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Hello, all!

Your favorite character, Sheldon, here. If you’re an Immortal Guardians fan, I think you’re really going to enjoy this companion. Dianne has packed it with over a dozen deleted scenes that feature many of the characters you’ve come to know and love plus a bonus scene from Cliff’s Descent that you won’t want to miss.

You’ll also find every character interview Dianne has ever written inside these pages. (Those of you who’ve encountered a few in the past know the ones I conduct are the best.) If you’ve never read one or you missed a few, then pick up a copy, sit back, and laugh while I interview Immortal Guardians and the loves of their lives for the network. Even Chris Reordon and Todd down at network headquarters get in on the action. 

I also interview Dianne and ply her with questions I thought you’d like to ask her. Throw in a couple of short stories, what inspired the Immortal Guardians series, and a brief Who Does What Now? list, and you’re bound to enjoy it. 

See you on the inside!

 

Your friend,
Sheldon

Immortal Guardian Richart’s immensely competent Second
And the most beloved character in the Immortal Guardians series (at least in his mind).
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One of the questions I’m frequently asked is what inspired my Immortal Guardians series. For me, the answer to this goes part and parcel with the answer to the other question I’m often asked: “Where do you get your ideas?”

The first seeds of my Immortal Guardians series were planted when I wrote A Sorceress of His Own. If you haven’t read it yet, A Sorceress of His Own is a medieval romance that revolves around a gifted one by the name of Alyssa who was born in England in the latter part of the twelfth century. She was the first gifted one I ever created, which is why she will always be one of my favorites. And I decided almost immediately that her gifts would stem from advanced DNA. This appealed to me on two fronts.

Our genetic makeup is incredibly complex. The more scientists learn about genomes, the more some believe that unlocking new abilities may be as simple as turning on the right gene. This made me wonder what abilities someone with even more advanced DNA than ours might possess. I’ve often seen scientists—when asked what alien life might look like—associate telepathy with more advanced life forms. So I liked the realism giving gifted ones advanced DNA offered. I also liked the fact that, having no knowledge of DNA and all it entails, Alyssa would be as clueless regarding the source of her gifts as everyone else.

I, on the other hand, needed to know that source.

The idea for that hit me while watching a program on the History Channel that examined the Book of Enoch, which was written by the great-grandfather of Noah. In it, Enoch tells the story of Watchers who fell from Heaven and lay with human women. Those women gave birth to giants purported to wield powerful magic they shared with mankind with such disastrous results that the archangels slew the Watchers’ children and buried the Watchers in a deep cavern. Humanity was then subjected to a cleansing via the Great Flood.

Enter Seth, the first Immortal Guardian, whom I decided would be a member of a second generation of Watchers’ sons who simply call themselves Others. Seth would be the only one to fall in love with a human woman and sire children before the series began. And the advanced DNA they inherited from him would lend them special gifts. When some of those gifted ones would later become Immortal Guardians, Seth—as the eldest and most powerful among them as well as their patriarch (though only David knew that part)—would naturally declare himself their leader.

Seth made his first appearance in A Sorceress of His Own, which I actually wrote several years before Darkness Dawns. The second Immortal Guardian I created was Roland, who joined Seth in A Sorceress of His Own. Marcus—who was the teenaged squire of Robert, brother of Dillon, the hero—would secretly be a gifted one, I decided, who would go on to appear as an immortal in my Immortal Guardians series.

Thus my gifted ones were born. I knew their origins. And I knew some would go on to become Immortal Guardians. Now I just needed to find a method by which they could become immortal that would also allow me to introduce vampires to my stories.

Why vampires? Because I’ve loved vampires ever since I watched such movie classics as Fright Night, The Lost Boys, Once Bitten, Blade, and From Dusk Till Dawn. And I’ve loved vampire romances for almost as long. But as much as I adored the characters and stories I found in the latter, I admit I never really liked the idea that in many of the earlier books, vampires were dead. Or undead. My nitpicky side was just never satisfied with the notion that vampires needed to drink blood to survive even though they had neither a functioning circulatory system nor a working digestive tract. And I didn’t understand how they could speak when most of them didn’t breathe or have an operating respiratory system.

I know. That’s pretty persnickety. It is fiction, after all. But you can blame one of my creative writing professors for that. He told me that every time readers open a fictional book, they approach the story with a certain willing suspension of disbelief. They know, for example, that vampires don’t exist, but they’re willing to overlook that or suspend their disbelief while they read the book. The less a writer requires readers to suspend their disbelief, he went on, the more the readers will enjoy the story.

That notion really stuck with me, in part because I tend to enjoy books more when there’s so much realism in the stories that it makes the fantastical stuff seem real, too. If I wrote a vampire romance, I knew I’d already be asking readers to suspend their disbelief regarding the existence of vampires. So I wanted to make every other detail in the story as realistic as possible in hopes that readers would think, “I know this would never happen in real life. But if it did, I could totally see it happening like this.”

While I was puzzling over a way to avoid the things my nitpicky side disliked in vampire stories—a way that would also allow me to fill the series with both good immortals and bad vampires—I happened to watch three things: a documentary on possible explanations for early vampire folklore, a biography of the Mad King George, and a program on the tardigrade or water bear. When those three things combined in my head, everything fell into place.

Sounds weird, right? But that’s exactly how it happened.

Vampires and immortals in my books, I determined, would both be very much alive and infected with a virus. Humans infected with it would become vampires who suffer progressive brain damage that drives them insane. Since vampires in both movies and books usually choose to be villainous or evil, I liked that this would take that decision away from them so even good guys would have no choice but to become madmen who prey upon humans.

Gifted ones, on the other hand, would become immortals and acquire the same speed, strength, and heightened senses the virus gave vampires, but their advanced DNA would protect them from the more corrosive aspects of the virus and leave them nearly as indestructible as the tardigrade. While extreme blood loss would kill vampires, immortals would instead go into a sort of stasis or hibernation and survive until another blood source comes along. Immortal Guardians’ wounds would heal faster than vampires.’ And older immortals would actually be able to withstand limited exposure to sunlight. So nothing short of decapitation would kill them.

And there you have it. My Immortal Guardians series was inspired by A Sorceress of His Own, a biography of King George III, and programs about the Book of Enoch, the tardigrade, and the history of vampire folklore.

As a bonus, I’ll mention what inspired Ami’s character. Believe it or not, her brother’s story came to me before hers did. That’s right. The Lasaran came to me before Night Reigns, so I’ve wanted to write Taelon and Lisa’s story for a very long time.

I’ll preface this by saying that before I began writing, I used to roll my eyes and think it corny whenever an author or screenwriter would say this or that story came to them in a dream. And yet… wait for iiiiiiiiiiit… Taelon and Lisa’s story was inspired by a dream. A very vivid dream that, instead of fading away as so many do, stayed with me and gradually evolved into The Lasaran. The only question I needed to answer to get the story rolling was: What exactly would drive Taelon to come to Earth?

As soon as I asked it, I thought: he was searching for his sister.

And so I conclude the winding tale of what inspired my Immortal Guardians series… and the Aldebarian Alliance… and The Gifted Ones.

I can’t wait to see what will come next.
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If you are a writer or an aspiring writer, then you already know this. But some readers are unaware that traditional publishers and most literary agents prefer that writers adhere to certain generally accepted word counts in their manuscripts. Both agents and editors have been known to reject manuscripts sight unseen simply because the word counts were noticeably shorter or longer than what is considered the norm.

For single-title romance novels, the preferred word-count range when I signed my first contract was 90,000–100,000 words. I believe that remains the standard today. But I’ve always had trouble sticking to that. So much so that the only Immortal Guardians novels I’ve written that did conform to it were Darkness Dawns, Broken Dawn, and Cliff’s Descent. Darkness Dawns was 99,500 words. I barely squeaked in under the mark with it. Broken Dawn and Cliff’s Descent were both 90,000 words. Awaken the Darkness was supposed to be a novella (10,000–40,000 words) and ended up being 82,000 words. LOL.

Aside from Darkness Dawns, all of my traditionally published novels fell into the range of 107,000–113,000 words. But the first drafts exceeded that, so I removed some scenes to bring the word count down. Quite a few actually. And those are the scenes I’ve chosen to share with you, along with a few from my indie novels. Note that I didn’t cut these scenes because I didn’t care for them or thought you, the reader, wouldn’t enjoy them. I cut them solely to reduce the word count and—in a few instances—to improve the pacing.

For the aspiring writers out there who are agonizing over having to do the same, I hope this will help.

Without further ado, here are some Immortal Guardians deleted scenes.
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In the original manuscript, this was the next-to-last scene in the book.

 

 

 

As still as a statue, Bastien sat in an armchair in his subterranean bedroom at Seth’s castle and stared at nothing.

Bitterness mingled with hunger and made his stomach burn.

On the table beside him, a tray laden with food and a bag of blood went untouched. Though David’s admonitions to eat and transfuse himself still rang in his ears, Bastien disregarded them.

He had infused himself only once since Seth brought him here: the day of his arrival. He hadn’t trusted them not to attack him and had wanted to swiftly heal his wounds and rebuild his strength. It had been his first and only infusion of bagged blood, which hadn’t been as bad as he’d always assumed it would be. Bagged blood versus fresh blood was a bit like chocolate milk versus hot chocolate. Same basic taste—not that he drank it—just a different temperature. The cold creeping through his veins had felt odd, but his ability to control his body temperature had easily countered that.

Unfortunately, blood and food weren’t the only things Seth had provided. He had also conveyed information. Bastien had wanted to ignore it—just as he had the meals Seth, David, or Darnell delivered—but couldn’t once his damned gift told him it was all true.

Seth showed him the police reports first, then followed those up with visual memories of the crimes detailed in those reports. Memories Seth had taken from men Bastien had considered friends. Men Bastien had sheltered, protected, and tried to help.

When he had begun building his army, Bastien had only recruited vampires his gift told him were sane. Then he had altered the vamps’ diets and habits in an attempt to save them from the madness.

It had seemed to work. He hadn’t touched each of them on a daily basis, but he had done so often enough—or so he’d thought—to ensure they had not succumbed. He had believed his gift would reveal the emotional upheaval that would indicate they were slipping.

Like Blaise so many years ago, however, they had hid it well, not returning to the farmhouse they called Bastien’s lair after a kill until they were calm.

Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees and buried his face in his hands.

There had been so many murders. Men, women, and children, all of whom had died screaming and filled with terror at least in part because Bastien had given their killers safe harbor.

Everyone had lied to him.

Well, almost everyone. Tanner, Cliff, Joe, and Vincent had remained loyal.

He almost laughed.

Four people in two centuries. What a joke. He understood now why Roland Warbrook was such a recluse.

“It isn’t poisoned.” The voice carried to him from the doorway, the words spoken so softly and tentatively he wouldn’t have heard it had he been mortal.

Raising his head, he beheld the petite woman he had nearly cleaved in twain the day he had arrived.

Seth, David, and Darnell alternately called her sweetheart, Amiriska, and Ami.

Bastien stared at her, somewhat amazed that he hadn’t heard her approach. She must be as quiet as a cat.

Or had his bitter thoughts and self-recriminations simply drowned out her footsteps?

Tonight she wore her preferred mode of dress: pajama bottoms and a T-shirt. Her small feet boasted thick, fuzzy socks he had heard Darnell entreating her to wear earlier to keep them warm.

Bastien didn’t know who she was exactly but gathered she was another stray Seth had recently taken in. One who had been starved and badly mistreated both his eyes and his eavesdropping had informed him.

“You shouldn’t be down here, princess,” he warned her wearily.

She looked better, well rested, and had gained a few pounds since he’d been incarcerated here. She had been heartbreakingly emaciated the first time he’d seen her and was still too thin. But her shoulders and arms looked a little less bony now. And her short red hair was clean, if unevenly cropped.

“What makes you think I’m a princess?” she asked softly.

Her stealth wasn’t the only thing about her that reminded him of a cat. There was also something very soothing about her presence, as if she could lower a man’s blood pressure simply by being in the same room with him.

“Everyone around here treats you like one.” He said it without rancor and tried but failed to find a smile. “You’d better be on your way before King Badass finds you with me and skins me alive.”

Instead of leaving, she took a few hesitant steps into the room, trailing her hand along the wall. “I heard them talking. They’re worried about you and say you’re not eating.”

He snorted. “Let them worry.”

She motioned to the tray. “The food isn’t poisoned.”

He remained silent. She really shouldn’t be here. Seth didn’t want her anywhere near him.

When he didn’t respond, she ventured another step closer. “I thought perhaps that was why you weren’t eating, because you feared they might poison or drug you. It’s what I feared when I first came here.”

So she had been aided against her will as well. “That isn’t why I’m not eating,” he murmured.

“Oh.” She studied him for a long moment, her solemn green gaze unwavering.

“You should go. Darnell is looking for you.” He could hear the mortal wandering from room to room upstairs.

Nodding, she returned to the doorway, then paused and looked back at him. “I’m glad Seth saved me. I wasn’t at first. I feared he and David might be like the others. But now…” She tilted her head to one side. “Aren’t you glad that Seth saved you?”

A mirthless laugh escaped him. “Seth didn’t save me, princess. No one can.”
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Some of you will recognize this one as the bonus scene included at the end of Rendezvous with Yesterday, The Gifted Ones: Book 2. (It wasn’t included in the audiobook.) I originally intended it to be a prologue for Night Reigns. Most traditional publishers, however, are not very fond of prologues, so I ended up cutting it. It takes place seven years before Darkness Dawns, during Marcus’s last days of friendship with Bethany, the woman he loved for so many centuries.

 

THIS CONTAINS SPOILERS FOR

RENDEZVOUS WITH YESTERDAY
(The Gifted Ones: Book 2)

 

In the quiet of the master bedroom on the second floor of Marcus’s modest two-story home, a rhythmic thumping and muted laughter filtered in from outside, breaking the silence. Drawing back the curtains of the window that overlooked his front yard, Marcus carefully avoided the scorching afternoon sunlight and remained in the cool shadows while he watched the activity below.

His lips twitched when the basketball Robert hurled toward the goal careened off the backboard without so much as brushing the rim.

Robert was appallingly bad at the sport and clearly grew frustrated. To a man who could throw an axe or a dagger with astounding precision, sending a rubber ball through a net must appear a simple task. But Marcus suspected Robert’s inability to master it was only partly responsible for the frown that drew his brows down.

While fall temperatures cooled northern states, temperatures in Houston still hovered in the midnineties. The heat index or feels-like temp was probably a good ten degrees above that.

Perspiration trailed down the sides of Robert’s flushed face and saturated his T-shirt. His arms and the thickly muscled legs—left bare by the shorts Josh had loaned him—were damp as well. The Earl of Fosterly was definitely having a difficult time adjusting to the new climate and had to pause frequently to guzzle the cold water Beth kept in the shade of the front porch.

While Josh loped off after the ball, Beth smiled up at Robert and offered him advice and encouragement.

What an unlikely couple they were. Born and raised eight centuries apart, they had nevertheless found enough similarities between them to fall deeply in love.

In deference to Robert’s medieval mind frame, Beth had foregone wearing shorts (Robert balked at her revealing so much tempting bare flesh to others) and instead wore jeans and a T-shirt. Even these, Marcus knew, had met with some disapproval. And he could understand why.

The jeans were a pale, pale blue and hugged her slender legs and firm, shapely ass like a second skin. They rode low on her hips, the waistband falling beneath her belly button, and allowed teasing glimpses of muscled abs and the soft skin of her narrow waist every time her T-shirt drifted up. Several damp patches darkened her red shirt, making it cling to her full breasts and small frame in alluring ways.

Her dark brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail that jounced and danced with every movement. Damp curls had sprung loose and clung to her temples and the back of her neck. Her pretty face glistening, she caught the ball Josh tossed her, flashed Robert a grin, and effortlessly sent the ball sailing through the net.

Marcus’s hand curled into a fist around the loose curtain fabric.

She was so damned beautiful. Her laughter so musical.

And he had missed her so much the two years she had been gone. How could he withstand losing her again when she returned to Robert’s time?

“You can’t,” a voice said behind him, where seconds before no one had stood.

Marcus stiffened. “Can’t what?” he asked, abandoning the faux American accent he used around his neighbors and letting his native English accent color his words.

“Do what you are thinking,” Seth informed him somberly.

For many long moments, Marcus said nothing. He simply continued to stare at the play below.

Robert attempted another free throw and missed the backboard entirely. Sailing over the top of it, the ball hit the roof so hard it rebounded and flew clear across the street. Robert swore foully and began to stomp down the driveway after it. But he only made it a few steps before a smiling Beth leapt onto his back. Laughing, he stumbled forward, then tucked his arms beneath her knees and carried her with him, piggyback-style, grinning at her over his shoulder when she pecked him on the cheek.

“Would it be so bad?” he whispered finally, loathing the despair and vulnerability the question revealed.

Seth sighed, an unhappy sound. “You know you cannot tell her who you are.”

“I would not have to,” Marcus pointed out. He had thought it all through very carefully. How he could approach her. What he could say that would produce the desired results without exposing all. “I could—”

“Bethany is an exceptionally bright and perceptive woman, as you know. She may even yet figure out who you are. But you cannot tell her what you are or what made you what you are.”

“Then you go to her.” Desperation driving him, he glanced over his shoulder and located Seth lounging in the darkness just inside the doorway. “You were the one who took her back in time. She knows you possess knowledge the rest of us do not. She would listen to you. You go to her. Then she would not have to know who I am. She would not have to know what I have become. You could—”

“Marcus—”

“Let me finish!” Silence descended in the aftermath of his shout. Marcus closed his eyes and mentally swore.

One did not yell at Seth.

No one yelled at Seth.

The immortal’s power was incalculable. His true age, in what millennium he had been born, where he was born, remained a mystery. All anyone knew with any certainty was that he had lived long enough to have witnessed biblical events, and it was extremely unwise to cross him.

Yet Seth’s face, when Marcus dared to look again, remained impassive.

“Very well,” Seth stated softly. “Continue.”

Marcus strove to moderate his voice, present a calm argument. “As I said, you would not have to tell her who I am. She knows you are gifted, that you can do things and know things that others don’t. All you would have to do is go to her and tell her you have had a vision or a dream and that she should do all in her power to keep Marcus from journeying to London in September of the year 1213 or a terrible fate shall befall him.”

“If memory serves, she did attempt to prevent you from going to London—”

“Because she loved me like a brother and missed me whenever I was away,” he gritted. “If she had thought some harm would befall me, she would have fought tooth and nail to keep me at Fosterly. She would have chained me to the damned walls of the dungeon if necessary. Lord Robert would have, too. If you tell her now, they will do so.”

“And then?”

Marcus returned his attention to the scene next door. “And then all this will be wiped away,” he said tonelessly. “None of it will have happened. I would not be immortal, and…” He shook his head. “All would be as it should be.”

“You cannot change your fate, Marcus.”

“Why can I not? You altered Beth’s fate. She would have died that day had you not plucked her from the present and delivered her to the past. And there is no telling what would have become of Lord Robert without her.”

A series of whoops and shouts erupted below as Robert scored his first basket.

Marcus had not anticipated what seeing Lord Robert again would do to him. The memories it would stir. The longing to recapture the deep, abiding friendship and camaraderie they had shared in his youth. Robert had been the only real family Marcus had, though they bore no blood relation. When, upon her return to the present, Beth had innocently introduced the two of them, Marcus had damn near broken down and wept.

“You misunderstand,” Seth said. “Bethany was always meant to live out her life with Lord Robert in the past. Just as you were always meant to live out your life as you have. I did not in any way alter her fate. Nor can I alter yours.”

“Fate,” Marcus snarled. “How I detest the word. If everything that happens is fated, how can there be free will?”

Seth sighed as if the complaint were not a new one. “The day before I brought Bethany and Lord Robert forward to this time, I watched Lord Dillon engage his toddler son in a foot race.”

Sadness flickered through Marcus. He had not thought of Lord Dillon or Lady Alyssa in years.

“Lord Dillon clearly had the advantage. And yet I knew before the race even began that he was going to let his son win.” Seth fell silent for a moment, as though allowing time for his words to sink in. “Did my knowing ahead of time that Lord Dillon would throw the race in any way prevent him from making the decision to do so of his own free will?”

Marcus’s fist tightened around the curtains. “No.”

“So it is with fate. You were fated to travel to London in the fall of 1213—”

“And be transformed against my will.”

“Yes. Some things cannot be changed, Marcus, even when it appears we have the power to do so.” Great sorrow weighted Seth’s voice.

But not nearly as much as that which suffused Marcus. He shook his head, wanting to shout a denial.

It had been foolish to hope. Pointless.

His eyes fixed on Beth, followed her every move. His ears strained to hear every laugh, every teasing comment she made.

“I am weary of this life, Seth,” he whispered despondently. “So incredibly weary that I must struggle to find a reason to rise each evening.”

“Did you rest at all today?” Seth asked in the gentlest voice Marcus had ever heard emerge from him.

“No. I don’t want to. Not while they are here. Not while she is here. I don’t want to miss a moment of it.” He swallowed hard against the lump that rose in his throat. “I will only have her for a few more days, Seth. What will I do when she is gone?”

Below, Beth squealed when Robert growled and swept her up in his arms, then dangled her upside down in response to her taunts and teases.

“Eight hundred years,” Marcus continued softly. “I have lived for over eight hundred years, and the only happiness I have ever experienced was during the years I lived at Fosterly as Robert’s squire, then his knight, and this past decade I have spent living near Beth.”

“Your life span is that of a babe’s compared to mine.”

Marcus continued as though Seth had not spoken. “There were decades—entire centuries really—when the only thing that kept me going was the knowledge that I would see her again one day. That if I could just hold out another century—then another and another and another—I would be rewarded with her presence once more. I could see her smile. Hear her laugh. Feel one of her sharp, jesting punches to my shoulder. Have her hugs. Her friendship. Her affection.”

“You could have had more than that had you wished it,” Seth commented cautiously.

Marcus nodded. “That has been the sweetest torture of all, I think, knowing that she could have been mine.”

Beth, Josh, and Grant began to play a game of twenty-one while Robert took a few minutes to cool down in the shade.

“When I was Robert’s squire, she told me that she had once been smitten with her next-door neighbor. I did not realize until we met again all these centuries later that she spoke of me, here in this time. That she…”

“That she could have loved you?”

Just hearing it spoken aloud was painful. “Not like she loves Robert. Not like he loves her. She could have been content with me. But they belong together. They were made for each other. Even you have admitted that. And I love them both too much to ever betray them by acting on my feelings.”

Robert brought Beth some water and was rewarded with a kiss.

“How I adore her,” Marcus murmured. “She is my light, Seth. My candle in the darkness of this existence. When she and Robert return to the thirteenth century, that light will forever be extinguished. I will never see her again, will have nothing to look forward to, nothing to keep me going. What will I do?”

When next Seth spoke, he sounded infinitely weary. “You will do what we all do, Marcus. You will survive. And perhaps, in time, you will receive another, sweeter reward.”

Beth jumped up and down and cheered when the ball she had just thrown swirled around the rim twice, teetered, then finally fell through the goal.

Marcus shook his head. “There can be none sweeter.”
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2

 

This one is very brief and originally took place at the end of chapter 12. Marcus, Roland, Richart, Étienne, Lisette, and Ami are battling the vampires when Sarah enters the fray.

 

Roland Warbrook’s clothing was saturated with the blood of his enemies when his wife burst from the trees across from him.

Fear trickled through him as she dove right in, plunging into a pack of vampires so thick it would rival the crowd at any rave. Her pretty hazel eyes glowed green as she fought, a first amongst immortals.

She was so small, only five feet tall, dwarfed by even the shortest vamp present. Yet even as he watched, bodies began to drop all around her. Next to her opponents, she appeared wispy, delicate, and took advantage of the false sense of security that instilled in the vultures circling her.

A bark of laughter escaped Roland as her taunts reached his ears. Amazing.

Pride swelled his chest… until a vamp’s switchblade nearly punctured a lung.

Richart appeared behind the vamp and cut his throat. “Stop drooling and pay attention!” he snapped, then vanished.

Grimacing over the lapse (and over having it brought to his attention by a much younger immortal), Roland did as ordered.
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1

 

In the first draft, this scene took place after the “Where’s the shovel?” scene in which Bastien helped Lisette and Ethan patch up Zach. Lisette has just left Zach to begin the night’s hunt.

 

Lisette sped down a deserted North Carolina road, wind whipping her as the tension fell away.

She had loved motorcycles ever since David had taken her for a ride on the first one he purchased. She’d ridden with him on every one he had acquired since—including his precious Dodge Tomahawk, which had an estimated top speed of three or four hundred miles per hour—before graduating to her own.

As a mortal, she had always enjoyed riding horses. Now she enjoyed riding motorcycles. The speed. The freedom. The adrenaline rush when she tore up roller-coaster-like roads at speeds that would ensure the death of any mortal who tried the same without the benefit of her sharper vision and faster reflexes.

A voice carried to her on the country breeze. That of a male singing “Moon of Alabama.” When she topped the next rise, she glimpsed her brother’s tall, dark form in the distance.

She grinned as the road dipped and she lost sight of him. Up another hill she flew and there he stood, in the center of a rare, straight stretch of road.

Étienne, not Richart.

On his head rested a bullfighter’s cap. The hands he extended to his left as he faced her clutched a red cape he dangled and flapped like a matador.

Laughing, she leaned down low and rocketed toward the cape.

Étienne yanked it away at the last moment, then wheeled to watch her slow and turn around.

A boyish grin lit his face as she stopped before him and cut the engine. He posed dramatically. “Olé.”

Lisette shook her head as she removed her helmet. “Wherever did you find that hat? You look about as manly in it as Bugs Bunny did.”

“Sheldon.”

She rolled her eyes. “I should have known.”

Balling up the cape, he threw it in the open door of the Tesla Model S parked on the shoulder, then tossed the hat in after it. “He has the whole costume—flashy pants and a frilly shirt—but I just borrowed the cape and hat.”

“I’m not going to ask what he needs it for.”

He laughed. “Nor am I.”

“So?” she prompted. “Are you taunting all motorists who happen to come this way, or did you want to see me about something?”

“Just wanted to see you,” he answered, tucking his hands in his pockets.

“About?”

He shrugged. “A brother can’t just shoot the breeze with his sister?”

“If you just wanted to shoot the breeze with me, you would have called me.”

He pursed his lips. “I heard about the rumble you and Richart had with the hard-core vampire and wanted to make sure you were okay.”

She snorted. “Of course I’m okay. If anyone, you should be asking Richart. The vamp planted him a facer that sent him flying back into a building.”

Étienne grinned. “I know. He told me. I wish I could’ve caught that on video. I would’ve forwarded it to every immortal I know.”

“And then Richart would’ve planted you a facer.”

He nodded. “So he would.” He walked beside her as she guided her Busa over onto the shoulder in front of his car. “Did I ever tell you about the pugilist vampire I fought during my first year hunting?”

Surprised there was actually something she didn’t know about him (over two hundred years together had left few secrets among the three siblings), she shook her head. “No.”

“He was a professional fighter. Ugly as sin. With a reach like Muhammad Ali.”

Lisette hummed in pleasure as she thought of Ali. “How I loved to watch that man fight.”

Étienne smiled. “When I stumbled upon the vampire, I expected the usual back-alley scrapper and—full of my new strength and power—”

“And full of yourself?”

“A little bit, yes,” he confessed with a chuckle. “I totally underestimated him. He had been ducking and dodging punches for years and did an excellent job of doing the same with my blades, landing right hooks and uppercuts that felt like sledgehammers.” He shook his head. “I nearly had my ass handed to me that night.”

She grinned, imagining it. “I assume you prevailed in the end?”

“I did. Barely. A humiliating night to be sure.”

She laughed. “Too bad that couldn’t have been caught on video. Does Richart know about it?”

“Yes,” he said on a groan, “and he never lets me forget it. I tried to keep it from him, but he felt the pain that Cockney bastard inflicted and knew something had happened.”

The twins had always been able to feel each other’s pain even as mortals, something that had only added to her guilt over accidentally transforming them. Immortal Guardians hunted vampires every night. Younger immortals like Lisette and her brothers often suffered injuries while performing their duties. And because of their connection, Étienne felt both the pain of his wounds and Richart’s every night and vice versa, so they experienced twice the pain.

“How did you handle the pain of our little encounter last night?” she asked. “I imagine you must have felt it when that fist struck Richart squarely in his nose and shattered it.”

“Oh, I felt it,” he said, “and scared the hell out of Krysta.”

“Has she never seen you experience Richart’s pain before?”

“No. And we were, ah”—he waggled his eyebrows—“when it happened, so she thought she had hurt me.”

Lisette laughed. “You had already stopped hunting for the night?”

Grinning, he shook his head. “Krysta gets bored and likes to squeeze in make-out sessions when things are slow.”

“Make-out sessions? Why don’t you just have a quickie?”

“Because she likes to torture me,” he complained with a smile. “Although I have to admit, waiting all night while we hunt and she tempts me mercilessly does tend to make our lovemaking rather explosive when we finally come together at dawn.”

Envy rose again. “I imagine it does.” She glanced at her watch. “Speaking of hunting, I should get to it.”

“Why don’t you join Krysta, Cam, and me for breakfast when you’re finished and stay the day?”

“No, thank you. Tracy is staying at David’s place, and I was looking forward to having a quiet day to myself.”

“If it’s because of what I just told you, don’t worry. We had our bedroom soundproofed, so you won’t hear a thing. Richart did, too, by the way.”

“He did?”

Étienne nodded. “And was hilariously red-faced when I broached the subject with him.”

Poor Richart. He had always been shyer than his brother. “He really didn’t realize we could hear everything?”

“Hadn’t even considered it. And don’t mention it to Jenna. She thinks Richart had the bedroom soundproofed so she would sleep better. All the night sounds she can hear now kept her awake before he did it.”

Lisette nodded. She wouldn’t enlighten her brother’s new wife or tease her about it. Jenna made Richart happy. Lisette didn’t want her to experience a single moment of regret over transforming and marrying him.

“So.” Étienne leaned against his car as he watched her don her helmet.

“So?”

“Breakfast?” he asked again.

“No, thank you. I really am looking forward to having the house to myself.”

“Why aren’t you spending the day at David’s? You’ve haunted the place for months, spending more time there than at your own home. Now, suddenly… pfft… you’re never there.”

Richart had said nearly the same thing and she had managed to put him off. Somehow Lisette didn’t think Étienne would drop the subject so easily. He knew better than anyone why she had lingered at David’s home, having experienced Ami’s nightmares himself. He must wonder at her abrupt lack of concern.

“I’m not the only one who has noticed,” he continued.

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Seth and David asked about you.”

Unease slithered through her.

The elders had noticed her absence? She had assumed that Ami occupied all of their thoughts.

Étienne’s look turned piercing. “Why does that make you nervous?”

She frowned. “Are you reading my thoughts?”

“No. You know you have closed your mind to me.”

Concern eclipsed the little bit of relief that spawned.

“Why have you closed your mind to me?” he asked.

“You act like I’ve never done it before,” she stalled, her thoughts still on Seth and David. She would have to put in an appearance to keep one or the other from coming to look for her and finding Zach in her bed.

“You haven’t,” he responded, too somber for her liking, “not for this long a stretch. You know there isn’t anything you can’t tell me.”

Oh, but there was.

He loosed a long sigh. “I suck at this.”

“At what?”

“Talking about feelings. Look…” He ran a hand through his short, dark hair. “When Richart found Jenna, I admit I was…” He frowned. “Not jealous. Envious. I was envious. I hated feeling that way, but I envied the hell out of him.”

Lisette did not like the turn this conversation was taking and searched wildly for a way to escape before he said what she thought he was going to say.

“I felt lonelier than I had in decades and was so thankful when I found Krysta.”

“I’m thankful you found her, too,” she said as she fastened the strap beneath her chin. “You seem very happy together.”

“We are happy together. But now I worry about you. About how that makes you feel.”

“I feel good,” she promised with false levity. “I have a hot bubble bath, a good book, and a ridiculously large pizza waiting for me when the night’s hunt is over. And I won’t have to share the pizza.”

“Lisette—”

“I’m fine, Étienne.” She bussed his cheek, then straddled the bike. “You’re worrying over nothing.”

“You aren’t staying away from David’s because you don’t want to be around Richart and me now that we’re wed?”

“Well,” she teased, “you can be a little nauseating when you get all mushy with Krysta.”

“I thought the same thing about Richart,” he said with a laugh. His smile quickly faded though. “I just don’t want you to feel like I did.”

Lisette shook her head. “I don’t. I was married once myself, in case you’ve forgotten. And I’ve no wish to repeat the mistake.”

His lips tightened. “It doesn’t have to be that way. Marriage can so much more, Lisette. So much better that what you had with Philippe.”

