme.”

      Smiling, he handed it to her.

      She didn’t want to talk about the memorial or getting rigged up to try to catch Fitzhugh at his own game, but it needed to be done. They weren’t here on vacation, after all. And it made her realize how much she loved these people and having them around, even Bunni, for all her silliness.

      When they got back to New Jersey, there would be no reason she couldn’t have all of these people over for a big dinner once in a while.

      Unless, of course, the council decided she couldn’t go home to New Jersey.
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      “Great dress,” Neo said.

      “Thanks.” Donna had chosen the long-sleeved black sheath because it was funeral-event-appropriate but still a little sexy thanks to the gathers on one side, the body-hugging silhouette, and the peekaboo slit that ran from shoulder to shoulder about two inches below the bateau neckline, exposing a hint of skin and cleavage. “You don’t think it’s too sexy, then?”

      Neo narrowed her eyes and stepped back, taking a moment to look at it again. “Oh, it’s sexy, all right. But not too much, no.”

      Donna snorted. “You just said it was a great dress, then you acted like you hadn’t even looked at it the first time.”

      “Well, I meant it was a great dress because of its thick fabric and long sleeves. Gives me all kinds of options for wiring you up and hides the wires nicely. Although there really aren’t that many wires. Just one that connects the mic to the little battery pack.”

      “I hope you mean the one you already taped to the small of my back, because I’m out of spots to hide another pack like that.” Her crucifix was in her strapless bra. Probably unnecessary. The crucifix, that was, not the bra. But the cross had become Donna’s security blanket, and if ever there was a night for such a thing, this was it.

      “Just that one. Hang on.” Neo tugged Donna’s hem down, then stepped back again to give her a once-over. “I can’t see the mic, but I’m shorter than you.” She looked around, then hopped onto the bed for a better vantage point. “Okay, clearly no one is going to be this tall, but someone might be on second floor and be able to see below, so come over here and let me look down your dress to see if I can see anything.”

      Shaking her head in amusement, Donna walked over.

      Neo peered into her cleavage. “Nope. Nothing. Besides your fabulous rack, I mean.”

      Donna laughed out loud. “You might have had too much chianti at dinner.”

      Neo hopped off the bed. “Man, that was some dinner. I didn’t know your sister could cook like that.”

      “She doesn’t spend a lot of time in the kitchen, but when she does, it’s worth showing up for.”

      “Apparently.” Neo glanced at the time. “We should go soon, I guess. It’s almost eleven. I know it’s cool to be fashionably late, but too late might seem disrespectful. I just need to put my boots on and grab my phone, and then I’m ready.”

      Neo was in black leather pants, a black slinky tank top studded with tiny black and silver squares, and a black fitted blazer.

      “Same here,” Donna said. “Heels, lipstick, and phone.”

      “Okay, see you out there in a minute. By the way, I’m not turning the mics on until I see Fitzhugh. No point in recording a lot of stuff we’ll just have to weed through later.”

      “Sounds good.”

      As Neo left, Donna went to the closet and took out a pair of simple black pumps. She hadn’t brought that many shoes, but her selection was still pretty decent. Most of the ones she’d brought were black, so picking something suitable wasn’t hard.

      She slipped the heels on, wondering if she should bring her little black clutch. She hated to have to carry something like a purse, but without it, she had no place to put her phone. She made a quick decision and changed into the snakeskin pumps she’d worn earlier.

      Those shoes had a matching clutch with a chain strap that would allow her to hang the little bag off her shoulder. Much easier for a cocktail party evening.

      From there, she went into the bathroom, slicked on a slightly darker-than-nude lipstick, then tossed that in the bag as well. She took one last look in the mirror. Satisfied that she looked appropriate for the evening, she went out to see who else was ready to go.

      The rain was still coming down outside. The walk to the main house, even with umbrellas, wasn’t going to be fun.

      Pierce was sitting on the living-room couch, looking elegant in his dark gray suit and deep-plum tie. He got up as soon as he saw her, and she could have sworn a dark, smoky shadow vibrated off of him for a split second. “You look too good for this crowd.”

      She smiled. Maybe the weird shadow had been just a glitch in the reaper matrix. Although she’d never noticed anything like that around Will. “You look pretty handsome yourself. Too bad we have to go out in the rain like this.”

      “I found a couple big umbrellas in the coat closet, but yes, we’re bound to get a little wet.” He shrugged. “Can’t be helped. Unless you want to have Will drive us all over in the RV?”

      “Might not be a bad idea, but that seems silly for such a short distance.” Donna shook her head. “We’ll tough it out with the umbrellas. None of us are made of sugar, right?”

      “Right,” he said, chuckling.

      She looked at him more closely. He really did look fantastic. “How are you feeling?”

      His brows bent. “You mean with the reaper thing?”

      She nodded.

      “Great. Honestly, the biggest change is how sharp my senses have become. Everything sounds sharper, looks clearer, tastes better than I remember…” He glanced toward the door. “If we weren’t on the queen’s estate, I’d go for a run just to see what my body can do.”

      “So why don’t you?”

      “And have it all recorded? No, I’d rather keep my new abilities, whatever they are, under wraps for now.” He tipped his head toward the other side of the room. “I did go into the little gym over there and have a go at the machines and weights. Nothing, not even the heaviest settings, posed any real challenge.”

      “Wow. You’ve turned into a superhero.”

      He laughed. “Let’s just say Fitzhugh really doesn’t want to provoke me into punching him again.”

      Harper came downstairs. She was in skinny black jeans, black boots, and a Van Halen T-shirt. “Donna, do you want me to put that glamour on you? After all, you’re going to see Fitzhugh tonight, right?”

      “I am, but I don’t really want everyone who’s there to think I’m desperate and pitiful, so unless you can craft a spell that only affects the way Fitzhugh sees me, I’m going to pass.”

      Harper nodded. “I wouldn’t want everyone else to perceive you that way either, and unfortunately, it’s not the kind of spell I can tweak in such a way. Not without more prep and something personal of Fitzhugh’s that would let me narrow it down to him. Sorry.”

      Donna shook her head. “It’s okay. I may still need the spell if I get the chance to meet with him alone. And if I can set that up tonight, I will.”

      “Let me know,” Harper said. She glanced out the windows as Bunni, Francine, and Neo came down the stairs as well. “I can help you out with that rain, though.”

      “Oh? I didn’t know you could control the weather.”

      Harper grinned. “I can’t. But I have a few other tricks up my sleeve.”

      A few moments later, after Temo, Charlie, and Will had joined them, Harper showed Donna exactly what one of those tricks was by walking with them to the main house and keeping a magical canopy over their heads the entire time. They arrived under the portico as dry as the moment they’d stepped out of the guesthouse.

      Two of the queen’s staff greeted them, dressed in all-black uniforms. The man and woman took their coats, then the man showed them to the great hall, giving them a chance to see more of the house.

      It was as impressive as the foyer, and all done in a similar style.

      The great hall, however, truly defined the word great. It was an enormous, two-story space with a wood-beamed ceiling and a fireplace at one end that was big enough to walk into. A crackling fire filled the room with warmth and the subtle, pleasant scent of woodsmoke.

      The exterior wall held two sets of French doors that led onto a large stone terrace, which was probably lovely on summer evenings when there was no rain. She hoped that was the case tomorrow night for the funeral service. Otherwise, she imagined they’d be in this room again. Which wouldn’t be a hardship.

      Three different seating areas occupied the floor plan, each one a grouping of plush upholstered and leather furniture atop gorgeous Oriental rugs. Art adorned the walls, but the canvas that dominated the space was a larger-than-life-size portrait of Artemis above the fireplace.

      She was dressed in a glittering gold gown vaguely reminiscent of Cleopatra. A sleek black dog sat at her feet, and she stared out at the viewer with a Mona Lisa smile. Behind her was a landscape of trees. At the base of the painting, on the fireplace mantel, was a stand bearing the queen’s gold sword.

      For a moment, it seemed to Donna that Artemis was still there, with them. She stared up at the painting, sadness overwhelming her at the queen’s senseless death.

      Maybe to Artemis, it hadn’t been senseless. Maybe she’d accomplished what she’d hoped to. After all, a new fae king had been installed and with great success. But Artemis was still gone. And as selfish as it might have been, Donna felt her world was certainly no better for it.

      “Drink, madam?”

      She pulled her gaze from the painting to glance at the server beside her.

      When she didn’t answer immediately, he offered suggestions. “We have a fully stocked bar. Anything you care for can be poured.”

      “Just a glass of red would be fine.”

      “Blood or wine, madam?”

      “Wine.”

      “Very good.” With a little nod, he disappeared to get her drink.

      She took a look around. Charlie, Pierce, and Will were standing a few feet away, as if to give her a moment of privacy. Bunni, Francine, Neo, and Temo had found seats in the center seating area and were giving their drink orders to another server.

      Several other vampires, guests clearly, were scattered around in groups of two or three. There might have been twenty-five in the room altogether. But the space could easily hold a hundred, maybe more.

      No sign of Fitzhugh. Yet. Even as she was looking around, more people were coming in.

      The server returned with her glass of wine. She took it, thanked him, then went to join Charlie, Pierce, and Will.

      “Amazing room, isn’t it?”

      They all nodded. Will stared at the ceiling. “That woodwork is really something. Real craftsmen did that, for sure.”

      Pierce gave it a glance. “I can see why they call it the great hall. Very fitting space for the queen’s memorial.”

      “Agreed,” Donna said. She would have raised her glass in a toast, but she was the only one with a beverage. “Aren’t any of you drinking?”

      “Not yet,” Charlie answered. “But we should get something to drink too.”

      “Hasn’t the server been over?” Donna asked.

      “No,” she said. “But we can go to the bar.”

      “I’ll go,” Pierce said. “What would you like?”

      “Red,” Charlie answered. “Since we had it at dinner.”

      He looked at Will. “And for you?”

      “Bourbon.”

      “Back in a sec,” Pierce said. He left them, giving Donna a moment to speak to Will without Pierce overhearing.

      She leaned in toward her protégée. “I have a question for you.”

      “Anything.”

      “It’s probably nothing, but I’ve been seeing these weird shadows coming off of Pierce. Almost like wisps of black smoke that have a human shape. I hope that makes sense. It sounds a little crazy as I say it out loud.”

      Will’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know how that’s possible.”

      Donna glanced at Charlie. “Have you seen anything like that since he’s become a reaper?”

      She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “Maybe the stress of this job is making me lose my mind.”

      “No,” Will said. “That’s not it at all, I assure you. What you’re seeing is something only other reapers usually see. It’s how we identify each other. It’s commonly known as the shadow of death.”

      “That’s cheery,” Donna said. “Why on earth would I be seeing that? I’m not a reaper.”

      “But,” Charlie said, “you have been exchanging blood with Pierce for a while now.” She looked at Will. “Could that be the reason?”

      He nodded. “Seems as likely as any other. I can ask at my Reapers motorcycle club, see if anyone’s ever heard of such a thing happening.”

      Donna exhaled. “But it’s nothing wrong, then. Just an ordinary reaper thing?”

      “Yes. I can see them coming off of Pierce, just like I’m sure he can see them coming off of me. If Daisy were here, she’d probably be able to see them, too, since her reaper blood has made her a necromancer. I know she can see mine.”

      “Okay, good to know. One more thing I can check off my list.” Donna sipped her wine. It was exceptionally good, which wasn’t surprising.

      Pierce returned with the rest of the drinks, and as he handed them over, he lifted his. “To Artemis, wherever she is. I only hope whoever takes the throne next has her wisdom and grace.”

      They all raised their glasses. “To Artemis.”

      But as they drank, Pierce’s pleasant expression darkened. His gaze shifted to somewhere beyond them. His eyes tapered down and went hard black for a moment.

      Donna followed his line of sight.

      Fitzhugh had arrived.
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      Everything in Donna tensed up. It was a natural reaction, she supposed, when your archnemesis entered the same space as you.

      In fact, it seemed the whole mood of her small circle changed.

      “Oh goody,” Charlie muttered.

      He was near the door, Claudette on his arm, and hadn’t seen them yet. Maybe they’d stay on the other side of the room. It was a big space. They could easily avoid each other.

      “I’m not approaching him with many people around,” Donna said softly. “If he wants to talk, let him come to me.” She could reach out to him later, privately, about talking with the goal of getting him to incriminate himself.

      “I’m sure he’ll make his way over,” Pierce said. “He can’t help himself. He’s drawn to you like a moth to a flame.”

      “Do you want me to leave you and Pierce alone?” Will asked. “In case Fitzhugh wants to chat?”

      Donna shook her head. “Absolutely not. In fact, I think we should mingle a bit more. See anyone we should say hello to, Charlie?”

      Charlie took a quick look around. In the short time they’d been standing there, another twenty or so people had arrived. She nodded as she turned back to them. “I see a few. One I should have expected but didn’t. Francesca Salas Carrera. The vampire queen of Mexico.”

      Donna found the woman Charlie had been looking at. “Is that her in the beautiful lace dress?”

      “Yes.”

      Donna was instantly intrigued. The woman’s dress was layers and layers of embroidered lace, all in black, but the embroidery must have been done in silk, because it had a shine to it, making it possible to pick out against the dark fabric.

      Her black hair was done in a tall, elaborate knot and held in place with diamond pins. She wore several heavy-looking, intricate pieces of white-gold filagree as well. Rings, a wide cuff bracelet, earrings, and a hinged belt. All set with diamonds.

      Thick kohl liner accented her eyes, and red lips finished off the look.

      But it was the wisdom in her eyes that drew Donna in a way she couldn’t explain. Maybe she was hoping for a comrade-in-arms. Another woman who would understand the trials and pressures of ruling. Although, clearly, this woman was a queen. Maybe Donna’s position was beneath her.

      “Do you think she’d actually care to meet me? I’m just a governor.”

      Charlie seemed to ponder that even as she nodded. “From what I understand, she’s a lovely woman who has little patience for nonsense and false flattery. I think you’d get along beautifully.”

      Donna took another sip of wine. “I’m game, then.”

      “Come on,” Charlie said.

      They walked over to her. Charlie bowed her head in respect. “Pardon my intrusion, Queen Francesca. I am Charlene Rollins, administrative assistant to Governor Belladonna Barrone of New Jersey. She would dearly like to make your acquaintance.”

      Donna should have asked Charlie if she’d be expected to curtsy or something.

      But Queen Francesca stuck her hand out. “Governor Barrone. How delightful to meet you. I’ve heard rumblings about you.”

      Donna blinked as she shook the woman’s hand. “You have?”

      Francesca nodded. “My governors are very good at keeping me informed on interesting people they think I should know about here in the States. Your name has come up more than once. I would love to talk to you about your treaty with the fae.”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      She sighed. “They are a constant plague to us. I would love to work something out with them.”

      “I should tell you,” Donna said, “that treaty was really the result of the right people being in the right place at the right time.”

      That seemed to amuse Francesca. She smiled. “Aren’t they all?” She lifted her hand, finger raised, and a handsome man in a black suit appeared beside her.

      “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “A glass of wine, the same as my friend here.”

      “Very good, Your Highness.” He disappeared to get her drink.

      “Let’s sit, shall we?” Francesca said.

      She didn’t wait for an answer, just moved toward the nearest sitting area, which was the one closest to the fireplace.