“Perhaps. But I have no interest in it one way or the other.” She gave his arm an affectionate pat. “Stop inventing problems. You’re overthinking things, Étienne.”

“Am I? Then why the absence of late?”

“I haunted David’s, as you put it, because I was concerned about Ami and felt compelled to protect her at all times. You’ve seen her dreams. You know why.”

He grimaced. “They’ve returned, you know.”

Her heart sank. “The nightmares?”

“Yes. They come every night now. Only they’re different.”

“How so?” she asked, concern rising. The last thing Ami needed right now was the stress of reliving her torture and captivity on a nightly basis.

“She isn’t the one being tortured. The dreams are from a man’s point of view.”

That was new. And a puzzle. “What does it mean?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think Seth does either. But they’re bad enough that Krysta and I are spending the day at our place today so I can get a break from them.”

She could certainly understand that.

“But don’t worry, David’s home will still be full of immortals and their Seconds, so she’ll have plenty of protection if anything unexpected goes down.”

“That’s why I haven’t felt the need to spend as much time there lately.” How she hated having to lie to him. “She’s so well guarded now that I thought it safe to finally take a break.”

His forehead smoothed out and a relieved smile tilted his lips. “Do you want to hunt together tonight?”

She forced a teasing grin. “And deny you your make-out sessions with Krysta? I wouldn’t dare.”

He laughed as she’d hoped he would. “As you wish. But the invitation stands. Now and always. Anytime you’d like to hang with us—that’s a saying, right? Hang with us?”

Genuine amusement filled her. “Yes.” He was forever trying to use modern slang so Krysta wouldn’t think him too old for her.

“Anytime you’d like to hang with us, don’t hesitate to join us. You’re always welcome.”

“Thank you, brother.” She started the Hayabusa. “Happy hunting. And beware of pugilistic vampires.”

His laughter followed her as she sped away.
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This scene originally took place in chapter 6.

 

Marcus Grayden shifted. Sleep slowly slipped away, dragging him toward consciousness. Groaning, he opened his eyes and found himself sprawled on his back in bed beside his wife.

Odd. Ami’s stomach was so huge now that she couldn’t sleep on her back. She said it felt like she was suffocating when she did. So they usually fell asleep with Ami curled on whatever side was most comfortable that night and Marcus spooned up behind her, one hand resting protectively on their babe.

She must have rolled onto her back in her sleep, forcing him to do the same.

Marcus turned onto his side to face her and closed his eyes, intending to return to sleep.

Then he realized her breathing was labored.

His eyes shot open. He jackknifed into a sitting position. His heart slammed against his ribs.

Was this it? Was she in labor?

She had just begun her eighth month. But since pregnancies on her planet lasted seven months and pregnancies here lasted nine, they had no way of knowing when the baby would or should come.

Ami lay completely still, her arms at her sides, limbs stiff. A whimper escaped her as her brow furrowed.

Marcus gently placed a hand on her bulging belly. Melanie had told him he would be able to feel the contractions. But tonight he felt only his babe’s restless movements.

He studied her pretty face. This must be another nightmare. The fifth in as many days.

He swore.

Why had memories of her captivity—of the torture she had endured for six long months—returned to torment her like this? Why now?

Marcus.

When Seth’s voice sounded in his head, Marcus looked toward the bedroom door. They had slept in David’s home every day since discovering Ami was pregnant, wanting both the added security and the reassurance of having David, an incredibly powerful healer, nearby.

Seth loved Ami like a daughter and had taken to resting here more often, too. Ever attuned to Ami’s welfare, he must have felt her current distress.

Come in, Marcus thought, knowing Seth would hear him even though Marcus wasn’t telepathic.

The door opened and closed behind their leader, who bore a frown. “Another nightmare?” Seth asked.

Marcus nodded. “Does she dream of her torture?”

Seth crossed to the bed and brushed the fingers of one hand across her forehead. “No. Not this time.”

Her frown smoothed away. Her limbs relaxed. When Seth withdrew his hand, she curled onto her side, facing Marcus, and slipped into a more peaceful slumber.

“Why is this happening?” Marcus asked, brushing her hair back from her face.

Seth hesitated. “I don’t think the dreams are hers.”

Marcus met his troubled gaze. “What?”

“I think the dreams are the babe’s, and Ami is picking up on them.”

Dread soured Marcus’s stomach. “Are you saying my baby is dreaming of her mother’s torture?” What the hell kind of start to life was that?

Seth shook his head. “That’s the puzzle. Ami isn’t the one being tortured in the dreams.”

Horror filled him. “The baby is dreaming of her own torture?” Was his daughter precognitive? Was she seeing her future? A future in which he would fail to keep her safe?

“No,” Seth hastened to assure him. “The one being tortured is a man. And before you ask if it’s you, I don’t know. I can’t see his face because the dream seems to be from his perspective.”

“What the hell? Is she seeing someone else’s dream? Someone here in the house?”

Seth tilted his head to one side and looked at the ceiling as though listening for something. Several long minutes passed. “No,” he said at last. “No one here is having such a dream.”

What did it mean? “Can we do anything to stop it?”

“Not until we learn the source. If there even is one. For all we know, the babe could be seeing visions of a past life.”

“Shit.” He hadn’t thought of that. But with extraterrestrial and gifted one DNA combined and the virus thrown in, they didn’t know what gifts or powers the babe might possess.

“Well…” Seth took a step backward. “I shall let you return to sleep.”

Marcus held up a hand to halt him. “Wait. Do you have a minute?”

Seth nodded.

Marcus slipped from the bed and pulled on the pair of sweatpants he had taken to keeping nearby in case Ami needed him to get her something during the night or to fetch Melanie. “Is there another quiet room we can talk in?”

When Roland, Marcus, then Bastien had fallen in love and married, David had begun to renovate and add rooms to his basement that were designated quiet rooms because he outfitted them with thousands of dollars of extra soundproofing materials to give the couples privacy whenever they spent the day there so the other immortals wouldn’t hear them make love.

Seth shook his head. “We’re full to the rafters. Almost every immortal in the area and their Seconds are spending the day.”

To protect Ami and offer their support.

Marcus appreciated it, but…

“We can talk here,” Seth said. “She’s sleeping deeply now and won’t hear us.”

Marcus nodded.

When Seth bypassed the cushy chairs in the room and sat on the floor, leaning back against the wall opposite the bed, Marcus joined him.

“What’s on your mind?” Seth asked as Marcus settled beside him.

Marcus stared at Ami’s cherished form. “Don’t you know?”

“I haven’t delved into your thoughts in months. I thought you could use the privacy.”

He almost wished the elder hadn’t been so considerate. Then he wouldn’t have to ask what he intended to. “Can you still travel through time, Seth?”

A long moment passed. “You wish to discuss time travel?”

“Tell me again how you took Bethany back to the Middle Ages.”

Marcus boasted one of the most unusual pasts in the Immortal Guardian world. Around the turn of the thirteenth century, when he was still the mortal teenaged squire of Lord Robert, Earl of Fosterly (a man Marcus had loved like a brother), Lord Robert had fallen madly in love with a woman they soon learned had traveled back in time from the early twenty-first century, and the two had wed.

Marcus had fallen in love with her, too, but had said nothing, unwilling to disrupt their happiness.

After he was transformed against his will by a vampire a decade or so later, Marcus had continued to love Bethany until the day she’d died a very old woman. Then he’d waited seven centuries for her to be born into the late twentieth century. He had watched her grow up, befriended her and her brother, and loved her until the day she went back in time to meet Lord Robert.

Or, as he had learned to his astonishment, until she had been escorted back in time by Seth.

“It’s complicated,” the Immortal Guardian leader hedged.

“Then explain it to me as if I were a child.”

“Marcus—”

“Seth, please, just do it.” He needed a moment to gather his thoughts.

“It isn’t so much traveling through time as it is opening a doorway to another dimension,” Seth began. “There are three commonly known dimensions in this world: height, width, and depth. A fourth, about which there has been much speculation, is time.” He looked at Marcus. “That moment eight months ago—when we realized in this very room that Ami was pregnant—is taking place right now in another dimension. If I were to open a doorway to it, we could witness it firsthand.”

Marcus frowned. “The past is happening alongside the present?”

“As is the future.”

Marcus had heard theories of such before, but… how would that work?

“Have you ever heard of residual hauntings?” Seth asked.

The change of subject threw him for a moment. “Of course.” Marcus had been born with the ability to see spirits or ghosts, so he had pretty much seen it all in terms of hauntings. “Visitors to a reportedly haunted hotel, castle, or what have you report seeing men and women garbed in the clothing of another era carrying towels to rooms and the like without acknowledging the viewer’s presence.”

“Exactly. Those aren’t hauntings, Marcus. In some places, the dimensional barriers are weaker and allow glimpses into the past or future. Those visitors aren’t witnessing hauntings. They’re actually looking into the past.”

“But I’ve seen residual haunts.”

“Did those ghosts behave the way the other ghosts you see normally do?”

“No. They just seemed to go about their daily life as if they didn’t even know I was there.” Most ghosts noticed him… and made sure he saw them noticing him. As Étienne was so fond of saying, the shit was creepy.

“That’s because they aren’t ghosts.”

Marcus pondered that a moment. In a weird way, it made sense. “And you can open these dimensional doorways?”

“Yes. It isn’t easy, but I can do it.”

“Do you do it often?”

“No. I’ve learned that—no matter the good I think I’m doing—there is always a catch, a detrimental effect of tampering with time. Bethany was a gifted one whose life would have ended tragically had I not intervened. I thought to make her and Lord Robert happy…”

“You did.”

“And spent the next eight centuries watching you grieve for her. There is always a catch.”

Marcus wasn’t sure he should ask the question that hung on the tip of his tongue but couldn’t seem to stop himself. “Did you try to go back in time to save your wife and children?”

Seth’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in a hard swallow. “Yes.”

“What happened?”

“I failed.” He shook his head. “Or rather I was not allowed to succeed. Someone… intervened,” he added with a bitter twist to his lips.

“But you were allowed to take Bethany back in time?”

“Yes, much to my surprise.”

“Why?”

He shook his head. “To this day I don’t know. I can only surmise that Bethany’s presence in the past was viewed as having inconsequential effects on the future. Either that or traveling back in time was always her fate. I did, after all, know with a peculiar certainty that she belonged with Robert.”

Silence wrapped itself around them.

Marcus looked at Ami, listened to her soft breaths for several long minutes. “I need to ask a favor of you, Seth.”

He felt Seth’s heavy gaze. “Marcus…”

“If anything happens to Ami during the delivery—”

“It won’t.”

He shook his head. “None of us know what will happen, especially since women on her planet have such difficulty carrying babies to term and delivering them safely.”

“Nothing is going to happen to her,” Seth insisted with savage determination. “David and I won’t let it. Ami’s body has incredible regenerative capabilities. And David and I are both powerful enough to reattach severed limbs. We can carry her through childbirth.”

“You don’t know that with certainty.”

“Yes, I do.” The elder immortal closed his eyes and clamped his lips together. After a minute, he shook his head as though warring with himself. “I’ve seen the future.”

Marcus turned his head. “What?”

Opening his eyes, Seth stared at Ami. “I’ve seen the future. Ami will live. I saw the two of you together.”

Ami will live.

But Seth had said nothing of their daughter. “Was the baby with us?”

Seth hesitated. “No.”

Marcus looked away. His throat thickened as his eyes began to burn and his chest to ache. Despair suffused him.

“It doesn’t mean what you think it means.”

Marcus shook his head, unable to speak.

“When I saw you, the two of you were fighting vampires. You wouldn’t take a toddler into battle with you.”

Marcus had to clear his throat before he could speak. “Seth, if the baby doesn’t make it…”

“Marcus,” Seth rasped.

“If the baby doesn’t make it,” he doggedly continued, forcing the words out, “I want you to open whatever dimensional doorway you must, go back to the night you assigned Ami to be my Second, and—”

“I won’t do it,” Seth interrupted. “Don’t ask it of me, Marcus. Ami wouldn’t want it and—”

“I’m asking you for Ami,” he insisted. “You know what losing the baby will do to her. The whole reason she came to Earth in the first place was because births are practically nonexistent on her planet now. She had never even seen a pregnant woman before she came here. Getting pregnant herself was nothing short of a miracle. Losing the baby…” His throat closed off for a moment. Marcus shook his head. “You have to go back and—”

“I won’t assign her to someone else!” Seth said, loud enough that Marcus glanced at the bed to ensure he hadn’t woken Ami.

When she didn’t stir, he frowned at Seth. “What?”

“I’m not going to go back and assign her to another immortal.”

“Good. I don’t want you to,” Marcus blurted, hackles rising at the thought of Ami being assigned to someone else, of her living with someone else. Had she not been ordered to serve as Marcus’s Second, she never would’ve fallen in love with him.

Seth frowned. “Then what were you—?”

“I was going to ask you to go back in time and tell me to use a fucking condom.”

Seth blinked. “Oh.”

Marcus relaxed. “I love Ami. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. I would do anything to make her happy. And anything to spare her grief.”

Sobering, Seth nodded. “As would I.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

Seth returned his gaze to Ami.

“You, more than anyone, know how much she has suffered since coming here.” Thoughts of the many things that could go wrong and rob them of their baby’s life once more thickened Marcus’s throat. Moisture welled in his eyes, blurring her form. “Would you have her suffer more?”

Seth shook his head slowly. “I’ll do it. For both of you. I’ve no wish to see you suffer either.”

“Thank you,” he whispered.

The two spent the rest of the day sitting on the floor, watching over Ami and ensuring she rested peacefully until sunset.
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In the first draft, Cliff wasn’t the only one who volunteered to tag a vampire with a tracking device at the meeting in David’s home in chapter 11.

 

“Cliff,” Seth said.

The young vampire’s eyebrows flew up. “Yes, sir?”

“Have you had any luck recruiting the vampires with whom you’ve been rubbing elbows?”

“None so far. The ones I’ve encountered are either so far gone they would be too dangerous to recruit or are recently turned and so high on using their new strength and speed to kill that they think themselves invincible. Any suggestion otherwise, any insinuation that they would be better off joining you guys, usually results in mockery, hostility, and my coming dangerously close to getting my ass kicked. I can’t seem to find any middle ground, any vampires who are beyond that first burst of power but not yet to the he-could-snap-at-any-minute stage.”

“Have you encountered any of this new breed of vampire?” David asked.

“No, sir. Not yet. Should I…?” Cliff looked back and forth at the elders. “If I do encounter one, should I try to infiltrate the group? Try to join them and gather whatever—?”

“No,” Bastien interrupted. “It’s too dangerous.”

Cliff contemplated the immortals seated around the table. “No offense, but you don’t seem to have a lot of avenues open to you right now. No stone should go unturned, remember? If I come across one of these badass vamps and feign interest in his cause—whatever the hell it is—then I could find out faster than anyone else whom exactly you’re dealing with.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Bastien repeated.

Cliff shrugged. “I don’t have that much to lose.”

Melanie reached past Bastien and touched Cliff’s arm. “Please don’t say that, Cliff.”

“Look,” he continued, resolute, “the Immortal Guardians have been good to me. You all helped me hold my shit together a lot longer than I would have if I’d been left to fend for myself. If I’m gonna go out—and we all know it’s gonna happen some day in the not-too-distant future—then being taken out while helping you conquer the enemy wouldn’t be such a bad way to go.”

“Actually,” Zach countered, “it could be a very bad way to go.”

Seth nodded. “Whoever our new nemesis is reads and alters the minds of every recruit. He would know the instant he met you that you were there to collect information for us. I doubt he would reward you with anything less than torture.”

A brief flicker of fear entered Cliff’s brown eyes. “Been there. Done that. Would rather not do it again.”

“And,” David added, “he could use what he finds in your mind against us.”

“Okay.” His disappointment palpable, Cliff consulted the elders. “So what should I do if I encounter one? I don’t think they would expect immortals to have a vampire as an ally. It just seems like you ought to be able to use that to your advantage in some way.”

Chris Reordon, head of the East Coast division of the network, looked over, his face brightening. “Do you think you could plant a tracking device on one?”

“You mean like slip it in his pocket?”

He shook his head. “Pockets can have holes. Clothing can be torn and jackets discarded. But vamps always keep their weapons close, so we made each tracking device magnetic. If you can get close enough to a vamp to attach one to his weapon, it might go unnoticed long enough for us to find whatever lair their leader keeps erasing from their memories.”

“Yeah. I should be able to do that.”

“I don’t like it.” Bastien spoke dourly, ever protective of his vampire friends. “If the vampire realized what was happening, he and his comrades would likely try to kill Cliff. One of us should do it.”

Marcus stared at him. “Do what?”

“Pose as a vampire and plant the tracking device on one of the new vamps.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Krysta asked, drawing everyone’s attention.

“No,” Bastien said. “Why?”

Her eyebrows rose. “Really? I mean, have you guys looked in the mirror lately? You look like brothers. Any vampire who has seen one of you will instantly make any of you who try to play vampire just based on the resemblance.”

“Few vampires who have seen us,” Roland mentioned, “live to see us again.”

“Even vamps who haven’t seen you could make you,” she told him.

Bastien frowned at her. “I wouldn’t dress in hunting clothes.”

“You wouldn’t have to. You’re all over six feet tall with shoulders so wide you can barely fit through a doorway and have muscles out the ass. You’re built like freaking professional athletes. How many vampires, outside of the freaky newbies, have that kind of build?”

She has a point, Lisette thought.

“Then we’ve exhausted that avenue,” Seth said.

“Not so fast,” Lisette protested.

Every head turned in her direction.

Zach’s grip on her hand tightened.

“I’ll do it,” she said.

“Hell no,” Zach snapped.

She nearly cringed when she looked up at him. His eyes blazed with fury. “I’m just talking about planting the tracking device. Not infiltrating their army. Our enemy would identify me as an immortal as soon as he read my mind.”

“Hell no,” he repeated.

“Zach, think about it. It’s something they wouldn’t suspect. A woman mole? They’d be too distracted over the novelty of stumbling across a female vampire to suspect me of anything nefarious.”

“Hell. No.”

“Then I’ll do it,” Krysta piped up.

Lisette heard her brother’s neck pop his head snapped around so quickly.

“What?” Étienne demanded.

Krysta shrugged. “Why not? I’m used to playing helpless young thing. I passed for a coed all the years I was hunting. I’ll just ditch my hunting clothes the next time we come across one and pretend to be newly turned. Getting close enough to plant the device should be easy peasy. I’ll—”

“Fuck that!” Étienne blurted.

“Then I’ll do it,” Melanie said.

When Bastien opened his mouth to spout what no doubt would’ve been an equally crude refusal, she clapped a hand over his mouth.

“I’m as strong as Roland,” she reminded all of them, “so the risk wouldn’t be as great.” Then she looked up at her irate husband. “If I can kick your ass, then I can sure as hell kick a newbie vampire’s ass. And I really wouldn’t even have to do that. If I run as soon as I sneak the tracking device onto his weapon, there’s no way he could catch me.”

Roland reached up and pried her hand away from his mouth. “Unless he tranqed you.”

Seth held up a hand to quiet further comment. “It’s too risky. Let the Seconds see what they can learn. I’ll continue to scan memories and see what I can learn myself.”

“And the rest of us?” Lisette asked.

“Hunt in pairs. All of you. Even the elders. I do not want any of you to hunt alone until further notice. Am I understood?”

Nods all around.
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This scene takes place in chapter 17, shortly after Zach takes a tracking device from Chris Reordon and tells Chris and Seth that he intends to shove it down a vampire’s throat to ensure it won’t get lost. This scene actually exists in the book but was a couple of pages longer in the original draft. I thought I’d include it so you could see Zach attempt a little naughty sex talk.

 

Zach and Lisette found no newbie vampires that night. Or the next. On the third, they fought two skirmishes with the usual vampire fare. Few in number. Easy kills. Zach spent more time admiring Lisette during the fights than he did combating the vampires.

She was such a fascinating combination of fragility and strength, of vulnerability and ferocity. The way she wielded her shoto swords, the agility with which she evaded the weapons of her opponents…

It just made him want to pounce.

The last vampire in the second battle fell.

Lisette bent and picked up a shirt left empty by a decayed vampire. A watch fell out of the sleeve and hit the pavement with a clatter. “You okay?” she asked, regarding him curiously as she wiped her blades clean.

“Yes. Why do you ask?”

She shrugged. “Your eyes are glowing.”

“So are yours.”

“Fighting vampires always makes my eyes glow. It’s the adrenaline. And the anger that floods me when I read their thoughts.”

Absently, Zach nodded. The thoughts of these particular vampires had been pretty foul.

“So?” she asked. “What’s up?”

“Nothing. I’m just frustrated.”

Smiling, she closed the distance between them. “I know. I am, too. But if we don’t find one of the newbie vamps tonight, we’ll find one tomorrow or keep hunting until we do.”

He stole a kiss. “That isn’t what’s frustrating me.”

“Then what is?”

He almost didn’t tell her, a little disconcerted by his own lack of control. But considering the things he couldn’t tell her, if she wanted to know something he could, he would do it. “Watching you in action, watching you fight and destroy vampires with such efficiency, watching your beautiful body move beneath your coat, makes me want to bend you over the nearest waist-high surface, tear your pants off, and fuck you like there’s no tomorrow.”

Her eyes flared brighter amber. Her lips parted as she drew in a quick breath.

Yet no words emerged.

“I’m sorry,” he said, uneasiness creeping in as the silence stretched. “Was that too crude? Too common? I’m new at the whole talking-about-sex thing.” Hell, he was new to sex itself. “I don’t wish to offend you.” And his only exposure to sex talk had been through movies.

Her lips closed. Her slender throat moved in a swallow. “I am old-fashioned,” she whispered. “If any other man had said that to me, I would have kicked his ass from here to Virginia and told him if he wanted to fuck someone, he could go fuck himself.”

“Even Ethan?” he asked, then silently cursed himself for not being able to forget her affair with the other man.

A faint smile hovered around her lips. “Especially Ethan. But you…”

“Me?”

“Hearing you say that makes me want to yank your pants down and take you in my mouth again.”

Zach swore as his body caught fire. “You can’t say such things to me.”

“You don’t like it?”

“I like it too much. But I can’t act on it, damn it. The last time we gave in to impulse, your brother and his wife popped in and got an eyeful.”

She grimaced. “I see your point. And now Seth is back to his old duties, teleporting all over creation in an attempt to keep us safe while David and Roland take turns helping Ami. For some reason, I think it would be even worse for Seth to come upon us…”

“Going at it like rabbits?” he asked, borrowing Yuri’s phrase.

She laughed. “Yes.”

“Fine. We’ll wait,” he said, not even trying to hide his disappointment.

“Waiting will make it better when we come together anyway. And dawn is only a couple of hours away.” Tossing down the stained shirt, she sheathed her weapons and began to collect the daggers they had thrown.

Zach collected the vampires’ weapons and tried to get his mind off all the things he would be doing to Lisette if they were in the privacy of her bedroom.

The bowie knives, folding knives, and machetes were all of poor quality. Some of the blades had broken upon contact with Lisette’s superior shoto swords. “What do you think?” he asked, holding them up. “Toss them?”

She nodded.

Zach zipped away to bury them in a dumpster, then returned to her.

Lisette finished tucking her weapons away and handed him his.

“Thank you.”

She smiled and grabbed the vampires’ sticky clothing.

“What?” Zach asked as he helped.

“Nothing. It’s just…” She straightened. “I like that you let me be me,” she said with a shrug. “I like that you think I’m strong.”

“You are strong.”

“But you also appreciate my femininity.”

“I more than appreciate it,” he said with a leer.

She grinned. “Yet you aren’t overprotective like my brothers and Seth, all of whom can drive me up the wall sometimes.”

“Oh, but I am. I cringe every time a battle arises. And my inner Neanderthal awakens whenever I think you’re in danger.”

“Your inner Neanderthal?”

He nodded. “I believe you met him when I ordered you to never defy me again.”

She winked. “Your inner Neanderthal gave me multiple orgasms.”

And wanted to give her more.
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1

 

This scene will seem familiar to you because one that is very similar to it appeared in Blade of Darkness. This was the original version of it. I wrote it for Shadows Strike. But because I needed to bring the word count down, I cut it. I really wanted this visit to take place, however, so I rewrote it with Aidan as the lead character instead of Bastien and included it in Blade of Darkness (which I thought worked well), then gave Bastien and Emma a new “first encounter” in Cliff’s Descent. Here is the original.

 

Bastien stared at the quaint home before him. Off the beaten path, it was painted a cheery pale yellow with white trim. The picture-perfect lawn bore edges as straight as a blade. A row of dark shrubs butted up against the house on either side of the stone sidewalk. Flowers in every color of the rainbow proliferated in front of them and poured over the sides of hanging baskets on the front porch. Bright white window boxes bore even more colorful plants, proclaiming the homeowner’s green thumb.

It reminded him a bit of Roland and Sarah’s place.

Light shone behind the blinds on two of the front windows. A heart beat slowly and steadily inside the home.

And still he hesitated.

“Stop procrastinating,” he grumbled to himself and strode up the walk.

His boots produced thumps as loud as a bass drum beat in the night’s quiet as he scaled the wooden steps and ducked under the porch’s roof. Raising a fist, he knocked on the front door.

Nearly silent footsteps carried to his ears as the individual inside crept over to the front door. Bastien bent his knees a bit so she could see him in the light of the porch through the peephole.

He knew the moment she did.

Her heart began to slam against her ribs.

A full minute passed.

He sighed. “I can hear your heartbeat through the door, so pretending no one is home won’t work.”

“What do you want?”

“I need to speak with you. Open the door, please.” When she made no move to do so, he sighed again. “You know who and what I am, so you know locks can’t keep me out. I asked you as a courtesy.”

The clicking of locks being unlatched intruded upon the night. The door swung open.

Bastien stared down at the woman who opened the door only the width of her own body, making it clear she had no intention of inviting him inside.

She was lovely, with smooth, flawless skin the color of Melanie’s favorite chocolate bar. Eyes as dark a brown as his own filled with fear and dread. Her hair was drawn back from her face in pretty braids until the place where some women and girls wore headbands. Then it sprang free in an Afro that looked as soft and fluffy as cotton candy.

Narrow shoulders bared by a tank top stiffened as she braced herself and looked up at him. Her slender arms ended in hands that gripped the door and doorframe so tightly he could see the tendons in her knuckles. Small breasts. A barely there waist. And full hips clad in baggy pajama bottoms that hid the shape of her legs.

“You know who I am,” Bastien stated again.

“You’re Bastien,” she said, her posture defensive.

“Yes. And as I said, we need to talk.”

She hesitated another moment, then stepped back and opened the door wide enough for him to enter.

He stepped inside and glanced around while she closed the door behind him, leaving it unlocked. They stood in her living room. Small but tastefully decorated. Beyond it lay a modern kitchen and a breakfast nook that housed a treadmill instead of a table and chairs.

“So?” she prompted, folding her arms.

“So,” he parroted and wondered how to begin. Might as well start by stating the obvious. “You’ve been seeing Cliff.”

Something flickered in her eyes, and he could almost hear the debate waging inside her. Should she deny it? Feign ignorance? Brazen it out?

“How did you know?” she asked finally.

Smart woman. “Cliff is like a brother to me,” he told her. “He knows me better than anyone other than my wife. And I know him just as well. He’s been keeping something from me for some time now. I could tell but didn’t press him. I thought, perhaps, he was shielding me from some of what he’s been suffering as the madness progresses.”

Her lashes lowered as she looked down at her bare feet.

“Then I started taking him hunting with me to give him an outlet for the aggression,” Bastien continued, “and the first night I let him roam freely… he returned carrying a woman’s scent. Your scent. And he’s done so again every night I’ve left him to his own devices.”

A muscle in her jaw twitched as she looked up at him. “If you’re here to tell me not to see him anymore, you can—”

“That’s not why I’m here,” he said, interrupting what he suspected would have been a tirade that would likely end with her telling him to go fuck himself. Cliff had chosen well. This woman would fight to remain by his side. “I’m here because…” Damn, he hated to be the bearer of bad news. “There was an incident this morning at the network.”

She straightened, her arms falling to her sides. All defensiveness fled, replaced by fear. “What happened?”

“Dr. Linda Machen caught Dr. Whetsman trying to smuggle vials of the sedative out of the building and tried to stop him. Whetsman shot her. And when Cliff smelled her blood on him… he suffered a psychotic break.”

All the strength seemed to leave her knees. Reaching out blindly, she grabbed a table just inside the door that bore a purse and keys and leaned on it. She swallowed hard. Tears welled in her eyes. “Is he…? Did you…?”

“No,” Bastien hastened to assure her. “I didn’t kill him.” Cliff must have told her about Vince. When Vince’s madness had driven him to ask Bastien to end it, Bastien had decapitated him. And still relived that horrid moment in his dreams. “Cliff is alive… I’m sorry. I don’t know your name.” He wouldn’t have known her address if he hadn’t followed Cliff here one night.

“Emma.” Tears spilled over her lashes as her chest rose and fell with harsh breaths taken to hold back sobs. “I thought you were going to tell me…” Shaking her head, she swiped at her tears. “He’s okay then?”

Bastien touched one soft shoulder and guided her over to the sofa. “Let’s sit down first, shall we?”

Nodding, she sank down on the soft cushions.

Bastien retrieved a wingback chair from one corner and plunked it down across from her so he could face her. “He was injured. The guards at the network didn’t know at the time that Linda had been harmed or that Whetsman had betrayed us. They just thought Cliff had lost it and… Well…” He sighed. “Cliff took a lot of bullets. Even so, he had to be tranqed twice before he finally lost consciousness. Several guards were injured in the skirmish, and Cliff really fucked Whetsman up.”

“Did Cliff kill him?”

“No. But he came damn close to it, trying to find out what had happened to Linda.”

Emma grabbed a tissue from a box on the coffee table and dabbed her eyes. “Is Dr. Machen okay?”

“Yes. A fellow immortal healed her, so she is completely recovered.”

“And Cliff?” The agony in her expression tightened his chest. This woman loved Cliff. “Did anyone see to his wounds?”

Anger welled within him. “Not until Zach arrived on the scene.”

She frowned. “Zach. He’s the ancient immortal who just joined your ranks, isn’t he? The one who is almost as powerful as Seth?”

“Yes. I think Cliff is one of the few people Zach likes. He admires Cliff’s strength, determination, and perseverance. As soon as he heard what happened, he teleported Melanie and me to network headquarters to check on Cliff. And while Melanie gave Cliff blood to replenish what he had lost, Zach read Cliff’s and Whetsman’s minds and pieced together what had transpired. Cliff’s wounds have healed. But it may be a while before he regains consciousness.”

She sat quietly, processing it all. “What will they do to him? Is he being restrained?”

“No. Not anymore. He’s resting in his apartment. Melanie is with him now. I just thought you would want to know what had happened, particularly since I don’t know how Chris Reordon will proceed after this. Have you and Cliff been having lunch together in the network’s cafeteria?”

She nodded.

“I thought so. Thank you for that. Cliff told me when Reordon gave him permission to dine in the cafeteria, the tables around him tended to clear out as soon as he sat down.”

She gave him a weak smile. “Not entirely. Some stayed. But they all stared at him and watched him like they would a wild animal poised to attack.”

Cliff had said something similar. It infuriated Bastien. “He also told me he was pretty uncomfortable until an employee approached him and asked to sit with him. That was you?”

“Yes.”

“Why did you do it?”

She was quiet for a moment. “The night the mercenaries attacked network headquarters, Cliff saved my life. I was trapped on Sublevel 1, buried beneath… I don’t remember what, just that it was too heavy to move. Cliff heard my heartbeat, lifted everything off me, and got me out of there just as the mercenaries hit that floor. Had he not come when he did, the mercenaries would have found me.”

And those mercenaries had been ruthless. They would have tortured her for any information they could drag out of her if they had gotten their hands on her.

“Did he remember you when you met again?” Bastien asked. The torture Cliff had endured at the hands of the mercenaries had robbed him of most of his memories of the attack.

She smiled. “No. But I sure as hell remembered him. And when I saw some of the other employees skitter away from him that day in the cafeteria, I was furious. He didn’t deserve that. He doesn’t deserve that.”

“So you asked if you could join him.”

“Yes. And we’ve had lunch together every day I’ve worked since.”

Bastien sighed. “Well, I didn’t want you to be left wondering when Cliff didn’t show up tonight. Or tomorrow for your lunch. Or the day after that. I fear Reordon may restrict Cliff to Sublevel 5 from now on. Chris tends to not react well to his men being injured. I’m not even sure Seth will allow me to take Cliff hunting at night.”

Emma’s look turned pensive. “How will I see him?”

“I don’t know. I’m not even sure what frame of mind Cliff will be in when he awakens.”

Tears rose in her eyes once more, but she refused to let them fall. “He’ll come back from this,” she stated firmly. “I know he will.”

“I hope so, Emma.”

She nodded.

Bastien studied her a moment, his heart going out to her. “You do understand how this will likely end, don’t you?” he asked her gently. “Melanie and the other doctors at the network have found no way to halt the progression of the brain damage. And even healers as powerful as Seth and David can do no more than slow it minutely. Unless Melanie stumbles upon a miracle cure in the next year or so, the madness will claim Cliff.”

“I know,” she acknowledged solemnly. “Cliff explained it all to me.” Her lips curled up in a sad smile. “But I love him.”

Bastien reached over and rested a hand on hers. “And you will always have my deepest gratitude for that. I really do love Cliff like a brother. I’ve kept my silence since learning of your relationship with him, despite having reservations and serious concerns for your safety, because I’ve seen the happiness you bring him. The peace. He deserves that and so much more.”

“He makes me happy, too,” Emma said. “And you don’t need to worry about my safety. Cliff would never hurt me.”

Bastien hoped she was right. Leaning back, he took out his cell phone. “Let’s exchange numbers, shall we? That way I can keep you updated on his condition and you can call me if the wait grows too long or if you should have any concerns.”

“I’d like that. Thank you.” Rising, she retrieved her cell phone.

Once they exchanged numbers, Bastien bid her good night and stepped outside. He waited a moment for Emma to lock the door. Then he retrieved his phone again and dialed a number as he strolled down the front walk.

“What?” Zach answered, voice clipped.

“It’s Bastien. Do you have a minute?”

Zach appeared before him, face curious.

Bastien hoped his trust would not be misplaced. He liked Zach more than the other immortals. They’d both had turbulent entries into the Immortal Guardians family and were of similar natures. “I need a favor.”

“You helped Lisette tend my wounds after I was tortured, then aided me again when Lisette was felled. Any favor you ask I will grant without question.”

Bastien stared at him in surprise. “You don’t owe me anything, Zach.”

He just shrugged. “What do you need?”

Bastien nodded at the quaint home. “Cliff is seeing the woman who resides here.”

Zach looked at him sharply. “Seeing her as in…”

“They’re lovers. They’re in love.”

Zach frowned at the house. “Does she know what he is, what’s happening to him?”

“Yes. And she refuses to stop seeing him.”

“Then he’s chosen well.”

Bastien agreed. “I told her to call me if she ever has any concerns.”

“You mean if she fears Cliff might harm her.”

“I don’t know if she read my words that way but assume my number will be the one she’ll dial if Cliff has another break while he’s with her. If she does, I’ll need someone to teleport me here immediately.”

Zach nodded. “I’ll do it as soon as I receive your call.”

“Thank you.” He shifted. “And can we keep this between the two of us? No one else knows.”

“Of course.” Zach stared at the home for a moment. “Cliff has demonstrated immense strength and bravery. He deserves whatever happiness he can find before the darkness takes him.”
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In the book, this scene takes place at the end of chapter 19 when everyone gears up for battle, but it was longer in the first draft.

 

Heather followed Ethan up to the armory and watched Ed help him gear up for battle. Ethan donned twice as many weapons as he usually carried on nightly hunts and added two tranquilizer guns.

She couldn’t help but stare at some of the other immortals who milled around the huge armory. Those who would fight in Russia wore odd, rubbery suits that fit their muscular forms like a diving suit.

Ethan touched her arm. “What size do you wear? I want Ed to find you some hunting clothes.”

A few feet away, Sheldon shook his head. “Dude. Good luck with that one. Women don’t like men to know what size they wear.”

Ethan looked down at Heather.

She shrugged. “I hate to admit it, but it’s true.”

“If I weren’t so good at estimating,” Sheldon went on, distributing full magazines to the many pockets of his cargo pants, “I wouldn’t know Tracy’s size.”

Beside him, Tracy snorted. “You don’t know my size.”

Sheldon grinned, mischief dancing in his eyes. “Sure I do. It’s 32C.”

Tracy’s mouth fell open. “Dude! That’s my bra size!”

Heather smiled, then laughed as a look of horror crept over Tracy’s pretty face.

“Oh crap. Did I just say dude?” Tracy asked with obvious dismay, then moaned. “Now he’s got me talking like him!”

Laughing, Sheldon looped an arm around her waist, yanked her up against him, and took her lips in a kiss that made eyebrows rise throughout the room.

Tracy’s face flushed bright red when she lowered her heels to the floor. “Sheldon!”

“What?” he countered with a grin. “It’s not like they don’t already know.”

Biting her lip, Tracy glanced at the immortals and Seconds around them. All nodded.

“Cool,” Darnell said as he armed David. “I won the pool.”

Groans filled the room.

Tracy frowned. “What pool? Are you…? Wait. Did you guys bet on whether Sheldon and I would get together?”

Darnell handed David a couple more throwing stars. “Yes, but Ed won that one a year ago when you two slept together the first time.”

Tracy’s mouth fell open.

Heather looked at Ed.

Ed shrugged with a smile. “It was so obvious.”

“This bet,” Darnell continued as he reached for a pair of wicked-looking daggers, “was about when the two of you would go public with your relationship.”

Tracy began to sputter while Sheldon laughed and a handful of Seconds accused Darnell of getting prophetic insider information from Seth and David.

Ready for battle, the immortals began to amble from the room, leaving the Seconds behind to arm themselves.

“Your turn, Heather,” Ed said.

Her eyebrows rose. “What?”

“Time to gear up with the Seconds.”

Ethan nodded. “I want you armed with every weapon you know how to use and as much ammo as you can carry.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Ed said. “You go ahead with the others.”

Ethan frowned and glanced at Heather.

Ed snorted. “I’ve been arming your ass for thirty years. You think I can’t arm someone half your size? Go. You need to familiarize yourself with where Chris’s men are stationed and see if Seth has any last-minute instructions before he and the others leave.”

When Ethan lingered, Heather smiled and gave his arm a squeeze. “Go ahead. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

As soon as Ethan left, Ed led her to a door on the far side of the room. Pushing it open, he stepped inside and flipped on the light. It seemed to be a bathroom/closet combo that was larger than her living room.

Ed crossed to the wall of hanging clothing, then returned in less than a minute with a black shirt, a pair of black pants, a belt, and boots. “Here.”

Taking them, Heather checked the sizes. They were all correct. “How did you—?”

“It’s my job to know. I’ll start gathering your weapons while you change.”

Once more, Heather donned the garb of a hunter.

As soon as she exited the bathroom, Ed began loading her up with weapons.

The room emptied as everyone else finished gearing up and wandered out.

Ed cleared his throat. “Listen, if something goes down…”

She eyed the gruff Second curiously. Ethan had said the man was in his fifties, but damned if he didn’t look thirty.

“I want you to stick close to me,” he told her.

Her eyebrows rose.

He cast her a faint smile. “Ethan said you’re good with weapons and fierce in battle. But he also said you have a propensity for trying to sacrifice yourself for him.”

She grimaced. “I can’t help it. When things get crazy, I forget he’s hard to kill and just… act.”

“Which is why I want you to stick close to me. Ethan has waited a long time to find you, Heather. You make him happy in a way I’ve never seen him before.” He adjusted her shoulder holster. “I don’t want him to lose you.”

She started to protest, to insist she wouldn’t do anything stupid.

But he raised a hand. “I’ve been his Second for going on three decades. I’ve backed him up and fought by his side countless times. I’m very good at it, and I know how to do it without distracting him and getting either of us killed. So… please. Let me do my job and keep both him and you safe.”

After a moment, she nodded. “Okay.”

He made one last adjustment to her shoulder holster. “How does that feel?”

She rolled her shoulders and shifted around a bit. “Okay.”

“What about the extra ammo? Does it restrict your movement?”

It was heavy as hell, weighing down her pockets, but didn’t hinder motion. “No.”

“Good. Let’s go protect our boy.”
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This scene takes place in chapter 20 at network headquarters when Melanie tells Bastien she’s “starting to get that feeling” and they take baby Adira into Cliff’s apartment to hunker down. This is a snippet I removed from it for word-count purposes and because I thought it best that the other vampires not learn that Cliff has a girlfriend.

 

Melanie returned, carrying a bankers box full of tranq guns and darts. The hilts of two short swords poked out above the rest. “Just in case.”

Bastien nodded his approval. “Put them in the bedroom. Unless the vampires tunnel through fifty feet of soil and use explosives, the only way into that room is through the door. Put the baby on the floor between the wall and the bed. If you can put her under the bed, all the better. Then plant yourself in the doorway.”

Melanie nodded and set the box just inside the door.

Bastien followed. “Lift the bed.”

With her preternatural strength, Melanie had no difficulty lifting the foot of the bed. Cliff hurried forward, yanked a cover off the bed, and spread it on the floor. Then Bastien laid the baby atop it.

Adira rolled onto her side and sighed.

Bastien stood. “Does she need a blanket?”

“No.” Melanie slowly lowered the bed as Bastien watched to ensure there was ample space between the wooden slats and the toddler.

He nodded. “She’s good.” Straightening, he slipped his arms around Melanie.

Cliff headed into the living room.

“Still have that feeling?” Bastien asked.

“Yes. And it’s getting stronger.”

He pressed a kiss to her lips. “You have Aidan’s number?”

“Yes.”

“If vampires attack us, I’ll do everything I can to keep them on the ground floor. But should any get past me and manage to force their way into this apartment in numbers you and Cliff can’t handle, call Aidan.”

“I will.”

“And if you have even the slightest suspicion that Gershom is here, call Aidan immediately. Gershom can teleport, so even the thickest doors and most complex locks won’t keep him out if he comes looking for the baby.”

“Okay.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too. Be careful.”

The sound of a telephone number being dialed met her ears.

“Hello?” a woman answered.

“Hey,” Cliff said softly. “It’s me.”

“Hi,” the woman responded, her tone full of warmth and affection.

Melanie looked up at Bastien.

Emma, he mouthed.

“Listen,” Cliff said, voice low, “I don’t want you to come in to work today.”

“Why?” Emma asked, voice somber. “Has something happened? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. It’s just… it may not be safe. We’re worried that the network may come under attack—”

“Oh no!”

“—and I don’t want you here if it does. Okay?”

“Is Mr. Reordon ordering employees to stay home?”

“No.”

“Cliff—”

He cut her off. “If something does go down, I need to be clearheaded so I can help. And if anyone injured you, if anyone hurt you even the slightest bit…” He shook his head, his hand tightening around the cell phone. “I think I’d lose it. Even worse than I did when Whetsman shot Linda. I think I would lose it so badly that I might not find my way back. So… please. For me. Stay home.”

A long pause followed. “Okay.”

“Thank you. I’ll call you later.”

“Okay. Please be careful, Cliff.”

“I will.”

“I love you.”

“I love you, too.” He ended the call.

Bastien gave Melanie one last kiss, then joined Cliff in the living room.

Pocketing his cell phone, Cliff met Bastien’s gaze. “I’ll guard them both with my life,” he vowed.

“I know you will. Thank you.” Bastien clasped his friend’s arm and pulled him into a hug. He never knew, from day to day, when Cliff might reach the point of no return.
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1

 

This takes place in chapter 14 after Aidan asks Dana to go hunting with him. In the final version, they take a shower and meet Ethan, Heather, Brodie, and Ed in the living room. But in the original manuscript, Aidan finished his shower first and the following took place:

 

Aidan zipped through his shower and left Dana to finish her own, knowing he would end up making love to her again if he remained in the steamy enclosure with her.

“Spoilsport,” she called after him.

He grinned. One of the perks of being an immortal was not needing time to recharge after orgasming, something that had delighted Dana.

Aidan swiftly donned hunting clothes and opened the bedroom door.

Ethan and Heather waited in the hallway, their expressions somber.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Ethan asked.

Aidan nodded.

Heather dashed down the hallway at preternatural speed, then returned a second later with a pile of neatly folded black clothing in her hands. “I think Dana and I are about the same size,” she said with a smile. “So these should fit.”

“Thank you.”

Heather flapped one hand in a shooing motion. “You guys go arm up or something. We’ll be along in a minute.”

Ethan raised his brows at the dismissal and looked at Aidan. “Maybe she wants to get in some girl talk.”

Dana emerged from the bathroom, a white towel wrapped around her sarong-style. “Who’s getting in some girl talk?”

“We are,” Heather declared brightly.

Aidan eyed the women dubiously. “Is it odd that I find that prospect more daunting than insane vampires attacking?”

Laughing, Heather stepped inside the bedroom and waggled her fingers at them. “See you boys later.”
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Amused, Dana watched Heather close the door in the men’s faces.

Swiveling with a smile, Heather handed Dana a tidy pile of clothing. “I think these will fit you.” She was pretty in a fresh-faced, girl-next-door kind of way and had a friendly demeanor that instantly put Dana at ease.

“Thank you.”

“Now might be a good time to tell you,” Heather said, “that I’ve spent most of my life around soldiers, so I actually have no idea what exactly constitutes girl talk.”

Dana laughed. “That’s not why you’re here anyway, is it?”

“No,” she admitted. “I’m new to this life. I’ve only been immortal for about a year. So I thought… I don’t know… If you have any questions you’re reluctant to ask Aidan, maybe I can answer them for you.”

Dana took the clothes into the bathroom to dress but left the door cracked so they could still talk. Dropping the towel, she donned the bra and underwear she’d brought from home. “What did you do before you met Ethan?”

“I worked as a FACS specialist. I’m telepathic, but the law enforcement agencies I worked with believed I was an expert at reading minute changes in facial expression that indicate whether a person is telling the truth or lying. I still do that on occasion.”

So she had earned a living using her gift, too, but had cleverly managed to do so without actually revealing that gift. “How did you meet Ethan?”

“Long story short, he was fighting vampires and I sort of stumbled into the fray. I was armed and helped defeat them. He explained who and what he was. We ended up having to stick together for a while because we thought an enemy was messing with my head and… Well, that’s a longer story. But we got to know each other pretty quickly and fell in love.”

Dana drew on a pair of black cargo pants and topped them with a long-sleeved black shirt. Both fit her well. “And you transformed for him?”

“Yes,” Heather replied, a smile in her voice. “I love him. Ethan is my best friend. I couldn’t imagine anything better than being able to spend hundreds or even thousands of years with him.”

Dana opened the bathroom door. “But don’t you miss being able to go outside during the day?”

Heather sat on the edge of the bed and shrugged. “I’m lucky. I don’t have to forgo the sun. Ethan and I talked Aidan into transforming me.”

Surprise struck Dana, followed swiftly by jealousy.

Aidan had put his lips on this woman’s neck? He had held her? Bitten her? He had bonded with her?

Smiling, Heather shook her head and patted the mattress. “It wasn’t like that.”

Dana sank down beside her and starting tugging on the boots Heather had loaned her.

“Aidan bit me on my arm,” the other woman explained. “And there was nothing sensual or sexual about it. It actually hurt quite a bit.”

“You were reading my mind just now, weren’t you?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. I’ll try not to do it again, but I’m younger and have less control over my gift. So unless I consciously block other people’s thoughts, I hear them. And sometimes I hear them even when I do try to block them, especially when they think them as loudly as you just did.”

Dana didn’t know what to say to that. She really wasn’t comfortable with so many people reading her private thoughts.

“Anyway,” Heather continued, “it didn’t bond us like it does in movies. We aren’t attracted to each other or anything. I think Aidan actually kind of views me as a daughter if you want to know the truth. Or maybe a protégée.”

Nothing in her tone suggested she was sugarcoating the situation or lying. That was a relief.

Heather shrugged. “Ethan wanted Aidan to transform me because Aidan is stronger and has a greater tolerance for sunlight. Aidan is also a healer. And we’ve come to understand that gifted ones who are transformed by healers for some reason acquire the same strength, speed, et cetera, that the healer has.” She grinned. “And I did. I’m superstrong. And I can tolerate quite a bit of sunlight. You will, too, if you end up asking Aidan to transform you.”

Heather winced suddenly and looked toward the door. “I’m not pushing her,” she said with exasperation, “I’m just letting her know she wouldn’t have to give up daylight if she—” Sighing, she sent Dana a wry smile. “I’ve been advised to change the subject.”

“By Aidan?” He must be listening in via Heather’s thoughts.

“Yes, but I really wasn’t trying to coax you into transforming for him. I just wanted you to have all the information you can about it.”

“Thank you.” Dana stood, testing the boots. They were a little tight but would do. “How do I look?”

Heather grinned. “Like one of us.” A second later she rolled her eyes and again looked toward the door. “I’m not pushing her!”

Dana laughed as she followed Heather from the room and the two joined Aidan, Ethan, Brodie, and Ed in the living room.
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2

 

In the original manuscript, these two scenes appeared right after Scott Henderson and Alena Moreno called Seth while he was talking with David about having kissed Dana in Chris Reordon’s boardroom while testing her to see if she could discern Aidan from a shape-shifting imposter. I posted them in my Street Team and in my Dianne Duvall Books Group on Facebook as a bonus scene, but many outside the groups have never seen them.

 

Dana smiled as she strolled down the hallway toward the room she and Aidan shared at David’s.

They had both been pretty wired after the fight with Seth—or rather with Gershom—so they hadn’t been able to sleep. Not until David had informed everyone in the house that there would be no hunting that night.

She and Aidan had eaten dinner with the other immortals and their Seconds. Afterward, they had retired to their room, made love, and finally succumbed to slumber.

When Dana had awoken with a hearty appetite and thirst a good ten hours later, she had found Aidan still sleeping deeply. So she had decided to brave the unknown and see if she couldn’t scare up another sandwich in the kitchen for brunch.

She had instead ended up sharing several pizzas and laughs with Sheldon, Tracy, Ed, Brodie, and Darnell, David’s Second, as well as two elder immortals named Chaak and Imhotep, who had remained awake to guard them all.

The more she encountered immortals and their Seconds, the more she relaxed and viewed them as a great big, happy family. They seemed so normal. Even the immortals. Not at all what she had expected from a houseful of extraordinary beings who had lived hundreds—if not thousands—of years and wielded so much power they could take over the world should they desire to do so.

Thank goodness they didn’t desire to do so.

She frowned.

Actually, with Seth at the helm, the world would probably be far better off. But he and his immortals seemed content with safeguarding those they could in secrecy.

Grunts and thuds carried down the hallway from the basement’s training room. She was tempted to peek inside and see who was fighting, but opted instead to return to Aidan.

A door beside her suddenly swung open as she passed it. A hand shot out, curled around her upper arm, and yanked her inside.

Gasping, Dana stumbled a bit as the hand released her. The door slammed shut behind her… and she found herself in a tastefully decorated, vaguely masculine bedroom.

Lisette, Sarah, Melanie, Krysta, and Heather faced her.

Lisette might have been the one who had yanked her into the room, but Dana wasn’t sure.

A human woman was present as well—Nicole maybe? She was Krysta’s brother Sean’s Second.

Ami was there, too.

Dana wasn’t sure exactly what Ami was. She seemed human. But the immortals spoke of her as if she was something else. Something more. More than a gifted one anyway.

And every single one of them was very protective of her.

The door opened, and Tracy slipped inside.

The eight women clustered together and regarded Dana with expectation, as though they had heard that her psychic abilities could foretell tomorrow’s winning lottery numbers and they were waiting for her to impart them.

Their eyes shone brightly with… excitement?

But none spoke.

It was weird.

“Um… hi?” Dana offered hesitantly.

“So?” Lisette blurted, her pretty face lighting with a grin. “Is it true?”

Dana’s mind went blank. “Is what true?”

Tracy gave Dana’s shoulder a playful shove. “Come on! Don’t torture us. We want details. Give ’em up.”

“Give what up?” Dana asked, smiling despite her confusion. They were like children trying to get the inside scoop on Santa’s bag of presents.

“Did you really kiss Seth?” Melanie asked. “Heather said you did.”

Lisette nodded. “You did, didn’t you? I can’t believe it!”

Dana laughed. That’s what this was about? “Yes, I did. But—”

Several of them erupted into speech, talking over each other and blurting so many questions and comments that Dana couldn’t sort through them all.

She looked at Ami, who stood silently on the edge of the circle, her lips curling up in amusement.

Ami shrugged. “They’re very curious,” she offered softly in explanation.

“Yes, they are,” Dana agreed.

Aidan had told her Ami was one of the fiercest fighters among them, but Dana found it hard to believe. She was so shy. So sweet. Dana just couldn’t imagine the petite redhead tearing apart crazed vampires with katanas. But she had apparently done a hell of a lot of that in the past.

The women wound down and quieted.

“Seth isn’t just their leader,” Ami said. “He’s like a father to them. To me, too. And he’s so powerful that none of the female immortals or Seconds would even think about coming on to him despite his obvious appeal.”

“Well,” Lisette corrected, “some of us might have thought about it, or rather fantasized about it, but we would never have dared act upon it or try anything untoward.”

“I can see why,” Sarah tossed in. “He’s Seth. He’s… I don’t know… larger than life.”

“Way larger than life,” Krysta added.

Nicole sighed wistfully. “He’s so hot though.”

Tracy nodded. “I would’ve totally hit that if Seth wasn’t so freaking powerful and all-knowing. That shit is intimidating.”

Ami’s smile broadened. “You know he’ll be able to read all this in your thoughts, right?”

Tracy’s eyes widened. “Oh crap!”

Lisette laughed. “Zach will, too. Or rather he already has. He’s in my head right now, making growly jealous noises. But I don’t care. He knows he’s the only man who can make me burn. And I want to know.” She met Dana’s eyes. “How was it? It was good, wasn’t it?”

Dana pursed her lips. “I shouldn’t say. If I do, Aidan might read it in your thoughts and—”

Lisette whooped. “It was good! I knew it! I knew it!”

Krysta nodded with a grin. “She wouldn’t worry about Aidan’s reaction if it had sucked.”

Dana winced and smiled at the same time. It was true.

Ami shook her head. “You may as well tell them. They have hours to kill before tonight’s meeting and won’t think twice about keeping you here and badgering you until you crumble.”

Dana groaned when the other women vowed to do just that. “Fine. I’ll tell you.”

An expectant hush descended.

“It was good,” Dana admitted. “It was really good.”

More exclamations erupted.

“But Aidan is better!” Dana called over the throng. She didn’t think they heard though. They were too busy demanding more details.

“Were his lips soft?”

“Did he use his tongue?”

“Did his eyes glow?”

“Did he grab your ass?”

“He grabbed your ass, didn’t he?”

“Did he touch your breast?”

“Feel you up a little?”

“Or maybe a lot?”

Dana laughed and again looked to Ami. “Is it really that big a deal?”

Still grinning, Ami nodded. “According to Immortal Guardians’ gossip, Seth hasn’t touched a woman since he lost his wife thousands of years ago.”

Dana’s mouth fell open. “Really?” That was so sad. And sweet. And unbelievable, all at the same time. Seth was hot.

Ami shook her head. “That’s what they say. So the fact that you kissed him—even inadvertently, believing he was Aidan—is huge news in their world.”

The women continued to pepper Dana with questions and offer speculations.

Tracy sidled up to her. “I know what you’re thinking.”

Dana eyed her with amusement. “I seriously doubt that.”

Tracy grinned. “You’re finding it hard to believe that such immensely powerful, kick-ass warriors as these who hunt and behead and tear apart vampires for a living would go all girly over you kissing Seth.”

Dana laughed. “Actually, yes. That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

Tracy shook her head. “Most immortals have lived hundreds of years. Thousands even. And they’ve seen just about everything there is to see in the world. So when something surprises them… and this really surprised them… it’s kind of a huge deal because that just doesn’t happen very often. If at all.”

“Oh.” Dana supposed she could understand that.

Tracy lowered her voice. “Plus their world can be pretty dark sometimes. So something light like this is all the more appreciated.”

“Hey,” Sarah called over the chorus of voices. “Did anyone win the pool?”

Ami gave them all a disapproving frown. “Are you serious? You all had a pool going?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding? Immortals and their Seconds bet on everything.”

Tracy took out her phone. “Hold on. Let me check.”

Dana looked around. “What was the bet?” It couldn’t have been about her. They had just met her.

Tracy typed furiously on her cell phone. “The bet was when Seth would kiss a woman or vice versa. And it looks like…” She growled in frustration. “Damn it! Darnell won. Again. How does that handsome devil always know these things?”

Ami laughed.

Tracy’s face brightened. “Ooh. I wonder if Darnell bet on when Seth will fall in love again.”

The women’s faces lit with renewed excitement.

“Look it up,” Sarah encouraged her eagerly.

Silence fell, heavy with anticipation that Dana found hilarious while Tracy again typed furiously on her phone.

Tracy stopped. “He did.”

“Well?” Krysta pressed. “When does he think it will happen?”

Tracy’s jaw dropped as she raised wide eyes. “Holy crap.”
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Aidan awoke at full strength and wondered how long he had slept. Stretching, he rolled over and reached for Dana… only to find her side of the bed empty.

He sat up, his heart beginning to hammer.

Where was she? No sounds came from the bathroom. The sheets were cold, indicating she had been gone for a while. Had Gershom popped in while he was asleep and taken her?

The bedroom door opened.

Dana entered and closed it behind her. “Hi.”

He smiled, instantly feeling lighter upon seeing her. “Hi. Have you been up long?”

She shrugged. “A few hours.”

“Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine,” she said, but her expressive face said otherwise. Instead of smiling, she watched him warily.

“What is it? Has something happened?”

“Are you reading my thoughts?”

“No. I told you I wouldn’t read them again unless you projected them or it was an emergency and your life was in danger. Why?”

She bit her lip.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, unsure of her mood.

“Okay, here’s the thing,” she said, speaking faster than normal. “I’m going to tell you something because I don’t want you to happen upon it unexpectedly and have it catch you off guard if you read my thoughts again at some point in the future, and if I don’t tell you, I’ll worry about it, but it isn’t a big thing and I don’t want you to get upset.”

Aidan blinked. “Okay.”

She drew in a deep breath. “After lunch, the women all kind of cornered me and asked me if it was true that I had kissed Seth and wanted to hear all about it when I admitted I had.”

Aidan clamped his lips together to keep from laughing. He could imagine how that had gone. “Let me guess. They wanted to know if it was good, and you told them it was.”

“Yes,” she admitted in a small, hesitant voice as though she expected him to explode.

“Of course it was good,” he said. “He’s Seth. He’s older, wiser and better at everything than everyone else. It doesn’t surprise me that he’s better at kissing, too.”

She smiled, her shoulders wilting with relief. “I didn’t say he was better. Just that he was good.”

He grinned. “You mean he didn’t make your toes curl?”

Shaking her head, she climbed onto the bed and crawled toward him. “Only you can do that.”

“So you like my kisses better, do ya?”

Nodding, she straddled his lap. “Very much.” She leaned in for a kiss.

Eager to oblige, Aidan slid his arms around her waist and indulged himself in a long, deep, pulse-spiking kiss.

“Thank you for not being jealous,” she murmured.

He slid one hand down over her lovely bottom. “The fact that you wanted to drive your knee into his groin after you kissed him erased any jealousy I felt.” Or most of it anyway. The words she had just spoken eradicated the rest.

Laughing, she kissed him again. And again. And again, teasing him with her tongue. “We still have a couple of hours to kill before the meeting,” she murmured.

“Yes, we do.” He settled his hands on her hips, his blood heating. “How would you like to spend them?”

She nipped his lower lip with her teeth, then whispered in his ear.

Lust struck him hard and fast. Growling his approval, Aidan rolled her beneath him.
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3

 

This scene takes place in Chris Reordon’s boardroom when Seth, David, and Zach are healing Aidan, Ethan, and Heather after Gershom took Dana. In the original manuscript, it was longer.

 

Across the room, Heather’s eyes flew open. “Oh shit,” she whispered, then lunged upright. “Seth!” She started to fumble in her pockets, then seemed to forget what she’d intended to do.

Ed hurried to her side as others flowed toward her.

Heather looked around with wild eyes. “What happened? Where’s Ethan? Is he okay? I was going to call Seth, but I can’t remember why, just that Ethan needed him…” She trailed off as Ed took her hands. Her eyes met his, took in his grave expression, and filled with tears. “No. No, no, no. Don’t say it. Please, don’t say it, Ed.”

“He’s alive,” her Second told her.

Her throat worked in a swallow. Her eyes acquired a bright amber glow. “But?”

“He’s in bad shape,” Ed said, his hoarse voice telling her without further words that the wounds Ethan had suffered could not be healed with a simple blood infusion.

“Where is he?”

Ed helped her off the gurney and guided her to Ethan’s side.

Tears spilled down her cheeks.

When she reached out to take Ethan’s hand, Ed stopped her. “You can’t. Not while Seth is trying to heal him.”

The word trying seemed to hit Heather like a kick in the gut. She gripped Ed’s hand. “We were at UNC. I remember his eyes and nose bleeding. Did Gershom fuck with his brain?”

Ed nodded. “Seth is doing what he can to heal him.”

More tears dampened her cheeks as she glanced around. “Aidan and Dana were there, weren’t they? Are they okay?”

Aidan leaned to one side so she could see him through the throng. “I’m okay, Heather.”

The crease in her brow relaxed just a bit when she saw he was all right. She searched the crowd around them, then met his gaze. “Where’s Dana?”

He drew in a deep breath. “Gershom took her.”

“Oh no.” Hurrying across the room, she threw her arms around his neck. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” she cried, her tears dampening his shirt. “I can’t remember all of it, but I think it was my fault. I wasn’t fast enough and didn’t—”

Aidan patted her back. “It’s not your fault. If with anyone, the fault lies with me. I expected Gershom to attack us as he did before, by posing as Seth and striking with words and swords. But he didn’t. He again played the magician Sheldon named him. He distracted us with a standard vampire attack, then blindsided us while our guard was down.”

“But he has Dana,” she sobbed. “And Ethan is…”

Aidan hugged her tight and murmured soothing sounds he thought woefully inadequate. “Ethan is a fighter. And Seth is the most powerful healer on the planet. Let’s wait and see what the two of them can do before we jump ahead to grieving. Okay?”

She nodded. But he could feel her fear in the trembling of her body and could hear all the terrifying what-ifs that swirled around and around in her mind.

Seth swore foully. Stepping back, he dropped his hands. His eyes glowed a vibrant gold when he opened them. A muscle twitched in his jaw.

Aidan stared. Seth was furious.

“Heather,” the Immortal Guardian leader ground out.

Her hold on Aidan tightened momentarily before she released him and turned to face their leader. “Yes?”

“Come talk to Ethan. Touch him. Speak to him. Let him catch your scent.”

Heather hurried forward. “Is he okay?” She took one of Ethan’s hands in hers and brought it to her lips.

Seth gave his head an abrupt shake. “About the only thing Gershom didn’t damage in Ethan’s brain was his memories. Ethan saw you fall from the roof.” Seth’s nostrils flared as he clenched his teeth. “And Gershom planted the conviction that you’re dead. Ethan believes he has nothing to live for.”

Zach’s brows dipped down. “He mind-controlled Ethan?”

“Yes,” Seth growled.

Aidan had thought Ethan impervious to mind control. Hadn’t Seth expressed the belief that someone even attempting to mind control Ethan would kill him?

As if answering Aidan’s unspoken question, he said, “Gershom only managed to plant two words—She’s dead—but that was enough.”

Noting Ethan’s pallor and the tension that tightened Seth’s shoulders, Aidan wondered just how close to death Ethan had been when Chris’s cleanup crew had found him.

Heather leaned over her husband and stroked his face. “Ethan? Please wake up.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek, his lips. “I know you think I’m gone, but I’m not, honey. I just bumped my head.” She kissed his forehead, combed her fingers through his hair. “You know how hard my head is,” she choked out with forced cheer. “Zach healed me, and I’m fine now. But I need you to wake up, honey. I need you to be okay.”

Aidan watched Ethan, searching for even the slightest movement that would indicate he heard Heather as she implored him to live.

“Please, Ethan,” she whispered. “We made it to that best-case scenario you confessed to me. I transformed so I could spend eternity with you. Please don’t leave me.”

A low rumbling arose as the floor beneath Aidan’s feet began to vibrate. Laptops began to shiver and migrate across the table. Water spilled over the rims of quaking glasses.

David stepped forward and placed a hand on Seth’s shoulder.

Yeah. Seth was furious.

The rumbling gradually faded. The vibrations ceased.

Aidan moved to stand beside Heather. “Gershom is fucking with your head, Ethan,” he announced, his tone no-nonsense, “just like he fucked with mine. He tried to convince me he was Seth. And he’s trying to convince you Heather is dead. But she isn’t.”

“I’m right here, honey,” Heather said, her voice stronger.