      Donna glanced at Pierce, who was standing nearby with Charlie. She gave them both a subtle nod to join her. They came over right away. Donna held her hand toward him since Francesca had met Charlie already. “Queen Francesca, this is my personal assistant, Pierce Harrison. I hope you don’t mind if he and some of my staff join us.”

      Francesca looked him up and down, smiling with a little fang showing. “Not at all. And I am never opposed to the company of handsome men.” Her study of him intensified for a moment, then she tipped her head slightly. “You are a son of Santa Muerte, are you not?”

      He frowned. “I’m sorry. I don’t know who that is exactly, but my high school Spanish tells me that means the Saint of Death. Is that right?”

      She nodded. “I mean that you are a reaper.”

      “Yes, Your Highness, I am.”

      Her smile returned. “The Mexican people have a very different relationship with death, as you may know. Please, sit. Death is always welcome. Especially when he looks like you.”

      Her assistant returned with her wine, and she settled in. The rest of Donna’s staff and friends had joined them by now, too, making for an interesting mix of people.

      Francesca looked at Donna. “So tell me about this treaty. How did it happen? What was the right time and place? And who were these right people?”

      Donna spent the next ten minutes explaining everything that had led to the treaty taking place, and at the end of her story, Francesca nodded. “I can see why there is a rumor you will take the throne that has been left vacant.”

      Donna froze, hoping no one else had heard her say that. Then she laughed like Francesca had made a joke. “I don’t know who started that, but I promise, it’s just a rumor. I obviously don’t have the experience necessary.”

      Francesca shrugged. “You seem to have more than enough. I think Artemis would approve.” She looked up at Artemis’s portrait and raised her glass. “May she rest in peace.”

      They all raised their glasses and repeated the same words.

      As they were taking a drink, the moment Donna had been hoping to avoid happened.

      Hawke Fitzhugh and Claudette walked up to their group. “Good evening, Queen Francesca. I’m surprised to see you in such lowly company.”

      Francesca’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean by that, Governor Fitzhugh?”

      He laughed with self-important amusement. “You do realize Governor Barrone and her assistant both have serious charges pending against them with the council.”

      Francesca’s gaze went icy. “Charges you brought forth, if I’m not mistaken.”

      That erased Fitzhugh’s grin. “Yes, I did. And with good reason. Her assistant assaulted me, and Governor Barrone is responsible for the death of the late, great Queen Artemis. It was my duty to bring that to light.”

      Francesca muttered something in Spanish Donna didn’t understand. “Your concern for my welfare is touching, but I am perfectly capable of choosing who I spend my time with. And who I do not. Good evening, Governor.” She looked at Donna again. “Would you like more wine? I’ll send Benito for a bottle.”

      “I would love some,” Donna said. She didn’t feel much like drinking at the moment, but she was grateful to Francesca for dismissing Fitzhugh.

      He was still standing there, though. And apparently not ready to go.

      “You can’t be serious,” he sputtered. “This woman is an affront to our way of life. Why on earth would you taint your reputation by spending time with her?”

      Francesca’s eyes took on the soft glow of an angry vampire. “You are being very disrespectful. I suggest you think hard before you let another word leave your mouth.”

      Claudette tugged on his arm, pulling him back. Fitzhugh’s face changed like he realized he’d overstepped. Maybe it was Francesca’s admonishment. Maybe it was Claudette’s urging. Maybe it was the sharp stares coming from those around them.

      Donna didn’t care. She was just happy to see him retreat. Of course, the moment he walked away, his haughty expression returned, along with a pointed glare in her direction.

      She stared back without any real feeling. Yes, she was mad, but he’d just made a fool of himself in front of a good number of vampires. That had to be a point for her, didn’t it?

      “He does not like you,” Francesca said. “Why?”

      Donna paid attention to her hostess again. “I wish I could tell you. The only thing I can pinpoint is that right after I became governor, he came to see me with a proposition. He wanted to throw a big party for me, I guess, but at my expense. And in his state. It would have made him look like a big man on my dime. I turned him down.”

      Francesca nodded. Benito returned with a bottle of the wine they’d been drinking. He opened it in front of Francesca, then poured a small glass for her.

      She tasted it, then nodded. He filled her glass, then filled Donna’s. When he was done, he put the bottle on the center table.

      Francesca patted the cushion next to her. “Sit, Benito. Meet my new friend, Governor Belladonna Barrone.”

      He nodded at Donna. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “You, too, Benito.” She put her hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “This is my admin, Charlie, and my assistant”—she touched Pierce’s knee—“Pierce.”

      Francesca smiled. “You have quite a few others with you, though, I understand.”

      The woman was either very observant, or Marcus had said something. Or maybe word of who was in the guesthouse had spread. “I do. My security team is here with me, as well as my fledging and several of my friends. There are some nonvampires with me as well.”

      “Perhaps that is why Fitzhugh despises you.”

      “Because I brought a lot of people?”

      Francesca laughed. “Because you are well liked enough to have an entourage. Adored, even.”

      Pierce drained his bourbon and set the empty glass on the table. “It’s true. She is.”

      “Benito, fetch the reaper another drink.”

      The young man took off toward the bar without hesitation.

      Francesca’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You cannot allow Fitzhugh’s animosity toward you to fester.”

      “I agree with you,” Donna said. “But there doesn’t seem to be anything I can do to stop it. Or change his mind. But it’ll all be over soon enough. The council is holding the hearings to discuss the charges he’s brought in two more nights.”

      Francesca frowned. “You mean to say the night after the funeral?”

      Donna nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly right. Pierce and I are not allowed to leave the estate until that hearing takes place.”

      The glow returned to Francesca’s eyes. “That is outrageous. Where is the respect for the queen? Where is the time of mourning?” She shook her head. “This is unacceptable. How could this happen?”

      Charlie cleared her throat softly. “Most likely because Fitzhugh has a friend on the council. I can’t prove that, but it seems like a possibility.”

      Francesca nodded. “Yes, it does.” She reached her hand across the table to Donna.

      Not sure what else to do, Donna took it.

      Francesca held on to her. “Whatever happens, I am your ally. I want you to know that. I will stand with you at the hearing, if you desire.”

      Donna was stunned by the woman’s gesture. “I would be honored to have you on my side. Thank you.”

      Francesca let go of Donna’s hand to pick up her wine again. “You are very welcome. Benito, make sure Charlene has my contact information. But I am also staying here in the main house. Easy enough to find.” Francesca lifted her glass. “To new friends.”

      Donna would drink to that all night. “To new friends.”

      The wine gave Donna a little courage. “I think maybe it’s time I go speak to Fitzhugh, after all. I was going to avoid him, but he’s already made it clear he’s not going to avoid me. It wouldn’t be fair of us to monopolize your time all evening, anyway, Queen Francesca.”

      “Please, just Francesca. You and I are practically peers. And regardless, I am not your ruler. As for my time? Come back when you are done. I would like to introduce you to a few of my other friends, who will no doubt join me shortly.”

      Donna got to her feet. “Thank you. For everything. And please, call me Donna.”

      Francesca smiled. “I would be happy to, Donna. I do hope your talk goes well.”
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      Donna found Neo and Temo sitting with Bunni, Francine, and Will. She crouched down to speak quietly to the pair. “I’m going to find Fitzhugh now and see if I can get him alone for a few minutes. Are we good to go?”

      Neo nodded. “Yes. Everything’s been recorded since you got here. If he says something we need, we’ll just find it on the hard drive.”

      “Good. Thank you.” Donna got to her feet again and looked around the room for Fitzhugh. No sign of him, but she found Claudette at the bar, getting two drinks.

      Donna followed her to a far corner, where Fitzhugh was sitting in a large wingback chair, talking to another gentleman with a shiny shaved head and thick moustache. Donna stood there until Fitzhugh looked up as he was taking his drink from Claudette.

      He scowled. “Come to apologize? Too late.”

      Somehow, knowing Queen Francesca was on Donna’s side made holding on to her calm a lot easier. Fitzhugh was the one without control, not her. She smiled and meant it, a simple task when she realized how pathetic he was. “I was wondering if we might talk for a moment?”

      That seemed to perplex him. “About what?”

      She had no idea what she was going to say. She was acting on impulse and energy alone. “Maybe we could step outside? Onto the terrace?” Thankfully, it had finally stopped raining.

      Fitzhugh looked skeptical. And slightly bleary-eyed. Maybe the traveling had worn him out. Or maybe, once again, he’d already had too much to drink.

      She supposed he had every right to be skeptical. As far as being tired or a little inebriated, who knew? Except that she’d seen him drink too much before, so that wouldn’t be unusual. She held her smile. “I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”

      She actually couldn’t promise that, but she needed to get him alone.

      He tossed back the drink Claudette had just brought him, confirming Donna’s suspicions that he hadn’t learned anything from past history.

      The man sitting beside him, the one Fitzhugh had been engaged in conversation with, laughed. “Are you really considering turning down an offer to spend a little private time with a woman as beautiful as this one?”

      He gave Donna a wide smile as he stuck out his hand. “Governor Martindale of Connecticut.”

      She shook his hand. “Governor Barrone of New Jersey.”

      “Ah,” he said, dragging out the word. “So you’re the infamous Governor Barrone. Pleasure to meet you.”

      He punched Fitzhugh on the shoulder. “Go on, man.”

      Frowning, Fitzhugh got to his feet. “Five minutes.”

      “Perfect.” Donna strode toward the terrace, hoping he was following. The reflection in the glass doors told her he was.

      As she reached the doors, one of the queen’s staff appeared and opened it for her.

      “Thank you.”

      She and Fitzhugh walked out. The air was cold, and the puddles left behind by the rain had begun to ice over. Her breath formed frosty white clouds. Fitzhugh produced nothing. Breathing wasn’t a necessity for him, an indicator that he’d died once as a vampire already and lost that last shred of humanity. No surprise, really.

      “Well? What do you want?”

      Her smile disappeared a little. “To honestly understand what your problem is with me. That’s it. I just want to know what it is that I’ve done that has turned you against me with such venom. We’re neighbors. We should be allies. Why aren’t we?”

      For a moment, he just stared at her. Stared and wobbled slightly before straightening up again.

      “Because…” he began. “You should never have been turned into a vampire. You don’t take it seriously. You don’t care about what it means. You don’t respect the power and influence and…and…everything else that comes with these fangs. You’re a joke.”

      And he was drunker than she’d imagined. “I’m sorry you think that, but it’s absolutely not true. I take this new life and my role as governor very seriously. Can you explain why you think that about me?”

      He clearly hadn’t been prepared for a rational conversation. He snorted, caught off guard. Then he leaned forward like he needed to emphasize his next point. “You pardoned Claudette when she deserved to die.”

      Donna was so glad this was all being recorded. “She may have failed in her duties as my sire, but that didn’t seem worthy of death. And I thought you loved her. You’ve been keeping company with her.”

      He laughed. “Love? I don’t love her. Or anyone. People love me, not the other way around.”

      “I see.” Donna nodded thoughtfully. “So you hate me because I’m not living up to your vampire standards. Are you sure it doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that I turned down your initial offer to host a party together? For me, but in your state and at my expense?”

      His eyes narrowed, and he pointed at her. “That party would have done you a world of good. You would have met all kinds of important vampires. They all like me because of my influence. You’d have seen that if you’d paid for that party like I told you to.”

      “My loss, then.”

      “Yes,” he sniffed. “Your loss.”

      “I understand why you filed charges against Pierce for punching you that night at Francine’s party, even though we both know you were out of control.”

      “So what if I was?” he spat. “I’m a vampire, and he’s human, and he shouldn’t have laid a hand on me.”

      “Even though you were visibly drunk and verbally assaulting me? What would you have done if the woman you cared for was being treated the way you were treating me?”

      Fitzhugh’s shrugged like he was bored with the conversation. “I probably would have punched me too. But that’s no excuse for a human to hit a vampire. Humans are barely more than food.”

      “Quite an outlook you have.” She was getting angry now, her patience with his double-talk wearing thin. His abhorrent attitude toward humans wasn’t helping, either. Her children were human, after all. She took a step toward him, making him bob his head back. “Since we’re being honest here, why don’t you admit that you know I'm not responsible for Queen Artemis’s death?”

      He snickered. “She was there because of you.”

      “I pleaded with her not to get involved. I tried to protect her, but she insisted on participating in the battle, because that's the kind of person she was. Brave and willing to do what had to be done to protect the vampire nation. Bottom line is that she was there because she wanted to be. And you know that.”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Neither does the truth. The council will side with me. You’ll see.” He was grinning now, clearly pleased with himself. “I have a fae witness too.”

      “Is that right? And are they on their way out here for the hearing?”

      His grin widened. “I’ll guess you’ll find out soon enough, won’t you?”

      She was going to punch him herself if they stayed out here any longer. She hoped she’d gotten something useful out of him, but what the council would consider useful would be up for debate. “I guess I will. Just like we’ll find out where the council stands on my counterclaim against you.”

      She turned and walked back to the house, the door once again opened for her by a staff member. She was trembling just a tiny bit. Adrenaline coursing through her system, no doubt. She started to return to Charlie and Pierce, who were still sitting with Queen Francesca, but found Temo standing nearby.

      “Hey,” she said softly. “Everything okay?”

      He nodded. “Just keeping an eye on you. Actually, him.”

      Donna smiled. “Thanks.”

      “Did you get enough?”

      She took a breath. “I hope so. For all of our sakes, I hope so.”

      For the rest of the evening, Fitzhugh kept his distance. He stayed only another hour or so, until, leaning heavily on Claudette, he finally left.

      Queen Francesca insisted Donna bring all of her traveling companions over to the area where she was seated, and their small gathering turned into a rather large, festive party. Champagne was uncorked, and countless toasts were made to Queen Artemis as stories of her many exploits were shared by those who’d known her.

      For the briefest of moments, Donna caught Marcus smiling. But as the itch of the rising sun began to tickle the skin of every vampire in the room, the night drew to a close. They all said their goodbyes with ease, knowing they’d see each other the next evening, although under more solemn circumstances.

      After that would be the reading of the will, which had also been a topic of conversation throughout the night. Mostly because no one could guess why all the funeral guests were being invited to attend something that seemed like it ought to be only for those who actually stood to inherit.

      Speculation was that Artemis had planned for one last grand gesture, which seemed likely, even if no one had a clue what that might be.

      On the walk home, Donna linked arms with Pierce, but she smiled brightly at Charlie. “You deserve a raise for introducing me to Queen Francesca. She’s amazing. Truly.”

      Charlie grinned, obviously proud of having been instrumental in that connection. “I had a feeling you two might hit it off. I just wish I’d known she was going to be here so I could have laid some groundwork ahead of time, but it all worked out.”

      “Beautifully, I might add.”

      Pierce was smiling too. “Are we really going to visit her in Mexico?”

      “Why not?” Donna said. “If we can drive to Kansas, why not south of the border?”

      “I’m in,” Francine said.

      Donna glanced over her shoulder. Will had graciously offered Francine his arm, and she’d basically adopted him. It was rather cute to see the biker with the octogenarian on his arm and him smiling like he’d found a new grandma.

      Donna sighed a happy sigh. Maybe things hadn’t improved all that much, but tonight had gone very well. Even her talk with Fitzhugh, which they’d be unpacking in a few minutes.

      “Not me,” Bunni said. She tottered ahead of them in glittery black platform heels and a skintight black sweater dress with puffy black sleeves. “I don’t want to get Montezuma’s revenge.”