“You know I wouldn’t lie to you,” Aidan continued. “You know I’m right. You recognize her touch. You recognize her scent. The feel of her lips on yours. So do whatever you can to help Seth save your ass so you can help me kick Gershom’s. He’s taken Dana. And I want you at my side when I go to get her back.”
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1

 

In the original manuscript, this took place at the beginning of the book, right after Seth came to Sean’s aid and telepathically told Étienne to stop talking dirty to Krysta while Sean is around.

 

Sean motioned to what was left of the vampires at their feet. “I take it none of these were immortals? I thought the one in the green shirt kinda looked like one of the missing gifted ones. And he had brown eyes that glowed amber.” Almost all immortals did.

“No. And thank you for calling me. I would still like to capture rather than kill the immortals under Gershom’s control.” The bastard had kidnapped and transformed a dozen gifted ones. Seth could only assume the worst—that he intended to pit them against Seth’s Immortal Guardians and inflict as much damage as possible before he used them to launch Armageddon. Gershom wanted to watch the world burn and was doing everything he could think of to make that happen. But he harbored a baffling hatred toward Seth and had struck some heavy blows each time he’d enacted a new plan.

Sean began to collect the vampires’ fallen weapons. “I don’t have Ethan’s picture-perfect recall. So if I see even the slightest resemblance, I figure I should call you.”

Ethan was an immortal who possessed an astonishing memory. He remembered every minute of every day he had lived. Every sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell.

Seth studied Sean thoughtfully.

“What?”

“Nothing. You just gave me an idea.” Perhaps Ethan could identify the woman in Seth’s dream for him.

“Oh.” Sean smiled. “Okay. Great.”

Seth motioned to the empty clothing at their feet. “Can you clean this up on your own?”

“Sure.”

Seth started to reach out to Ethan telepathically, then stopped. Ethan’s brain was wired differently. Seth could send thoughts to him but—even as powerful as Seth was—often couldn’t hear whatever Ethan thought back to him. Ethan’s wife, Heather, was telepathic. Seth could reach out to her, but decided not to. Reaching out to any of the married immortal females in nonemergency situations wasn’t a good idea. Zach had given him an earful the last time Seth had spoken to Lisette telepathically without warning. I was making love to her! Do you think I want your voice in her head when I’m inside her?

He drew out his phone and dialed Ethan’s number.

“Yeah?” Ethan answered. The sounds of metal striking metal filled the background.

“Are you busy?”

“No,” Heather stated, her voice softer with distance. But Seth’s incredibly acute hearing allowed him to hear her easily. “He’s ogling me while I kick vampire ass.”

Ethan laughed. “What she said.”

Seth smiled. “I shall be there shortly.”

“Okay.”

Ending the call, Seth nodded to Sean, then teleported to the study in David’s home.

Darnell sat at David’s desk, typing on a laptop. A beep sounded in his pocket. “Hi, Seth,” he said without looking up.

Seth’s amusement died. Chris’s techno geeks at the network had come up with a device all immortals and their Seconds could carry in their pockets that would beep once whenever Seth was near them. Chris had said the alarms were linked in some way to a coin-sized object Chris had asked Seth to always carry with him. No other copies of the coin existed. And the developer who had created the coin had allowed Seth to erase the knowledge from his memory so Gershom couldn’t duplicate it.

Since Gershom could shape-shift and had impersonated Seth in the past, it was the only way most of them could tell Seth was himself when he appeared and not Gershom.

It infuriated Seth that such was necessary.

Darnell glanced at him over the laptop. “It’s only until we defeat Gershom. Don’t let it upset you.”

Seth shook his head. “I think Chris is right.” Chris was the head of the East Coast division of the human network that aided Immortal Guardians.

“About what?”

“You’ve been spending too much time around David and me. Our paranormal whozeewhatzit as he calls it is beginning to wear off on you.”

Darnell laughed and leaned back in his chair. “Anything I can help you with?”

“I need a blank piece of paper and a pencil.”

Rising, Darnell strolled past Seth to Ami’s smaller desk. “Sounds like Chris’s whozeewhatzit is starting to wear off on you.”

Seth chuckled. Though Chris was a technological wizard, the man carried a pencil and small tablet around with him and preferred to jot things down the old-fashioned way when ideas came to him. “Maybe so.”

The overhead light glinted on Darnell’s shaved brown head as he bent and opened a drawer. Stacks of paper resided therein. “How much do you need?”

“Just one sheet.”

After retrieving a sheet, Darnell closed the drawer and drew a regular pencil out of the can of colored pencils on top of the desk.

Footsteps approached in the hallway.

Sheldon, Richart’s young Second, poked his head in. “Hey, Darnell? Where did Roland come down on letting Michael play with weapons? Was he for it or against it?”

Sighing, Darnell handed the paper and pencil to Seth, then headed for the doorway. “Are they sharp or dull?”

“Dull,” Sheldon answered, stepping back to let Darnell pass. “Or dull-ish.” Both men left Seth’s sight. “I mean, it’ll still hurt if he pokes himself in the eye, but the blade won’t cut him.”

Seth shook his head and let their voices fall away as he set the piece of paper on the desk. Leaning down, he sketched the woman from his dream at preternatural speeds. It was a good likeness, resembling her almost as well as a black-and-white photograph would.

He studied her. She was pretty. Not in a glamorous, perfectly coiffed, expertly made-up, Hollywood kind of way, but in a fresh-faced, girl-next-door kind of way. Again he felt that odd sense of familiarity, as if he had seen her before outside of the dream. But he couldn’t recall when or where.

Nor could he erase her from his thoughts.

Setting the pencil down, he teleported to UNC Chapel Hill.

Two beeps sounded simultaneously. Ethan and Heather were still battling the vampires Seth had heard over the line when he’d called them a couple of minutes earlier.

Heather was kicking ass. Since Aidan—a nearly three-thousand-year-old immortal who could heal with his hands—had transformed her, she was significantly stronger and faster than Ethan.

Undaunted, Ethan divided his time between kicking a little vampire ass of his own and ogling his wife as she had accused.

Seth folded the drawing, tucked it inside his coat, and drew his katana. A quick perusal of the vampires’ features assured him that none were Gershom’s immortals. Not really necessary. Ethan’s memory recall was incredible, exceeding even Seth’s. He would’ve memorized every pixel of every photo of the missing gifted ones turned immortals and would’ve recognized any immediately.

Two vamps charged toward Seth, their faces twisted in snarls, their glowing eyes devoid of sanity. Their thoughts revealed the same. These young men had been transformed three years ago, long enough for the virus that infected them to eat away at their healthy young brains and decimate their impulse control and honor. Both had been good men before their transformations. It was a damned shame they were monsters now. Neither would have wanted that.

Seth swung his katana with sweet precision, liberating one vampire’s head and opening arteries on the other.

Heather and Ethan struck down the last three.

Bending, Seth cleaned his blade with the shirt of one of the fallen vampires.

He heard Heather laugh and straightened.

She stared at her husband as she cleaned her own blade. “You are so freaking weird.”

He glanced at Ethan, whose eyes glowed amber with desire as he smiled unrepentantly. “I can’t help it. Watching you kick ass turns me on.”

She shook her head. “I’ve heard Étienne tell Krysta the same thing.”

Seth sheathed his sword. “Because immortal males all adore strong women.”

“Exactly.” Ethan sheathed his own weapons and turned to Seth. “So what can I do for you?”

Seth withdrew the drawing and held it out to him. “Do you know this woman?”

Ethan wiped his hands on his shirt, then took it and gave it a look. “I don’t know her, but I’ve seen her.”

“When and where?”

“Two years ago. May twelfth. She was in the line next to the one I was in at the Whole Foods on Franklin Street in Chapel Hill.”

“Did you catch her name?”

“No. She was alone and the cashier just called her ma’am. Why?”

“I’m trying to locate her.”

Heather joined them and studied the picture thoughtfully. “I don’t know her either. But Chris Reordon may be able to help you. His contacts can use facial recognition software to search their databases and maybe find out who she is.”

“Excellent idea. Thank you.”

She shifted, reluctance entering her expression. “Do you want me to ask my dad to see what he can dig up on her?” Heather’s father was a four-star general in the army and had risked his life more than once to help them in the past.

Seth drew out his cell phone and dialed Chris Reordon’s number. “I’ll see what Chris can come up with first, thank you.”

She smiled with relief. “Okay.”

“Reordon,” Chris answered absently.

“It’s Seth. I need a moment of your time.”

“Sure. I’m in my office. Let me turn off the alarm.” A slight pause ensued. “Okay. You’re good.”

Seth pocketed his phone and teleported to Chris Reordon’s office at network headquarters.
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In the original manuscript, this scene took place right after Chris showed Zach and David the video of Seth dancing with Leah.

 

Sean Linz felt his Second’s stare boring into him as he wolfed down the lasagna she’d prepared for them.

“So what’s up?” Nicole asked before she stuffed another forkful into her mouth. The fact that her appetite rivaled his own never ceased to delight him. He’d had too many dates with women who only picked at their food because others had made them feel self-conscious either about their weight or about eating what some might consider an indelicate amount in public.

Both were utter bullshit.

Nicole, however, ate as much as he did. She had to. She needed the extra calories for the hours she spent training with the other Seconds and with him, though it had taken him a long time to feel comfortable sparring with her. He hadn’t known how much speed or force he could safely use without hurting her and had panicked every time he’d knocked her down until she’d started to knock him on his ass.

“What do you mean?” he countered.

“You’ve been weirdly quiet and sullen lately. Why?”

“It’s nothing,” he muttered, unwilling to tell her.

“Come on. I’m your Second. You can tell me anything.”

“Not anything.”

“Anything,” she insisted.

“Fine.” He released a long-suffering sigh. “I need sex.”

“Anything but that.”

He laughed. “Well, you asked.”

“I did, didn’t I?” She was quiet for a moment as she tucked into her meal once more. “Yeah. I do, too.”

“Do what?”

“Need sex,” she confessed, surprising him. “I love this job. But it has put a serious dent in my love life.”

He snorted. “At least you have a love life for it to dent.”

“Oh please. As handsome as you are, I doubt you’d have any trouble finding a woman interested in getting naked with you.”

“Thank you. But one-night stands don’t really interest me, and even if they did…”

“Yes?” she prompted.

“I can’t keep my damn eyes from glowing when I’m turned on.”

“Oh.” She stared into his brown eyes. “Right. I guess that would be a little hard to explain.”

“Exactly.”

She chewed another mouthful. “Maybe you could find someone who’s into dominance and submission and blindfold her.”

He smiled. “That’s not really my thing.”

Her lips twitched. “Me either. I hate being ordered to do shit. And if any man spanked me, it would just piss me off.”

He chuckled. “Since it took me so long to get used to sparring with you, I’m sure you know I wouldn’t get off on spanking a woman. I would much rather have her climb all over me and ride me hard than submit to me.”

She pointed her fork at him. “That’s an image I could’ve done without.”

He smiled.

“Well, if all else fails, you can always… take care of your own needs.”

He shook his head. “Masturbation just depresses me.”

“Because you wouldn’t have to do it if you had a woman?”

“Exactly. And…” He hesitated, unsure if he should say it.

She raised her eyebrows. “Let me guess. Your hand just can’t compete with a warm, willing woman?”

“Exactly. In the end, it just makes me feel more lonely.”

She chewed thoughtfully. “Yeah. I get that. Masturbation depresses me, too.”

A statement which, of course, brought images to mind of her touching herself. He’d had a hard time ignoring the fact that Nicole was a very desirable woman. A head shorter than he was, she had a slender build with curves in all the right places. Imagining her naked and writhing on a bed while she touched herself, one hand cupping her breast as she slid the other down her pale, flat stomach and—

“Great,” he grumbled as his body responded. “Thanks for that. Now I’m hard again.”

Her face lit with surprise. “Because I mentioned masturbating?”

“Yes, damn it.”

She stared at him with an expression he couldn’t quite pin down. Curiosity? Intrigue? He didn’t know. “I see what you mean about your eyes.”

“They’re glowing, right?”

“Superbright amber.”

“Wonderful.”

She bit her lip. “I can’t think of a way around that.”

“Me either.”

“What do the other Immortal Guardians do?”

“You mean the ones who aren’t married?”

“Yes.”

“Abstain, based on everything I’ve heard.”

“That sucks.”

“Yes, it does.”

“You could always do it doggy-style. If she isn’t facing you—”

“I already thought of that. But it’s been so long at this point that just kissing a woman and holding her close makes my eyes glow. Wouldn’t you want to be held and kissed and stroked first before a guy spun you around, bent you over, and took you from behind?”

“Definitely.” She frowned. “And now I’m turned on.”

“That isn’t helping.”

“Sorry. Maybe you could wear contact lenses that—”

“I tried. They just change the color my eyes glow.”

“That sucks,” she said again.

It really did.

The sound of an approaching car reached his ears, still a few miles away. “My sister and Étienne are here and will draw the wrong conclusion if they find me sporting a major erection while in your company. Quick, make me think of something that will kill it.”

She stared at him blankly for a moment, then blurted out, “Zombies!”

“What?”

“I watched a zombie movie the other day that was really revolting.”

“Says the woman who has watched me decapitate countless vampires, then helped me dispose of their remains.”

“Fine. Gross zombies who are half-decayed and falling apart while feasting on the entrails of other gross zombies,” she elaborated. “And vomiting.”

He grimaced.

“Then eating the vomit.”

He laughed. “Ugh! Okay! Okay! Thank you. That’s disgusting. And it worked.”

She grinned. “Always happy to be of assistance.”

Rising, he left the kitchen and headed for his home armory.

Nicole followed him and helped him arm up. The katana she’d carefully cleaned and sharpened came first. Next she held his coat for him and helped him shrug it on. The many pockets and loops sewn into the lining already housed multiple knives and throwing stars. Nicole was a very efficient Second.

He glanced down at her as they finished.

She was five foot five to his six foot one. Her chestnut brows drew down as she stared at his chest.

“What is it?” he asked. She seemed troubled suddenly.

“I think I should shadow you tonight.”

“Why?”

“Just a feeling.”

Nicole was a gifted one and, like Dr. Lipton, sometimes got feelings of foreboding whenever something foul was about to go down. He had made the mistake of ignoring that feeling the night Seth had to teleport in and save his ass. He didn’t think it wise to ignore it now.

“Okay. Arm up.”
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In the original manuscript, the scene in which Cliff trashed his apartment and decimated his phone included a lengthier moment with Jared. Instead of saying “sleep” when he touched Cliff’s forehead, Jared initially said “peace,” and the following ensued.

 

Cliff scrambled across the mess and grabbed the box of graham crackers. Hands shaking, he dumped it upside down. Two sleeves of brown crackers fell atop the mess, followed by a cell phone.

Cliff fumbled to catch it before it could hit the floor, then stood up.

As soon as he touched it, the lock screen lit up and Emma gazed up at him.

His hands shook so badly it took him four tries to type in the passcode.

While the voices howled for him to put the phone down and go fuck someone up, he swiped through the photos.

Emma smiling. Emma laughing. Emma teaching him how to knit winter hats.

They must have made a hundred of those damned things.

Emma speckled with paint and grinning as she brandished a wet paintbrush while they painted her kitchen cabinets.

Emma leaning toward him with a smile full of love.

Moisture welled in his eyes as he wondered how the hell he could tell her what he’d done, that Bastien had had to physically restrain him to keep him from killing a female immortal.

How could he tell her she’d been wrong in her fervent belief that he could win this battle?

How could he admit he’d waited too long?

He swiped to the next photo and the next, his heart splitting.

He’d just wanted to give Melanie and the others more time to find a way to heal him.

He’d wanted to have that happily-ever-after with Emma. To have the house and the picket fence and the children and the dog.

He’d been so focused on the dream… so reluctant to give it up… that he’d missed the moment when the monster growing inside him had snuck up and devoured the last lingering bit of him that she’d fallen in love with.

He swiped again.

A photo of himself grinned up at him.

THIS IS WHO YOU ARE, Emma had written across the bottom.

But it wasn’t, he acknowledged with utter despair.

Not anymore.

Agony engulfing him, Cliff tightened his hold on the phone until a spiderweb of cracks streaked across the screen, distorting his image. Then he slung it across the room.

It shattered when it struck the wall, tiny pieces scattering like buckshot.

Unfortunately, it couldn’t erase the image of himself from his mind.

“That isn’t who I am,” he murmured hoarsely.

He looked at the chaos that surrounded him, the destruction he had wrought, and saw again Liora’s bloody face.

“This is who I am.”

The voices roared in triumph.

Beneath them, a heartbeat sounded.

Cliff spun around.

Jared stood behind him. Reaching out, he touched his fingertips to Cliff’s forehead. “Peace.”

Cliff’s muscles loosened. His fists uncurled. The cacophony of voices in his head died down a little.

He blinked, then started and stepped back. “Jared?”

“Yes.”

“What’s going on? When did you come in?” He trailed off as he looked around.

What the hell? His kitchen was trashed and… Damn. So was the TV and a hell of a lot of other stuff. “What happened? Did I have another break?”

“You became agitated,” the elder told him. Jared was damned near seven feet tall, so Cliff had to tilt his head back to look up at him.

Again, Cliff surveyed the damage. “I’d say that was an understatement.”

Jared reached out and grasped Cliff’s shoulder.

“What are you doing?”

“Tuning the voices down to a dull roar so you will hear what I have to say.”

Unease filled Cliff. “Okay.” Shit. He hadn’t hurt anyone, had he?

“Last night you went hunting with Bastien and Aidan.”

Cliff nodded. “Right.” He had. He just couldn’t quite remember what had happened. Had it gone well or gone badly? He seemed to have conflicting recollections of it that were all jumbled together.

“You encountered a large band of vampires and fought them. The last two standing ended up being two of the missing immortals Seth has sought. One was male. One was female. But she was garbed in such a way—wearing clothes that hid her form with her hair tucked up under her hat—that such was not immediately apparent. None of you realized who the two were until her hat fell off. Because of your mental decline, you didn’t grasp it until Bastien stopped you from delivering a death blow.”

Cliff stared up at him in horror. “I attacked her? I tried to kill her? Is she okay?”

Jared inclined his head. “The fact that your first response is concern for her clearly indicates there is part of you that is still worth saving. But last night you believed there wasn’t. When it appeared you were working your way up to asking them to end your life, Seth altered your memories to stop you.”

Cliff shook his head. “Why would he do that? When Seth brought me here, he said the choice would be mine. Why would he betray me like that? Why would Bastien and Aidan let him?”

“Because they are not without flaws, Cliff. They care about you and were not ready to see you die.” He lifted one shoulder in a slight shrug. “And your mistake was not as catastrophic as you believed. Liora’s wounds were minor. I’ve seen Seth injure Zach far more when they spar.”

Cliff suspected he wouldn’t be taking this nearly as well if Jared wasn’t infusing him with calm. “And this?” He motioned to the mess.

“When you ran into Liora and Jordan in the hallway, Liora was a little nervous and Jordan behaved like an ass.”

“Fuck you!” a man shouted in another apartment.

“He’s still behaving like an ass because he’s grappling with the lies Gershom planted in his head.” Jared nodded at the room around them. “When you realized Seth lied to you and that Bastien and Aidan had allowed it, you became…”

Cliff arched a brow. “Agitated?”

“Yes. I—” He broke off. His eyes acquired an unfocused look for a moment before they sharpened once more. “Seth needs me.” Releasing Cliff’s shoulder, he touched two fingertips to Cliff’s forehead. “Sleep.”

Darkness embraced him.
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Cliff smiled as he surveyed the meadow behind Emma’s home, which was now their home. In the weeks since he’d become human again, he had added a lovely deck to the back of the house. Bastien and Aidan had insisted on helping… which had actually enabled him to finish it in a single night once he completed the planning and purchased all the materials they would need.

Chris Reordon had helped, too, in a way. After officially putting Cliff on the network payroll, he had held out a check.

“What’s this?” Cliff had asked as he took it. Then he’d looked at the figure on the check and gaped.

“Back pay. I owe you for all the nights you hunted with Bastien and Aidan.”

Holy hell, it had been a lot. As in seven figures a lot. Cliff had tried to give it back. “It’s too much.”

But Chris had shaken his head. “That’s what Immortal Guardians are paid. And you were doing the job of an Immortal Guardian.” Then he’d snorted. “I should actually pay you twice that just for keeping Bastien out of my hair so many nights.”

Cliff hadn’t known what to say.

“You’ll actually earn less than that now that you aren’t hunting vampires,” Chris had offered apologetically, less being an easy six figures.

But that first check had been for such a huge amount that paying Bastien back the money he’d given Cliff hadn’t even made a dent in it. Neither had buying up more acreage around the house he and Emma loved so much.

So after he’d finished the deck, Cliff had added a limestone path that led from the deck to a large outdoor living space twenty yards away that he and Emma had designed together. The floor of the circular area boasted the same limestone as the path. A large fireplace with attached stone benches dominated one side of the space. Two sofas and a couple of armchairs provided additional seating. And in the middle they’d parked an ottoman that Emma frequently joked was big enough for them to sleep on. All boasted sleek, modern lines and thick, comfortable cushions. A pergola stretched above them with a retractable awning that provided shade during the day and a glimpse of the stars at night.

Beyond that rested a smaller limestone circle that supported a large table with half a dozen chairs.

Bastien and Aidan had again helped him construct it all, which Cliff appreciated more than ever now that he lacked preternatural strength. Those damn stones were heavy! He’d found the fatigue that had struck mere hours into the build both weird and alarming. If Todd hadn’t been there, too, huffing alongside him, Cliff would’ve freaked out.

As it was, Cliff now worked out with heavy weights six days a week, wanting to keep his now-mortal body as strong and fit as possible.

Much to his surprise, Roland Warbrook had shown up the day they’d begun laying the stones and joined the building crew. At Cliff’s no doubt astonished look—the two of them had never been friends, and Bastien would never be one of Roland’s best buds—the elder immortal had merely shrugged. “I was thinking of creating something like this for Sarah.”

Of course he was. Roland loved that woman madly.

Cliff’s lips again curled up in a smile. The sofa and other furniture had been temporarily removed for tonight’s events. The grass along either side of the path was neatly mown. Multiple white chairs formed straight rows on each side of the path. White ribbons and clusters of flowers adorned the railing of the deck and proliferated in the outdoor living area where large pots overflowed with more greenery and colorful blooms. And in the center…

Seth would marry Cliff and Emma.

His heart gave a little leap. He was so excited he had barely slept the previous night.

Bordering the chairs and outdoor living space, the unmown meadow that flowed into the surrounding forest boasted wildflowers of every color of the rainbow.

He shook his head. Tessa had offered them that gift. Apparently she had been born with the ability to manipulate plants. And a week ago, Jared had teleported to the house with two big bags in his hands.

“Tessa asked me to sprinkle these wildflower seeds around the meadow,” he’d informed them. Then, without asking their consent, he had proceeded to do just that.

A couple of days later, it rained. Shortly afterward, Jared returned with Tessa at his side.

While Cliff and Emma had watched her curiously, Tessa had knelt in the meadow, flattened both hands on the ground, dug her fingers into the moist soil a little, then closed her eyes.

To their complete and utter astonishment, a profusion of green stalks had risen above the wild grasses, producing a sea of colorful flowers.

“That’s amazing,” Emma had whispered.

Cliff could only nod, speechless.

Tessa had smiled as she rose, then staggered.

Jared was at her side in a heartbeat, brow furrowed as he wrapped an arm around her to shore her up.

“I’m fine.” She’d smiled up at him. “I just need to rest.”

Cliff’s gaze found Tessa now in the small crowd gathered near the chairs. She did indeed seem fine, smiling as she chatted with Ami.

Marcus stood nearby with Aidan and Dana. Todd and Cynthia were there, too. Cliff had even invited Reordon. The network head stood off to the side, looking antsy as hell because he wasn’t used to taking time off. Beside him, Kate met Cliff’s gaze, nodded her head toward her boss, and rolled her eyes.

Cliff fought a laugh.

Emma’s family had arrived the previous day and mingled with the rest, who were careful not to do anything that might reveal their immortality or special gifts. The Williamses were understandably surprised by the suddenness of his and Emma’s nuptials since she hadn’t mentioned him to them until he’d become human. They would’ve wanted to meet him if she had. And Cliff had thought it unwise. Growling and snarling comments at people who weren’t there would’ve no doubt given them a bad impression.

Once her family had seen the two of them together, however, much of their concern seemed to recede. His father’s had as well.

That had been a heartrending reunion. Cliff had thought his father was going to have a heart attack. He’d been stunned, relieved, and furious all at once when he’d dragged Cliff into a tight hug and wept. Reordon had been unable to come up with an explanation for Cliff’s long absence and faked death. So Seth had agreed to let him try the truth. Emma had accompanied Cliff when he’d gone to see his father. And he’d needed her support. Seth had accompanied them as well, ready to step in and bury his father’s memory of the conversation if it went really wrong.

Or to provide proof that Cliff wasn’t talking out of his ass when he rambled on about vampires and immortals.

That had actually ended up being necessary. Nothing like watching Seth shape-shift into a lion to drive the reality of seeming unreality home.

Emma’s family, however, remained oblivious to his vampiric past and Emma’s true vocation.

A heavy hand clapped Cliff on the back, nearly sending him stumbling forward. He swore.

Bastien laughed. He loved rubbing Cliff’s lack of preternatural strength in his face now.

Melanie grinned and winked as she scaled the few steps to the deck. Cynthia broke away from Todd and followed Melanie.

Bastien shook his head as Melanie blew him a kiss. “I can’t believe we ended up with such perfect women.”

Cliff smiled. “Me either.”

His friend nodded at the guests. “Are you nervous?”

“Hell no. I’ve been dreaming of this for years. I just… sometimes freak out, thinking it isn’t real.”

Bastien again clapped him on the back, gentler this time. “It’s real, my friend.”

They watched Melanie duck into the house where Emma’s mother was helping Emma don her wedding finery and do whatever else it was women did to get ready on their wedding day. Or, in this instance, wedding night. Cliff had wanted his immortal friends to be able to attend. He wished Stuart and Miguel could attend, too. But both had trouble keeping their eyes from glowing.

“I still don’t know what Melanie sees in me,” Bastien murmured.

Cynthia tossed them a wave and joined the women inside. Feminine laughter drifted out of the house before the door closed.

Cliff’s smile widened. “I know exactly what Emma sees in me.”

His face lighting with amusement, Bastien arched a brow. “Really?”

“Absolutely. She loves my intelligence, my sense of humor, my strength, my affectionate nature, my passion, and my hot body.”

Bastien stared at him, unblinking. “Nothing wrong with your self-esteem, is there?”

Cliff laughed. “Emma told me that almost every time she saw me struggling. She didn’t want me to ever forget it.”

Smiling, Bastien shook his head. “I’ll ask you again. How did we end up falling in love with the two most perfect women in existence?”

“I don’t know. But I never would’ve met Emma if it weren’t for you.”

Bastien snorted. “And I wouldn’t have stayed with the Immortal Guardians long enough to meet Melanie if it weren’t for you.”

Surprised, Cliff studied him. “Really?”

“Hell yes. When Seth forced me into the fold, I planned to just bide my time until he and David stopped watching me like hawks, then leave.” His smile turned wry. “I didn’t know back then that Seth can locate us anytime he wants to unless we’re in that peculiar state of hibernation.”

Cliff still wasn’t sure how Seth did that.

“I probably would’ve tried to leave anyway,” Bastien admitted. “As Melanie is so fond of saying, I’m hardheaded.”

Cliff laughed. “I have heard her say that a time or two.” More like twenty. “So why didn’t you?”

“Leave?”

He nodded.

“Because of you. I wanted to stick around and make sure they were really trying to help you and not just using you as a lab rat.” Noting Cliff’s surprise, he shrugged. “You were my best friend. My brother. I know I’m about as warmhearted as Warbrook, but I hadn’t been close to anyone since I lost my sister and Blaise.” Two centuries earlier.

“Then you met Melanie.”

“And saw how much she cared about you, how desperately she wanted to help you, and…”

“Fell in love?”

“Yes. I still would’ve left though. I figured if I stayed, I would only bring her trouble and grief. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave you.”

That confession, offered freely from the Immortal Guardian black sheep, made Cliff choke up a little. “Thanks, man. That means a lot.” It really did. Cliff loved Bastien like he would a brother if he had one.

Bastien’s lips turned up a little at the corners. “You’re the only family I have.”

A woman appeared in front of them. She didn’t race up at preternatural speeds. She just… faded into view only a few feet away.

Cliff jumped, then gaped.

She was beautiful. As petite as Melanie, she had pale, porcelain skin, long dark hair, and a fragile look about her. She also wore a dress that looked like something you’d see in the eighteenth century.

A man, decked out in black, appeared beside her. And though Cliff had only seen him once, he was pretty sure it was Yuri, an elder Russian immortal who had been slain in battle by vampires and mercenaries a couple of years earlier.

“The only family you have?” the woman parroted with a British accent. Crossing her arms, she arched a brow in challenge. “And what am I?”

Bastien grinned. “I didn’t know you were with me all those years.” Turning, to Cliff, he motioned to the woman. “This is my sister Catherine.”

Cliff’s jaw dropped.

Catherine smiled and offered her hand. “Please call me Cat.”

Cliff glanced at Bastien as he reached for her hand. “I thought your sister was…” A tingle raced up his arm when his hand passed right through hers. He stared. “…dead.”

Cat wrinkled her nose as she withdrew her hand. “Blast it. I keep forgetting. I’m new to this whole interacting-with-the-living thing.”

Laughing, Yuri wrapped an arm around her. “That’s all right, love. I’m never sure if Stan can see me outside of dreams until I startle the hell out of him.”

Bastien laughed.

Cliff turned to him. “What’s… happening here?”

Bastien smiled, clearly enjoying his friend’s consternation. “Like I said, Cat is my sister.”

Cliff glanced at her from the corner of his eye and lowered his voice. “The one you thought Roland killed?”

“Yes.”

Cat nodded. “But it wasn’t Roland. It was Blaise, my husband.”

“Former husband,” Yuri added in a growl.

She grinned. “Yes. My former husband, whom we have now made our bitch.”

Again Cliff gaped.

Bastien chuckled and shook his head. “You love saying that, don’t you?”

“Yes, I do.” She grinned unrepentantly. “I had to be proper my entire mortal life and was miserable because of it. Now I finally have the freedom to be improper.”

Yuri grinned. “You do all kinds of improper things with me.”

She winked up at him. “And enjoy every moment of it.”

Bastien grimaced. “Damn it, Yuri. She’s my sister.”

Cliff laughed.

Cat began to fade, her form turning translucent. Glancing down, she frowned. “Bollocks! We’re fading already?”

Yuri pressed a kiss to her hair. “We’re new to this, love. We only recently gained the ability to show ourselves to mortals and immortals who don’t usually see ghosts. We’ll get better at it with practice.”

Smiling, she kissed his cheek, then turned to Cliff. “I just wanted to pop in and thank you, Cliff, for everything you’ve done for my brother.”

Cliff shook his head. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Oh, but you did. You were there for him when I couldn’t be. You were his friend, his brother, when he had no one. And you saw in him what so many others refused to. I will always be grateful to you for that. Congratulations on your nuptials. I hope you and Emma will have many, many years of happiness together.”

“Thank you,” Cliff blurted just before she disappeared. After a moment, he looked at Bastien. “That was weird.”

He laughed. “You’ll get used to it.”

“It wasn’t just the seeing-a-ghost thing. It was her thanking me when I should be thanking you.”

Bastien snorted. “For what? Making you listen to all my drama with Melanie?”

Cliff laughed. “No. That was actually pretty entertaining.” He sobered. “But seriously. Thank you for saving me. If you hadn’t taken me under your wing when I was newly transformed…” He shook his head. “I shudder to think what would’ve become of me.”

“One of the immortals would’ve eventually found you and brought you to the network.”

“No, they wouldn’t. The other immortals would’ve just killed me when they encountered me. They didn’t start trying to recruit vampires until you guilted them into it.”

Bastien studied him a moment, then nodded. “I guess we saved each other then.” He offered Cliff his hand.

Cliff shook it.

A thud sounded, then Bastien stumbled forward, bumping into Cliff.

Cliff hastily steadied him. “You okay? What the hell was that?”

Bastien laughed. “I believe that was either my sister or Yuri telling me to loosen up and hug you.”

Cliff laughed. “I think I’m going to like seeing ghosts.”

Bastien drew Cliff into a bear hug. “Congratulations, brother,” he murmured, then backed away.

“Thanks.”

Cliff’s dad walked up to them, his eyes wide. He wore a black suit identical to Cliff’s, his form as trim and broad-shouldered as always. And damn it was good to be around him again. Even when he looked poleaxed like he did right now.

“Hey, Dad.”

Bastien nodded. “James.”

His dad’s wide eyes met Cliff’s, shifted to Bastien, then back to Cliff. “What the hell was that?”

Bastien smiled, his expression all innocence. “I was just congratulating Cliff with a hug.”

James sent him a reproving look. “Not that. The see-through woman who was standing here a minute ago and looked like she’d just stepped off the cover of a historical romance novel.”

Cliff looked at Bastien, uncertain what to say.

“Ah,” his friend said. “That was my sister… who wasn’t supposed to show herself today.”

A disgruntled huff sounded.

James jumped and looked to his left.

Then Cat’s disembodied voice floated on the breeze. “I didn’t think anyone was looking.”

“She’s a ghost,” Bastien explained.

James’s eyes grew even wider.

Cliff grinned. “How’s that blood pressure, Dad?”

He shook his head. “I’m afraid to check it.” Then he examined Cliff. “How’s yours? Are you nervous?”

“Hell no.”

James laughed. “Neither was I when I married your mother.”

Emma’s father joined them. “Cliff, James,” he said with a nod.

Both greeted him.

Bastien extended his hand. “Sebastien Newcombe. I’m a friend of Cliff’s.”

He shook Bastien’s hand. “Ray Williams, father of the bride.”

“Good to meet you.”

Smiling, Ray nodded at the house behind them. “Are the ladies still inside?”

All nodded.

He met Cliff’s gaze. “You nervous?”

Cliff grinned. “No, sir.” Not about the wedding, that is. He had been nervous as hell around Emma’s father at first. He really wanted the man to like him. And Ray had been understandably wary. But once Cliff had shown him the deck and outdoor living space he’d added to Emma’s home, the two had started talking about remodeling and fixer-upper projects and it now felt like they were on their way to becoming good friends.

Emma’s brother, Andrew, would take a little more work. He gave off all kinds of hurt my sister and I’ll fucking kill you vibes, unwilling to relinquish his role as her protector yet. But even he seemed to relax a little after watching the two of them together. And Emma seemed to think he’d come around.

Ray leaned in and lowered his voice. “I was nervous as hell on my wedding day. Not because of any second thoughts, of course. I knew Rayna was the one. But because my mother-in-law insisted on making it a huge affair. There must have been 150 people there, most of whom I didn’t know from Adam. And the ceremony was held in a cavernous church.” He motioned to the small grouping of chairs and attendees. “This is much better. Just those you care about the most.”

That’s exactly the way Cliff and Emma had wanted it to be. “Yes, sir.”

“So, Cliff…” Ray’s voice returned to normal. “I was thinking. If you and Emma want to relax out here at night and maybe do some stargazing, you’re going to want to keep mosquitoes from bothering you.” He motioned to the field of wildflowers not far away. “What would you think about adding a fish pond?”

Cliff smiled. “Emma and I were just talking about that the other night.”

Leaning on the deck’s railing, the men began to discuss all the job would entail.
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Emma smiled as she, her mother, Melanie, Sadie, and Cynthia lounged in the house, drinking tea.

“This is nice,” her mom said with a satisfied smile. “You aren’t nervous at all, are you, sweetie?”

“Nope.”

Rayna grimaced. “I was a nervous wreck when I married your father. You know how your grandmother is. She wanted me to have a huge wedding, one she could show off to her friends. Huge church. Huge flower arrangements. Huge crowd. And every time I tried to steer her toward something smaller, she’d scowl and ask me if your father was pushing for a cheaper ceremony.”

Emma groaned. “Poor Dad.” He’d always had a hard time pleasing his mother-in-law. Fortunately, Cliff would have no such problem. Rayna already loved him.

“Henry and I eloped,” Sadie said with a smile. “So it was just us and our two best friends on our wedding day.”

Melanie smiled. “Our ceremony was small, too.” Because Bastien had still been widely disliked by the Immortal Guardians, Cliff had told her. “But it was lovely.”

Cliff had served as Bastien’s best man.

Emma looked at Cynthia and arched an eyebrow. “What about you and Todd? Are you guys ever going to tie the knot?”

Her features twisted into something that was half wince and half smile. “He’s been asking me to marry him for forever. But…” She bit her lip. “My parents didn’t have a great relationship and split when I was a little girl. They had a very bitter divorce. I mean very bitter. And I think it made me skittish.” She glanced at the windows that overlooked the backyard. “I don’t know though. This is starting to make me feel like some couples really do live happily ever after together.”

“They do,” Emma, her mother, Sadie, and Melanie all said in unison.

Everyone laughed.

Emma jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “What do you think the guys out there think we’re doing in here?”

Sadie snorted. “Probably running around like a bunch chickens with their heads cut off.”

Cynthia nodded. “Double-, triple-, and quadruple-checking your makeup and painstakingly prettifying your hair.”

Again they all laughed.

Cliff himself had styled Emma’s hair that afternoon, drawing it up and back in one of the lovely series of intricately patterned braids he’d learned to fashion for her while trying to keep the voices in check. And Emma had only added the barest touches of makeup. Cliff loved her the way she was, so she saw no need to embellish.

Her mom shook her head. “I can’t believe Cliff did your hair for you. It’s absolutely beautiful, sweetie.”

Melanie smiled. “It must’ve taken him a long time to learn how to do that.” And her eyes told Emma she knew why he’d spent so many hours applying himself to the task.

“It did.” Emma still found it hard to believe sometimes that those years of struggle were behind them. “But he likes toying with my hair while we laugh and talk and enjoy some quiet time together.”

“Bastien and I like brushing each other’s hair, too,” Melanie said.

Everyone stared at her, their expressions as stunned as Emma’s probably was. Bastien had wrought so much havoc and made such an art of antagonizing others that it was hard to imagine him doing something so… sweet and gentle.

Rayna looked at the women. “Why does everyone seem so shocked?”

Emma wondered how to explain that without revealing any Immortal Guardian secrets. She, Cliff, Seth, and Mr. Reordon had all thought it best her family be kept in the dark about that. “Because Bastien has a reputation of being a…” How could she put this without raising Melanie’s ire?

“Bad boy?” her mom suggested.

Melanie responded with a good-natured laugh. “That’s actually a bit of an understatement.”

Rayna looked surprised. “Really? He seemed like a very nice boy when I met him earlier. Good manners. Friendly and respectful.”

Emma had to fight hard not to laugh at the benign description of the infamous immortal.

Melanie beamed, happy—no doubt—to find someone who saw in her husband what she did. “He is. There was just a… misunderstanding a few years ago. And Bastien inadvertently rubbed some people the wrong way.”

Cynthia choked on her tea.

Sadie reached over and pounded her on the back.

Emma grinned. “Bastien’s a good guy, Mom. Some people just aren’t as quick to see that as you. He even helped Cliff build the deck and everything out back.”

“Then your father is going to love him,” Rayna responded with a wry smile. “You know how he loves DIY projects.”

The back door opened just enough for Emma’s sister-in-law to slip inside. As soon as she saw them lounging leisurely on the sofa and chairs, Alicia shook her head. “I knew I should’ve stayed in here. Look at you, all relaxed while I’ve been running around trying to keep my boys in check.” Sinking down beside her mother, she sighed and regarded Emma. “If some of your pretty wildflowers out there end up trampled, all I can say is I tried.”

Emma grinned. “Don’t worry about it. Children are supposed to run around and play.” And her nephews were four and six years old. She didn’t think sitting still while grown-ups chatted about a wedding would interest them.

Rayna shook her head as she regarded her daughter-in-law. “What are you going to do with three boys on your hands?”

Alicia grinned. “Force their grandparents to babysit more often.”

Emma stared. “Three boys?”

“Oh.” Rayna covered her mouth and looked at Alicia.

Alicia winced. “Sorry about that. This is your day, Emma, so we weren’t going to tell you yet, but”—she patted her tummy—“you’re going to be an aunt. Again. And it’s another boy.”

“Oh my goodness!” Emma exclaimed, grinning as she lunged out of her chair and hugged Alicia. “Congratulations!”

“Thank you.”

Emma reclaimed her seat. “Is that why you didn’t eat much last night?”

Emma and Cliff had opted not to have a rehearsal dinner. Instead, both families had simply gathered here for a nice get-to-know-ya dinner.

Alicia’s pretty features twisted in a grimace as she again patted her stomach, which did not yet sport a baby bump. “Yeah. The morning sickness is pretty bad. Which annoys the crap out of me because I’m probably not going to be able to eat any of that gorgeous wedding cake.”

After Cliff had become human again, Emma had moved the treadmill to the spare bedroom and installed a nice dining table and chairs in the area off the kitchen. That table was now laden with a multitiered, elaborately frosted wedding cake Chris Reordon had sent over.

“By the way,” Alicia added, “do not let the boys in the house alone. If they have to pee, make sure Luke or Dad accompanies them. Otherwise you might turn around and find little fist-sized pieces of cake missing. They’re usually good about not touching things we tell them not to, but that’s a lot of temptation.”

Cynthia nodded somberly. “The same goes for Todd.”

Everyone laughed.

Melanie glanced at the window, then smiled at Emma. “I think it’s time.”

Had Bastien spoken to her? Since Melanie was immortal, her hearing was so acute she’d hear him even if he were whispering on the far side of the meadow.

Emma grinned as excitement shot through her. “Let’s do this.”

It only took her a few minutes to doff her robe and don the wedding dress she’d chosen. It was a simple but elegant off-the-shoulder gown crafted from a white, lightweight satiny fabric that hugged her silhouette and fell to her feet in a relaxed A-line skirt. Once she slipped on the pretty low-heeled bridal shoes she’d chosen (she didn’t want her feet to hurt tonight), she held her arms out, away from her sides. “What do you think?”

Her mother clasped her hands together and smiled, tears welling in her eyes. “You look beautiful, baby.”

The other women nodded.

“You do.”

“So pretty!”

“Absolutely beautiful.”

Emma grinned. “Good. Because Cliff looks freaking gorgeous in his tux.”

The two of them had been through so much in their time together that both had laughed at the notion that seeing each other before the ceremony would bring them bad luck.

Melanie hurried into the spare bedroom, then returned, carrying a lovely bouquet of wildflowers bound with a white ribbon. It was beautiful. “Cliff asked me to give you these.”

Emma’s throat thickened as she took them. “He made this himself, didn’t he?” Just like he had for their first date night. And the night he’d thought he was dying and tried to give her a lasting happy memory.

Melanie nodded. “I wish you could’ve seen how many times he tied and retied the bow, wanting to get the ribbon just right. That man loves you so much.”

Swallowing hard, she nodded. “I love him, too.”

Rayna smiled. “Then let’s go marry him.”

Alicia hurried to the back door. “I’ll go get the boys ready.”

Emma’s nephews would walk down the aisle together, both clad in little black suits that made them look absolutely adorable. The youngest would toss flower petals while the oldest would carry the pillow with the ring tied to it.

Sadie, Melanie, Cynthia, and Rayna slipped outside.

Then Emma’s father entered. “Look at you. So beautiful,” he said with a smile. And Emma thought she saw a little shimmer of moisture in his eyes as he beheld her.

“Thank you.”

“Are you nervous?”

“Hell no.”

He laughed. “That’s exactly what Cliff said when I asked him. I really like that young man.”

“I’m glad, Daddy.”

He offered his arm. “Are you ready?”

She linked her arm through his. “Hell yes.”

He laughed. Opening the back door, he ushered her through it and onto the back deck.

Every chair on the lawn was filled. Off to one side, a string quartet, made up of Jared and three other Immortal Guardians, played lovely music. Beyond them all, Seth stood in the center of the living space Cliff had built, ready to marry them. Ribbons and flowers adorned the pergola above him. On the bride’s side, Alicia and Cynthia waited in their pretty bridesmaid dresses. On the groom’s side, Cliff stood with his father and Bastien.

Emma’s nephews made their way up the aisle, enjoying being the center of attention.

But Emma saw all of it in the periphery because she couldn’t drag her gaze away from Cliff.

His dark suit showcased his broad shoulders and trim physique to perfection. His dreadlocks were drawn back from his face and tied at the nape of his neck, baring his handsome face. And the look in his eyes as they caught and held hers…

Love welled up inside her, matching that which she saw in his expression. This was a day neither one of them had thought they would ever see.

Everyone stood as her father escorted her down the flagstone path, now coated with haphazard piles of flower petals.

Emma’s heart pounded as they drew nearer to Cliff. Cynthia stepped forward and took the bridal bouquet from her while Emma’s father drew Cliff into a hearty hug. Then he hugged Emma.

“Be happy, baby,” he whispered.

“We will be.”

Taking her hand, he placed it in Cliff’s, then moved to join her mother and brother in the front row.

Cliff drew his thumb over her hand in a light caress, then carried it to his lips for a kiss. “Tell me this is real,” he whispered.

Tears welled in her eyes. “It’s real, honey.”

He smiled. “You’re the love of my life, Emma.”

“And you’re mine.”

Turning as one, they faced Seth, eager to continue their life together as husband and wife.
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Literary Escapism invited me to participate in an event they were holding to celebrate the start of the school year in fall 2012. If I remember correctly, anything school related was welcome. Alas, no Immortal Guardians had children at the time. Fortunately, while I was pondering what to write, I received an invitation of another sort in the mail. And this story slowly formed.

 

After another long night of hunting psychotic vampires, several immortals and their mortal Seconds gathered as they often did at the home of David, one of the eldest and most powerful Immortal Guardians in the world. Sparring sounds wafted up from the large training room in the basement and warred with the large-screen television at one end of the living room.

Sarah Warbrook, formerly Sarah Bingham, watched the men and women lounging on the sofas as they chatted and jested with each other.

Her prey had not arrived yet. If he didn’t come soon…

The front door swung open. Marcus Grayden—an elder British immortal—strode inside, his long black coat and black shirt glistening with blood.

The others called out a greeting.

“Psst,” Sarah hissed.

Stopping short, he turned toward her and raised his eyebrows. “Hi, Sarah. What’s up?”

She waved him over. “We need to talk. Fast. While Roland is showering in the quiet room and can’t hear us.”

“Okay. Shoot.”

This man had known her husband for over eight hundred years and was like a brother to him. He—better than anyone—would understand her dilemma.

She drew in a deep breath, then blurted the horrible news. “Roland wants to take me to my high school reunion.”

He stared at her for a full minute without blinking.

“Marcus?”

“Hold that thought.” He strode past her into the kitchen.

Sarah watched him open the refrigerator door, draw out a bottle of tea, and return to stand before her.

“Okay,” he directed, opening the lid. “Say that again.” Tilting his head back, he partook of the tasty liquid.

“Roland wants to take me to my high school reunion.”

Marcus spewed tea in what even Sarah had to admit was a truly impressive spit take.

She eyed him balefully.

Marcus shrugged. “I thought it the most appropriate response.”

“Dude,” Darnell called from the living room, “I’m not cleaning that up.”

Sarah ignored him. “Marcus, this is serious.”

“Hell yes, this is serious. Remember what happened when you took him Christmas shopping?”

“What happened when you took him Christmas shopping?” Tracy called.

Marcus turned to her. “He flashed his fangs and glowing eyes and threw a guy across a toy store. In front of children.”

Several laughed and shook their heads.

“The children weren’t scared,” Sarah mentioned hastily. “They thought it was cool. It was the parents who freaked out.”

“Why’d he do it?” Tracy asked with a grin.

“Because the guy bumped into her,” Marcus replied drolly.

Sarah rubbed her forehead as it began to pound. “That guy didn’t even know me, Marcus. What do you think Roland is going to do when he comes face-to-face with one of my old boyfriends? Or if someone makes some snide remark to me?”

“Hell.”

Darnell whistled. “It’d be like prom night in Stephen King’s Carrie.”

“Exactly. So, Marcus, I need you to talk him out of it.”

“What put the fool idea into his head in the first place?”

“You did,” she accused and motioned to the others. “All of you did. If you didn’t razz him so much about being antisocial, he wouldn’t insist on taking me so I wouldn’t miss out on whatever it is he thinks I’ll miss out on if I don’t go.”

Marcus frowned. “Do you want to go?”

“Of course not. I don’t want to see any of those people again. You know what my teen years were like. My mom was always borrowing my clothes and hitting on my boyfriends. It was humiliating.”

“Then tell him you don’t want to go.”

“I did! Thanks to you guys, he thinks I’m just saying that because I think he doesn’t want to go.”

“Hmmm.”

Silence reigned.

“Well,” Tracy said, “it would be totally cool to show up at your reunion with a six-foot-two-inch-tall, well-muscled, gorgeous immortal warrior who hunts vampires for a living on your arm. I mean, seriously, who could top that?”

Sarah sighed. “You aren’t helping, Tracy.”

Marcus pursed his lips. “We could round up a dozen or so vampires and sic them on him that night.”

“Really? That’s the best you can do?”

Sarah heard the door to the quiet room open down below. A moment later, her husband strolled into the room, hair still damp, looking irresistibly handsome.

He crossed to her side. “Hello, sweetling.” He gave her a brief kiss. “Marcus. How was tonight’s hunt?”

“Same old, same old.”

He nodded, then belatedly noticed that every eye in the room was trained upon him. “What’s up?”

Marcus cleared his throat. “You can’t take Sarah to her high school reunion.”

Roland glanced at Sarah.

Shrugging, she gave him an innocent I-don’t-know-how-he-heard-about-it look.

“Why not? High school reunions are important gatherings in the mortal world.”

“Because you’ll kill any guy who hits on her,” Marcus pointed out.

Tracy held up a finger. “Or you’ll kill anyone who says anything snarky to her.”

Darnell nodded. “Or you’ll kill anyone who accidentally bumps into her.”

Marcus shrugged. “The bottom line is… you’ll kill someone.”

Roland scowled at them. “Oh, come on. You’re exaggerating. I wouldn’t kill them. I’d just… maim them a little bit.”

All stared.

“What? I’m supposed to just let them get away with it?”

“Sweetie,” Sarah said gently, “you know I can take care of myself.”

He sent her a sensual smile. “I know. I love that about you. But protecting you is a knee-jerk reaction.”

Marcus drew out his cell. “I know what to do.” After dialing, he held it to his ear. “Seth?”

Sarah bit her lip. Seth was the exceedingly powerful leader of the Immortal Guardians.

“Just thought you might like to know that Roland is planning to take Sarah to her high school reunion.”

Seth appeared out of thin air beside Marcus, a look of utter disbelief on his handsome features as he stared down at them. “The hell you are. After what happened when she took you Christmas shopping?”

Roland opened his mouth to protest.

Seth pointed at him. “No. Absolutely not. I have too much on my plate right now to have to stop and erase a gymnasiumful of people’s memories because you can’t keep a cool head. Besides, Sarah doesn’t want to go.”

Roland frowned at her. “Because of me, right?”

“No,” she insisted again. “Because high school sucked, and I’d rather spend that night doing anything else with you.”

His lips tilted up. “Anything else can cover a lot of ground.”

She grinned. “Yes, it can.”

He looped an arm around her waist and pressed a kiss to her neck just beneath her ear. “All right. We won’t go.”

“You see?” Marcus said smugly. “Crisis averted.”

Seth shook his head. “I’m out.”
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I wrote this one for an event Paranormal Haven held in May 2013. It can almost be considered a deleted scene from In Still Darkness because I imagined the events in it taking place early in Richart and Jenna’s story before Richart started venturing into the store to strike up conversations with her.

 

A shadow among shadows, Richart watched Jenna stride through the darkened parking lot toward the store, preparing to embark upon yet another grueling night shift. Though petite, she moved with long, confident strides that swiftly ate up the cracked and stained asphalt and made it nearly impossible for him to drag his gaze away from her shapely form. Her head swiveled from side to side as she kept an eye on her surroundings, allowing him brief glimpses of her face.

His own eyes, preternaturally sharp, searched for but found no threats lurking.

Oblivious to his presence, Jenna disappeared through the front doors. He smiled as he heard her greet her friend Debbie, laughed at the joke she cracked and Debbie’s witty rejoinder.

“Alabama Song (Whiskey Bar),” performed by the Doors, split the night, driving him to retrieve his cell phone and answer a call from—he glanced at the screen—his Second. “Yes?”

“Code blue! Code blue!” came Sheldon’s urgent greeting.

“What?”

“Code blue! Code blue! Or code red! Wait. Which one is it if it’s an emergency?”

Richart groaned. “What have you done now? I thought you were out on a date.”

“I was,” Sheldon said, the panic in his voice temporarily giving way to disgruntlement, “but she bailed on me as soon as she saw I was taking her to a carnival.”

Richart frowned. “Why? I thought women liked that sort of thing.” And he knew Sheldon had really been looking forward to tonight, yet another first date. The boy couldn’t seem to land a second, not that Richart could talk.

“I did, too. I mean, how many times have we seen couples make out on carnival rides in chick flicks?”

“Too many times to count,” Richart responded dryly. “Did your date leave before or after you tried to grope her on the Ferris wheel?”

“We didn’t make it to the Ferris wheel. We didn’t make it through the gates. Apparently she thinks carnivals are for kids and that they’re juvenile and… I can’t remember the other big word she used. The bottom line is they aren’t sophisticated enough for her.”

Richart pursed his lips. “If she wanted someone sophisticated, why did she agree to go out with you?”

“Oh, ha ha ha. I can be sophisticated when I want to be. Wasn’t I the one who—?”

“Sheldon?” Richart interrupted.

“Yeah?”

“Weren’t you calling about some kind of emergency?”

“Oh crap! Right! Code blue! Code—”

“Just tell me what it is!” Richart snapped, then counted to ten.

“Right. I need you to meet me in the tunnel of love.”

Richart remained silent for a long moment. “Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“Do I even want to know what you’re doing in there?”

“Nothing pervy!” Sheldon instantly replied. “I followed some vamps in here and have them cornered.”

Alarm rose. “You what?”

“They were hunting a human couple—drunk, easy prey, you know how it goes—so I followed them in and… intervened before they could attack.”

“Damn it, Sheldon. You know Seconds aren’t supposed to actively hunt vampires on your own! You don’t have their speed or strength or—”

“What else was I supposed to do? I knew you were busy stalking Jenna and didn’t want to interrupt.”

Richart ground his teeth. “I’m not stalking her. I’m watching over her.”

“Whatever you say, man.”

“Where is the carnival located?”

Sheldon told him.

Richart’s surroundings disappeared. First darkness, then the outskirts of the carnival grounds replaced them as he teleported. Four feet away from him, a woman stood with her head down, texting away on a cell phone. The toddler clutching her skirt stared up at Richart with wide eyes and a gaping mouth as pink cotton candy melted on the child’s tongue.

A hasty glance around confirmed that no one else had noticed his sudden appearance. Relieved, Richart offered the boy a smile and a wink, then strode through the gates and began to search for the tunnel of love.

“How many are we talking?” he asked Sheldon.

“Vampires? Three.”

That Sheldon, a human who lacked their preternatural speed and strength, had gotten the best of even one vampire was impressive, particularly since he was likely unarmed.

“Where are they? What are they doing?” Relief suffused Richart as he finally spotted the tunnel of love, its exterior as gaudy as he had feared it would be.

“I sort of immobilized them,” Sheldon said uneasily. “But I don’t think it’s gonna hold much longer, so you might want to haul ass—” A crash sounded. “Oh crap.” Click.

Screams erupted from the tacky tunnel.

Groaning, Richart pocketed his phone and raced forward.
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The internet provides authors with a wide variety of methods they can use to promote new releases. One I continue to use to this day is a virtual book tour or blog tour. I’ve launched one for every book I’ve released, each of which included a variety of posts like dream casts, playlists, Author Q&As, and top 5 lists. But my favorite posts to write have always been the character interviews.

If you’ve joined me on the tours, you will undoubtedly recognize some of these. I’ve written quite a lot of them over the past decade or so. Some can still be found by those who are determined enough to ferret them out. Many, however, are no longer available because the blogs on which they appeared either no longer exist, deleted older posts when they updated or reinvented themselves, or simply lost their archives when they moved to a new host.

Also, not everyone enjoys spending time on social media, which is where I usually promoted the posts. So quite a few fans of the series don’t know these interviews took place. I’m nevertheless asked about them so often by those who do that I thought I would compile the many character interviews Sheldon and others have conducted over the years into this collection so you can have them all in one place. My purpose with each was to make fans laugh and hopefully entice new readers into giving the series a try. To that end, most of the interviews include a sentence or two explaining what gifted ones and immortals are. But beyond that, each is unique.

I hope you’ll enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them. These interviews, after all, are what made me come to love Sheldon so much that I expanded his role in the series beyond what I originally intended for him. I even allowed him to interview me at the end of the collection.

Happy Reading!
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February 28, 2011

Darkness Dawns Blog Tour

 

 

A brief note: This one is more abrupt than the rest. I actually expanded it a little because the original didn’t include Sheldon, just the Hot Seat Questions I was asked to offer up to the characters.

 

SHELDON: Hi, Guys. Thanks for taking a few minutes to answer these questions. Let’s get started. Cats or dogs?

ROLAND: Who are you and why do you want to know?

SARAH: [sighs] Roland, sweetie, you know Seth wants you to do this for the network to… improve your image somewhat.

ROLAND: You mean so the network employees won’t tremble in fear whenever they encounter me.

SARAH: Yes.

ROLAND: Fine. Cats. Nietzsche may be crazy, but he has proven to be a good companion.

SARAH: I like both.

SHELDON: Beach or pool?

ROLAND: Beach. They’re usually deserted at night and I find them… soothing.

SARAH: Me, too. Beach.

SHELDON: Paperback or Hardback?

ROLAND: Hardback. They withstand the test of time better.

SARAH: Hardback. I reread favorites often and hardbacks fare better.

SHELDON: Coffee or tea?

ROLAND: Tea.

SARAH: Tea. I loathe the scent of coffee.

SHELDON: Triple threat—sing, dance, or act? Pick one.

ROLAND: None of the above.

SARAH: Sing. I’m a music professor and love music, though I wish I could do more than just stay on pitch.

ROLAND: You have a beautiful voice.

SARAH: [kisses his cheek] You’re biased, honey.

SHELDON: Make the call or send a text?

ROLAND: Who would I call?

SARAH: Make the call.

SHELDON: Cake or pie?

ROLAND: Pie.

SARAH: Both. I can put away a lot of food.

ROLAND: [laughs] Yes, you can.

SHELDON: Superstrength or superspeed?

ROLAND: I don’t have to choose. I have both.

SARAH: Superspeed. You can get so much more done every day with it.

SHELDON: Favorite sing-in-the-shower-song?

ROLAND: I don’t sing.

SARAH: Corinne Bailey Rae’s “Put Your Records On.”

SHELDON: Vamps or Shifters?

ROLAND: Since all the shifters I know of are immortals… shifters.

SARAH: There are immortals who can shape-shift?

SHELDON: Summer or winter?

ROLAND: Winter. I like the longer nights.

SARAH: Winter. I like the longer nights, too, and prefer the cooler weather.

SHELDON: Boxers or briefs?

ROLAND: Seriously? You’re asking me about my underwear?

SARAH: [whispers] Boxers.

SHELDON: High heels or flats?

ROLAND: Sarah looks beautiful in either.

SARAH: Flats… [grins] preferably Converse Chuck Taylor high tops.

SHELDON: All right. That’ll do it. Thanks again.
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Preceded the Night Reigns Blog Tour

 

 

SHELDON: Nice to see you again, sir.

ROLAND: Do I know you?

SARAH: He’s Richart’s Second, sweetie. [smiles at Sheldon] Aren’t you?

SHELDON: [straightens his shoulders and puffs out his chest] Yes, ma’am.

ROLAND: The one who screws up all the time?

SHELDON: [deflates] Yes.

SARAH: [elbows Roland] Be nice.

ROLAND: Why? We could be neck-deep in a bubble bath right now, licking water droplets off each other’s—

SARAH: [claps a hand over his mouth and blushes] Later.

ROLAND: [eyes flash brilliant amber] Promise?

SARAH: Yes. [clears throat] Now, if I’m remembering correctly, Sheldon, Chris Reordon sent you here to interview us.

ROLAND: For what?

SHELDON: There have been rumblings recently at the network. Some of the employees are… uneasy with regard to the new vampire situation. As head of the network, Chris thought it might ease their minds a bit if we provided them with a vampire handbook of sorts and squelched some of the more alarming rumors that are going around.

ROLAND: [grunts] What do you want to know?

SHELDON: First, what’s it like to be a vampire?

ROLAND: How the hell should I know? I’m an immortal.

SHELDON: Yes, but you hunt vampires every night and have encountered hundreds in your lifetime.

ROLAND: I’m almost a millennium old. I’ve encountered thousands.

SHELDON: So what can you tell me—and network employees—about them?

ROLAND: They’re insane.

SARAH: [nods sadly] They are.

SHELDON: Can you tell us why?

ROLAND: Is there really anyone at the network who doesn’t already know?

SHELDON: Reordon wants to revamp—no pun intended—the handbook for new recruits. Someone [cough] me [cough] told him the current explanation was too long-winded and included way too much medical mumbo-jumbo, so he wanted me to ask you immortals to tell it in your own words.

SARAH: [pats Roland’s knee] I’ll field this one. Immortals and vampires are both infected with the same virus, which lends them dramatically increased strength, speed, healing capabilities, and enhanced senses. Vampires are humans who have been infected, whereas immortals are gifted ones who have been infected. Gifted ones are men and women who were born with extremely advanced DNA that gives them special abilities, such as healing, telepathy, precognition, and the like. Vampires rapidly descend into madness when the virus damages their brains. Immortals don’t. Their advanced DNA protects them from that aspect of the virus.

SHELDON: Thank you. You just told me in one paragraph what that boring-ass manual spent three chapters explaining.

SARAH: I really feel sorry for the vampires. Some of them are nice guys before they’re transformed. And most of them don’t ask to become sociopaths who prey upon humans.

ROLAND: That doesn’t stop you from destroying them. You should see her in action, Sheldon. She kicks ass like the best of them. She has from the very beginning.

SARAH: [grins] You’re biased.

ROLAND: Damned straight.

SARAH: He loves strong women.

ROLAND: [wraps an arm around her and drops a kiss on her head] I love this strong woman.

SHELDON: Wow. Marcus was right. You two really can be kinda nauseating when you’re all lovey-dovey.

SARAH: [frowns] Marcus said that?

SHELDON: Yeah. But to be fair, I think he was ticked off at the time because Roland wouldn’t tell him where your new place is.

SARAH: Ro-land!

ROLAND: What?

SARAH: I thought you were going to try to be a little less antisocial.

ROLAND: [grumbles] I’m working on it.

SHELDON: Speaking of Marcus, have you heard the latest?

SARAH AND ROLAND: [shake their heads]

SHELDON: [leans forward and drops his voice to a dramatic whisper] Seth assigned him a new Second. A woman.

ROLAND: Why are you whispering?

SARAH: You mean Ami? Yes, we heard.

SHELDON: [disappointed] Oh.

ROLAND: We also heard she wants to kick your ass.

SHELDON: [frowns] Yeah, she can try.

ROLAND: [looks over Sheldon’s shoulder] You heard him, Ami. Have at ’im.

SHELDON: [leaps up with a deer-in-the-headlights expression and spins around only to find no one there] Dude! [wilts with relief] Uncool!

ROLAND: [offers him a dark smile] So she really is gunning for you.

SARAH: [trying not to laugh] Roland, you shouldn’t scare him like that.

ROLAND: Technically I didn’t. Ami did. Care to tell your friends at the network what you did to incite her wrath, Sheldon?

SHELDON: [scowls as a flush creeps up his neck] I, uh, I actually just remembered I have to be someplace, so I’d better go.

SARAH: Are you sure?

SHELDON: Yeah.

SARAH: Well, it was nice to see you again.

ROLAND: I’ll give Ami your regards.

SHELDON: [swears as he exits]

SARAH: [smiles] That was mean.

ROLAND: I know. [kisses the tip of her nose] Now, about that bath…
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November 2011

 

 

I believe I wrote this one for an event Literary Escapism planned around Black Friday.

 

SHELDON: Hey, man. How’s it going?

DARNELL: [sighs] Don’t ask.

SHELDON: Is something up? We could do the interview another day.

DARNELL: No, today’s fine. Have you by any chance seen Marcus?

SHELDON: No.

DARNELL: What about Richart?

SHELDON: He’s… hunting.

DARNELL: Lisette or Étienne?

SHELDON: Not tonight. Not so far. Why? What’s going on?

DARNELL: I’m trying to find an immortal I can con into doing my Christmas shopping for me.

SHELDON: [stares at him, then bursts into laughter] Seriously?

DARNELL: Absolutely. They have superstrength and superspeed. Those guys can get in and get out of a store in no time at all, and crowds would prove no obstacle. I, on the other hand, could shop twenty-four hours a day from now until Christmas and still not get a present for everyone on my list. I’m starting late because of all the vampire troubles that have cropped up, and I don’t know how I’m going to get it done.

SHELDON: I could help you out. Richart has been spending a lot of time… elsewhere. So I have some free time on my hands. I still have a couple of my own I need to get anyway.