      “Then don’t drink the water,” Francine said. “Or just drink bottled.”

      Bunni turned to give Francine a look. “You can get it from the blood, too, you know.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” Pierce said.

      Donna just laughed and let the conversation go on. She was happy, but her mind had drifted back to her talk with Fitzhugh. She couldn’t help but wonder if any of it would be enough to turn the tide that threatened to drown them.

      Back in the guesthouse, things were quiet. Kace was in the living room, watching a movie with Harper, but Cammie wasn’t around. They had the sound turned down low.

      “Your sister went to bed,” Harper said softly.

      “Thanks,” Donna said.

      “How was it?” Kace asked.

      Donna smiled. “Very good.”

      Harper took her feet off the coffee table and sat up. “Did you get to talk to Fitzhugh?”

      “I did,” Donna answered. “Now we just have to see if anything he said is useful.”

      As most of them went off to change and go to bed, Neo approached her. “You might need help getting that battery pack and the wiring off. It’s taped in a couple places. But I don’t want to wake your sister up either.”

      “Let’s go into the bathroom in my bedroom, then. We can tiptoe in and close the door.”

      Neo nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Quietly, they went through the dark room and into the bathroom. Donna shut the door before turning on the light. It was blindingly bright after so much darkness.

      They blinked a few times until their eyes adjusted, then Donna turned and held her hair up so Neo could undo her zipper. Donna shucked the dress to stand there in her strapless bra and underwear, her back still to Neo.

      “This might hurt a little,” Neo said. “That tape looks pretty stuck. Do you want me to rip it off, or take my time?”

      “Seeing as how I don’t want to lose any skin, maybe take your time.”

      “Okay.” Neo got to work, getting a fingernail under the edge of the tape and peeling it back.

      “Ouch.” Donna hissed. “I know you’re being careful, but it feels like being waxed in slow motion. Just yank it.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, do it.”

      “On the count of three. One…two…” With lightning speed, Neo ripped the segments of tape off, taking the battery pack with it.

      “Hey! You said on three.”

      “I know, but it’s done now.”

      Donna nodded, laughing softly. “If only we could be rid of Fitzhugh that easily.”
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      Donna changed into leggings and a sweatshirt, then met Neo, Pierce, Charlie, and Temo in the living room. Everyone else had gone to bed or had moved to the sitting room upstairs to watch television.

      Neo had her equipment out and was setting up her laptop to do the playback. She plugged in a set of headphones and handed them to Donna, then pointed at some buttons on the keyboard. “This is play. Push this to skip ahead, just like fast-forward. When you get to the part with Fitzhugh, just hit pause, then we can go through it and see what you got.”

      “Okay.” Donna slipped the headphones on and hit play. Her evening began all over again, unspooling through the first few monotonous minutes until she met Francesca. She hit the skip button and jumped forward over and over in small increments, until she heard Fitzhugh’s voice. It was a little unsettling to have that sound in her head.

      Thankfully, she’d gotten to the point where they should all listen. She pulled the headphones off. “It’s right at the point where I was talking him into going outside with me. Although we really have Governor Martindale to thank for making it happen. He sort of guilted Fitzy into doing it.”

      “We’ll buy him a fruit basket,” Charlie said.

      Donna chuckled.

      “All right,” Neo said as she unplugged the headphones. “Here we go.” She hit play, then they all listened intently.

      After the part about Claudette, Neo hit pause. “Wow. Claudette’s really going to enjoy hearing this. But then, she kind of has it coming.”

      Charlie nodded. “She’s never treated people much differently than Fitzhugh, so she might actually expect it. Doesn’t mean she would like hearing that the guy she’s shacked up with thinks her death sentence should have been carried out.”

      “Or that he doesn’t love her.” Pierce snorted. “That’ll be a fun trip home.”

      “If she hears this,” Donna said.

      Neo slanted her eyes. “Oh, she’s gonna hear it. I’ll make sure of that. I’m gonna slice this section out and email her a nice fat MP3 file.”

      “You know that’d only make Fitzhugh hate me even more. Knowing that I was behind recording that.”

      Pierce looked at Donna. “Do you care?”

      “No. I guess not. We’re never going to be best friends. I’m not sure what else he could do to us at this point anyway.” Donna’s phone vibrated. She’d stuck it in the waistband of her leggings. She dug it out and checked the screen. “Hey, a text from Ishalan.”

      “What’s it say?” Temo asked.

      “Hang on.” Donna pulled the message up and read it out loud. “‘The witness is handled. Trust me.’”

      “That’s it?” Temo pulled out his phone. “I didn’t get anything from him.”

      Donna sent a quick text back. Thank you. Any more details? “I asked him for more details, but he may not want to put it out there, you know?”

      Temo nodded. “Ishalan can be a little suspicious of technology. He definitely prefers face-to-face interactions. But if he says it’s handled, I believe him.”

      “I do too,” Donna said. That was one less thing to worry about. She hoped. She tucked her phone away, then gave Neo a nod. “Go ahead.”

      Neo pressed play again, and the sound resumed. Even with the volume turned down, Fitzhugh’s voice filled the room.

      They all listened with rapt attention, and at the end of the conversation, Pierce smiled at Donna. “You did a great job. I am really glad the man has no sense of moderation when it comes to drinking. The part where he said the truth doesn’t matter? That’s gold.”

      “I agree,” Charlie said. “But I like the part where he agreed he’d do the same thing Pierce did if confronted with a similar issue.”

      “But do you think any of that will matter to the council?” Donna asked. “Especially if one of those council members is in his pocket?”

      “It still could,” Pierce said. “After all, one council member might sway things, but would they really be able to shift a decision against this kind of evidence? That would be a lot harder.”

      Donna sat back and sighed. “I’m glad Francesca said she’d stand with me at the hearing. Again, no idea if that will have any influence on the council, but it can’t hurt.”

      “Beats me. I’m going to get this MP3 sent off to Claudette,” Neo said. “Then I’m going to bed. My skin feels like it’s got bugs crawling on it.”

      Donna glanced at the windows. The sky was turning pink. “Yeah, let’s all go to bed. We have the funeral tomorrow. And the reading of the will. We need to be sharp. No telling what’s going to happen next.”

      She smiled at Neo. “Thanks for taking care of the technical side of things tonight. That was huge.”

      “You got it.” Neo grinned. “Hey, you want me to mic you up for the funeral too?”

      Donna shook her head. “After Claudette gets that recording, I don’t think Fitzhugh will risk talking to me again.” She perked up suddenly. “Now there’s a benefit I hadn’t thought of.”

      They all laughed. Temo stayed with Neo as the rest of them went to bed.

      Donna washed her face, brushed her teeth, then turned the lights off and headed for bed. Cammie was still sound asleep, her breathing rhythmic and soft.

      Donna took hold of the covers, then hesitated and reached for her crucifix. What would Cammie do if something happened to Donna? Not that Donna didn’t think she couldn’t take care of herself, she could.

      But if the council did something incredibly stupid, like sentence Donna to death because of Artemis’s demise, Donna could easily see Cammie going on a killing spree. She might have been a nun and a hunter, but her hunter side was the one she still seemed most connected with.

      Donna dropped to her knees beside the bed, crossed herself, then said a prayer for all of them.

      After that, she got into bed, but despite being tired, she couldn’t sleep. Again. Too many thoughts in her head, too many worries about her family and friends, too many questions that remained unanswered.

      Maybe some warm milk would help. At this point, it couldn’t hurt. She wished Jerabeth was here to do her heavy-air trick again of sending Donna off to sleep. Could Harper do that too? Didn’t matter. Donna wasn’t about to wake her up. She pulled on her robe and went out to the kitchen, keeping the lights off. Wasn’t like she needed them. The sky was pale with the rising sun.

      She opened the fridge to get the milk out.

      “Can’t sleep?”

      She jumped, totally unaware until that moment that she wasn’t alone. She glanced over.

      Hector was sitting on the couch. Knitting. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “It’s okay. I should have seen you there. No, I can’t sleep. I want to. But I can’t.”

      “Too much on your mind.”

      It wasn’t a question, but she answered him anyway. “Yes. As usual. But lately, there’s just been more and more.” She shook her head. “I’ll be fine.”

      She poured a cup of milk to put in the microwave.

      “Would you like a little assistance?”

      She looked at him again. “With the milk?”

      He laughed softly. “With sleeping.”

      “Um…sure. What do you have in mind?”

      He put his knitting down and walked over to her. “I’m a sandman. Sleep is what we do.”

      “You’re a sandman? I had no idea that was a real thing.” Once again, she’d learned something new. Although she had sensed he wasn’t human.

      “I don’t require sleep, although I can. Mainly, I specialize in helping others sleep, fixing bad dreams, those sorts of things. It’s one of the reasons Lionel employs me. He says I have a calming effect on him and the rest of the band.” Hector smiled. “They are pretty wound up when they get offstage.”

      “I can imagine. So what do I need to do?”

      “Just go to your bed. You should have just enough time to do that. Be prepared to fall asleep right away.”

      “I’m all kinds of prepared for that.” She glanced at the milk.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “I’ll put it away.”

      “Okay. I’m ready, then.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pinch of glittering dust, which he sprinkled onto his open palm. “Sweet dreams, Governor.” Then he took a breath and blew the dust over her.

      For a moment, nothing happened. “I don’t think—”

      Her lids dropped like they were lead. She grabbed hold of the counter. Sleep was winning. Fast.

      She felt Hector scoop her up. “You were more tired than I realized. Don’t worry, I’ve got you.”

      Then everything faded to black.

      She woke up after having had the best sleep of her life. She stretched and yawned and twisted to see if Cammie was still in bed too. She wasn’t.

      The room was pitch black thanks to the heavy curtains and closed door, but she could hear soft sounds and muted voices in the house. Others were definitely up. The smells of coffee and pancakes, all buttery and sweet, reached her as well.

      Her stomach rumbled, and she smiled. Today might be a solemn day, but someone was making sure they were well fed.

      She got up and realized she was still in her robe. Hector must have carried her to bed and put her under the covers as she was. She respected his consideration. And the gift of sleep he’d given her.

      She hadn’t had a dream or a nightmare that she could remember either. Just deep, solid sleep. Whatever that dust was, it was magic. She giggled. Obviously.

      She tucked her phone in her pocket, then went out to see who was up and what was going on. She found everyone but Neo, Bunni, and Francine in the kitchen, dining room area, or living room. Breakfast, such as it was at four in the afternoon, was in full swing.

      Pierce and Cammie were cooking, making big plates of pancakes, eggs, and sausages.

      “Morning,” Donna said. A chorus of good mornings greeted her. “I’m going to guess there’s coffee?”

      “Good morning,” Pierce said. “There is and plenty of it.”

      “Perfect.” She wandered into the kitchen, looking for a cup.

      Cammie opened the cabinet above her and took one out. “Here you go. How did you sleep?”

      “Amazingly, thanks to Hector. Where is he, by the way?”

      Temo looked up from his tablet. “He’s out at the bus. Did he use his magic dust on you?”

      Donna poured a cup of coffee, then added cream and sugar. “He did. And I had the best sleep you can imagine. Has he ever done that to you?”

      Temo shook his head. “Doesn’t work on demigods.”

      “Interesting.” She brought her cup to her mouth and took a long, slow sip. The coffee was hot, strong, and sweet. Perfect.

      “Would you like some pancakes?”

      “I would. A big stack. And some sausage.” Donna took a seat at the dining room table, across from Charlie, who had her laptop open. “Anything interesting going on?”

      “Sort of. There are some memorial messages on the governors’ loop and some congratulatory ones.”

      Donna frowned. “For what?”

      “For you.” Charlie glanced up, the screen’s blue glow reflected in her eyes. “On your enviable ability to daywalk, your new treaty with the Indiana pack, and your daughter’s impending wedding.”

      “The ink is barely dry on that thing.”

      “I guess Mayor Tom was eager to make the announcement.”

      Neo came downstairs, braids wrapped up in a knot high atop her head, looking fresh-faced without any makeup. “Morning.”

      “Hey, baby,” Temo said with a smile.

      “Hey, boo. You eat already?”

      “Nope. Waiting on you.” He held out his arms as she slid into them and gave him a kiss.

      Donna smiled and shook her head. They were too much in the best possible way. It made her happy to be around all that love. Which reminded her that Christina hadn’t checked in. Neither had Joe Jr. Or at least not since she’d looked at her phone to read Ishalan’s text.

      “What’s wrong?” Charlie asked.

      Donna looked up from her coffee. “Nothing, really. Just thinking I hadn’t heard from my kids. But then, I haven’t looked at my phone yet today either.” She pulled it out of her pocket and checked. Both kids had responded. She smiled.

      “That reminds me,” Neo said. “I wonder if I got a response from Claudette on that little sound bite I sent her.” She kissed Temo again. “I’m gonna run back upstairs and get my laptop. Will you get me some coffee?”

      He nodded. “Two sugars, splash of cream. On it.”

      With a burst of lightning speed, she returned to their room. She came down the stairs at a much more standard pace and in the company of Francine.

      By the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, Bunni appeared at the top. She’d apparently gone to bed with her makeup on, because it was smeared and blurry, making her eyes look like two bruises. Her hair was a sight, and she was wrapped in a white chenille robe covered in hot pink roses.

      She stared down at everyone, squinty-eyed. “Is there coffee? I need coffee. And blood. And food. But I wanna shower first.”

      “Go ahead,” Donna said. “We’ll save you a plate.”

      “M’kay.” She toddled back toward her bathroom.

      Kace rolled his eyes. “Someone had too much to drink last night.”

      “Oh, come on. You don’t know that,” Donna said. “Maybe she’s just not a morning person.”

      Kace leaned in. “I do know that because she kissed me last night after I went upstairs to finish my movie, and she tasted like a bourbon barrel.”

      Donna sighed. “That’s inappropriate behavior on her part. And the alcohol is no excuse. I’ll talk to her.”

      “No, don’t,” Kace said. “She probably doesn’t even remember it. She’d be mortified if she knew I told you.”

      Donna frowned. “You’re sure?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. But if she tries it again…”

      “Right,” Donna said.

      Neo had her laptop open. She shook her head. “No response from Claudette, but she definitely read the message. I put an open tracker on it.”

      Neo cut her eyes at Donna. “It’s going to be an interesting night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Hours later, as everyone assembled on the terrace for the funeral service, it turned out Neo was right. It was going to be an interesting night. Mostly because Governor Fitzhugh had shown up alone.

      Claudette was nowhere to be found.

      At least not that Donna could see. She wasn’t about to make a scene looking either, so maybe Claudette was there, just nowhere near Fitzhugh. Or maybe she was running late for some reason. But as the minutes ticked by, she remained missing.

      Interesting. But not the reason Donna was here. Chairs had been set up, as well as a small podium. The air was cold, but they were all dressed for it. And unlike the previous, cloudy night, the moon was bright and full as it rose, casting the whole scene in deep shadows and a watery, silver light that seemed perfect for the evening.

      Tall gilt lanterns outlined the terrace’s edge, the glass enclosures keeping the ivory beeswax candles inside from sputtering out. Ropes of greenery and cream roses connected each lantern to the next, finally culminating in a wall of roses behind the podium, where a script A had been picked out in white lilies. The effect was subtle but beautiful and very Artemis.