DARNELL: [relief blankets his features] That would be great. Thanks. [reaches down and picks up a binder about an inch thick that’s propped against his chair and drops it in Sheldon’s lap] I really appreciate it.

SHELDON: What’s this?

DARNELL: My gift list. Well, most of it.

SHELDON: [eyes the binder with dread] You’re kidding, right?

DARNELL: No. I’m David’s Second. He’s the second eldest and most powerful immortal on the planet. When Seth is needed in two places at once, David takes up the slack. Where David goes, I go. And he goes all over the world. So I pretty much know every Immortal Guardian currently living, as well as their Seconds. Hence, my gift list.

SHELDON: Dude.

DARNELL: Now I just need to think of something good to give Seth and David. I hate shopping for those two. They’re thousands of years old. What do you give men who have seen and done everything?

SHELDON: You don’t really expect me to—

DARNELL: I need to find something special for Ami, too. Living with Marcus is probably driving her up the wall.

SHELDON: Speaking of… I heard you weren’t too thrilled about her becoming Marcus’s Second.

DARNELL: I was furious actually.

SHELDON: Why?

DARNELL: Marcus loved Bethany for eight hundred years. He’s grown increasingly erratic in the years since her departure, and I’m afraid he’ll get Ami killed.

SHELDON: I’mmmmm pretty sure Seth and David wouldn’t let that happen.

DARNELL: Seth and David have been insanely busy lately. Contrary to popular belief, they can’t be everywhere at once.

SHELDON: You may be worrying over nothing anyway. The guys at the network think Marcus is going to pull a Roland and scare Ami off.

DARNELL: [laughs] I’d like to see him try. Ami is a lot tougher than she looks. [cell phone buzzes] Hang on a sec. [retrieves a phone from his back pocket] Yeah? … Wait. What? … Marcus and Ami did? … What? … No. David isn’t here. … No. I’m on my way. [ends the call and tucks away his phone] Gotta book.

SHELDON: Wait!

DARNELL: [adjusts the weapons strapped to him and points to the binder] Thanks for helping me out with that, man. I owe you. [leaves]

SHELDON: But I… [looks down at the binder] Aw, crap. [thinks a moment, then takes out his cell and dials] Richart? … Yeah, it’s me. You feel like doing some shopping? … [frowns] No, I’m not high.
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TODD: Nice to see you both. Thank you for agreeing to another interview. The last one ended precipitously when Sheldon, ah…

ROLAND: [raises eyebrow] Fled?

TODD: Yyyyeah. Pretty much.

SARAH: Where is Sheldon? I thought he was supposed to conduct the interviews.

TODD: He is. Some of them, or actually most of them. Just not yours. And not Marcus and Ami’s.

ROLAND: [smiles] He is so afraid of Ami.

SARAH: He isn’t exactly enamored of you either.

ROLAND: It isn’t my fault humans fear me.

SARAH AND TODD: Yes, it is. [both laugh]

TODD: Anyway, let’s get started on the questions. These were offered up by network employees and Seconds. The first one is for Sarah. Any regrets over leaving your old life behind?

SARAH: None at all.

TODD: Really? Because you’ve been with Roland for two years now. Two long years. With Roland. No plans on leaving him? There’s a pool going over at the network and—

SARAH: [laughs] I’m not going to leave him. I love Roland. You guys just don’t know him like I do or you wouldn’t find that so hard to believe.

TODD: If you say so. Next question, again for Sarah. Sorry, Roland, you just aren’t real popular with the humans.

ROLAND: [sarcastically] I care.

TODD: You were a music theory professor before you met Roland and he blew that all to hell. Do you miss it?

SARAH: No. Believe it or not, hunting psychotic vampires is a lot less stressful than teaching.

TODD: [laughs] I’ll bet it is. Roland, what about you? Any regrets?

ROLAND: [touches Sarah’s hair and smiles] Only that it took me so long to find her.

TODD: [stares]

ROLAND: What?

TODD: Nothing. It’s just… You’re widely known as the most antisocial immortal on the planet, and here you are acting… What’s the word I’m looking for…?

SARAH: Loving? Affectionate?

TODD: Yeah. It’s weird. Not really what I was expecting.

ROLAND: [scowls] Don’t get used to it.

TODD: That’s more like it. [looks at his list] Next question. Roland, you’re nearly a thousand years old. How did you manage to make it through so many centuries without going insane?

ROLAND: [dark smile] Some would say I didn’t.

SARAH: [elbows him]

ROLAND: What?

TODD: It’s true. They do.

SARAH: Well, you don’t have to encourage such rumors. Next question, please.

TODD: Okay. Here’s another one for Roland. Everyone knows you have serious trust issues.

SARAH: He has his reasons.

TODD: Well, rumor has it you don’t even trust Marcus fully, and you two have been friends for eight centuries.

ROLAND: Is there a question in there somewhere?

TODD: Do you trust Sarah?

ROLAND: With my heart and my life.

SARAH: [smiles up at him] Do you have any idea how much that means to me?

ROLAND: [dips his head and gives her a quick kiss] Next question.

TODD: Let’s see… Oh. This is a good one. Sarah, if Roland were a fellow academic colleague of yours, what subject would he teach?

SARAH: Hmm. That’s a tough one. I suppose it would have to be world history since he’s seen so much of it. But I really don’t think he has the patience for teaching.

ROLAND: I don’t. Ask Marcus. He’s the first immortal I trained and mentored.

SARAH: He turned out okay.

ROLAND: Yeah, he’s okay now…

TODD: [laughs] Okay, while we’re on the subject of teaching… Sarah, has there been any situation in your new life in which your background as a music theory professor has come in handy?

SARAH: No. But I have had some fascinating conversations with Marcus, who is a fellow music lover. He actually met many of the composers I studied, so it’s fun to hear about them firsthand and get all the juicy gossip that didn’t make it into the music history books.

TODD: And speaking of Marcus, have you guys heard that Seth assigned him a new Second?

ROLAND: We have.

SARAH: We’ve already met her. Her name is Ami.

TODD: You have? What do you think is going to happen with that? A lot of network employees think Marcus is going to pull a…

ROLAND: Yes?

TODD: Well… pull a Roland, as they say, and try to scare her off.

SARAH AND ROLAND: [share a look, then laugh]

SARAH: I don’t think that’s going to happen.

ROLAND: Nor do I.

TODD: I suppose we’ll see. [glances at the window] The sun will set soon. I’d better get going. I don’t want to keep you from preparing for the night’s hunt.

SARAH: Thank you, Todd.

TODD: Thank you for the interview.
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TODD: Nice to see you again. Chris wanted me to be sure to thank you for doing this.

AMI: Hi, Todd. We’re happy to do it.

MARCUS: What are we doing again? I mean, I know it’s an interview, but I can’t remember its purpose.

TODD: An overwhelming majority of the men and women who work for the network have never actually encountered an Immortal Guardian in person until recently. As you know, there’s been more immortal traffic than usual at network headquarters, and it’s making the employees nervous.

AMI: Why?

TODD: [shrugs] Men and women who have lived for hundreds—if not thousands—of years and can read minds or teleport or heal with their hands, among other things, can be a little… intimidating when they’re total strangers.

MARCUS: I see your point.

AMI: Me, too. So what can we do?

TODD: I’m just going to ask you a few questions that will allow them to get to know you a little better. Make you seem more human.

MARCUS: But I’m not human. I never have been.

AMI: Don’t be difficult.

MARCUS: [grins] I can’t help it. Roland makes it look so entertaining.

AMI: He’s certainly made it an art form.

MARCUS: Wait. Was Roland interviewed for this, too?

TODD: [winces] Yes.

MARCUS: [laughs]

AMI: [lips twitch] How did that go?

TODD: Not well. Sheldon ended up fleeing before the interview was over. And that was with Sarah there as a buffer.

AMI: [all levity leaves her expression] Sheldon interviewed him?

TODD: Yes. Sheldon was actually supposed to interview you guys, too, but…

MARCUS: He’s afraid of Ami?

TODD: Very much so. He seems to be under the impression that she’s gunning for him.

AMI: [frowns] I am gunning for him.

TODD: [leans forward] Really? Why? I haven’t heard.

AMI: [eyes narrow] He knows what he did.

MARCUS: [smiles as his eyes begin to glow a luminescent amber] I love it when you’re fierce.

AMI: [grins, losing all ferocity]

TODD: [sits back] Okay, back to the interview. Ami, rumor has it you didn’t know Seth was going to assign you to your current position. How do you like being Marcus’s Second?

AMI: I love it. Not the killing vampires part, but everything else.

MARCUS: She is very good at killing vampires though.

TODD: [smiles] So I’ve heard. And you didn’t meet Marcus until Seth assigned you to him?

AMI: [bites her lip and looks at Marcus] That’s correct.

MARCUS: [laughs] I also love that you can’t lie worth a damn.

AMI: Well, I don’t! It’s incredibly inconvenient.

TODD: So you two did meet before then?

MARCUS: Yes, but we’d rather keep that to ourselves.

TODD: No problem. Marcus, you haven’t had a Second for quite some time. Did you have any trouble adjusting to Ami’s sudden appearance in your life?

MARCUS: No.

AMI: [laughs] Now who’s lying?

MARCUS: [sheepish smile] Okay, I did. But I’m very happy with the way things have turned out.

TODD: What about you, Ami? Was it a difficult adjustment?

AMI: At first. [smiles] But I’m happy with the way things have turned out, too.

TODD: There’s another rumor going around about the first time you two fought vampires together as immortal and Second, but I’m inclined to believe it’s been exaggerated.

MARCUS: It hasn’t.

TODD: [stares] Seriously?

MARCUS: [nods]

TODD: [looks at Ami with amazement] Damn, Ami. You rock!

MARCUS: Yes, she does.

AMI: What about Marcus?

TODD: He’s just crazy.

MARCUS: Thank you.

TODD: Listen, what do you think about—[jumps as a buzzing sounds, then retrieves his cell phone and reads a text] Hmm. Something’s going down at network headquarters, so we’ll have to continue this later. Let me just ask you some quickie questions before I leave. Cats or Dogs?

MARCUS AND AMI: Cats.

TODD: Vanilla or chocolate?

MARCUS AND AMI: Chocolate.

TODD: Underwear or commando?

AMI: What’s commando?

MARCUS: No underwear.

AMI: Oh. [blushes] Underwear.

MARCUS: Me, too. Always nice to have an extra layer between vampires and your family jewels in a battle.

TODD: [laughs] Horror movies or chick flicks?

MARCUS AND AMI: Horror movies. [share a grin]

TODD: Zombie or vampire movies?

MARCUS: Zombie. After eight hundred years, I could use a break from vampires.

AMI: I haven’t been fighting vampires for very long, so I like both.

TODD: Rock or classical music?

MARCUS: I like it all.

AMI: Literally. You should see his music library. Many a music lover would drool in envy.

TODD: What about you, Ami? What kind of music do you prefer?

AMI: I like it all, too.

TODD: [cell phone buzzes again] Okay. That’s my cue. I have to go.

AMI: Let us know if you need any help.

TODD: I will. Thank you both for the interview.

MARCUS AND AMI: You’re welcome.

TODD: Maybe I could come back another time and ask you a few more questions?

MARCUS: Sure.

TODD: [waves as he leaves]

MARCUS: [eyes Ami speculatively] That didn’t take nearly as long as I thought it would.

AMI: Hmmm. Whatever shall we do with ourselves until it’s time to hunt?

MARCUS: [slow grin] I have an idea or two…
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SHELDON: Thank you for doing this, sir. I know that as the leader of the Immortal Guardians, you must be incredibly busy.

SETH: I’m happy to do it. The men and women who work for the network rarely have a chance to interact with the immortals they aid, so Reordon and I both thought this would give them an opportunity to get to know us better.

SHELDON: Actually, the network might be a good place to start with the questions. How extensive is it?

SETH: It’s global. There are three major branches here in the United States. Chris Reordon heads the East Coast division.

SHELDON: Was creating the network your idea?

SETH: Yes. I knew early on that immortals who couldn’t tolerate direct sunlight or who had to severely limit their exposure to it would require the aid of humans. Even today, most business—financial and otherwise—is conducted during daylight hours, making Seconds like yourself and other members of the network invaluable.

SHELDON: Thank you. So you’re the eldest Immortal Guardian?

SETH: Correct.

SHELDON: Many would like to know just how old you are.

SETH: Old enough to have witnessed biblical events.

SHELDON: Really?

SETH: Yes. [small smile] David witnessed many as well, though he isn’t quite as ancient as I.

SHELDON: You’re also the most powerful Immortal Guardian. What gifts do you have?

SETH: All of them—telepathy, telekinesis, teleportation, healing, precognition, et cetera—that the other immortals have combined. Plus a couple they don’t have. Those I won’t discuss, however.

SHELDON: Which one is your favorite?

SETH: It’s a tie between the ability to heal and the ability to teleport. Both have saved countless lives in the past, so it’s difficult for me to choose.

SHELDON: [looks at his list] I have some questions here that network employees would like me to ask you.

SETH: Excellent.

SHELDON: What is the best thing about being an immortal?

SETH: Being able to help others.

SHELDON: What’s the worst?

SETH: Losing our human friends and family to age, illness, or injury.

SHELDON: [nods] That’s what I was thinking. What’s your one fear?

SETH: I don’t have just one.

SHELDON: Then what’s one of your biggest?

SETH: Currently? That Ami will fall into our enemy’s hands.

SHELDON: Do you envy humans their shorter, simpler existence?

SETH: [ponders that a moment] I don’t know that I envy them, but I do wonder sometimes what such an existence would be like.

SHELDON: [peruses the list] If you could relinquish your command to anyone, who would you want the new leader to be?

SETH: David. Aside from me, he has lived longer, seen more, and acquired more wisdom than any other immortal. As the second eldest, he is also more powerful and possesses more gifts than the others. Already he performs many of the duties I do, which is why he is my second-in-command. I couldn’t accomplish all that I do on a daily basis without him.

SHELDON: And he really goes the extra mile to make immortals and Seconds feel like family.

SETH: Yes, he does.

SHELDON: As the eldest Immortal Guardian, do you have any regrets?

SETH: Too many to count.

SHELDON: [consults list] In all your years of living, when did you feel the most powerless?

SETH: [long pause] The day my wife died.

SHELDON: [stares] You were married?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: When?

SETH: Many lifetimes ago. Next question, please.

SHELDON: Of course. Why did you assign Ami to be Marcus’s Second?

SETH: Marcus suffered a great loss recently.

SHELDON: You mean Bethany? The woman he loved for, like, eight centuries?

SETH: Yes. And his actions of late have become too…

SHELDON: Nutcasey?

SETH: Erratic for my peace of mind. I thought having a Second again would bring a little structure into his life and…

SHELDON: Calm his ass down?

SETH: [smiles] Perhaps.

SHELDON: What do you think about the whole Roland and Sarah thing?

SETH: I’m glad they found each other.

SHELDON: Did you see it coming?

SETH: [laughs] No. I don’t think anyone could have seen that coming.

SHELDON: [checks his list again] Okay, the women at the network all want to know this one. Who would your fantasy woman be? Hair, height, eyes, and so on?

SETH: I don’t indulge in such fantasies since they will never come to fruition. Such only leads to disappointment.

SHELDON: You don’t think you’ll ever find love again?

SETH: No.

SHELDON: Dude. You didn’t even hesitate when you said that.

SETH: [cell phone buzzes]

SHELDON: [watches as Seth retrieves his phone]

SETH: I have to take this.

SHELDON: No problem.

SETH: Ja? … Wie Viele? … Wo? … Ich bin auf dem Weg. [returns phone to pocket] I have to go.

SHELDON: [looks at the sunny window] Now?

SETH: [shakes his head] It’s always nighttime somewhere. Thank you for the interview. [vanishes]

SHELDON: Sure.
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SHELDON: Hi, David. Thank you for taking time out of your night to do the interview. I know you’re busy.

DAVID: I’m happy to do it. The human members of the network are invaluable. I consider them a part of our family and think this is a nice way for them to learn a little bit more about the immortals they aid in so many ways, since few of them have the opportunity to meet us in person.

SHELDON: I think everyone will like knowing they mean so much to you all. Now, you are the second-eldest Immortal Guardian on the planet?

DAVID: Yes.

SHELDON: You’re also the second most powerful.

DAVID: That’s correct.

SHELDON: What gifts do you possess?

DAVID: I’m telepathic and telekinetic and can heal with my hands, among other things.

SHELDON: Is it true you’re so powerful that you can reattach severed limbs?

DAVID: Yes.

SHELDON: That is awesome! Roland and the other healers can’t do that, can they?

DAVID: No. Only Seth and I can.

SHELDON: Is there a gift you don’t have that you wish you did?

DAVID: Teleportation. It would make it much easier to help immortals and humans all over the globe.

SHELDON: Is it true you can walk in daylight?

DAVID: I can withstand a few hours at a time, yes. Seth is the only one with no limits.

SHELDON: [consults his list of questions] Does being second-in-command bother you?

DAVID: Not at all.

SHELDON: You don’t ever wish you were in charge?

DAVID: [huffs a laugh] Hell no. I’ve seen what Seth goes through, the many demands made of him. I’m much happier taking up the slack and helping him out.

SHELDON: You go out of your way to create a family atmosphere among the Immortal Guardians, opening your homes to them and welcoming one and all. Why is that?

DAVID: Immortality can be difficult. Over the centuries, we lose countless mortal friends to age, illness, and fatal injuries. Our Seconds inevitably die. Any relationships we form with humans die as well. By bringing the immortals together as a family, I give them brothers and sisters they can count on to always be there.

SHELDON: Brothers and sisters. Right. I noticed you left out the weird, antisocial cousin.

DAVID: I assume you mean Roland?

SHELDON: [grins] Yes, but don’t tell him. Speaking of family, I heard you love Ami like a daughter. What do you think about Seth assigning her to serve as Marcus’s Second?

DAVID: [ponders that a moment] Marcus’s behavior since he lost Bethany has been worrisome. He has become more reckless, taking chances he shouldn’t. I think Ami will temper that, if not bring it to an abrupt end.

SHELDON: How? Most of the other Seconds think Marcus is going to scare her off.

DAVID: [laughs] That isn’t going to happen. If Marcus should attempt to drive her away, he will find her a very shrewd adversary.

SHELDON: That’s what Seth, Roland, and Sarah all said. Is it true that you and Seth rescued Ami from a facility you then burned to the ground?

DAVID: [expression darkening] Where did you hear that?

SHELDON: [swallows] I… may have overheard Chris talking to Marcus.

DAVID: You would be wise to forget everything you heard.

SHELDON: Yes, sir. I’ve already forgotten it. But if you don’t mind my saying so… If Ami has suffered some sort of trauma, do you really think pairing her with Marcus’s crazy ass is the best thing for her?

DAVID: I trust Seth’s judgment implicitly.

SHELDON: Then I will, too. I’m curious to see what happens.

DAVID: [smiles] As am I. In fact, you’ll get an inkling tonight. They’re on the way over.

SHELDON: [acquires a deer-in-the-headlights expression of panic] They’re coming here? Ami is?

DAVID: Yes.

SHELDON: I gotta book.

DAVID: Let me guess. She’s still angry with you about—

SHELDON: Yes. Thank you again for the interview.

DAVID: You’re welcome.
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SHELDON: Thanks for sitting down with me for another interview, Seth.

SETH: No problem. The last one ended precipitously.

SHELDON: Did everything go okay in Germany?

SETH: It did.

SHELDON: Glad to hear it. Now, the last time we talked, I asked you who you would want to be the leader if you were to step down. But I forgot to ask… has anyone ever challenged you for leadership of the Immortal Guardians or tried to force you to step down?

SETH: [laughs] No.

SHELDON: Are you laughing because you’re so powerful that no one could defeat you?

SETH: While that’s true, I was actually laughing, because… who would want the job? I love each and every one of the immortals—

SHELDON: Even Roland?

SETH: [still smiling] Even Roland. But they require much of me. And watching over them is a never-ending task. I don’t know from one day to the next where I will seek my rest. I have no downtime. No days off. And sometimes I must go days without sleep.

SHELDON: I never thought of it like that. You don’t have a Second, do you?

SETH: No. I don’t need one. I’m old enough and powerful enough that I can walk in sunlight without suffering any ill effects. David can withstand a few hours, but even he benefits from having Darnell for a Second.

SHELDON: Will you assign Roland a Second now that he and Sarah are together?

SETH: No. Roland refused to welcome a stranger into his home before, and he’s doubly committed to refusing one now that he worries over Sarah’s safety.

SHELDON: Do you think Roland and Sarah will be together for the long haul?

SETH: Absolutely. Sarah makes him very happy.

SHELDON: I have noticed him smiling quite a bit.

SETH: As have I.

SHELDON: It’s actually kinda creepy.

SETH: [laughs] Well, get used to it. He promised Sarah he’s going to try to be less antisocial in the future.

SHELDON: That’s even scarier. So, has any immortal ever rejected your leadership?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: Was it Roland? It was Roland, wasn’t it?

SETH: No, it wasn’t Roland. Roland was happy to see me after his transformation. He was concerned he might harm his children, and was glad I was there to aid him in adjusting to his new life.

SHELDON: Then who was it?

SETH: There have been a few over the millennia. Men who were leaders themselves as mortals and found it difficult to suddenly have to report to someone else.

SHELDON: What did you do?

SETH: [dark smile] I convinced them it would be unwise to cross me.

SHELDON: [swallows] What about refusing to follow an order you give? Did that ever happen?

SETH: Every time I sent Roland a Second. He absolutely refused to trust a human guard. Marcus didn’t exactly welcome Ami as his Second either.

SHELDON: David, Roland, and Sarah seem to think Marcus won’t be able to scare Ami off if he tries.

SETH: They’re right. Ami may appear small and fragile, but she can kick some serious ass.

SHELDON: Mortal ass maybe.

SETH: [arches a brow] Haven’t you heard? She’s bested a couple of the younger immortals in sparring matches.

SHELDON: [stares] Ami has?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: Shy, tiny Ami? With the red hair and pretty green eyes?

SETH: Don’t be fooled. Beneath that shyness, she’s stubborn as a mule and wickedly proficient with both guns and blades. I’ve given her a job to do, and she’s going to make damned sure she does it whether Marcus likes it or not.

SHELDON: So this could actually get interesting.

SETH: Especially since Marcus has a deep, abiding respect for women and a particular fondness for strong women. [frowns] Wait.

SHELDON: Dude. Do you think he might fall for her the way Roland fell for Sarah?

SETH: [brow furrows] Nnnnnno. I don’t—[cell phone buzzes] Hold on. I have to take this. Do? … Ble? … Sut drwg? … Rwyf ar fy ffordd. [puts the phone away] I have to go.

SHELDON: Yes, sir. Thanks again.

SETH: You’re welcome. [vanishes]
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TODD: Thanks for joining me for a second interview.

SARAH: [smiles] We’re happy to be here.

TODD: I have to admit I was surprised to get your call.

SARAH: [elbows Roland]

ROLAND: [grunts] We’re happy to be here.

TODD: Really?

ROLAND: [looks askance at Sarah] Sure.

SARAH: [big grin]

TODD: Okay, what’s going on?

SARAH: What do you mean?

TODD: The only one Roland is ever happy to see and spend time with is you. And your smile, while lovely, is way too bright.

SARAH: [wilts] Okay, here’s the thing. We’re kind of… hiding out.

TODD: Why, what did Roland do?

ROLAND: How do you know I did something?

TODD: Because you’re… you. They don’t call you antisocial for nothing. So what’d you do?

SARAH: I took him Christmas shopping.

TODD: [gapes] You what?

SARAH: Well… I just thought… the Immortal Guardians have all been so sweet and wonderful, welcoming me into the fold… and I’ve been trying hard to bring Roland into the fold along with me since he usually lingers on the outskirts…

TODD: Roland doesn’t linger on the outskirts. He lingers about a hundred miles beyond the outskirts. So far beyond them that the outskirts can’t even catch a glimpse of him, which frankly neither the fold nor the outskirts mind.

ROLAND: [scowls]

SARAH: Anyway… while we were shopping—

TODD: Did he hold your purse for you?

ROLAND: [growls]

SARAH: Don’t poke the bear, Todd. While we were shopping, there was an… incident.

TODD: Ah, man. He didn’t kill anyone, did he?

ROLAND: You like to live dangerously, don’t you?

SARAH: You see, I know Darnell likes to play video games, and I wanted to get him some of the newest ones. There was quite a crush, what with Christmas right around the corner…

ROLAND: That little snot pushed you.

SARAH: Yes, he did. A boy pushed me.

ROLAND: He wasn’t a boy. He was twenty if he was a day.

SARAH: It doesn’t really matter. What does is that I would have handled it myself if you hadn’t decided to step in and protect me. You know I can take care of myself.

ROLAND: [smiles] She can. She kicks ass.

SARAH: Yes, I do.

ROLAND: I love that about you.

SARAH: I know. And I wish you would have remembered that when that moron shoved me.

ROLAND: [eyes flash bright amber] He put his hand on you. He’s lucky I let him keep it.

TODD: What exactly did you do?

SARAH: [jerks a thumb in her husband’s direction] That. You know immortals can’t keep their eyes from glowing when they’re in the grips of strong emotion. Well, Roland was furious.

TODD: Oh boy.

SARAH: And he flashed his fangs.

TODD: Ah, man.

SARAH: And tossed the guy across the store as if he were a tennis ball.

TODD: Way to keep a low profile there, chief.

SARAH: Utter chaos ensued, which led to more shoving and pushing.

TODD: [groans] Come on, man. There must have been children present!

ROLAND: The children thought it was cool. It was the parents who freaked out.

SARAH: I ended up having to call Richart and have him teleport us out of there. Chris had to send in a cleanup crew. Seth had to wipe a lot of memories. It was a mess.

TODD: [shakes his head at Roland] You just spread that… cheer wherever you go, don’t you?

SARAH: I thought it would be best if we lie low for a while and do pretty much anything we can to get back on Seth’s good side.

ROLAND: I don’t think I’ve ever been on Seth’s good side.

SARAH: Yes, but I have, sweetie.

TODD: Okay, well, let’s see if another interview will help. [jumps when Seth appears]

SETH: Really? You can’t even go Christmas shopping without scaring humans?

TODD: I’m out.

SARAH: What about the interview?

TODD: [on his way out the door] Call me tomorrow… if you can.

 







[image: ]



 

January 2012

Night Reigns Blog Tour

 

 

TODD: Thanks for granting me another interview, guys. Last time we had a problem at network headquarters that called me away.

AMI: What was it? I never heard.

TODD: One of the vampires living at the network had a psychotic break.

AMI: Oh no! I thought the madness hadn’t progressed that far in them.

TODD: It has in at least one of them.

MARCUS: What happened?

TODD: You know how it goes. He was fine one minute, then just… snapped. Some network employees were injured before the vamp was brought under control. Then Bastien showed up. It was a mess. Anyway, Marcus, one of the questions everyone wanted me to ask is… how have you managed to befriend Roland? He’s the most antisocial immortal on the planet.

MARCUS: Pure stubborn perseverance. Every time he tried to push me away, I refused to let him. After a while, he simply gave up trying and just sort of… tolerated me.

AMI: He more than tolerates you. I heard him tell Sarah he loves you like a brother.

MARCUS: [smiles] Really?

TODD: Don’t get mushy on me, man.

MARCUS: I wasn’t, wiseass. What’s your next question?

TODD: Rumor has it there was a bit of strife between you and Roland recently. Is that true?

MARCUS: Roland and I are good.

TODD: That didn’t really answer the question.

MARCUS: [smiles]

TODD: Right. So, Ami, how long did you train to become a Second?

AMI: I wasn’t actually trained for that position. Seth, David, and Darnell trained me to fight, but… I wasn’t given any specific instruction regarding the duties of a Second and had no idea Seth wanted me to become one.

TODD: Really? Then Marcus, how would you rate Ami’s performance as a Second on a scale of one to ten with ten being the highest-quality work?

MARCUS: [thoughtful] About 547.

TODD: Wow.

AMI: [grins] Thank you.

MARCUS: It’s well-deserved. I’ve already lost count of the times you’ve saved my ass.

AMI: [winks] It’s an ass worth saving.

TODD: Gag.

MARCUS AND AMI: [laugh]

TODD: Ami, is it true you’ve actually bested an immortal in sparring sessions?

AMI: Yes. One of the youngsters.

TODD: What’s a youngster?

AMI: To Seth and David, it’s any immortal who was turned in the past century and a half.

TODD: And you beat one?

AMI: Yes.

TODD: Really?

AMI: Yes.

TODD: How is that possible? You aren’t immortal.

AMI: [looks uneasy]

MARCUS: Trade secret. Next question.

TODD: But—

MARCUS: Next question.

TODD: [mutters something beneath his breath]

MARCUS: You know I can hear you, right?

TODD: [grins] Yes.

MARCUS: [shakes his head]

TODD: Ami, the ladies at the network wanted me to ask you what it’s like to be one of the few females swimming in the sea of super testosterone.

AMI: [considers it a moment] Well… you see a lot of nipples.

MARCUS: [sputters] What?

AMI: I’m at least a head shorter than you guys. If I don’t crane my neck to look up at you, all I see are nipples and armpits. Clothed of course. Usually.

TODD: [laughs] I don’t think that’s what the ladies meant, although some would probably like the nipples. The ladies all think immortal males are hot. Their word, not mine. They want to know what it’s like working with such [grimaces] tempting morsels. Again, their words, not mine.

MARCUS: Yeah. Sure.

AMI: [shrugs] They’re like family to me. The only immortal who ever tempted me is Marcus.

MARCUS: Excuse me for a moment, Todd. [dips his head and captures Ami’s lips in a scorching kiss that goes on… and on… and on]

TODD: Awkward.

AMI: [draws back and eyes Todd with flushed cheeks] Sorry.

MARCUS: [eyes glowing a vibrant amber] I’m not.

TODD: Right. Perhaps we should just wrap this up now. Ami, before I go, I just wanted to say welcome to the network family. We have only the highest respect for Seconds, and you seem to be the best of the lot. What you’ve accomplished thus far as Marcus’s Second has been nothing short of astonishing.

AMI: [smiles] Thank you.

MARCUS: [offers his hand] Thank you.

TODD: [shakes his hand] And I’m glad you found happiness again, Marcus. It’s been a long time coming.

MARCUS: Now who’s getting mushy?

TODD: [laughs] Momentary lapse. You guys have a good night.
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SHELDON: Thanks for consenting to the interview, guys.

SARAH: We’re happy to do it. We appreciate everything the network does for us.

ROLAND: Why do you always get roped into doing the interviews? You’re a Second. Shouldn’t you be guarding Richart?

SHELDON: Richart’s been… busy lately and I’ve had some extra time on my hands, so I volunteered. Besides, I think Chris is hoping some of your experience will rub off on me.

ROLAND: Good luck with that.

SHELDON: [scowls] Okay, let’s get this going. Sarah, everyone in the Immortal Guardians world—immortal, gifted one, and human alike—is wondering… what the hell do you see in Roland? What—if anything—is it that you like the most about him?

SARAH: It’s a toss-up between his sense of humor and his warm, loving nature.

SHELDON: [stares] No, seriously. What do you like about him?

SARAH: [laughs] I just told you: his sense of humor and—

SHELDON: Yeah. His warm, loving nature. First, what sense of humor?

SARAH: Roland makes me laugh all the time.

ROLAND: [wraps an arm around her shoulders] Not as often as you make me laugh.

SHELDON: Well, all the rest of us just get scowls. [points at Roland] Like that one.

SARAH: [looks up and catches Roland’s scowl] I think he’s cute when he scowls.

ROLAND: You’re killing it, honey.

SHELDON: I’m not buying the warm, loving nature thing either. Roland is the most antisocial immortal on the planet.

SARAH: People only say that because they don’t know him.

SHELDON: Right. Because he’s the most antisocial immortal on the planet.

ROLAND: Shall we move on?

SHELDON: Fine. I’ll just say the attraction is a mystery. Now, Bastien has introduced a pretty radical idea that could forever change the Immortal Guardians’ game plan. What do you think about it?

ROLAND: I think he’s full of—[grunts when Sarah elbows him] What? Seth should have executed him when everyone demanded it.

SARAH: I’m new to this and even I know that no one demands things of Seth.

ROLAND: They shouldn’t have to demand it. Bastien raised an army of vampires he pitted against the Immortal Guardians. And if that weren’t enough, he killed an immortal. He should suffer the consequences.

SARAH: Well, there were extenuating circumstances, honey.

ROLAND: According to Bastien.

SARAH: You’re never going to like him, are you?

ROLAND: Hell no. He gave you a concussion.

SARAH: I’m not too thrilled about him trying to kill you either, but I assume Seth and David know best.

SHELDON: While we’re on the subject of Bastien, what do you think about him spending so much time with Dr. Lipton lately?

ROLAND: The mortal doctor who works with the vampires who surrendered?

SHELDON: Yes.

SARAH: We met Melanie after that first big battle with the vampire king.

ROLAND: Right.

SARAH: I really admire her courage. Working with vampires, who could suffer a psychotic break at any moment and harm her, so she can gain a better understanding of the virus takes a lot of guts. I’m sure Bastien admires her, too.

SHELDON: [mutters] That isn’t all he admires.

SARAH: [shares a look with Roland] Are you saying…? He isn’t just visiting the vampires? He’s going to see her?

SHELDON: [looks around furtively] Yes, but you didn’t hear it from me.

ROLAND: [frowns] Someone should warn her so she can keep her distance.

SHELDON: Dude, I don’t think she wants to keep her distance.

SARAH: [eyebrows rise] The attraction is mutual?

SHELDON: Definitely. [jumps when his cell phone rings] Just a sec. Hello?… Hey, man… Uh-huh… Okay. I’m on my way. [ends the call] Richart needs me to take care of something. I gotta book. Thanks for the interview though. And do me a favor: don’t mention the Bastien and Melanie thing to anyone. He’ll kill me if he finds out I told you.

SARAH: [laughs]

SHELDON: No, seriously. He’ll kill me.

SARAH: Oh.

SHELDON: Have a good night. [leaves]

SARAH: [looks up at her husband] This could get interesting.
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CHRIS: So.

MELANIE: So?

CHRIS: Awkward.

MELANIE: [smiles] You see me all the time at work. Things aren’t awkward there.

CHRIS: We aren’t alone at work.

MELANIE: So?

CHRIS: So… you know. There’s the whole… I-want-the-man-you-love-dead thing hanging between us now with no buffers.

MELANIE: [laughs] Your desire to kill Bastien or at least see him executed by Seth or David doesn’t bother me as long as you don’t act upon it. Shall we begin the interview?

CHRIS: [smiles] I do like you, Melanie, despite your taste in men.

MELANIE: That’s why you hired me.

CHRIS: Actually, I hired you for that brain of yours. I knew if anyone could help us gain a better understanding of the virus that infects vampires and immortals and find either a treatment or cure for it, it would be you.

MELANIE: [grimaces] No pressure, right?

CHRIS: [laughs] Right. So let’s do this. A lot of changes have taken place in the Immortal Guardians’ world and—by extension—at the network.

MELANIE: Big changes.

CHRIS: I’ve never asked but have always wondered… what was your initial reaction to my asking if you would be willing to work hands-on with the vampires who surrendered during Bastien’s uprising? You played it very cool when I explained I’d be moving them in across the hall from your office and wanted you to work one-on-one with them, so I couldn’t gauge your true feelings on the notion.

MELANIE: Well, needless to say, I was shocked. There had never been a vampire on the premises before that night. And I had never encountered one face-to-face.

CHRIS: I don’t think anyone at the network had, apart from me. Few had ever encountered an immortal either, for that matter.

MELANIE: True. And like the other network employees, I had heard rumors of how vicious and violent and brutal vampires could be. But you told me these were still young, infected only months earlier in the case of Joe. A little longer with Cliff and Vince. So I hoped they would still be lucid or at least would have more lucid moments than they would psychotic breaks. [shrugs] It was an amazing opportunity.

CHRIS: I don’t think Dr. Whetsman or some of the others would describe it that way.

MELANIE: [laughs] I believe he said you were off your rocker.

CHRIS: Not to my face, he didn’t.

MELANIE: He wouldn’t dare.

CHRIS: Were you afraid the first time you met the vampires?

MELANIE: Absolutely. But this was the first time a chance like this had ever come along. Vampires voluntarily aiding us in our research? Letting us run tests, do MRIs, document the progression of the brain damage and the madness? For the first time, we have real hope that we may someday be able to slow the damage the virus causes in humans or even halt it altogether.

CHRIS: I can see you’re passionate about this.

MELANIE: I am. The vampires who live here at network headquarters aren’t lab rats. They aren’t study subjects. They aren’t monsters. They’re my friends.

CHRIS: Friends against whom you have to constantly be on guard in case they attack you and try to kill you.

MELANIE: I can’t blame them for something they can’t control. I’ve seen how hard they fight it and the remorse that claims them in their lucid moments. [swallows] I don’t want to lose another one. Not to the madness and not to…

CHRIS: [nods] I imagine it’s hard on Bastien, too.

MELANIE: [faint smile] It kills you to offer him sympathy, doesn’t it?

CHRIS: [throws up his hands] Yes! I can’t help it! I can’t stand the bastard!

MELANIE: [laughs] Look, I know his past is a little dark…

CHRIS: [gapes] A little? He raised an army of vampires with the intention of destroying the Immortal Guardians!

MELANIE: [waves a hand] That’s all in the past.

CHRIS: I could name several thousand immortals who say it isn’t.

MELANIE: [frowns] Well, you could help us with that, you know. You have a lot of influence with the immortals. If you could convince them to give Bastien a second chance—

CHRIS: I don’t think he deserves a second chance.

MELANIE: Really? After everything he’s done lately?

CHRIS: [grumbles something under his breath]

MELANIE: [leans forward] I’m sorry. I didn’t quite catch that.

CHRIS: I said it’s possible… if he doesn’t open his mouth… and if one examines his actions with a magnifying glass while squinting just so after getting blind stinking drunk… that Bastien isn’t all bad.

MELANIE: I wouldn’t love him if he were.

CHRIS: I’m not even going to—[fumbles in his pocket when his cell phone chirps, then frowns at the display and mumbles] Speak of the devil. [answers the call] Reordon. … [listens a moment] At David’s place, interviewing Melanie. Why? … [tosses her a disgruntled look] What? How many? … Damn it, Bastien! … No, you can’t just leave them there. What if humans see? … No, don’t throw them on the roof! … [growls] All right, all right. A cleanup crew is on the way. [ends the call]

MELANIE: [jumps when her cell phone rings, then answers it] Hello? … [glances at Chris] Hi, sweetie. Everything okay? … Uh-huh. … Uh-huh. … [purses her lips] Sure. Pizza sounds great. … Okay. Love you too. [hangs up and studies Chris] Wow. Your face is really red.

CHRIS: Pizza! Seriously? He just painted Duke University red with blood!

MELANIE: Not the whole university. And it isn’t his fault vampires like to hunt on college campuses.

CHRIS: [rises] I have to go straighten this out, send a cleanup crew. And by the way, we didn’t need a bus before Bastien came along. One or two cleaners at a time used to suffice.

MELANIE: [weak smile] Thanks for the interview?

CHRIS: [grumbles some more and dials his phone as he leaves]
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SHELDON: Thanks for sitting down with me for an interview, guys.

MELANIE: Thank you for agreeing to do it. I know Chris Reordon was going to conduct the interview. But I didn’t think he would be able to… get past…

SHELDON: The deep-seated hatred he feels for Bastien?

MELANIE: Yes.

SHELDON: His desire to kill him?

MELANIE: Yes.

SHELDON: His—

BASTIEN: We get it. First question.

SHELDON: [clears his throat] Right. So. Melanie, how do you like working with vampires on a daily basis? You’re the first mortal to do so for this length of time.

MELANIE: It’s been an amazing experience. A heartbreaking one, too. The vampires surrendered during Bastien’s uprising and were provided with apartments down at network headquarters.

SHELDON: Right across from your office.

MELANIE: Yes. It was a difficult adjustment for them, but they’ve settled in nicely and have really advanced our understanding of the virus and the madness it causes.

SHELDON: Were you scared?

MELANIE: I was nervous at first. Who wouldn’t be? But after working with them every day and getting to know them… [shrugs] They’re friends now. Family. It kills me that I haven’t been able to help them.

BASTIEN: You have helped them.

MELANIE: I haven’t found a cure. And even if I did and managed to destroy the virus, they would be left with no viable immune system.

BASTIEN: You’ve helped them, Melanie, in dozens of ways. And if anyone can find a solution to this, you can.

SHELDON: [nods] That’s what everyone is saying.

MELANIE: That’s a lot of pressure.

BASTIEN: But you’re handling it beautifully.

SHELDON: [smiles] They say that, too. So what do your colleagues think of your working hands-on with vampires?

MELANIE: I don’t really think about that.

BASTIEN: [snorts] The men are total wusses and make snide comments because they’re too cowardly to do it themselves.

MELANIE: You know about that?

BASTIEN: Yes.

MELANIE: How?

BASTIEN: The walls at the network aren’t soundproof. The vampires hear everything that goes on there and passed it along.

MELANIE: [nibbles her lower lip] You didn’t… do anything, did you? To remedy it, I mean? Because there haven’t been any snide comments of late and I’ve been wondering why.

BASTIEN: I may have held a conversation with Dr. Whetsman and his cronies.

MELANIE: [groans] Bastien, what did you do?

BASTIEN: [innocent look] Nothing… [sly smile] …that they didn’t deserve.

SHELDON: [laughs as Melanie groans again] You’d better hope Chris Reordon doesn’t find out. He already wants your head on a platter.

BASTIEN: I’m pretty sure they won’t tell anyone.

SHELDON: I bet they won’t. Now, Bastien, you seem to spend an awful lot of time at the network visiting the, uh, vampires.

BASTIEN: They’re like brothers to me.

SHELDON: And it’s purely a coincidence that you usually visit during times they’re working with Dr. Lipton?

BASTIEN: Yes.

SHELDON: Dude, come on. I saw you kiss her.

BASTIEN: No, you didn’t.

SHELDON: Yes, I…

BASTIEN: [eyes flash bright amber]

SHELDON: [swallows] No, I didn’t.

BASTIEN: [nods, eyes returning to their customary warm brown]

SHELDON: Okay, off the record, I did. Note I said off the record, so you don’t have to hurt me.

BASTIEN: And?

SHELDON: And she didn’t try to stake you, so she must have been willing. Melanie, when did you first realize you had a crush on Satan?

MELANIE: [laughs] You love to live dangerously, don’t you? [shakes her head] I was intrigued by Bastien before I even met him. The vampires talked about him often in their early days here. Still do, in fact. And I liked what I heard. Once I met him, [sends Bastien a flirtatious glance] I liked what I saw just as much.

SHELDON: Gag. Bastien, when did you first realize you had feelings for Melanie?

BASTIEN: None of your business.

SHELDON: Good enough.

MELANIE: [laughs again] He isn’t what you think he is, Sheldon.

SHELDON: Right.

MELANIE: Bastien is a good man, not the monster so many believe him.

SHELDON: He raised an army of psychotic vampires with the intention of destroying all Immortal Guardians.

MELANIE: That was just a misunderstanding.

SHELDON: Uh-huh. You’re not going to convince me, so I’ll just change the subject. Melanie, rumor has it you can kick some serious ass.

MELANIE: [blushes] Not really.

BASTIEN: Yes, she can. I’ve seen her in action. Melanie can hold her own against vampires, an amazing feat for a mortal.

SHELDON: Really? I thought only Ami could do that.

MELANIE: I’m not nearly as good as Ami.

BASTIEN: Melanie is a superlative warrior.

SHELDON: But how is that possible? You’re a doctor, not a Second.

MELANIE: Reordon wouldn’t allow me to work with the vampires unless I could defend myself with as much skill as possible. I underwent extensive training in weapons and martial arts.

SHELDON: That. Is. Hot.

BASTIEN: Yes, it is.

SHELDON: I love strong women.

BASTIEN: As do I.

MELANIE: [leans into Bastien’s side]

BASTIEN: [eyes flash a brilliant amber once more]

SHELDON: What just happened?

MELANIE: Bastien can feel the emotions of anyone who touches him and is… reacting to something he felt when I leaned into him.

SHELDON: Oh. Ohhhhh. Gross. He’s turned on, isn’t he?

BASTIEN: Interview’s over.

SHELDON: Hell yes. Melanie, it was nice seeing you again. I have the name of a good psychiatrist if you ever want to have your head examined and find out why you like this guy so much.

BASTIEN: If you don’t want to get an eyeful of my naked ass, I suggest you leave now.

SHELDON: I’m out.

BASTIEN: And remember, this was off the record.

SHELDON: Far off the record. So far off the record that the record can’t even—

BASTIEN: Sheldon!

SHELDON: Right. [hustles out the door]

BASTIEN: [caresses Melanie’s face] I still don’t know what you see in me.

MELANIE: [catches his hand and presses a kiss to his palm] Don’t worry. You will someday.
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TODD: Thanks for letting me interview you, Cliff.

CLIFF: No problem. I’m just surprised anyone is interested in hearing what I have to say. Vampires aren’t too popular around here.

TODD: Well, after what you did for us recently and what you went through because of it… Let’s just say there are quite a few here at the network who are seeing you differently and would like to know more about you.

CLIFF: Cool.

TODD: So how did you become a vampire?

CLIFF: I wanted to blow off some steam after finals week.

TODD: You went to Duke, right?

CLIFF: Right. It was the end of my junior year. I went to a party with some friends, got drunk off my ass… The next thing I knew, I was sick as hell with what I thought was the worst hangover ever.

TODD: But it wasn’t a hangover. You were transforming.

CLIFF: Yeah.

TODD: Who turned you?

CLIFF: I don’t know with certainty. The glands that form above the fangs of vampires and immortals release a chemical like GHB under the pressure of a bite, so I couldn’t remember a thing. I don’t even remember leaving the party.

TODD: When did you realize it wasn’t a hangover?

CLIFF: When my skin blistered as soon as sunlight touched it. [motions to his brown skin] I’ve never had a sunburn in my life.

TODD: Didn’t the fangs clue you in first?

CLIFF: I didn’t realize the massive toothache I was experiencing was a result of growing fangs. It took a while for them to come in fully.

TODD: What did you do?

CLIFF: I hid what I had become as long as possible and put off feeding until I was almost too weak to get out of bed. There was no way to hide the fact that I couldn’t go to class anymore, so… I had to get out of there.

TODD: And you never met the vamp who turned you?

CLIFF: I met a vamp who claimed he was the one. But he was a sociopath, and I wanted nothing to do with him.

TODD: Sheesh. How did you find Bastien?

CLIFF: [smiles] I didn’t. Bastien found me. He came upon me while I was hunting shortly after I transformed. And from the very beginning, I knew he was a stand-up guy.

TODD: [skeptical] Bastien?

CLIFF: Yes.

TODD: Even after you found out he was raising an army of vampires to defeat the Immortal Guardians?

CLIFF: Dude, the Immortal Guardians were my enemy. They wanted to kill me, no questions asked. I learned very quickly to hide from them. So Bastien’s plan to eradicate them made joining him and his army all the more appealing.

TODD: And how was living with his army?

CLIFF: Better than being on my own, that’s for sure. Whatever else you might think, Bastien was trying to help us. Every single one of us was sane when he recruited us and he did everything he could to keep us that way.

TODD: Vampires descend into madness pretty quickly. How did you like having madmen for roommates?

CLIFF: Bastien kept that crap in check. Immortal Guardians may not fear him, but vampires sure as hell did. Any vampire who went berserk and harmed another vampire or preyed upon an innocent human was very swiftly and harshly punished, if not annihilated.

TODD: [stares] Bastien killed some of the vampires in his army?

CLIFF: He had little choice.

TODD: I didn’t know that.

CLIFF: Few do. All they know or care about is that he killed an Immortal Guardian a long time ago and intended to kill many more.

TODD: That’s… pretty hard to forget. Or forgive.

CLIFF: [shrugs] Dr. Lipton didn’t have a problem with it.

TODD: [frowns] Honestly, I don’t know what she sees in him.

CLIFF: What you and the others don’t. Or won’t.

TODD: Did you know before the rest of us that she was attracted to him?

CLIFF: Of course. She couldn’t take her eyes off him.

TODD: And the feeling was mutual.

CLIFF: [nods and smiles] It was actually pretty entertaining. Bastien kept coincidentally visiting whenever Dr. Lipton was working with us. He tried to appear as though his only interest was in how she was trying to help us, but… his eyes gave him away.

TODD: If you’re going to tell me he gazed at her with a sappy, lovesick expression…

CLIFF: [laughs and shakes his head] Our eyes glow whenever we experience strong emotion.

TODD: I don’t—

CLIFF: She turns him on. Big time. His eyes kept flashing bright amber whenever he was around her, and he had a hell of a time hiding it.

TODD: [grimaces] That’s more information than I needed to know.

CLIFF: Look, I get why you and the others are pissed at him. But Bastien isn’t what you all think he is. Do you honestly think Dr. Lipton would love him if he were?

TODD: Considering how brilliant she is, I would think not, but…

CLIFF: If Bastien were the bastard you think him, he would have told everyone about that disastrous night you had with Cynthia last month and had a big laugh over it.

TODD: [stares] What?

CLIFF: You know, the night you decided to spice things up in the bedroom with a little role-playing and… Wow. Your face just got really red. You aren’t having a stroke, are you?

TODD: How did you know about that?

CLIFF: Our hearing is extremely acute, and these walls aren’t soundproofed. Bastien and I heard you pour the whole humiliating story out to Derek.

TODD: Bastien knows?

CLIFF: Yes. And… a musketeer? Really? In what reality did you think that would be hot?

TODD: She reads historical romance novels! I thought she would think it dashing! [grimaces] And I didn’t know the boots would be so squeaky.

CLIFF: [lips twitch] Or that you would fumble the sword and—

TODD: Okay, in my defense, I’m used to wielding guns, not fencing foils. And if the feather and that big-ass hat brim hadn’t blocked my vision…

CLIFF: [grins] My point is that Bastien knows and didn’t tell a soul. He isn’t a bad guy, Todd. Perhaps if you interviewed him, you would see it for yourself.

TODD: [hesitates] Okay, I’ll think about it.
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SHELDON: Hey.

RICHART: [stares] You’re doing the interview?

SHELDON: Yeah, why?

RICHART: It just occurs to me that you do a lot of these interviews for the network.

SHELDON: [shrugs] I like to do them.

RICHART: Why?

SHELDON: I’m a people person.

RICHART: Try again.

SHELDON: Why does it matter?

RICHART: What would you be doing if you weren’t conducting these interviews?

SHELDON: [mumbles something]

RICHART: [arches a brow] Painting a barrel?

SHELDON: Training with Darnell.

RICHART: [smiles] I know. I just wanted to hear you say it again. You’re not still avoiding Ami, are you?

SHELDON: Maybe. Do you think she’s gotten past the whole desire-to-kick-my-ass thing?

RICHART: I doubt it. I feel the same desire myself every day. As do many of the other immortals in the area.

SHELDON: Oh, ha ha ha. Let’s just do this.

RICHART: As you wish.

SHELDON: So who’s the woman you’ve been seeing?

RICHART: [face darkens] Did you tell anyone?

SHELDON: [rolls his eyes] I didn’t have to. You kinda let the cat out of the bag yourself the time you went missing.

RICHART: [sighs] Not my best night. Has anyone asked you about her?

SHELDON: Are you kidding? Everyone is asking me about her. That’s why I thought I’d mention her in the interview. Gossip is flying.

RICHART: Great.

SHELDON: Bets are, too. You know how immortals are. They’ll wager on anything.

RICHART: Lovely.

SHELDON: Come on. Can you blame them? When was the last time an immortal in the area pretended to be human and tried to date a mortal?

RICHART: [frowns] I didn’t pretend to be human. I just…

SHELDON: Neglected to mention you were immortal?

RICHART: [grumbles] Yes.

SHELDON: And stalked her.

RICHART: Now you’re making it sound sleazy.

SHELDON: Did you or did you not—

RICHART: I wasn’t stalking her. I was watching over her. I thought she was in danger.

SHELDON: Uh-huh. In danger and attractive.

RICHART: Very.

SHELDON: And charming.

RICHART: Absolutely.

SHELDON: Irresistible.

RICHART: Incredibly.

SHELDON: So how do you like dating?

RICHART: How do you like it?

SHELDON: It sucks. I can never seem to land a second date. I don’t get it.

RICHART: [murmurs] Yes, it’s a mystery to us all.

SHELDON: [flips him off] Seriously, how do you like dating? You haven’t—how did you put it—courted anyone since before I was born.

RICHART: I haven’t courted anyone since before your great-grandparents were born. And that wasn’t serious.

SHELDON: Is this serious?

RICHART: Yes, it is. I adore Jenna.

SHELDON: I know. The sappy grin you wear whenever you talk about her kinda gives it away. What do you think about her son?

RICHART: John?

SHELDON: [nods] He’s a student at UNC, right?

RICHART: Yes. I like him.

SHELDON: I do, too, even though he threatened to feed me my own entrails.

RICHART: He did?

SHELDON: Yeah.

RICHART: Well, I wouldn’t hold that against him. We’ve all done that once or twice. And those who haven’t want to, I’m sure.

SHELDON: [deadpan] You’re a laugh riot.

RICHART: [consults his watch] How much longer will this interview take?

SHELDON: I don’t know. I’m supposed to ask you how you like being immortal and that sort of thing.

RICHART: Love the speed, strength, and longevity. Hate the loneliness. Or I hated it until Jenna came along and eradicated it.

SHELDON: Dude, you are so far gone.

RICHART: Happily so. Can we either wrap this up or finish at a later date? I’d like to get the night’s vampire hunting over with early so I can spend more time with Jenna.

SHELDON: Sure, we’re done. Tell her I said hi.

RICHART: [smiles] Will do.
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SHELDON: Thanks for doing the interview, man. I know things have been crazy lately, but these get-to-know-you pieces seem to be helping out down at network headquarters.

ÉTIENNE: [arches a brow] The mortal employees no longer fear us?

SHELDON: Umm…

ÉTIENNE: It always seemed odd to me that they would fear us considering all they do and all they risk to protect us and help us in our quest to eliminate the vampire threat.

SHELDON: Well, in their defense, you guys can be a little intimidating. [shifts anxiously] And it’s hard to feel comfortable around someone who can read your mind.

ÉTIENNE: Relax. I stopped reading your thoughts a couple of years ago. There’s just too much weird shit up there.

SHELDON: [laughs] I hear you can’t read Krysta’s mind. Is that true?

ÉTIENNE: I catch the occasional stray thought, but most elude me.

SHELDON: Is that a good thing?

ÉTIENNE: Very much so. I’m not as powerful as Seth and David. They only hear the thoughts of others if they want to hear them. I hear the thoughts of everyone around me all the time unless I consciously block them. With Krysta, I don’t have to do that. I can relax my guard and simply enjoy being with her. [smiles] And often the thoughts I do catch from her are the titillating ones.

SHELDON: [grins] Lucky you. That actually leads me to one of the questions the network employees wanted me to ask. How does it feel, after two hundred plus years, to find someone who completes you?

ÉTIENNE: It’s… bliss.

SHELDON: Even when she scares the crap out of you in battle?

ÉTIENNE: [smiles] How can I condemn her for the boldness, courage, and ferocity that drew me to her in the first place? I do so love strong women.

SHELDON: I gotta say, I agree with you there. Strong women are hot.

ÉTIENNE: [eyes him speculatively] Do you have your eye on any strong woman in particular?

SHELDON: [avoids his gaze] No. And don’t read my mind!

ÉTIENNE: As you wish.

SHELDON: So you were born a telepath. That isn’t a result of the virus that gives you vampiric traits?

ÉTIENNE: Correct. The telepathy is a result of the advanced DNA I possess, which also protects me from the brain damage the virus causes in ordinary humans infected with it.

SHELDON: Did your gift ever lead to any awkward moments when you were a child?

ÉTIENNE: [wry smile] It led to many awkward moments. And still does, by the way. Ask Krysta if you don’t believe me.

SHELDON: If you could choose to have any gift other than your own, what would it be?

ÉTIENNE: Teleportation. I have always envied my brother his gift. He spawns such delicious chaos and fear on the battlefield. [smiles] And if you think telepathy can lead to awkward moments, it has nothing on teleportation.

SHELDON: [laughs] Awkward and dangerous moments. Roland still hurls daggers at Richart whenever he teleports to his home unannounced.

ÉTIENNE: Yes. Fortunately, my brother is good at dodging weapons.

SHELDON: [consults tablet] You’ve lived a couple of centuries, give or take. What was your favorite decade?

ÉTIENNE: This one. I found Krysta in it. [music wafts from his pocket] Excuse me. [takes out his cell phone] Yes? … Sheldon is interviewing me for the network. What about you? … [his brown eyes acquire an amber glow] Really? … [voice drops] I’ll be right there.

SHELDON: [watches him tuck his phone away] I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess that was Krysta.

ÉTIENNE: You guessed correctly.

SHELDON: Say no more. We can continue the interview tomorrow. Maybe you can bring Krysta along with you.

ÉTIENNE: [smiles] You’re a good man, Sheldon.
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SHELDON: Hi, guys. Thanks for taking time out of tonight’s hunt to finish the interview.

KRYSTA: What is this for again? Étienne never told me.

ÉTIENNE: Because you kept distracting me.

KRYSTA: [winks] I didn’t hear you complaining.

SHELDON: Don’t start flirting with him. His eyes are already beginning to glow, and I’d like to at least get a handful of questions answered before he carries you off to do I-don’t-want-to-know-what to you.

KRYSTA: [laughs] All right. I’ll behave. So… what is this for?

SHELDON: The network of humans who work to protect Immortal Guardians and shield their existence from society. There’s been a lot more immortal traffic down at network headquarters lately, and most of the employees are still pretty nervous around them.

KRYSTA: [looks at Étienne] I know you explained this to me, but it still seems weird that humans are risking all to protect immortals when immortals are the ones with the preternatural speed, strength, and senses.

ÉTIENNE: [shrugs] Most business is still conducted during the day, and you’ve seen what happens to us when we’re exposed to sunlight. We need Seconds like Cam and Sheldon to handle all the crap we can’t.

SHELDON: [nods] The rest is simple math. Immortal Guardians have been single-handedly keeping the vampire menace in check for millennia, preventing those who are driven insane by the virus from preying upon humans. But there are very few Immortal Guardians in the world. Far fewer than there are humans or vampires. So the loss of even one immortal would be felt in a big way. The humans at the network all feel the same way I do—that it’s worth risking our lives to ensure that immortals can continue to risk theirs to protect humanity.

KRYSTA: That’s pretty much what Étienne said. It just still seems weird.

SHELDON: [grins] I guess it does to newcomers. But you’ll get used to it eventually. So. First question. Krysta, did you ever imagine yourself falling in love with an old fart like Étienne?

ÉTIENNE: [scowls]

KRYSTA: [laughs] Don’t say that. He’s sensitive about his age.

SHELDON: Dude, you’re like 230 years old. Roland is damned near a thousand, and he isn’t sensitive about his age. Man up.

ÉTIENNE: First of all, Roland is the exception to every rule. And second, I’m not sensitive about my age. I just don’t want Krysta to think I’m too old for her.

KRYSTA: [flutters her eyelashes] You’ve proven many times over to my immense satisfaction that you aren’t.

ÉTIENNE: [smiles] Minx.

SHELDON: Hey, I was serious about the no-flirting thing.

KRYSTA: Sorry.

SHELDON: Let’s see… [consults notepad full of questions] Étienne, is it true that Krysta tried to decapitate you the first time you met?

ÉTIENNE: Yes. I stopped the shoto sword mere inches from my neck.

SHELDON: That is so hot.

ÉTIENNE: [laughs] I thought so, too.

SHELDON: I assume, Krysta, that you thought he was a vampire?

KRYSTA: Yes. I kept expecting him to try to kill me and couldn’t figure out why he didn’t. And you have no idea how confusing it was to actually find myself attracted to him. I totally thought he was messing with my head.

SHELDON: Were you messing with her head?

ÉTIENNE: [scowls] Of course not.

SHELDON: Does it bother you, Krysta, that Étienne can read your mind?

ÉTIENNE: I told you in our previous interview that most of the time, I can’t read her mind. I just catch the occasional stray thought or two.

KRYSTA: Yes, but it still bothered me in the beginning because the stray thoughts you did catch were always the embarrassing ones.

ÉTIENNE: [grins] They didn’t embarrass me. [grunts when she elbows him] Besides, you’ve paid me back many times since then by intentionally sending me naughty thoughts at totally inappropriate moments.

KRYSTA: [smiles back] What can I say? I like to see you squirm.

SHELDON: You seem to be taking all this in stride, Krysta.

KRYSTA: I didn’t in the beginning. I actually tried to decapitate him a second time.

SHELDON: Again… that is so hot.

KRYSTA: [laughs] I had never heard of immortals and didn’t know how they differed from the maddened vampires I slew every chance I got, so… I didn’t know what to think of him. Étienne was clearly different, but—for all I knew—he really could have been messing with my head.

ÉTIENNE: And yet you risked your life to save mine.

KRYSTA: After you risked yours to save mine.

SHELDON: [sighs] And now his eyes are glowing. Fine. This interview’s over.

ÉTIENNE: Thank you.

SHELDON: I’ll see if I can find someone else I can pester with questions. You guys have a nice night.

KRYSTA: You, too, Sheldon.
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SHELDON: So… you and Zach, huh?

LISETTE: Me and Zach.

SHELDON: You are freaking ballsy, lady.

LISETTE: [laughs] If you say so.

SHELDON: I’m serious. Seth is the oldest and most powerful immortal on the planet. He’s the leader of the Immortal Guardians. He loathes Zach. And you decided to date the guy?

LISETTE: If by date you mean risk everything to be with him, then yes.

SHELDON: Why?

LISETTE: Because from the moment I first saw him, I was drawn to him… more so than I have been to any other. Because Zach woke me up and made me feel more alive than I had in two centuries. I needed to know where that could take me.

SHELDON: [slow nod] I can understand that.

LISETTE: Because there is someone you would be willing to risk everything for?

SHELDON: [flushes bright red] Maybe. Don’t read my thoughts!

LISETTE: As you wish.

SHELDON: Thank you. Now… I heard there was… an incident.

LISETTE: [arches a brow] Which one?

SHELDON: [laughs] Not the explosive one that ended with David’s house needing a little redecorating. The other one.

LISETTE: I’m afraid you’re going to have to be a little more specific than that.

SHELDON: Really? There were others?

LISETTE: Surely that doesn’t surprise you. Zach isn’t exactly beloved by my fellow Immortal Guardians.

SHELDON: That’s just because he’s the first immortal—at least as far as anyone knows—whom Seth wanted to kill.

LISETTE: [mutters] He won’t be the last.

SHELDON: I’m sure he wo—Wait. What?

LISETTE: Never mind. To which incident are you referring?

SHELDON: The lollipop stick incident. A certain someone, who shall remain nameless—

LISETTE: Tracy?

SHELDON: Yes, damn it! Are you reading my mind?

LISETTE: Yes, this time.

SHELDON: Well, stop! There are freaky things up there that I don’t want you to see.

LISETTE: [grimaces] You’re telling me.

SHELDON: [flushes again] Why did Zach go ballistic when Tracy threw away a couple of discarded lollipop sticks?

LISETTE: Because they weren’t discarded. Zach was saving them. Or rather he is saving them. Fortunately, we found them in the trash bin in time.

SHELDON: [frowns] What’s he going to do with them?

LISETTE: Nothing. He’s saving them because they have meaning for him.

SHELDON: Lollipop sticks?

LISETTE: [nods] The first time Zach was tortured for aiding the Immortal Guardians, Ami sensed his pain, sought him out, and offered him solace… along with two lollipops. Those lollipops were the first gifts Zach had ever received.

SHELDON: [stares] Seriously? He’s lived, like, thousands of years.

LISETTE: Which is why the sticks are important to him. Tracy saw them on the mantel and threw them away. Zach was furious.

SHELDON: And Tracy spent the next several nights sleeping at David’s place. Zach is freaking scary. Almost as scary as Seth. Which brings me to my next question: How terrifying was Seth when he found out you were seeing Zach? Seth did, after all, declare Zach a traitor and tell you to stay the hell away from him.

LISETTE: Terrifying doesn’t even begin to cover it. Next question, please.

SHELDON: You don’t want to talk about it?

LISETTE: I would prefer not to.

SHELDON: Okay. Moving on. I always kinda thought you’d end up with someone else.

LISETTE: [squints suspiciously, then widens eyes] You knew?

SHELDON: Are you reading my thoughts again?

LISETTE: Yes. How did you know about…?

SHELDON: I’m more observant than you guys give me credit for. And stop reading my mind. Freaky things, remember?

LISETTE: Did you tell anyone?

SHELDON: No.

LISETTE: Good.

SHELDON: But I’m pretty sure everyone knows. Or rather knew.

LISETTE: [face fills with dismay] Everyone?

SHELDON: Well, everyone except for Richart and Étienne. They’re your brothers and would’ve wanted to kick his ass if they knew, so everyone kept it hush-hush.