      Every so often, when the breeze shifted a certain way, the warm, perfumy scent of honey and flowers drifted past. The only interruption was a strange, ratcheting sound that echoed out from the surrounding woods every few minutes.

      What was that? she wondered. Then she realized she could ask someone without saying a word. She thought the question again, directing it this time.

      Will was seated next to her, and suddenly his voice came through clearly in her head. Magpie.

      She smiled and thought back, Good to see that worked.

      His brows lifted, his expression amused. Loud and clear. Much like the magpie.

      Donna almost laughed, but managed to just smile instead. She gave him a slight nod of thanks in return. She did not want to cause a commotion. After all, if she started laughing, it might spread. At the very least, it would make her look terrible. She took a deep breath and glanced down the row.

      Bunni, Francine, and Neo had also been seated with them. None of them seemed to have noticed her amusement. Francesca was two rows ahead of them. All nonvampires were farther back.

      She didn’t know if that was standard protocol, Artemis’s personal request, or what the queen’s staff had decided to do. She wasn’t thrilled to have Pierce, Charlie, and Temo farther away, but this wasn’t the time or place to worry about it.

      After all, this would be over soon enough. Then the reading of the will would happen, and the question of why Artemis wanted them all present for that would be answered.

      Soft music began to play. Some kind of ancient flute.

      Marcus walked down the center aisle between the chairs and came to stand behind the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, as the representative of the queen’s staff, I would like to thank you all for coming. I know the journey hasn’t been easy for some of you, but I assure you that Queen Artemis, daughter of Zenos, sire of many, beloved by all, would be moved by your show of respect.”

      He pulled a folded piece of paper from his jacket. “Artemis knew this day would come, and she prepared for it, as you’ve all been made aware. To that end, she left us the plans she wished to see fulfilled, as well as personal notes to her staff, something we will all treasure until we, too, meet our final end.”

      A little morbid, maybe, Donna thought, but Artemis had undoubtedly thought about death a lot in her very long life.

      “She asked that this poem be read at her service.” He cleared his throat softly before he began.

      “Do not stand by my grave, and weep. I am not there, I do not sleep. I am the thousand winds that blow. I am the diamond glints in snow. I am the sunlight on ripened grain, I am the gentle, autumn rain. As you awake with morning’s hush, I am the swift, up-flinging rush of quiet birds in circling flight, I am the day transcending night. Do not stand by my grave, and cry. I am not there, I did not die.”

      A single tear had run down Marcus’s cheek about halfway through, and although his voice had thickened, he’d managed to get through the whole poem. It was impossible not to be moved. Donna sniffled and wiped at her eyes. All around her, vampires were weeping.

      It seemed that with Artemis’s death, an era had ended. She’d been queen for a very long time. She’d been a stabilizing force in the vampire nation. Nothing would be the same again, Donna feared.

      Marcus folded the paper and tucked it away. “There is rarely a body to be buried when it comes to a vampire’s funeral. Quite often, there are ashes instead. We were prepared to have neither due to the circumstances of Artemis’s death, but thanks to Governor Barrone’s remarkable friendship with the new fae king, he sent us what ashes of Artemis’s could be collected.”

      Donna froze as all around her, people turned to look at her. She hadn’t had any idea Ishalan had done that.

      Marcus reached down and brought out an ornate gold container, about half the size of a cigar box. He set it on the podium. “Her ashes will be interred in a private family mausoleum in the Paris catacombs per her request.”

      Donna had never thought about Artemis with actual flesh-and-blood family, but obviously they had existed. That mausoleum was proof. How old was it?

      Marcus’s gaze swept the audience. “Artemis’s last request for her service was that anyone who wanted to speak be allowed to. She specifically said in her instructions that she didn’t care if it was to praise her or criticize her. If someone has something they want to say about her, they should feel free to do so now.”

      Marcus stepped away from the podium, making it clear anyone who wanted to share should come up.

      A little panic trickled down Donna’s spine. Would the attendees expect her to say something? She hadn’t known Artemis well.

      One by one, vampires got up to speak, Francesca among them. The urge to say something warred with Donna’s nerves. She’d only barely known Artemis, but she’d probably known her better than some.

      As the last vampire stepped away from the podium, Donna plucked up her courage and left her row. She held her head up, in the hopes of downplaying the nerves coursing through her, as she turned to face those gathered. She knew some of the people she stood before were thinking she had no right to be there.

      She wasn’t going to let that feeling fester. Even if she was shaking a bit. Not when she was about to face the council tomorrow night and might never get a chance to address Fitzhugh’s lie again.

      “I liked Artemis very much. She stood by me and defended me when I needed her. She was an enigma, to be sure, but she was a good ruler." Donna stared at the small gold box containing the queen’s ashes, then looked up again, resolved.

      “Some of you might think I have no place behind this podium. That I had a hand in our great queen’s death. I didn’t. I assure you. I tried to keep Artemis from the battle, but she insisted.” She paused to let the memory of that awful moment pass. “If you knew her at all, you know she wasn’t one to be told what to do.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Francesca nodded.

      Donna found Fitzhugh’s miserable face and focused on it. “Whoever takes her place on the throne will have an incredible legacy to live up to.” Many responded with nods. “She will be missed.”

      Donna touched the box, the metal cold and smooth under her fingertips. She said a prayer for Artemis’s soul, whatever that meant for a vampire, then went back to her seat.

      A few moments passed with no one new coming to speak, so Marcus stepped up again. “Thank you to everyone who spoke. And again to everyone who came. In just a few short minutes, we’ll reconvene in the great hall for the reading of the queen’s will.”

      He picked up the box and left via the center aisle.

      Slowly, the guests began to filter back into the great hall as well. Donna hung back, in part to watch where Fitzhugh went. She didn’t relish running into him. But she also wanted a moment away from everyone. Not her staff or friends, just the rest of those who’d come.

      Francesca approached her. “Nicely put. Whoever takes the throne will absolutely have an impressive legacy to live up to.” A sly smile bent her mouth. “I do not think that will be a problem for you, however.”

      Donna shook her head. “I didn’t mean—”

      “I know you didn’t.” Francesca touched her arm. “See you inside, Governor.”

      As Francesca left, the rest of Donna’s crew joined her.

      Pierce smiled. “You did great. Were you nervous?”

      “Yes.” No point lying about that. Anyone with eyes had probably seen her shaking. The tremors had certainly felt strong enough to be visible.

      Charlie’s brows were bent in a question. “Did you know Ishalan had sent her ashes?”

      “Not a clue.”

      Charlie exhaled. “That was quite a move on his behalf.”

      Donna nodded. “It was. And it reminds me that we really need to get working on setting up a blood bank for the fae. I told him I would. I don’t want to do anything to tarnish our relationship. Especially with what Ishalan has just done for me.”

      “Agreed. I’ll start drafting a proposal tonight, something we can disseminate amongst your constituency.”

      “That sounds good.” A sense of calm came over her suddenly. “We should go in and find a spot.”

      Temo frowned. “You sure they want all of us in there for the reading of the will?”

      Donna shrugged. “Marcus said everyone who attended the funeral service is invited. That’s all of us.”

      As a group, they moved into the great room and found a place to stand together toward the middle of the hall near the doors. Most of the seats were already taken, but Donna didn’t mind. The soft hum of speculation filled the room. Everyone was curious.

      Fitzhugh was up front but no longer alone. He had two others with him—a man and a very attractive redhead—both younger. Still no Claudette.

      Charlie leaned in. “That’s his admin, Quentin, and the woman must be his donor. I’m surprised he brought her, but then maybe she serves him and Claudette. Or served Claudette, as the case may be.”

      “You haven’t seen her either, then?”

      Charlie shook her head. “Nope. As they say in the UK, I think someone did a runner.”

      Marcus’s voice rang out. “If I could have your attention.”

      They all turned. He was standing in front of the fireplace, which put Fitzhugh at the very back of the room, a detail that Donna was childish enough to enjoy. The podium had been moved inside as well.

      Marcus gestured to his left. “This is Walter St. Simons, Artemis’s attorney. He will now read the will as directed by Artemis’s instructions.”

      The man looked about a thousand years old but seemed human. Or maybe he was something else Donna didn’t know about. She was still no good at figuring out what kind of supernatural people were.

      Papers in hand, he approached the podium and set them down, then pulled out a pair of reading glasses, cleared his throat, and began to read.

      “I, Artemis, daughter of Zenos, do hereby swear that I am of solid mind and body at the time of this document’s formation. If you are listening to this being read, I am no longer with you, something you should be well aware of, having just attended my memorial service.”

      Donna wanted to smile. Artemis was one of a kind.

      “My death has left a vacancy. The throne must be assigned a new leader, someone to guide the North American vampire nation as I have done all these years. To that end, I would very much like to posthumously endorse one of you.”

      That caused a little stir, and some turned heads. Donna was surprised Fitzhugh hadn’t whooped out loud.

      St. Simons continued. “My successor must be smart, a clever thinker, and a problem solver. They must also be decisive and sure of themselves. They should also understand how to balance the needs of the heart with the thoughts of the head. Therefore, I have devised a test, and whoever passes it shall have my endorsement.”

      Fitzhugh elbowed his way closer to the front. No surprise there.

      “Hidden within the boundaries of my estate is a stash of gold coins. Each one collected throughout the years of my life. But the coins are not important. Finding them is. Whichever vampire does that shall not only have my endorsement as the next to take the throne, but they shall inherit this entire estate and all the other worldly possessions and holdings I leave behind, save that which has been set aside for my loyal staff.”

      Donna glanced at Charlie. “Can she pick her own successor like that?”

      Charlie nodded. “She can endorse whomever she likes. Doesn’t mean it’ll be the final word, but the council will definitely consider whoever it is.”

      “Mary and Joseph, that’s not good.” Not if Fitzhugh found those coins. She looked at him. She could practically see the drool hanging off his chin.

      St. Simons cleared his throat again, seemingly oblivious to the dropped jaws and shocked stares facing him. “There are two rules. You must leave everything as you find it. And you have until the sun rises. If the coins remain unfound, there will be no endorsement. When the gong in the great hall is struck in a few minutes, the search will begin. If and when the gong is struck again, the coins have been found, delivered to myself or Marcus for verification, and the search is over. Happy hunting.”

      For a moment, time stood still. No one moved. There was barely a sound or breath to be heard.

      Then something snapped, and chaos reigned. Vampires and their staff went in every direction at speeds that defied human viewing.

      Donna remained where she was. To their credit, none of her staff or friends moved either. Bunni looked at the door but somehow found the wherewithal not to make a break for it. Maybe she realized that getting a nod for queen meant taking seriously a job that was way above her pay grade.

      Francesca hadn’t gone anywhere either, but that was understandable. She was already the queen of Mexico. She probably wasn’t interested in becoming queen of North America. She raised her brows as she looked at Donna. “You’re still here.”

      Donna nodded. “Because I like to think first, then react.” She swallowed down the little bit of anger she felt at Artemis for throwing them all into a mess like this. “But don’t worry, I will. As soon as that gong sounds.”

      Temo’s face brightened. “Does that mean we’re going hunting for those coins, boss?”

      Donna narrowed her eyes. “If for no other reason than to keep Fitzhugh from finding them, yes. We are.”
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      Back in the living room of the guesthouse, where everyone except for Donna had changed and reassembled, they did their best to map out a plan. No doubt the same thing all the other vampires were doing with their staff. Groups of people would be scouring the grounds as soon as the gong sounded.

      Donna stood, too antsy to sit, just like she’d been too antsy to change. “Who’s got an idea about where we should start?”

      Francine pressed her hands together under her chin and smiled. “Honey, I just want to say I think you’re doing a fantastic job. My only suggestion is we need to think like Artemis.”

      “Thanks, Francine. And good point. She had centuries of experience to draw on. And who knows how long she planned this?”

      “We need teams, boss,” Temo said. “Then we can take the estate section by section and focus more.”

      Donna nodded. “I totally agree. The estate is a hundred and twenty acres, however. That’s a lot of ground to cover even in groups. Harper, you did some research on this place. Any ideas? The clock is ticking. That gong could go off at any moment.”

      “Artemis may have planned this for a while, but the estate was only built in the seventies,” Harper offered.

      “Fifty years is still a long time to figure out the perfect hiding place. And since she had this place built, there could be all kinds of hidden spots in that house we know nothing about. My husband had one in his office that came as a surprise to me, and I was married to the man.”

      Pierce was standing by the windows. “I don’t think it’s in the house. Or the main house. Artemis came from a time when secret stashes were buried. Besides, the house would be too easy. That’s just what my gut is telling me.”

      “I’d agree with that,” Neo said. “The house definitely seems too easy when there’s one hundred and twenty acres of forest and open ground to make use of. Not saying it isn’t possible, but who knows what else is on this property? There could be an old well or a cave. And then there’s that underground bunker.”

      Donna nodded. “Another good point, although I don’t think Kansas has caves. Maybe it does. No idea.”

      Neo made a little face. “Yeah, no clue. The only caves I know are subway tunnels.”

      “But the idea that she’d hide this stash outside is growing on me. It really feels like the grounds should be our priority. Even so, I still want a team in the house. We’d be foolish to ignore it. Besides, if none of us are there, it’ll seem like we know something everyone else doesn’t. It’ll arouse suspicion. At least with Fitzhugh, and the last thing we want is him shadowing us.”

      That earned her a lot of nods.

      She looked toward her First Fangs Club friends. “Bunni and Francine, will you take the house? That might seem a little less exciting, but think of it as the perfect opportunity to explore every nook and cranny of that mansion.”

      “Yeah,” Bunni said. “I’m down for a little snooping in that Gucci crib. Plus, no bugs. Cool with me.”

      Francine looped her arm through Bunni’s. “We’ll turn that place upside down. In the most civilized way possible, of course.”

      Donna smiled.

      Hector raised his hand. “I wouldn’t mind having a look around that place myself.”

      “Even better. The three of you are on the house, then.” Chances were Bunni and Francine would be too busy oohing and aahing over the decorating to pay close attention. Well, Bunni would be. But having Hector along was still a great idea. He could watch out for them in case anyone tried to sabotage their hunt. Anything was possible with the throne on the line.

      Donna looked at Kace next. “How’s your night vision?”

      “Excellent. What do you have in mind?”

      “How about a little aerial recon? I really don’t know what you might find, but any advantage would be welcome at this point.”

      He grinned. “Been a while since I stretched my wings. I’m on it. And who knows? Maybe I’ll find a big X marking the spot.”

      Donna laughed. “Wouldn’t that be something? Thank you.” If only it turned out to be that easy. “Okay, besides the house and the air patrol, we’ll do three more outside teams. I want to divide the property into three sections—left, right, and center.”

      Harper nodded. “That’s a great plan, because it is sort of rectangular. I can send the survey I found to everyone’s phone as a reference. I’ll just need everyone’s number.”

      “Send it to me,” Charlie said. “I’ll start a group text so we can all stay in touch.”

      Donna loved how well they were all working together. “Perfect. Let’s break up like this: Neo and Temo take left. Charlie, Pierce, and Cammie take center. Lastly, Will, Harper, and I will take the right. Use any abilities, gifts, or secret-stash-finding powers you have. We cannot let Fitzhugh win this.”

      Pierce finally turned away from the windows to look at her, a dark shadow lagging behind his movements ever so slightly. “Does that mean you’ve decided to accept the nomination for queen?”

      She had been hoping no one would ask her that, but it was inevitable. She shook her head slowly. “I still don’t want or think I’m ready for the job. It just means I’ve decided Fitzhugh can’t win. Under no circumstances. Having Artemis’s endorsement would be too much. He’d never let anyone forget it, even if he didn’t become king. And if he did…I can’t imagine how miserable our lives would become.”

      “You really should take the job,” Cammie said softly. “I know you don’t think you’re ready, but I’d bet every person in this room would argue that you are.”

      They all nodded. And it seemed some of them were gearing up to give more reasons why she should accept.

      She held her hands up. “Please. I don’t want to talk about this now. The clock is ticking, and we have over a hundred acres and a huge house to search. Charlie, can you get that group text going? I want to make sure everyone’s got it before we head out. We need to be able to communicate easily. If anyone finds anything promising, please share it. You never know when one clue might lead to another.”

      “Sure.” Charlie pulled her phone out and started tapping away. A minute later, she lifted her head as everyone’s phone buzzed, chimed, or beeped. “Okay, everyone should have Harper’s survey of the property.”

      “Thanks,” Donna said as she checked her phone. “If anyone doesn’t have it, please let Charlie know.”

      But everyone did.

      “All right, then,” Donna said. “Let’s get into position, ready to hunt when we hear the gong.”

      They all got up and paired off with their teammates.

      Will and Harper approached. “We just need to grab our coats, and we’re ready when you are.”

      “And I need to change into something better suited for traipsing through the woods. I’ll meet you at the front door in just a few minutes.” With that, she went to her bedroom, put on jeans, a thick, long-sleeved T-shirt, then layered a simple leather jacket and scarf over it. She pulled on a little knit cap that came down over the tips of her ears. She finished up with her new lug-soled boots and a pair of thin leather gloves, which didn’t add a whole lot of warmth but would at least protect her hands if she had to move anything prickly out of her way.

      She’d touched stinging nettles as a kid, and it wasn’t something she’d ever forget. Granted, she probably wouldn’t react the same way as a vampire, but she wasn’t in the mood to test that supposition.

      Will and Harper were waiting when she came out. Will opened the door, and they were off. In the distance, they saw other groups walking the property. Any of them might be Fitzhugh. Her pulse picked up a little at the urgency of what lay before them.

      They stood there for another four or five minutes until the deep, clear clang of the gong boomed through the night air.

      Will nodded toward the far property line, which was reasonably easy to see in the moonlight thanks to the iron stakes that bordered the estate and formed part of the fae defense system. “Let’s start at the edge and work our way in.”

      “Sounds good.” Donna’s breaths puffed out in frosty little clouds. She stuck her hands in her pockets and kept her eyes on her surroundings as they walked.

      “I wish we knew how small or large a cache we’re talking about,” Harper said. “A little sack? A shoebox? Or a pirate’s chest?”

      Will pulled a bandanna from his pocket and tied it around his head like a biker. “Artemis was old. If she took a coin from every decade she lived in? That’s at least a shoebox. Every century? More like a small sack. We have no way of knowing.”

      Harper nodded. “I suppose the only way we’ll know is if someone finds it.”

      The ratcheting sound from earlier started up again as they approached the tree line.

      “The magpies are curious about us,” Will said. “You know they can mimic almost any sound? They’re very smart birds. Considered one of the most intelligent, actually.”

      “I’m surprised you don’t have one as a pet,” Donna said.

      He smiled. “Not sure that’s the best idea with all the cats we have around.”

      “Yeah, probably not.” That made her think about the rest of his family. “How are Daisy and Regina doing holding things down on their own?”

      “Busy,” Harper answered. “But they’re doing good.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Donna said. When this search was over, she was going to text Penina to see if there was any news from the Wellman Towers, although Donna imagined if there was, the young woman would have let her know. Or at least Charlie.

      They entered the forested area, and the available moonlight seemed to diminish by half, even with most of the trees being bare. Didn’t hurt Donna’s ability to see, not with her supernatural vampire vision.

      “Hang on,” Will said.

      Donna stopped, and as she did, Harper paused, then lifted her head, eyes closed.

      She stretched her arms out and took a deep breath. A few more, and she opened her eyes again to look at Donna and her father. “There’s magic here, but it’s very faint. If the coins are here, they’ve been hidden the old-fashioned way and not by using any kind of spell.”

      Then she reached out to the nearest tree and knocked on it. The tree seemed to shiver, and a small, translucent creature stepped out. He looked sort of like a garden gnome. “What do you want?”

      “Pardon me, good sir. I was just wondering if the nymphs know of any coins that might have been hidden nearby?”

      He frowned and shook his head. “I can’t help you with that.” Then he slipped back into the tree.

      “What was that?” Donna asked.

      “Wood nymph. Obviously, one of the crankier ones. I might have woken him up.” Harper shrugged. “It was worth a shot.”

      “Yes, it was.” Donna glanced around. The woods were quiet. Which was odd. “I expected to see people out here looking.”

      “I’m sure they will be,” Will said. “But you came with a much larger contingent than most. Even vampires can only be in one place at a time.”

      She nodded. “I suppose that’s true. But Fitzhugh had at least two with him. Well, one vampire, one human donor.”

      “And I’m sure they’re both out searching different areas. Although maybe they aren’t. Maybe a lot of people are focused on the house,” Harper said.

      A small surge of panic went through Donna. “I hope checking the grounds isn’t a bad idea.”

      Will shook his head. “Doesn’t feel that way to me.”

      Harper lifted one shoulder. “You could send a text to the group. See if anyone’s seen Fitzhugh or his people, find out where they’re searching. Or if anyone’s gotten hot in the house.”

      “I’ll wait a little bit. We’ve only just started. And knowing Francine, she’ll give me a heads-up if she sees him or suspects someone else is getting close.” Donna sighed. The forest seemed enormous. “Once again, I don’t know where to begin. If Artemis buried a sack of coins out here, I have no idea how we’re supposed to find them. The ground is covered with a layer of leaves and debris.”

      “She wouldn’t make it impossible,” Will said. “But I do think she’d make it tricky enough that it would require clever thinking to figure it out. Like, if we expect it to be buried, it won’t be. Maybe they’re up in a tree.”

      “Or hanging off a branch,” Harper said. “Or under a rock.”

      Donna nodded. “That’s not bad, actually. Maybe we should look for interestingly shaped rocks. Or trees growing in a strange way. Or grouped curiously. Artemis might have thought something like that was clever.”

      “Agreed. We should also spread out,” Will said. “Outstretched arms’ length between us, then start walking. Like a police search.”

      Donna smiled. “You know about those, do you?”

      He laughed. “In my youth? More than I’m willing to talk about. At least in front of my daughter.”

      Harper snorted. “Like I don’t already know.”

      Smiling, they spaced themselves apart and started slowly proceeding through the forest. It wasn’t always a straight path, and Donna made sure to scan the whole area before her for anything out of the ordinary or even just slightly interesting.

      Leaves crunched underfoot. Some of them glistened with ice crystals. Donna kept her hands in her pockets.

      A few minutes in, their phones all vibrated simultaneously. Donna pulled hers out and checked the screen, holding her breath for whatever news they’d just received.

      But the message was a selfie from Bunni wearing a wide lapis and gold collar necklace that looked vaguely Egyptian with the caption, I’m your queen now.

      “Well,” Will said. “That seems inappropriate.”

      Donna growled in frustration. “I should have known better than to let her go.” She fired off a private text to Bunni. Do that again, and you’re benched. Understand? You’re supposed to be finding A’s stash, not new Instagram material.

      As soon as she hit send, she realized how harsh that must read. She sent off another quick text behind it. Sorry. I do appreciate that you’re helping. Just stressed. And I don’t want any of you getting in trouble for doing something you shouldn’t.

      There was no reply for a moment, and Donna could picture Bunni’s pout. She pressed her fingers to her forehead. She really didn’t need this right now.

      Bunni sent back the eye-rolling emoji, along with, Yeah, okay, sorry.

      Donna sighed as she shook her head and tucked her phone back into her jeans pocket.

      “You okay?” Will asked.

      “So long as Bunni doesn’t get into trouble for playing with Artemis’s personal stuff, then we’re good. But I am not here to babysit anyone.”

      Harper nodded. “You have too much to do already.”

      “Yes, thank you.” Donna tugged her cap down a little. “All right, enough of that. Let’s go back to our police search.”

      They started walking again, slowly, paying great attention to everything around them. Nothing stood out. Nothing looked interesting or unusual. But still, they kept going. Donna’s hopes sank. They were getting nowhere but deeper into the woods.

      Donna wondered if Will and Harper were listening for the gong as hard as she was. She hadn’t heard anything yet, however, so they trudged on. Every now and then, they heard the sound of wings overhead or the magpie’s call.

      The birds were still curious about the strangers in their forest.

      An hour or so later, feeling more than a little despondent about their chances, Donna caught her boot on something and almost fell but saved herself with her vampire reflexes.
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      Donna looked behind her for whatever she’d tripped over.

      “Are you okay?” Will asked.

      “Fine,” she answered. “My foot snagged on something.”

      “A root, maybe?” Harper offered.

      Donna squatted down and brushed the leaves away from the offending object. It was a large, flat rock. She pushed more leaves out of the way until she could see the outline of the whole thing. “Maybe I’m imagining things, but doesn’t this look a little out of place?”

      Will and Harper came over to get a better look.

      Will shrugged. “Looks like a rock to me.”

      “I don’t know, Dad.” Harper rested on her heels beside Donna. “Kind of looks like a stepping-stone like you might see in a garden.”

      Donna nodded. “Yes, that’s it. There’s something deliberate about it. The shape seems…planned.”

      Harper put her hands on it and closed her eyes. A few seconds later, she opened them and shook her head. “If there’s any magic attached to it, I can’t feel it. Doesn’t mean it wasn’t put here intentionally, just that it was done by ordinary means. And any clue it holds is also of the ordinary variety.”

      Will didn’t seem convinced. “Okay, let’s say it was placed here. What kind of a clue is a stepping-stone?”

      Harper glanced up at him. “Stepping-stones are used to build paths.”

      Light filled his gaze, and he smiled. “I’m glad you got your mother’s intelligence.”

      Donna laughed softly as new excitement filled her. “Okay, this is good. This is something. Maybe it’s a clue, and maybe it’s not, but let’s shuffle our feet around in the leaves and see if we can find another one. Then we’ll know more. Of course, there’s no telling how widely spaced they might be.”

      They got up and started slow-walking through the leaves, dragging their feet and shuffling along to see what they could uncover. They worked outward, moving in an ever-widening arc.

      They were almost ten feet out when Donna let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m starting to think it’s just a stone. But let’s go a little farther.”

      So they did, for another five or six feet. At that point, Donna stopped and put her hands on her hips. “I don’t think there’s a path.”

      She walked back to the stone and stared at it. “Artemis would have known that any path would disappear under the leaves and possible snow, so maybe that was just wishful thinking on my part.”

      Harper and Will joined her.

      “Maybe,” Harper said. “But I still think it looks too perfect to be accidental.”

      Donna nodded. “I agree with you. So what are we missing?”

      Will grunted out a breath. “We haven’t checked the obvious.”

      Donna looked at him. “Which is?”

      “Maybe there’s something under it.”

      Donna’s brows went up. “You’re right. Be my guest.”

      He reached down, grabbed the big, flat rock by its edges, and tossed it aside.

      They all gazed at the bare dirt underneath. Not even a centipede.

      Harper sighed. “Well, that was anticlimactic. Back to the search, I guess.”

      “Agreed. I’ll put it back, since we’re supposed to leave things as we find them.” But Donna couldn’t quite bring herself to abandon the rock just yet. She stayed where she was, staring at it.

      Her companions started to move, then realized she hadn’t and came back to her.

      “What is it?” Will asked.

      “I don’t know. But my gut says that rock means something. I wish I knew what.”

      Harper lifted one shoulder. “Maybe you should put your hands on it. Just because I didn’t sense magic doesn’t mean you might not get some kind of vibe off of it. I’m not the final authority on all things magical. Especially not with a woman as ancient as Artemis behind all of this. Maybe she used vampire-only magic.”

      “Okay.” Donna walked over to the rock and bent, putting her fingertips on the cold, flat surface. “Nothing. Wait.” She pulled her gloves off and tried again. She shook her head. “Still nothing.”

      Then a new idea came to her. She grabbed one edge of the stone and flipped it over to look at the bottom of it, brushing dirt off to reveal something very interesting.

      Harper gasped. “You were right.”

      On the underneath was a large symbol drawn in white paint.

      Will came closer. “What is that? A mountain? A tent?”

      “Could be a mountain. It’s wide enough,” Donna said. She turned her head a little. “But there aren’t any mountains around here. Maybe it means the treasure is at the highest point on the property. Although it could also be a fat letter V.”

      Harper nodded. “Depends on how you look at it.”

      Will tipped his head as if trying to see the mark from a different angle. “Maybe it’s showing us a direction.”

      Donna nodded. “Could be. But directional arrows are usually more of a standard-sized V with a line behind them. Then again, Artemis could have intentionally made this confusing. And if it’s a direction, which way is it supposed to be telling us to go?”

      “Yeah,” Harper said. “It was upside down, so are we supposed to assume the direction it pointed at while in its original position? Or once it was flipped over? Because those are opposites.”

      Donna put her hands on her hips. “We don’t have the time to check both ways.”

      “Unless we split up,” Will said.

      The crack of a twig snapping came to them in the distance. They weren’t alone out here anymore.

      Donna stared in the direction of the sound. “I don’t like that idea, but it might be the only option we have.”

      “I’ll go alone,” Will said. “You and Harper stay together.”

      The flutter of wings swooped over their heads, along with the same ratchet call that they’d been hearing.

      Will looked up, shaking his head. “Those magpies sure don’t like our company.”

      “We are trespassing in their territory.” Donna stared at the stone as her head began to fill with thoughts faster than she could process them. Images and sounds flashed in her head. Will’s tattoo. The ratcheting sound. She grabbed her companions’ arms to keep them from going anywhere. “Wait.”

      “What is it?” Harper asked.

      Donna almost couldn’t breathe. She shook her head as she continued to study the stone at their feet. “It’s not an arrow or a mountain or a tent or V.”

      She looked up at them, praying she wasn’t wrong. “It’s a bird.”

      Harper sucked in a breath and started nodding. “Yes, I see it now. But what does that mean?”

      Donna glanced up into the trees. A magpie sat high in the branches of the one on her left and stared down at her, head tilted just so. “It means they know where the hoard is.” She looked at Will again. “Magpies like shiny things, don’t they?”

      His eyes widened a little, and he blinked before answering. “They love shiny things.”

      “So why wouldn’t they have watched Artemis hide her gold coins out here? Maybe she even gave them a few as payment for watching over her stash. Or maybe she put them in charge of the whole thing.” Donna looked into the trees again.

      The magpie was still there.

      “Do you know where the coins are, little bird?”

      It continued to stare at her.

      “You do, don’t you?”

      She looked at her companions. “Do either of you have any change on you?”

      They both shook their heads.

      Donna thought hard. She needed something shiny. Something with enough glitter to catch the bird’s interest. Thankfully, she’d changed pretty quickly from her funeral clothes into the ones she was wearing now. So quickly, she hadn’t taken off her diamond earrings.

      She reached up and unscrewed the back from the large stud in her ear, then removed it and screwed the back on again. “I have no idea if this is going to work, but if it does, we can’t let the bird out of our sight. Do whatever you have to in order to follow it but without scaring it. We just need to find where the magpies keep their hoard, because I believe we’ll find Artemis’s coins there too.”

      Will and Harper nodded.

      “Fingers crossed this works.” Donna held her hand out, lifting the diamond earring like an offering and praying that it sparkled enough to interest the curious creature above her. She moved her hand ever so slightly, trying to make the stone catch what little light filtered through the trees.

      The magpie stayed where it was, looking but making no move to come closer.

      “You really think the bird will take the earring?” Will asked.

      “If they were used to Artemis coming out here with gold coins for them, then taking a diamond earring from me shouldn’t be much different,” Donna answered.

      The magpie continued to stare down at her, obviously curious but not yet willing to act on that curiosity.

      “Maybe I can help,” Harper said. She pointed her fingers at Donna’s palm, and a soft glow began to radiate off of it. Little sparks of prismatic light danced through the air and bounced off the trees.

      The magpie hopped to a lower branch, letting out an urgent chirp.

      “That’s it,” Donna whispered. “We mean you no harm.”

      A second magpie joined the first. Then a third. A fourth came fluttering in a moment later.

      Within thirty seconds, the trees above them were filled with the black-and-white creatures.

      Harper grabbed her dad’s hand. “Something shifted. There’s magic in the air. Heavy magic.”

      He nodded. “I’ll say. Look around you.”

      “No, it’s more than just the birds.” Harper shook her head as she blew out a breath. “Hang on. Something’s about to happen.”

      Donna tucked the earring into her jacket pocket since it no longer seemed important.

      A second later, the birds took flight, gathering in a small, tight flock, then descending back toward them. As the birds approached, they shattered into a sparkling shower of light and dark.

      The sparks fell to earth and turned into a gossamer form with golden-brown skin, a mass of reddish-bronze ringlets, and eyes that gleamed like polished obsidian.

      Artemis.

      Donna reached out, her hand slipping through the image as if it was vapor.

      Artemis smiled, not at them but through them, making it plain that what they were witnessing was nothing more than a preprogrammed magical hologram.

      “If you’re seeing this, you should already know that I am no longer on this earth. You’ve done well, very well, figuring out my puzzle. Follow the magpies. They will take you to what you seek.” Her expression turned introspective. “Ruling from the throne is not easy. Rule the best that you can, with thoughtfulness and fairness.”

      Donna swallowed, wishing she could ask questions and get more advice and that Artemis wasn’t really gone.

      Artemis blinked once, and her smile returned. “Farewell to whoever you are. The next life calls me…”

      She disintegrated into dark and light sparks again, and the birds returned, once again perched in the trees around them. Then they took to the air, this time headed deeper into the woods.

      Donna exhaled. “Here we go.”

      All three of them began to run as the flock above them sped forward. It was tricky running through the thick forest while keeping an eye on the birds and not running into anything at the same time.

      Branches whipped across their faces and tugged at their clothes. Fallen trees had to be jumped, thicker branches ducked under, and roots avoided.

      At last, the birds came to roost in a huge evergreen, and Donna, Will, and Harper stopped.

      Harper was breathing hard. She glanced at them. “I really need to do more cardio.”

      “What now?” Will said. “Are the coins in that tree?”

      Donna stared into the thick greenery. “That’s my guess.”

      Harper, hands on her hips, shook her head. “It’s impossible to see farther up than a few branches. Who knows what’s in there?”

      Donna nodded. “Looks like I’m going for a climb. Keep watch. If anyone else shows up, give me a signal.”

      “I’ll send you a mental shout,” Will said.

      “Perfect.” She found the closest branch that could support her weight. It was about fourteen feet off the ground. An easy jump for a vampire, but it was still dark out. And Donna hadn’t climbed a tree since she was a very young child.

      She got her bearings, bent her knees, and sprang up, grabbing hold of the branch above the one she landed on. She steadied herself, looked down, and gave Will and Harper a nod. They turned their backs to the tree and spread out, presumably to watch for any other arrivals.

      She started to climb, searching branch after branch, but nothing held anything that looked remotely like a hiding place for a stash of coins. The crisp smell of pine permeated the air despite the cold and made her think of Christmas.

      In a way, this day would be very much like that if she found Artemis’s stash.

      She was more than halfway up when, near the high center of the tree, she saw a large nest, maybe two feet deep and three feet across. There were magpies above it and all around it, but none on it or in it that she could see, making Donna think the nest was exactly where she should be headed.

      She inched her way through the branches to get closer so she could take a look inside. The birds stayed where they were, wary but quiet. The nest was filled with treasures. Bits of foil, a broken keychain, bottle caps, Christmas tinsel, a small, mirrored disk, a single gold hoop earring, a scrap of random metal.

      And there at the bottom of the nest, partially hidden by the found bits, was a black leather drawstring pouch neatly tied with leather cords.

      Donna exhaled a ragged breath. That had to be Artemis’s coins.

      She checked on the birds. They still surrounded her. All watching with their sharp black eyes trained on her. “I’m just going to look inside the pouch, nothing more.”

      No response. Although she hadn’t exactly expected one.

      She reached in and carefully lifted the leather bag. It certainly had the heft of coins. She braced herself between two sturdy branches and untied the knots to look inside.

      Gold gleamed back at her.
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      Donna smiled. Unbelievable. They’d actually found them. At least it seemed they had. She reached in and pulled out a small handful of coins. All of them looked very old, and all of them were of various sizes and countries of origin.

      A few soft caws started up around her. She looked at the birds. “Thank you.”

      Then she sprinkled the handful of coins into the nest. It was the least she could do.

      She retied the cords, tucked the pouch into her jacket, climbed down far enough to be free of the tangle of branches, and jumped to earth again.

      Will and Harper waited with obvious expectations.

      She shook her head. “There was a big nest up there. Filled with a lot of shiny bits and pieces.” She reached into her jacket, pulled out the pouch, and smiled. “But also this.”

      Harper let out a little gasp. “You found it.”

      “Yes, I did, but don’t make any noise. I don’t want anyone to know.”

      “Congratulations.” Smiling big, Will put his hands in his pockets. “Are you going to text the others?”

      “Not yet. We pull everyone in, and anyone who sees that will know something’s up. No, I’m going straight back to the house with this and getting it verified before saying anything. We do not need you-know-who tipped off.”

      “No, we don’t,” Will said. “In fact, maybe Harper and I should stay out here and act like we’re still looking. Anyone who sees us will just think you’re with a different group.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Donna said. She tucked the pouch back into her jacket. “I’ll text as soon as I have confirmation, then you can all come in. Do me a favor? Go put that stepping-stone back the way we found it?”

      Harper nodded. “Sure thing.”

      “Thanks.” Donna turned, then turned again. The forest was too thick to see through. “Um, which way toward the house?”

      Will laughed and pointed to the right. “That way.”

      “Thank you for your help. See you soon.” With that, she took off in the direction he’d indicated. As soon as she was clear of the trees, which was a longer walk than she’d imagined, she took off at full vampire speed for the house, its lights now visible. She hoped she was moving fast enough to escape notice.

      When she was a few yards from the terrace, she slowed to a normal walk, then stopped for a look. The house glowed with all of the lights on, and through some of the windows, people were in view. All searching. All desperate for the treasure she’d already found.

      Did that many people really want to rule?

      The pouch was a comfortable weight inside her jacket. As she started up the terrace steps, another weight settled over her. That of the queenship.

      She didn’t want to rule. She really didn’t. But the wrong vampire on that throne could spell disaster for so many of them. She glanced back at the woods she’d just come from, wondering how many were still out there searching.

      With a deep breath to fortify herself, she opened the door and went into the great room. Marcus and Walter, the lawyer, were sitting by the crackling fire. Walter was having a snifter of brandy. Marcus was reading a leather-bound book embossed with gold, a collection of plays by John Lyly.

      Above them, Artemis stared down from her portrait, and for the first time, Donna noticed the background of the painting wasn’t just any tree line but the very woods she’d just come from. Dotted throughout were tiny black-and-white birds in the trees.

      Artemis had put the clue there for all to see. Of course, she’d also put the stepping-stone out there. No telling how many of those were strewn throughout the forest.

      Marcus looked at her as she stood there, but he said nothing.

      She took a few steps toward him as she continued to gaze up at the picture. “When was that painting done? How long ago?”

      Marcus put his book down and glanced at it. “Not quite a year ago. Beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Donna nodded. “Very.” Was that how long Artemis had been preparing herself to die?

      He shifted his attention to Donna again. “How goes the hunt?”

      She pulled the pouch from her jacket and tossed it to him. “You tell me.”

      He caught it, then stood, eyes widening. “Very well, I’d say.” His mouth bent in the slightest smile. “How?”

      “I found a stepping-stone with a bird symbol.” Better than saying she’d tripped over it. “The rest I…deduced. Then Artemis and her magpies showed me the way.”

      He nodded, looking very pleased. “Well done.” He held out the pouch to the older man. “Walter?”

      Walter took the pouch, opened it, and had a look inside. “Seems a little light, but that’s Artemis’s stash, all right.”

      Donna shrugged. “I gave a handful of coins to the magpies as a thank-you for keeping it safe.”

      Marcus’s smile grew. “She was right to choose you. She would be so pleased that you’re the one who’s going to ascend in her place.”

      “About that,” Donna began, then said, “Wait. What do you mean she chose me?”

      “If anyone else had found the coins, they were to receive Artemis’s endorsement to take the throne, as she stated in her will. But there’s a codicil Walter didn’t read. If you found them, something Artemis very much hoped for, we have another document already prepared in her hand. That letter specifically details by name who she has chosen to leave the throne to. You.”

      Donna shook her head. Nothing should surprise her about Artemis at this point. “That seems…weightier than just an endorsement.”

      “It is,” Marcus said. “The council will have no choice but to interpret her letter as her passing the crown to you. If she were alive and did this, there would be no one capable of stopping the transition. The letter is almost as binding.” He sighed. “Unfortunately, that letter will do nothing to sway them from holding the hearings tomorrow night.”

      Donna crossed her arms. “Don’t you think a letter like that from the woman whose death I’m supposedly responsible for would be pretty good evidence to the contrary?”

      His mouth hardened to a thin line. “Yes, but it won’t matter to the council. It matters for your ascension to queen. But for the hearings? No. Because it was written before the battle took place, they’ll see it as unrelated. They might even go so far as to speculate that such a letter could have given you cause to push Artemis to fight, knowing what her death would result in.”

      Donna dropped her arms to her sides as outrage trembled through her, hands clenched tightly. “That’s ludicrous.” And Fitzhugh would have a field day with that idea.

      “That’s the council.”

      “Can you keep the letter quiet for a bit longer, then? Not just because it would make things easier with the council but also because if the council does find me guilty, I don’t want that judgment attached to the title of queen.” She swallowed. “It would tarnish the throne.”

      Marcus nodded, a deep understanding in his eyes. “Yes, we can do that.”

      “Thank you.” She exhaled, but it did nothing to lighten the weight on her shoulders.

      With a loud grunt, Walter got to his feet. “Might as well sound the gong and make this official. That much we can’t be quiet about.”

      “I understand.” Donna nodded, her head elsewhere and her heart black with anger. Her chances with the council seemed to diminish with every passing day. Should she just throw herself on the mercy of the Prime? Surely he could save her. She needed to talk to Pierce and Charlie and Temo. She had too much to live for. She wanted to see her grandchild.

      But taking any help from the Prime would absolutely mean she’d have to accept the title of queen.

      She couldn’t think about it anymore. She pulled out her phone and sent a text to the group. Come back. The coins have been found.

      She hit send, realizing a second later that she hadn’t said she’d been the one who’d found them. She added a quick addendum. By me, Will, and Harper, just to be clear.

      Francine’s happy little whoop could be heard several floors away, and within seconds, a flood of thrilled, congratulatory texts came pouring in.

      Phone in hand, Donna sank down on the couch. She was overjoyed she’d kept Fitzhugh from triumphing, but once again, the burden of responsibility lay before her. Just like, once again, choice, real choice, had been taken away from her.

      Just as it had been the night in the cemetery when Donna had been bitten and Claudette had turned her. That seemed like ages ago. So much had changed since then. She’d learned more about the world she lived in than she’d thought possible. And she still felt like a beginner in this new life.

      Managing the role of queen would feel like an insurmountable mountain to climb. There were so many ways things could go wrong.

      She lifted her chin and stared up at Artemis. “Why did you think I was a good choice for this?”

      There was no answer in that enigmatic gaze.

      A deep, vibrating, metallic boom rippled through the air. The gong had been struck. The news was out.

      Within seconds, the noise level in the house rose considerably. There were some very unhappy sounds coming from various rooms. Moments later, the terrace doors came open, and funeral guests filtered in.

      Thankfully, her friends were among the first to arrive, since they’d had a head start. They swarmed around her, smiling and laughing, patting her on the back, and congratulating her.

      She smiled, unable to do anything else. They were all so happy, although a few of them had knowing looks in their eyes. Even if she didn’t want to be queen, Fitzhugh hadn’t won, and that was something worth celebrating.

      But there were other, less kind looks being shot her way as it became clear she was the one who’d found Artemis’s stash. A taste of things to come, no doubt. With power came jealousy. Nothing new there.

      Fitzhugh strode into the room like a storm approaching. “Who found them? Who?”

      But no one had to answer him. His gaze arrowed in on her and the celebratory mood of those around her. His jaw tightened with the realization that she’d won. His eyes glowed with anger, and for a moment, it seemed even his bone structure had changed into something monstrous. “You cannot be serious. I refuse to accept this.” He pointed at Donna as the room went still. “She cheated. It’s the only possible explanation as to how she found those coins. I demand an investigation.”

      Marcus pulled himself up to his full bearing and took a few steps toward Fitzhugh. “There will be no investigation. Governor Barrone found one of the many clues hidden in the forest and discovered the coins through intelligent deduction. Anyone could have done it. In theory.”

      That did nothing to placate Fitzhugh. “This whole thing was a setup,” he snarled at Marcus.

      “I assure you,” Marcus said, “it was not.”

      Fitzhugh pointed at Donna again. “You’ll get what’s coming to you tomorrow night.” Without waiting for a response, he disappeared in a burst of speed.

      The room stayed quiet for a moment, and Donna realized that most of the people there had no idea about the council hearing scheduled for the following evening. She schooled her expression into the most serene one she could manage and addressed the room. “For those of you who don’t know, the council has decided that, despite the traditional mourning period observed for most high-ranking vampires, they will convene tomorrow night to hear the charges Governor Fitzhugh has leveled against me and my assistant. I’m sure you’re aware of those, as such news travels at the speed of light in this community.”

      Her friends gathered a little closer, as if trying to support her with their presence. She smiled. It was working. But there were definitely some additional unhappy faces in the crowd. Probably because of the council breaking with tradition. “I will tell you again, as I plan to tell the council, that Queen Artemis’s choices led to her death. I tried to keep her from the battle, but she insisted on coming.”

      Francesca, who’d entered the room only moments before Fitzhugh, nodded. “Artemis was well known for doing what she wanted, when she wanted, and with whom she wanted.”

      A few others nodded as well.

      Donna smiled at her new friend. “Anyone who wants to stay for the council hearings has my blessing. I have nothing to hide. Governor Fitzhugh is the one who made this baseless claim against me. He’s the one who will have to prove himself.” She lifted her chin a little. “In fact, I welcome the audience. Light will be shed, of that I can assure you.”

      As the crowd started to talk amongst themselves, Pierce leaned in. “Spoken like a queen.”

      She frowned at him, then laughed softly. “I still don’t want the job.”

      He nodded, sympathy in his eyes. “I know, sweetheart.” His smile returned, this time with a hint of resolution. “But you might not have a choice.”

      Donna had felt that way already. Still, she wanted his take on it. “What do you mean?”

      “Think about it. If the council finds you innocent, which I believe they will, that’s not going to stop Fitzhugh from coming after you. If anything, it’s only going to make things worse. Your best protection is to rise above him. In position and power. Becoming queen is the best way to do that.”

      A chill went through her. Pierce was right. Naturally.

      Cammie, Charlie, Temo, and Neo were gathered around her as well.

      Cammie took Donna’s hand. “He’s right, Donna. What better way to protect yourself and your family than with the kind of resources you’d have at your disposal as queen? I know you don’t want the job, but in some ways, it would make things easier.”

      “And a lot harder,” Donna shot back. Then she sighed, feeling utterly worn out. “But I know what you’re saying.” She shook her head. “Honestly, I know I need to make a decision, but not yet. I want to be away from all of this for a bit. I need to think.”

      Francine leaned in and gave her a compassionate smile. “You need a hot bath and a warm brandy.”

      Donna nodded. “Nothing has ever sounded quite so good.”
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      When they got back to the guesthouse, that was exactly what Donna did. There was no talking, no strategizing, no planning.

      She ran a scalding-hot bath in the big Jacuzzi tub, turned on the jets, dumped in some bubble bath from a fancy array of complimentary toiletries on the counter, and sank into the foam.

      With a big glass of red wine balanced on the edge. She raised up to take a sip, then slipped down into the water again. Her head, heart, and gut were all at war with questions about what she should do, and none of the answers gave her complete peace.

      A soft knock on the bathroom door lifted her head. “Come in.” She’d left the door unlocked.

      Cammie stuck her head in. “You need anything? A refill?”

      Donna laughed. “I’ve barely touched my wine.”

      Cammie opened the door a little more and shrugged. “I thought you might have chugged it. I probably would have in your situation.” She stared at her sister, then shook her head. “Are you okay?”

      It was Donna’s turn to shrug now. “Yes. No. I will be.” She leaned her head back to stare at the ceiling. “I don’t have a choice, do I? About becoming queen.”

      Cammie came over to sit on the seat in front of the vanity table. “I don’t want to answer that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you won’t like the answer.”

      Donna picked up her wine. “In other words, no, I don’t have a choice.”

      Cammie clasped her hands together. “I’m sorry you’re in this situation, I really am, but you would be an amazing queen.”

      Donna took a big sip, then put the glass back on the edge of the tub. “Everyone keeps telling me that, but…”

      “But you don’t believe it.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Because you have impostor syndrome.”

      Donna frowned at her sister. “Say what?”

      “I’m not calling you an impostor. I’m saying you feel like one. Like someone’s going to figure out you don’t belong here. Like you’re too new to be good at this. But that’s just not true. You’ve had a lifetime to get ready for this job. And a good couple of weeks as governor to give you a taste of what being queen would be like.”

      Donna narrowed her eyes. “Did you take psychology classes as part of your Venari training?”

      Cammie laughed. “No, but you know what? That’s a great idea.”

      Now Donna was really confused. “What? Going back to school?”

      “No, calling Dr. Goldberg. Why don’t you do a telesession with her? You’ve always valued her counsel.”

      Donna sat up a little. “That’s true. And a really good idea. You think she would talk to me?”

      “Of course she would. You’re about to be her most famous client.”

      Donna rolled her eyes. “You think she’s going to tell me to accept the job?”

      “I think she’s going to tell you that you’re capable of doing anything you put your mind to. Because you are. You always have been. I’ve known you a long time. You overcome obstacles, big ones, with the kind of grace and determination that make me proud and a little jealous.”

      Donna pulled her knees in, making the bubbles mound up. “That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      Cammie smiled. “I hope not. That’d make me a pretty awful sister.”

      Donna shook her head. “You’re a great sister. You’ve always been there for me when I needed you. Always.”

      “That’s not about to change either.”

      The heat of unshed tears built in Donna’s eyes. She reached out to Cammie. “You really think I can do this?”

      Cammie took her hand as she came to kneel beside the tub. “I know you can.”

      “Will you promise to stay with me? And not move to some crappy apartment in the Bronx? If I have to do this, I want you with me. Please.”

      Cammie laughed. “Yes, I will make that promise.” Her brows lifted. “Does that mean you’re taking the job?”

      Donna sighed. “I don’t think I have any other choice.” She let go of Cammie’s hand to press her palms against her forehead. “I must be nuts, because this is crazy.”

      “My sister, the vampire queen of North America.”

      Donna glared good-naturedly at Cammie. “I’m not ready to announce that just yet. In fact, I’m not going to. Not until I know what the council’s decision is going to be. If they find me guilty…that changes everything. I won’t tarnish the crown by attaching that kind of verdict to it.”

      “Then you absolutely need to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “How?”

      Cammie stood. “Time to call Dad.”

      Donna made a face at that suggestion. “He told me I had to fix the problems with Fitzhugh.”

      “Sure, but if you tell him you’re going to accept the Prime’s offer, you don’t think he won’t do everything in his power to sway the council toward a verdict of innocence? Come on, Donna. You need all the help you can get.”

      Donna sighed. “I suppose you’re right.”

      “Are you still going to call Dr. Goldberg?”

      Donna shook her head. “No. I know what I need to do. I’ll call the emissary when I get out of the tub. I can’t bring myself to call him Dad.”

      “Yeah, that sounded pretty weird to my ears too.” Cammie headed for the door. “Enjoy the rest of your bath, Your Royal Highness.”

      Donna snorted. “Don’t think I’m not going to make you call me that either.”

      “I figured.” Cammie slipped out, leaving Donna to her thoughts.

      But Donna didn’t want to think anymore. The die was cast. Her path was chosen. It wasn’t one she’d ever thought she’d travel, and yet, here she was.

      She picked up her wine, downed half of it, and realized she should have told Cammie to bring her a refill, after all. She was going to need it.
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      Less than twenty-four hours had passed, but Donna and her crew had done more work than she would have thought possible. Calls had been made, long conversations had, decisions discussed, and with Pierce’s help, a legal battle plan had been drawn.

      Back in the great hall, she was as prepared for the council meeting as she could be. Which still didn’t feel that prepared, but there was nothing more she could do now. There was nothing more any of them could do, except execute the roles they’d been given and pray that was enough.

      There had been no answer from the emissary either, despite the voice mail she’d left him explaining the situation. So much for that.

      With Francesca behind her, Marcus at her left side acting as proctor, and Pierce on her right awaiting his own hearing, she stood before the large screen and projector that had been set up as a way to video chat with the council and maintain their anonymity. But did that mean they hadn’t been to the funeral after all? Or were they doing this from another place on the property? She had no idea, but it was the same system that had been erected at her home in New Jersey the first time she’d been called before the council.

      She’d never imagined there would be a second.

      But here she was. And she was ready to fight. She hadn’t expected so many of the funeral guests to show up, but then, she had extended an invitation to them.

      Fortunately, she looked good. Maybe that was a small thing to some, but Pierce had taught her just how powerful the right outfit could be.

      She’d worn the same Roland Mouret dress that she’d worn to the Millers’ house, this time with scandalously high black Louboutin spike heels, big gold jewelry, and strong makeup. Harper had helped her flat-iron her hair into a sleek, shiny curtain of dark silk.

      Donna kept her head high and did her very best to portray herself as the queen everyone else seemed to think she could be. Maybe it was working. She felt powerful. The clothing, hair, and makeup helped, but she was also trying to focus on how Artemis might react to all this.

      With a kind of cool indifference, Donna imagined. Artemis had lived for so long and seen so much that very little had intimidated her.

      In a small way, Donna had come to realize she’d lived that same kind of life. For far fewer years obviously, but why shouldn’t she adopt that same attitude? After all, she’d survived being abandoned by her father and mostly ignored by her mother, then had become entangled with the Mafia for the better part of her adult life, only to ultimately face down not just her own mobbed-up in-laws, but the Russian mob as well. And that was after accidentally draining one of them to death after being turned into a vampire.

      She’d become governor and rescued an FBI agent from the fae, who were also out to kill her. She’d befriended a fae who’d ended up as king and formed a treaty with him and the werewolf pack who’d helped her.

      Last, but definitely not least, she’d raised two exceptional children and managed to meet and not kill the boy who’d impregnated her daughter. With the added bonus of forming a treaty with his alpha werewolf father.

      Cammie was right. Donna could handle being queen. Wasn’t going to be easy, but few things in life worth doing were. She just had to survive this council hearing. And make sure Pierce survived as well, although in his new form as reaper, there wasn’t much they could do to him physically.

      Then she’d announce her intentions to accept the throne, and all would be well.

      Looked pretty good on paper. How it played out had yet to be seen.

      To her left, Fitzhugh had just arrived, looking smug in a dark suit and bold purple tie. Didn’t seem like a coincidence that he’d chosen a royal color. His admin, Quentin, and the redhead were with him as well. Claudette, once again, was not.

      Donna wasn’t surprised about that. She was sure Claudette had left after hearing the recording of her lover boy stating she’d deserved to die and that he didn’t love her. And even if that wasn’t the reason Claudette wasn’t here, facing the council that had passed her death sentence couldn’t have been high on her list.

      The screen flickered, and the council appeared.

      “And so it begins,” Pierce said softly.

      She brushed her fingers against his hand. She would have loved to hold it and squeeze it tight, but such a display would do neither of them any good.

      Seven members appeared, all in shadow, seated at a long wooden table against a wall covered in dark fabric. The location could have been anywhere, the council members anyone. Body shapes made it easy enough to tell who was male and who was female, but nothing more than that.

      She wondered which one of them was in Fitzhugh’s pocket. And if it was just the one. She knew the anonymity was necessary, but these people were about to pass judgment upon her and Pierce. She deserved to know who they were. People were right to think that it was time for change in the vampire nation.

      At the last hearing, a woman had run the show. This time, one of the men, seated in the middle, banged a gavel on the table. “The hearing of Fitzhugh versus Harrison is now called to order. Are all parties present?”

      Marcus nodded. “They are.”

      “Very good,” the councilman said.

      Marcus gave a short bow, then went to stand at the edge of the gathered crowd, next to Walter St. Simons, leaving Donna, Pierce, and Fitzhugh to face the council.

      Pierce, because he was facing a charge of his own, couldn’t act as her council.

      The councilman looked at the camera. “You are Pierce Harrison, the accused?”

      Pierce nodded. “I am.”

      “And you are Governor Hawke Fitzhugh, the accuser?”

      Fitzhugh crossed his arms. “That’s right.”

      “You attest that this mortal assaulted you, a vampire, at a social gathering?”

      Fitzhugh nodded. “I do. And he did.”

      The councilman consulted some paperwork on the table, then looked up again. “Pierce Harrison, do you affirm you are that mortal?”

      “I was, Your Honor.”

      A little murmur went through the crowd, and even Fitzhugh seemed unsure.

      “You were? Please explain.”

      “I was human at the time of the party.” Pierce took a breath, and the air shivered with dark shadows as he transformed into his new self. The soft shush of his wings unfolding filled the room as they flexed behind him. A gasp went up from the audience. “As you can see now, that’s no longer the case.”

      The council stared, staying still for so long that Donna thought maybe the transmission had frozen.

      Then the councilman raised his hand to someone off-camera. “We will take a brief recess.”

      Donna glanced at Pierce. He gave the tiniest microshrug in return.

      But the council was back as quickly as the screen had gone black. The councilman closed the file before him. “In such as Pierce Harrison is no longer human, the matter between Governor Hawke Fitzhugh and Pierce Harrison has been deemed null and is hereby dismissed.”
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      Joy swept through Donna with a fierceness that made it almost impossible not to respond. She didn’t, however, holding it together so that she wouldn’t do anything improper in front of the council.

      Thankfully, quite a few others were expressing their happiness behind her. Mostly Neo, Francine, and Temo, by the sounds of things. She snuck a glance. Francesca gave her a nod of approval.

      That lifted Donna’s spirits even more. She smiled at Pierce. His eyes were black, and his enormous leathery wings hung over him like a specter, but he was still her Pierce.

      He smiled back, giving her a little wink, then went blank-faced as he turned to the council and nodded in response to their verdict. “I thank you for your discernment.”

      Fitzhugh stared at Pierce while sputtering about injustice. He looked like he might explode with outrage, but there wasn’t much he could do. And even he had to know that an outburst wouldn’t serve him well with one more hearing to go.

      Donna had great hopes that his claims against her would be resolved just as quickly. He had to be wondering the same thing.

      The councilman banged the gavel again. “The hearing of Fitzhugh versus Barrone will now be heard. I see both parties are present, so let us begin.”

      Donna took a breath. This was it.

      “Governor Barrone, we will hear your counterclaim of conduct unbecoming against Governor Fitzhugh after this.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      He opened a new file. “You are accused of causing the death of Queen Artemis. Do you understand this charge?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “How do you plead?”

      “Not guilty.”

      “What evidence do you have to support your claim?”

      Donna was prepared for the council’s guilty-until-proven-innocent approach. “I’d like to ask my technology admin, Neo, to come forward and present my evidence.”

      “Proceed.”

      Neo brought her phone and a wireless speaker as she joined Donna. She handed the speaker to Donna, who aimed it at the screen. She wasn’t actually sure where the microphone was, but the council seemed to be hearing them all right, so it had to be there somewhere.

      Fitzhugh looked bored.

      “Should I just play when ready?” Neo asked.

      “Please,” the councilman said.

      “Got it.” Neo tapped her phone’s screen, and sound began to spill from the speaker, starting with Donna’s voice.

      “So you hate me because I’m not living up to your vampire standards. Are you sure it doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that I turned down your initial offer to host a party together? For me, but in your state and at my expense?”

      Donna watched Fitzhugh to see when he’d understand what they were doing. He had to know she’d recorded him. They’d tipped their hand on that when the MP3 files had been sent to Claudette.

      His voice came next. “That party would have done you a world of good. You would have met all kinds of important vampires. They all like me because of my influence. You’d have seen that if you’d paid for that party like I told you to.”

      Fitzhugh let out a disgusted grunt. “That was recorded without my knowledge.”

      Neo hit pause.

      On-screen, the councilman leaned forward. “Then you admit that is your voice?”

      Fitzhugh shut up for a second. But only a second. “I admit nothing.”

      “We have more,” Donna said.

      The councilman waved his hand. “Go on.”

      Neo hit play again.

      Their voices filled the room a second time. “Since we’re being honest here, why don’t you admit that you know I'm not responsible for Queen Artemis’s death?”

      Fitzhugh’s soft, defiant laugh came next. “She was there because of you.”

      “I pleaded with her not to get involved. I tried to protect her, but she insisted on participating in the battle, because that's the kind of person she was. Brave and willing to do what had to be done to protect the vampire nation. Bottom line is that she was there because she wanted to be. And you know that.”

      Fitzhugh again. “Doesn’t matter. Neither does the truth. The council will side with me. You’ll see.”

      Neo hit stop. A few soft murmurs spread throughout the crowd.

      Donna hoped the recording was enough. “As you heard, Your Honors, Governor Fitzhugh acknowledges that there is a falsehood in play. He also believes, for whatever reason, that as a group, you are on his side. Something I find concerning and perhaps worthy of further discussion, since I’ve been led to believe the Immortus Concilio is impartial.”

      A few of the council members leaned toward each other, exchanging words too quiet to hear. After a moment, the councilman leading the proceedings spoke. “I assure you, Governor, we are impartial. However, we will take your concern under advisement. Governor Fitzhugh, do you have any evidence to support your claim?”

      Fitzhugh smiled broadly and pulled out his phone. “I do. I have a witness, Your Honor.”

      “Please call that witness.”

      “I’m doing that right now.” He was tapping at his screen. “You see, my witness is fae, and as this compound is thickly shielded with iron, they can only attend via video chat. I hope that’s acceptable to you.”

      The councilman nodded. “Yes.”

      Fitzhugh turned his phone to face the council, but Donna couldn’t catch enough of the screen to see her new accuser.

      Then Fitzhugh turned his phone toward her.

      She looked at the screen and saw a face she hadn’t expected. Ishalan. Her lips parted in surprise, but she quickly closed them again. Ishalan had told her to trust him. Well, this was his do-or-die moment.

      She did her best not to freak out. He wouldn’t have turned on her, would he? She didn’t want to think that, but with the ways things had been going, nothing would surprise her. If he had betrayed her…he could consider his treaty broken. She might do the same to a few of his bones as well.

      Fitzhugh was still smiling like the village idiot. “If it pleases the council, my witness, a fae by the name of Sylan, will give his account of the battle.”

      “Go on,” the councilman said.

      Had she seen the screen wrong? That was Ishalan, wasn’t it? She frowned. Or was this what Ish had meant when he’d said he had the witness handled? She prayed that’s what was going on.

      A voice came from the screen. “On behalf of the fae people, I would like to thank Governor Barrone for helping to deliver us from the despicable reign of King Dredward.”

      Donna almost smiled. That was Ishalan’s voice, all right. Her calm returned.

      “Furthermore, I was present at the battle and can attest that she in no way caused Queen Artemis’s death. The queen charged King Dredward of her own volition, which is what resulted in—”

      Fitzhugh hastily ended the call.

      The crowd snickered, and an amused buzz filled the room.

      The councilman banged the gavel. “Silence, or we will demand the room be cleared.”

      That shut everyone up pretty quickly.

      The councilman spoke again. “Is there any further evidence on either side to be heard?”

      Donna spoke up. “I have character witnesses, Your Honor.”

      “We are aware of your character, Governor Barrone, and do not feel any further testimony to such is necessary at this time.”

      So much for that.

      Fitzhugh shook his head. “Nothing else from me, Your Honor. I feel the queen’s death is evidence enough.”

      Donna almost rolled her eyes at his comment but realized the council might interpret it as her being flip about the queen’s death.

      “This hearing is closed for review by the council. We will take up Governor Barrone’s counterclaim next. Governor Fitzhugh, you are being accused of conduct unbecoming in regard to your behavior at a social gathering held at the home of Francine Werther. Are all parties present?”

      Marcus returned to face the council as Francine stepped up beside Donna. He glanced over at her, then nodded to the councilman. “They are.”

      “Then we shall proceed. Governor Fitzhugh, do you understand these charges?”

      Fitzhugh frowned. “I do.”

      “How do you plead?”

      “Not guilty. Obviously.”

      “Do you have any evidence to support your claim?”

      He lifted his chin, his gaze haughty. “I believe my reputation speaks for itself.”

      Had he expected Claudette to testify on his behalf? A vampire who’d been previously sentenced to death by this council? Was that who he’d been counting on? How had he not come up with a witness to support him? Seemed self-explanatory to Donna.

      The councilman looked at Donna. “What evidence do you offer to support your charge?”

      “I have Francine Werther here as a witness, Your Honor, as well as several others who were present during the altercation in question, but as Francine was the host of the party at her home, she’s probably the one you’ll be most interested in hearing from.”

      “You are correct. Francine, what is your account of that night?”

      Francine gave them a big smile. “Oh, that’s easy. Hawke was drunk on free champagne and mad that Donna wouldn’t host a party with him—”

      “Speculation,” Fitzhugh snarled. “She can’t know what I was feeling.”

      “Sustained,” the councilman said.

      “Fine,” Francine said. “But he was drunk. He was wobbling more than a one-legged stilt walker.” She patted her little studded Valentino cross-body bag. “I can show you some photos on my phone if you like.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” the councilman answered.

      “It was a party,” Fitzhugh gruffed.

      Francine shot him a sharp look before continuing. “Anyway, he caused a scene, saying all kinds of nasty, untrue things about Governor Barrone and embarrassing not only himself but all of us who had to watch it. No governor should act that way. As a citizen of New York and a constituent of Governor Fitzhugh’s, I found it mortifying.”

      One of the council members jotted something on a pad of paper, then slid it to their neighbor.

      “Anything more to add, Governor Barrone?”

      “Yes. Again, I call my tech officer, Neo.”

      Neo joined them with her phone and speaker again, which Donna took from her. Without asking anything this time, Neo pressed play.

      Donna’s voice started off the recording. “I understand why you filed charges against Pierce for punching you that night at Francine’s party, even though we both know you were out of control.”

      “So what if I was? I’m a vampire, and he’s human, and he shouldn’t have laid a hand on me.”

      “Even though you were visibly drunk and verbally assaulting me? What would you have done if the woman you cared for was being treated the way you were treating me?”

      Fitzhugh’s response came immediately. “I probably would have punched me too. But that’s no excuse for a human to hit a vampire. Humans are barely more than food.”

      Neo ended the recording.

      Across from them, Fitzhugh was steaming.

      Donna ignored him. “As you just heard, Governor Fitzhugh admits he was out of control and makes his feelings toward humans clear. With that, I rest my case.”

      “Very good.” The councilman looked at Fitzhugh. “Do you have anything further to add, Governor?”

      “Just that this entire thing is a sham.”

      The councilman jerked back slightly. “Are you disputing the council’s authority?”

      Fitzhugh paled ever so slightly. “No, not at all. I was referring to the underhandedness by which Governor Barrone obtained those recordings.”

      “I see. Then nothing further?”

      “No.” Fitzhugh glared at Donna.

      She glowered right back.

      “Then the council will convene to discuss the matters at hand. We will return when we have made our decisions.”

      The screen went blank.

      Donna exhaled. The first hard part was over. Now the second hard part had begun.

      The waiting.
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      Fitzhugh stormed off, but Donna took a seat on the couch. She didn’t know if the council would be gone for five minutes or five hours, but she wanted to be here the moment that screen flashed to life again. Her crucifix was tucked beneath her sweater. Her hand went to it out of her need for comfort and reassurance.

      Her sister and friends joined her, but Cammie moved out of the way when Queen Francesca approached.

      She sat beside Donna. “That went well, don’t you think?”

      “I honestly don’t know. Maybe. I hope so.” But Donna had a knot in her belly the size of Texas. There was no way of knowing what the council would do. She’d already seen that firsthand.

      “Fitzhugh didn’t come through that unscathed. The council will realize that he is playing them. If they don’t, they are idiots. And even if he owns one of them, that one purchased vote does not a ruling make.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Marcus approached, stopping at a respectful distance. “Are you ready for us to make the official announcement now that the hearings are done? I know you wished to wait for the verdict, but it seems to me things will go in your favor. We would let the council know as soon as they return.”

      She stared at him for a moment, not really knowing what her answer should be. She appreciated his confidence in the outcome, however. “Can I have a minute?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      He slipped away, leaving her to think.

      “You haven’t asked me,” Francesca said, “but I’m going to give you my advice anyway.”

      Donna smiled. “I’m happy to hear it.”

      “Make the announcement. Marcus is right. The council is going to rule in your favor. You might as well accept that victory as queen. And it will keep Fitzhugh from overreacting when he loses. He may be an egotistical idiot, but I don’t think even he would lash out at his new monarch with the council watching.”

      “Great point,” Charlie said. “Put him in his place as soon as possible.”

      “I hadn’t considered that.” Donna was glad to have the royal counsel. Especially if Donna really was going to take over Artemis’s spot on the throne, which seemed like a done deal now. “Thank you. I’m so glad we met.”

      Francesca smiled. “Not as glad as I am. So many of the vampires I know are terribly boring. You are not.”

      Donna laughed. “High praise.” She glanced over at Marcus, caught his attention, and nodded her approval.

      He nodded back.

      A server came around to see if anyone wanted anything to drink, and as everyone answered, Donna realized the atmosphere in the great hall had become rather festive. Did everyone think like Francesca and Marcus did? That the council was about to find in Donna’s favor? It seemed that way. Maybe she was being overly pessimistic.

      She asked for a glass of red wine and tried to think good thoughts.

      Charlie reached into her bag and pulled out Donna’s phone. Donna had asked her to hold it during the hearing, as she hadn’t wanted to worry about a purse. “I thought I felt something vibrating.”

      “Thanks.” Donna took it and looked at the screen. A text from Ishalan.

      How did it go?

      I don’t know yet. Waiting to hear. Thank you for your part. That was brilliant. I’m sure it helped.

      You are very welcome.

      She left the phone on her lap. All around her, her friends were rehashing their favorite parts of the hearing. Francine looked pretty pleased with herself. Bunni seemed to be whining about not getting a chance to say anything. Temo was praising Neo for her part.

      It was all business as usual.

      Something inside her lightened at that thought, and she smiled. It was going to be okay. It had all worked out last time, hadn’t it? There was no reason to think it would go any differently this time. Especially with the evidence she’d had to offer.

      Even the council couldn’t argue with Fitzhugh’s own words. Recording him might have been a little underhanded, but it had also been genius. Without that, they might be looking at a very different outcome.

      The server returned with their drinks, handing her a glass of red wine.

      Francesca lifted her glass. “To the newest head to wear the crown and my new friend, Belladonna.”

      With a smile, Donna raised her glass. Mary and Joseph, was she really doing this? Really about to become queen? Apparently, she was. Time to stop fighting it and start accepting it. There was so much work to be done to behave otherwise.

      “Will you move here?” Francesca asked. “You are about to inherit this property, after all.”

      “I hadn’t even thought about it,” Donna answered. Her friends, especially her staff, were all looking at her. She shook her head. “I can’t answer that yet.”

      It would put her closer to Christina’s soon-to-be in-laws. And Donna had a feeling her daughter and Noah would end up living near his parents if he were next in line to take over the Indiana pack.

      “You will be able to travel easily back and forth, if that’s what’s worrying you,” Francesca said.

      Donna considered that. “I suppose so. But it still takes a couple of days to get from here to New Jersey.”

      Francesca smiled. “Not when you have your own plane.”

      “A plane?”

      “All royalty have them.” She laughed. “Did you think Artemis went by motorcoach as well?”

      “I…hadn’t really thought about it.”

      “Much like I do, she has residences all over the country. How else is a vampire queen supposed to rule if she can’t have a safe place to stay when she travels? All of those will be yours as well, I would imagine. Ask Marcus. He’ll know.”

      “I will. Although I’m sure he’ll explain everything to me the moment we have a second to sit down and really go over it all.” Artemis had always shown up as though she’d been right next door, but Donna hadn’t really considered that she might own a place nearby.

      Donna couldn’t lie. The idea that she might be able to travel like that held great appeal. Maybe being queen wouldn’t be quite as hard as she thought. Not with perks like a private plane and multiple residences.

      The tone of the room changed suddenly, and Donna realized the screen had flickered to life. The council was back.

      So were her nerves. They came rushing over her with a shudder. She exhaled slowly, trying to flush them from her system.

      She stood, handing off her wine to Charlie’s outstretched hand. Everyone else quickly got up as well. Fitzhugh wasn’t back yet, but one of the queen’s staff dashed out of the room, presumably to get him.

      The council was still taking their seats.

      Marcus stepped up to face them, standing stiff-backed and tall while he waited to be acknowledged.

      Fitzhugh returned with his admin and donor, the staff member who had gone to get him trailing behind. Apparently, he was eager to hear the outcome as well.

      Marcus cleared his throat softly, and the councilman looked up.

      “Yes? Is there something you wish to say, Proctor?”

      “There is, Your Honor. As you know, I am—that is, I was Queen Artemis’s deputy. As such, I have just carried out her last will and wishes. Because of that, I have something I need to share with you.”

      “Again, our condolences. Please, go on.”

      “Thank you. Queen Artemis left a letter detailing who she is leaving her throne to. I can now announce that the person she chose has not only accepted the throne, but has also inherited Artemis’s estate and all of her personal holdings.” He lifted his head a little higher. “I am pleased to announce our new monarch is Belladonna Barrone.”

      The crowd began to applaud and give Donna a lot of mostly happy looks, but they quickly went silent as the councilman banged the gavel to restore order.

      She snuck a look at Fitzhugh. If he could have killed her with a thought, she imagined her night would have already ended. He somehow looked pale and also red-faced. Could a vampire have a heart attack? If so, she hoped Marcus had 911 on speed dial. Or not.

      The councilman spoke. “That is…quite interesting. You will provide us with a copy of that letter?”

      Marcus pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. “It’s been sent.”

      “Very well. Is there anything else?”

      What else could follow that? Donna thought. At least the Prime would be happy. He’d gotten what he wanted. Even if it hadn’t happened the way he’d wanted. Although why hadn’t he responded to her voice mail? There’d been no other messages when she’d responded to the one from Ishalan.

      Marcus shook his head. “Not at this time.”

      “Then we will announce our verdicts in the two hearings. If the parties involved would step forward.”

      Marcus moved out of the way so that Donna and Fitzhugh could come before the council. Which they did, keeping an arm’s length between each other.

      “In the matter of Barrone versus Fitzhugh, the claim of conduct unbecoming, we find Hawke Fitzhugh guilty. We sentence him to be censured for a period of six months. Should there be any further conduct unbecoming during that time, the council will reconsider what actions to take.”

      It was a slap on the wrist, but he’d still been found guilty. And he’d probably be on his best behavior for the next six months, so that was a good thing. Donna bit her tongue to keep from smiling.

      “In the matter of Fitzhugh versus Barrone, the claim of causing the queen’s death, we find Belladonna Barrone—”

      The councilwoman next to the speaking member nudged him, then leaned closer and whispered something.

      He nodded once, then resumed. “We find Queen Belladonna Barrone guilty. We thereby sentence her to death, but with extenuating circumstances.”

      Donna stared at the screen, unable to breathe or think or speak. The room was closing down around her, her vision narrowing and her hearing going tinny. Pain radiated through her chest. She opened her mouth, trying to get more air.

      “Because of those circumstances, we shall allow the queen to die by the method of her own choosing. Queen Belladonna, you have twenty-four hours to decide your end. Thus concludes these hearings.”

      The screen went black.

      And Donna passed out.
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      If you loved the book and want to see the series grow, tell a friends about the book and take time to leave a review!
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open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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