LISETTE: Great.

SHELDON: Does Zach know?

LISETTE: [growls] Yes.

SHELDON: And Zach didn’t try to kill him?

LISETTE: No! Well, yes, a little. But that was before he… [clamps lips together] Next question.

SHELDON: I’m starting to see why you said there have been incidents plural. Now—[jumps and cries out when Zach abruptly appears, six foot ten inches of muscle clad only in leather pants and boots, his dark wings spread so that the feathers brush the walls on either side of the room.]

LISETTE: [smiles] Zach, what are you doing here?

ZACH: [scowls] I sensed you were upset.

SHELDON: Dude! Seriously! You gotta give a guy some warning before you do that! You scared the crap out of me!

ZACH: [narrows his eyes] I’ll do more than that to you. What did you say to upset Lisette?

SHELDON: [rises and backs away nervously] Nothing. Really. We were just shooting the breeze and she… uh… read my thoughts and… saw a weird… sex thing in my memories that involved a, uh… bullfighter’s uniform. [nervous laugh] Hey, is that my phone? I think that’s my phone. [pats his pockets and retrieves his phone] Hello? … Uh-huh. … Yyyyeah. I’ll, uh, I’ll be right there. [lowers phone] That was Richart.

ZACH: [withering look] Your phone didn’t ring. You weren’t talking to anyone. We have heightened hearing, remember?

SHELDON: [swears softly] It was… on vibrate, and the other guy was whispering. Anyway, thanks for the interview, Lisette. Gotta go! [hurries away]

ZACH: [cocks a brow at Lisette]

LISETTE: [shrugs] It wasn’t all a lie. There actually was a weird sex thing involving a bullfighter’s uniform in his memories.
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SHELDON: [stares]

ZACH: [arches a brow] Why are we just sitting here?

LISETTE: Sheldon is interviewing us for the network’s newsletter to make the humans who work with us more comfortable around us.

ZACH: Why? Do they fear you?

LISETTE: I don’t know if fear is the right word. They’re just… uncomfortable around beings who are so much more powerful than they are and who have special gifts.

ZACH: Yet they continue to aid you.

LISETTE: Yes.

ZACH: Yours is a peculiar world.

SHELDON: [snorts] And yours isn’t?

ZACH: [narrows eyes]

SHELDON: [swallows] Right. So. First question. Zach, are you friend or foe?

LISETTE: Sheldon!

SHELDON: What? It’s the first thing people ask when Zach’s name comes up in a conversation because everyone knows he’s on Seth’s shit list. So… Zach, which are you? Friend or foe?

ZACH: I believe the jury is still out on that one.

LISETTE: [frowns up at him] You know, you really don’t help your case when you say things like that.

ZACH: I’m not making a case.

LISETTE: [mumbles something under her breath]

ZACH: I heard that.

LISETTE: [winks] You were meant to.

SHELDON: What’d she say?

ZACH: Next question.

SHELDON: Ooookay. What’s the deal with the shirt?

ZACH: What shirt?

SHELDON: Exactly. Why don’t you wear one? I mean, I know the women all love it. But I think the married male immortals don’t approve.

LISETTE: [laughs] Shirts interfere with his wings.

SHELDON: Does it bother you, Lisette, when other women drool over him?

LISETTE: No. [links her fingers through Zach’s] He’s all mine.

ZACH: [smiles and rests their clasped hands on his thigh]

SHELDON: Wow.

LISETTE: What?

SHELDON: Nothing. It’s just… Zach can be pretty freaking terrifying. I didn’t realize he could get such a sappy, lovey-dovey look on his face.

ZACH: [glares daggers at Sheldon]

SHELDON: Did I say sappy? I meant… intimidating. Incredibly intimidating. Like, make-a-man-wet-his-pants intimidating.

LISETTE: Next question, please.

SHELDON: Thank you. Zach, where are your wings?

ZACH: Tucked away so I can sit comfortably in this chair.

SHELDON: Can I see them?

ZACH: [sighs and rises, huge dark wings springing into view and spreading to brush the walls on either side of the room]

SHELDON: Those. Are. Awesome!

LISETTE: Yes, they are.

ZACH: [retracts his wings and reclaims his seat]

SHELDON: What would you say if someone were to… I don’t know… ask you if you’d let him climb onto your back so you can fly him around like Superman?

ZACH: I would ask him how much he wants to live.

SHELDON: Right. It was… just a hypothetical. Anyway. How did the two of you meet?

ZACH: [smiles] She kidnapped me.

SHELDON: No way! You’re almost as powerful as Seth! [regards Lisette with awe] You really kidnapped him?

LISETTE: [nods] Roland and Sarah helped me.

SHELDON: Why’d you do it?

LISETTE: I wanted to—

ZACH: Chain me up and interrogate me… among other things.

LISETTE: [blushes] Don’t make it sound like that!

ZACH: Didn’t you want to do other things to me?

LISETTE: Were you reading my thoughts that night?

ZACH: No, but your blush tells me I guessed correctly.

LISETTE: Next question, Sheldon.

SHELDON: Dude. She chained you up. That’s so hot.

ZACH: I agree.

SHELDON: Great. Now his eyes are glowing.

ZACH: Perhaps we could continue this interview another time?

SHELDON: You’re totally going to ask her to chain you up again, aren’t you?

LISETTE: Sheldon!

SHELDON: Right. I’m out. Thanks for the interview.
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Although A Sorceress of His Own is part of The Gifted Ones series, I opted to include the character interviews I wrote for the blog tour. For those who have not read The Gifted Ones books: Marcus is a teenaged squire in A Sorceress of His Own, and Seth and Roland both appear in it.

 

 

SHELDON: So…

MARCUS: So?

SHELDON: Thanks for doing another interview.

MARCUS: Why exactly are we still doing these? I thought they were to make the humans who work for us at the network feel more at ease around us. Haven’t the other interviews helped us on that front?

SHELDON: They did for a while. But recent events have sort of freaked everyone out at network headquarters.

MARCUS: I assume you’re talking about—

SHELDON: Yeah.

MARCUS: I suppose I can understand that.

SHELDON: So we’re starting the interviews up again.

MARCUS: All right then. Ask me whatever you’d like.

SHELDON: You’re an Immortal Guardian now and have been for centuries. But you were different even before you were transformed into an immortal. Can you tell the newbies at the network a little bit about that?

MARCUS: Of course. We called ourselves gifted ones then. Gifted ones are men and women who are born with extremely advanced DNA that lends us special gifts ordinary humans lack. Unfortunately, I knew nothing of DNA when I was mortal because I was born near the end of the twelfth century.

SHELDON: So you didn’t know why you were different?

MARCUS: No.

SHELDON: That must have sucked.

MARCUS: [laughs] Yes, it did. I was later transformed into an immortal, as you know, by a psychotic vampire in the early part of the thirteenth century.

SHELDON: It’s such a trip that you lived in the Middle Ages. What gift were you born with?

MARCUS: I see dead people.

SHELDON: [blinks] Dead people, as in ghosts?

MARCUS: Yes. [narrows his eyes] Laugh and I’ll kick your arse.

SHELDON: I’m too busy trying to decide whether that’s cool or creepy.

MARCUS: Well, how would you feel if you were racing along at insane speeds on your motorcycle at three o’clock in the morning, caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of your eye, and looked over to find the ghost of a man walking alongside you, keeping pace.

SHELDON: Dude.

MARCUS: Exactly.

SHELDON: Were both of your parents gifted ones?

MARCUS: No, just my mother.

SHELDON: What was it like, being a gifted one in the twelfth century?

MARCUS: It was very dangerous. Many a gifted one was slain by those who feared or hated anyone who was different or who possessed abilities they didn’t understand. I’m afraid our gifts, when revealed, were more often linked with evil than they were with miracles.

SHELDON: That blows. Did you hide your gift?

MARCUS: Yes. Even Robert, the man I loved like a brother, knew nothing of it.

SHELDON: Did your mother hide hers, too?

MARCUS: Yes.

SHELDON: Who was the first gifted one you met other than your mother?

MARCUS: A woman named Alyssa. I met her when I was a teenager, shortly after I declared myself Sir Robert of Westcott’s new squire.

SHELDON: Can you tell us about her?

MARCUS: [smiles] Alyssa was quite remarkable. While the rest of us hid our unusual gifts in an attempt to avoid being burned at the stake or stoned to death or—in my case—deemed utterly mad, she used hers openly on a daily basis.

SHELDON: How’d she manage that?

MARCUS: She served as Lord Dillon’s wisewoman.

SHELDON: Who was Lord Dillon?

MARCUS: Lord Dillon was Robert’s older brother, the very powerful Earl of Westcott. He was both known and feared throughout the land for his ferocity on the battlefield.

SHELDON: Did you fear him?

MARCUS: I was… intimidated, I admit, when I first met him. He was a man of few words. And those words were often gruff.

SHELDON: Sounds like Roland.

MARCUS: [laughs] Dillon wasn’t antisocial like Roland. He was just scary as hell on the battlefield and gruff whenever he was off it. But… [shakes his head] once I saw how he was with Alyssa, how he accepted her gifts—her differences—and protected her from anyone who wished her ill because of them…

SHELDON: You liked him?

MARCUS: [nods] I admired him as much as I did Robert. Times were different then. Women were largely considered subservient to men. Yet Dillon respected Alyssa, had no difficulty admitting she was a brilliant strategist, and often sought her counsel.

SHELDON: Cool.

MARCUS: And earls did not wed illegitimate peasants back then. At all. Period. They didn’t even take peasants as lemans for more than the briefest length of time. It simply wasn’t done. So the odds of those two getting together and staying together…

SHELDON: Were pretty damned slim?

MARCUS: Yes.

SHELDON: He must have loved her a lot.

MARCUS: Enough to defy his king. And she loved him enough to risk her very life for him. Theirs was a tale that was told by bards for generations.

SHELDON: [arches a brow] Much like yours is a tale that has been told by immortals for generations?

MARCUS: [sighs] I admit I’m not thrilled by their fascination with it.

SHELDON: And most don’t even know the best part.

MARCUS: Ami?

SHELDON: [nods] And Adira.

MARCUS: [smiles]

SHELDON: Did Alyssa know you were a gifted one?

MARCUS: Not at first. But she learned it eventually when she healed me with her hands after I was injured. It’s impossible to hide something like that from someone who can learn so much about you with a touch.

SHELDON: What did she say?

MARCUS: Nothing.

SHELDON: Then how do you know she—?

MARCUS: Because she watched over me as she would a younger brother from that day forth. Went out of her way to be kind to me when I was at Westcott. Covered for me whenever this or that spirit startled me so others wouldn’t think me mad.

SHELDON: Wow. She sounds really nice.

MARCUS: She was. And she was as fiercely protective of Dillon as Ami is of me.

SHELDON: Did she ride into battle with him?

MARCUS: Many times.

SHELDON: Strong women are so hot.

MARCUS: [grins] Yes, they are.

SHELDON: [offers his hand] Thanks for the interview.

MARCUS: [shakes it] Anytime.
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SHELDON: Hey, man. Thanks for doing another interview.

ROLAND: Sarah asked me to do it.

SHELDON: [lips twitch] And you’d do anything to make her happy?

ROLAND: Of course.

SHELDON: That is so weird.

ROLAND: [arches a brow] Rumor has it you would do anything to please Tracy.

SHELDON: Really? You, uh… you heard that?

ROLAND: Yes.

SHELDON: [flustered] Well, that’s different. I’m normal. You’re… you.

ROLAND: [narrows eyes]

SHELDON: Come on. Everyone knows how antisocial you are. It’s just weird seeing you act all lovey-dovey around Sarah.

ROLAND: [sighs] Is this what you wanted to talk about in this interview—my relationship with Sarah and how swiftly your insolence will end with your arse getting kicked?

SHELDON: [laughs] No. I actually wanted to ask you about something else. I interviewed Marcus a few days ago, and he mentioned a gifted one named Alyssa.

ROLAND: [gaze sharpening] Alyssa? The Earl of Westcott’s wisewoman?

SHELDON: [surprised] Yes. You remember her?

ROLAND: Absolutely. How did her name come up in the conversation?

SHELDON: I asked him who the first gifted one he met was.

ROLAND: Ah.

SHELDON: You met her yourself?

ROLAND: Yes. I met her whole family actually.

SHELDON: That was, like, eight hundred years ago. How did you remember that?

ROLAND: I suppose it’s a combination of the advanced DNA all gifted ones like myself possess, coupled with the virus that lends me immortality and prevents me from aging. The memories of immortals don’t fade with time the way those of humans do.

SHELDON: That’s awesome and sucks all at the same time. I imagine there are some things you’d like to forget.

ROLAND: [expression darkens ominously] If we forget our mistakes, we won’t learn from them.

SHELDON: [swallows] Yeah, back to Alyssa. So… Alyssa was a gifted one like you back in the twelfth century.

ROLAND: Yes. She actually came to be quite powerful.

SHELDON: Marcus said she could heal with her hands and read emotions with a touch.

ROLAND: Among other things.

SHELDON: You’re renowned for disliking and distrusting… pretty much everyone. Yet you sound as if you liked Alyssa.

ROLAND: I admired her a great deal. She was, quite frankly, gutsy as hell. Those like us who bore special gifts tended to inspire fear and hatred in those who distrusted anyone who was different. Instead of viewing our abilities as miracles, most believed they were gifts bestowed upon us by demons. And we were frequently blamed for things we didn’t do.

SHELDON: Like what?

ROLAND: If drought struck, a gifted one’s “sorcery” was surely responsible. If a cow’s milk dried up, the resident gifted one must have done it. If a man’s health failed, he must have been cursed by the gifted one. So many a gifted one was slain.

SHELDON: That’s infuriating.

ROLAND: [shrugs] It’s the way of the world. Little has changed. Just look at the trouble we Immortal Guardians have faced in recent years.

SHELDON: True.

ROLAND: Most of us gifted ones hid our unusual abilities as best we could for our own protection.

SHELDON: I don’t blame you.

ROLAND: But Alyssa… [shakes his head and smiles] She found a way to use hers openly.

SHELDON: As Lord Dillon’s wisewoman.

ROLAND: Yes. Her grandmother served as Lord Dillon’s father’s wisewoman, you see. When Lord Dillon assumed the title, Alyssa took her grandmother’s place with none the wiser. Lord Dillon was widely feared thanks to his ferocity on the battlefield and his reticent nature. So Alyssa was able to use her gifts to counsel him and to heal the injured and sick without worrying so much about being slain. All were so afraid of Lord Dillon that none would dare incur his wrath by harming his trusted wisewoman. And since everyone believed she was the same wisewoman who served Dillon’s father and grandfather before him, some even began to believe her immortal and thus capable of exacting retribution against any who sought to slay her.

SHELDON: That was pretty slick.

ROLAND: Yes, it was.

SHELDON: You sound like you admired Lord Dillon, too.

ROLAND: I did. His skills with a sword rivaled Seth’s.

SHELDON: Dude.

ROLAND: Exactly. I even disobeyed Seth’s orders not to interfere and joined Lord Dillon in battle once just so I could have the privilege of fighting beside him.

SHELDON: And?

ROLAND: It was worth the punishment Seth dealt out afterward.

SHELDON: You like to fight, don’t you?

ROLAND: I’ve been a warrior for nearly a thousand years. I’m very good at it.

SHELDON: Maybe you should have spent a little more of that time improving your people skills.

ROLAND: [arches a brow] Sarah has no problem with my people skills.

SHELDON: Which is why immortals who have never met her assume she’s a few cards short of a full deck.

ROLAND: [eyes flash bright amber] What? Who said that?

SHELDON: [scrambles out of his chair] Not me! It wasn’t me! Don’t kill the messenger!

ROLAND: You’re the only one currently within my reach.

SHELDON: Is that my cell phone ringing? [fumbles in his pocket] I think my cell phone is ringing. [backs toward the door] Thanks for the interview, man. I gotta book. [slams the door behind him]

SARAH: [enters, lips twitching] That was mean.

ROLAND: [grins] But fun. I thought he’d never leave. [pulls her into his arms] Now where were we?
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SHELDON: Thanks for doing another interview. I know how busy you are.

SETH: The humans at the network have been on edge lately—with good reason—so if interviews like this will put them at ease and help them feel more comfortable with immortals and gifted ones, I’ll do as many as you wish.

SHELDON: Thanks, man. I appreciate it. How are you holding up, by the way?

SETH: What do you mean?

SHELDON: Well, with everything that’s been going on…

SETH: I’m fine, thank you.

SHELDON: You don’t want to talk about it?

SETH: No.

SHELDON: Okay. So I interviewed Marcus and Roland the other day.

SETH: [lips twitch] How did the interview with Roland go?

SHELDON: [grimaces] It didn’t exactly end on an up note.

SETH: [smiles] Roland might be a little less antisocial now that he’s married, but Sarah can’t work miracles.

SHELDON: [laughs] Speaking of miracles… I’d like to talk about gifted ones. Can you tell us a little bit about them for the newbies at the network?

SETH: Of course. Gifted ones are men and women who were born with extremely advanced DNA that lends them special gifts that ordinary humans lack. Telepathy, for example. Or precognition. Teleportation.

SHELDON: That is so cool. I wish I could teleport.

SETH: I admit that’s a favorite of mine.

SHELDON: No one seems to know the source of gifted ones’ advanced DNA. Do you?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: [waits a long moment] So… will you share it with us?

SETH: No.

SHELDON: Why?

SETH: Because bloodshed always follows when I do.

SHELDON: Seriously?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: Okay. Well… when I discussed some of those special gifts with Marcus and Roland, they told me about a gifted one named Alyssa.

SETH: [cocks his head to one side] Which one?

SHELDON: There was more than one?

SETH: [nods] Alyssa of Westcott in the twelfth century and her granddaughter, who was named after her, in the thirteenth.

SHELDON: We were talking about the first one. The one who served as Lord Dillon’s wisewoman.

SETH: I suspected as much, considering Marcus’s history.

SHELDON: So you knew her?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: What did you think of her?

SETH: I admired her. It took a great deal of courage to use her gifts openly the way she did.

SHELDON: That’s what Marcus and Roland said.

SETH: Both her aunt and uncle were slain by those who feared their “sorcery” and blamed them for every unexpected hardship. Alyssa’s mother, too, was nearly slain.

SHELDON: I don’t think Marcus and Roland mentioned that.

SETH: They may not know.

SHELDON: I’m surprised Alyssa didn’t just… I don’t know… withdraw from society completely. Live in isolation for her own protection.

SETH: [shakes his head] Alyssa was determined to use her gifts to help others. And her ruse with the dark robes, coupled with Dillon’s fierce reputation, offered her protection and enabled her to do so with less risk. For the most part.

SHELDON: Did you know Lord Dillon?

SETH: Yes. He was an honorable man and utterly ferocious on the battlefield. I could name on one hand the number of warriors I’ve met who could match Dillon’s skills with a sword.

SHELDON: [eyebrows rising] Even immortals?

SETH: Even immortals. I would’ve loved to spar with him but never found the opportunity.

SHELDON: You sound like you admired him as much as you did Alyssa.

SETH: I did. He was ahead of his time, very forward thinking.

SHELDON: What do you mean?

SETH: He didn’t consider women subservient. He valued Alyssa’s intelligence and talent for strategy greatly and often consulted her before making important decisions. When others spurned her for her differences, he embraced them.

SHELDON: Are you sure he wasn’t a gifted one himself? You gifted ones and immortals all seem to really adore strong women. And Marcus said Alyssa was so strong she sometimes rode into battle at Dillon’s side.

SETH: [smiles] Dillon wasn’t a gifted one. But Alyssa was indeed strong. The two really were perfect for each other, both bearing reputations that bred fear and kept others at bay. Even with so much stacked against them getting together, not to mention an enemy bent on destroying them both, they—[breaks off and frowns when his cell phone starts playing “Monster.” Retrieves it from a back pocket] I have to take this.

SHELDON: No problem.

SETH: Yes? [listens, then addresses Sheldon] I’m needed in Portugal.

SHELDON: Okay. Thanks for the—

SETH: [vanishes]

SHELDON: Interview.
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SHELDON: Thanks for agreeing to an interview, guys.

LISETTE: Of course.

ZACH: Why are we doing another one of these? Did the last one not suffice?

SHELDON: It, uh… it… sufficed.

ZACH: [arches a brow]

SHELDON: Well, the whole purpose of these interviews is to make the humans down at the network feel more comfortable around you immortals, and you might have come across a little… scary in the last interview.

ZACH: To whom? To you?

SHELDON: Yes.

ZACH: You asked me if you could climb onto my back so I could fly you around like Superman.

LISETTE: [lips twitching] I forgot about that.

SHELDON: I asked you hypothetically how you would respond if someone were to ask you if he could do that.

ZACH: And I offered you an honest answer.

SHELDON: [mutters something under his breath]

ZACH: I heard that.

SHELDON: I know. [raises his brows] Any chance you’ll change your mind?

ZACH: [baleful stare]

SHELDON: [shoulders slump] Right. What about shape-shifting? Heather said you shifted into a huge lion in front of her.

ZACH: [exchanges an amused glance with Lisette] Yes, I did.

SHELDON: Will you do that for me?

ZACH: No.

SHELDON: Spoilsport.

ZACH: It’s not a parlor trick, Sheldon.

SHELDON: That’s what David keeps telling me. Come on. I’ll bet Lisette would read my mind if I asked her to.

LISETTE: No, I wouldn’t.

SHELDON: [surprised] You wouldn’t? Why not?

LISETTE: Because I’ve read your mind before, and there’s too much freaky stuff up there.

SHELDON: Freaky how?

ZACH: [looks askance at Lisette] Freaky sex stuff?

LISETTE: Yes. A lot of it.

SHELDON: [grins unrepentantly] That’s what Heather said. I don’t see what’s so freaky about it.

LISETTE: Well, I’m certainly not going to explain it to you. So shall we move on?

SHELDON: Fine. What do you think of Heather?

LISETTE: I like her.

ZACH: As do I. I think she has handled her introduction into the world of Immortal Guardians, gifted ones, and vampires admirably.

LISETTE: [grins] I think your shape-shifting might have thrown her a bit.

ZACH: [laughs] Just a bit. But she had already been through quite a lot by then. And I think her passing herself off as a FACS specialist and earning a living using her gift was exceptionally clever.

SHELDON: Okay, explain to me what exactly that means, because I don’t remember.

ZACH: She tells the military and law enforcement agencies who enlist her services that she is using the Facial Action Coding System to determine whether someone is telling the truth.

LISETTE: So they think she’s studying minute changes in facial expressions when she’s actually reading minds.

ZACH: As I said, very clever.

SHELDON: It is. Most gifted ones hide the special abilities they’re born with for their own safety. Yet she was able to find a way to make a career out of hers without falling under suspicion. What do you think about her and Ethan getting together?

LISETTE: I think they’re perfect for each other. She’s telepathic and—

ZACH: Ethan’s head is too hard to read.

SHELDON: Why is it so hard to read his mind? Even the elders can’t do it without causing him incredible pain.

ZACH: [shrugs] Just not much up there to read, I guess.

LISETTE: [laughs and punches him in the shoulder] Be nice. [to Sheldon] Ethan’s mind is just wired differently. It has something to do with the gift he was born with.

SHELDON: And what gift is that?

LISETTE: If you don’t know, you’ll have to ask Ethan.

SHELDON: Oh, come on. Why are you guys always so reluctant to tell me your gifts?

ZACH: Because you pester us for demonstrations when we do.

SHELDON: [sighs] You’re no fun.

LISETTE: [casts Zach a flirtatious glance] Actually, Zach can be quite fun on occasion.

SHELDON: Don’t flirt with him! His eyes will start to glow and… Ah, hell. His eyes are glowing.

ZACH: [stares at Lisette with eyes that now hold a golden glow] Sheldon…

SHELDON: You’re going to ask me to wrap up the interview early, aren’t you?

ZACH: Why don’t we wrap up this interview early?

SHELDON: I still have dozens of questions to ask you.

LISETTE: [strokes Zach’s face]

ZACH: Just what I was thinking.

SHELDON: What was? That I need to ask you more questions?

ZACH: I enjoyed it as well.

SHELDON: You aren’t listening to a thing I’m saying, are you? Enjoyed what? The interview? Wait. Are you talking to me? Or are you two doing the telepathic thing? You aren’t feeling each other up mentally, are you?

LISETTE: Goodbye, Sheldon.

SHELDON: [mutters as he rises] And you think my sex stuff is freaky. [louder] Just don’t get naked until I’m out the door.
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As with the character interviews from my A Sorceress of His Own Blog Tour, I opted to include this one because Marcus is a teenaged squire in Rendezvous with Yesterday.

 

SHELDON: Hey, man. I know you’re busy, so thank you for taking the time to do another interview.

MARCUS: Of course. Although I admit I’m a bit puzzled. We’ve already done a few of these to make the humans who work for us at the network feel more at ease around us. Did the other interviews not help?

SHELDON: They helped a lot actually. But recent incidents at the network… How should I put this…?

MARCUS: Scared the hell out of the mortals?

SHELDON: Yeah. Pretty much.

MARCUS: I can understand that. Especially since they suffered some losses.

SHELDON: Exactly. So we’re starting the interviews up again. And Marcus, when it comes to Immortal Guardians that fascinate the mortal employees the most, Seth is first on the list, but you are a very close second.

MARCUS: [beleaguered sigh] Gee, I wonder why.

SHELDON: [laughs] Dude. You have to admit your background is pretty unusual. And I’m not talking about the whole immortal thing. I’m talking about—

MARCUS: Bethany.

SHELDON: Yes.

MARCUS: I don’t know why everyone feels they need to pry into my past so often.

SHELDON: Come on, man. She traveled through time! You actually met a woman eight hundred years ago who was from this century. What was that like?

MARCUS: [smiles] Well, if I were to borrow one of your phrases, I would say it kicked ass.

SHELDON: [laughs] I’ll bet it did. You were still mortal when you met her, weren’t you?

MARCUS: Yes. It was the year 1203, I believe. And I was squiring for Lord Robert, the Earl of Fosterly.

SHELDON: According to rumor, you loved Robert like a brother.

MARCUS: I did indeed. He was an honorable man through and through. A fierce fighter who could only be bested by his older brother, Dillon. And a bit of a forward thinker for a man of his time. But then, his brother Dillon was as well thanks to his longtime association with gifted ones.

SHELDON: Okay, for the newbies at the network, would you explain what a gifted one is?

MARCUS: Of course. Gifted ones are men and women who were born with advanced DNA that lends them special talents or abilities that ordinary humans lack, such as telepathy, telekinesis, the ability to heal with one’s hands, and the like.

SHELDON: You were a gifted one before you became immortal. What gift were you born with?

MARCUS: The ability to see ghosts.

SHELDON: That is so freaking creepy.

MARCUS: Yes, it is.

SHELDON: Did Robert know?

MARCUS: No. Like many gifted ones of that era, I hid my gift.

SHELDON: Even from Bethany?

MARCUS: Even from Bethany.

SHELDON: So how did you meet her?

MARCUS: A mysterious enemy had been plaguing Robert’s lands with violence. Robert left one day to consult a neighboring nobleman, and when he returned a few days later, Beth was with him.

SHELDON: What was she like?

MARCUS: She fascinated me. She was small but strong. Brave. Fierce. As fierce a fighter as Robert. [grins] She was funny, too. So full of mischief. Sparking laughter as often as she could.

SHELDON: Did she have a hard time adjusting and adhering to the tighter social strictures of the time?

MARCUS: [laughs] What makes you think she adhered to them?

SHELDON: [grins] You didn’t think she was odd?

MARCUS: Well, her speech was certainly odd. I don’t know if you’re aware of it, but the English language has changed a great deal since the early thirteenth century. Middle English would no doubt sound to you like a foreign language. But as for her other oddities… I rather liked that she was different. I was different myself, so I believe I saw her as something of a kindred spirit.

SHELDON: [arches a brow] A rather bold kindred spirit?

MARCUS: [laughs again] Yes, but Robert loved that about her.

SHELDON: What a bizarre pairing.

MARCUS: Yes, it was. One would think a medieval nobleman and a twenty-first-century bounty hunter would find no common ground. But they fell hard for each other. No one else would have made them as happy as they were together.

SHELDON: Well, I know time is tight, so I’ll wait till our next interview to ask you how Bethany went back in time.

MARCUS: [shakes his head] You’re going to have to ask Seth that one.

SHELDON: Dude, you know he won’t tell me.

MARCUS: [grins] Not my problem, I’m afraid.

SHELDON: [sighs] Fine. Thanks again for the interview.

MARCUS: Anytime.
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SETH: I see you’ve started interviewing immortals again.

SHELDON: Yeah. The mortals that work for you down at the network have been pretty anxious lately.

SETH: Quite an understatement based on what I’ve observed.

SHELDON: Well, they’re all a little shell-shocked after recent events. So I thought some interviews would help ease their renewed wariness around you guys a bit. Some of them are finding the whole all-powerful-immortal thing a tad intimidating once more.

SETH: Understandable. I have a few minutes to spare if you have any questions you’d like to ask me.

SHELDON: Really? That’d be great. I actually just finished interviewing Marcus. You know how curious everyone is about his background.

SETH: [smiles] Because he met a woman from this century over eight hundred years ago?

SHELDON: Exactly. I mean, how many people can say they’ve met a time traveler?

SETH: I can.

SHELDON: Which brings me to my first question. Bethany Bennett was a woman from our time who traveled back to the past and met Lord Robert around the turn of the thirteenth century when Marcus was still mortal and squiring for him. Is that right?

SETH: That’s correct.

SHELDON: How did she go back in time? Marcus said you’d tell me.

SETH: He said that?

SHELDON: Yes.

SETH: [arches a brow]

SHELDON: [shifts guiltily] You’re reading my mind aren’t you?

SETH: No. There’s too much weird crap up there. But Marcus wouldn’t lie about a thing like that.

SHELDON: [laughs] You aren’t going to tell me how she did it, are you?

SETH: No.

SHELDON: I thought so, but it was worth a try. So what can you tell me about Robert?

SETH: I liked him. He was a good man. Fiercely loyal to those he loved. Brave in battle. And very talented with a sword. I think, by the time Beth met him, Robert could only be bested in combat by his brother Dillon.

SHELDON: [smirks] You mean his brother Dillon… and you?

SETH: [grins] Yes. I admired both men. And Robert proved to be instrumental in helping Dillon and Alyssa find happiness together, so…

SHELDON: Alyssa was a gifted one.

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: Would you explain what that is for the newbies at the network?

SETH: Gifted ones are men and women who were born with extremely advanced DNA that lends them special gifts that ordinary humans lack. Alyssa, for example, could heal with her hands.

SHELDON: That’s awesome.

SETH: Telepathy is another gift. Telekinesis. Teleportation.

SHELDON: I so wish I could teleport.

SETH: I admit that’s a favorite of mine.

SHELDON: What is the source of gifted ones’ advanced DNA?

SETH: You’ve asked me that before and know I won’t tell you.

SHELDON: Because bloodshed always follows when you do?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: Dude, that is so annoyingly cryptic.

SETH: [shrugs]

SHELDON: Fine. So you liked Robert. What about Bethany? Did you like her?

SETH: I did indeed.

SHELDON: What was she like?

SETH: She reminded me a bit of Krysta, or Heather.

SHELDON: I assumed you mean Étienne’s Krysta and Ethan’s Heather?

SETH: Yes. Beth was strong. Brave.

SHELDON: Strong women are so hot.

SETH: Yes, they are.

SHELDON: I guess Bethany would’ve had to be strong since she was a bounty hunter.

SETH: Yes. And I thought she handled unexpectedly landing in the Middle Ages remarkably well.

SHELDON: I wouldn’t. I like my creature comforts.

SETH: [wry smile] Yes, we know.

SHELDON: [laughs] What else can you tell me about her?

SETH: [smiles] She was funny, with a teasing, mischievous nature that often inspired smiles and laughter.

SHELDON: I’ll ask you the same thing I asked Marcus. Did she have a hard time adhering to the tighter social strictures of the time?

SETH: [laughs] What makes you think she adhered to them?

SHELDON: That’s what Marcus said!

SETH: [grins] I remember one time she—[breaks off and frowns when his cell phone vibrates, then retrieves it from a back pocket] I’m sorry. I have to take this.

SHELDON: No problem.

SETH: Oui? [listens for a moment, then addresses Sheldon] I’m needed in France.

SHELDON: Okay. Thanks for the—

SETH: [vanishes]

SHELDON: Interview.
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SHELDON: Hi, guys. Thanks for agreeing to do this.

AIDAN: No problem.

DANA: What are we doing again?

AIDAN: Sheldon is interviewing us.

DANA: For what? [eyes widening] Seth didn’t decide to go public with the whole immortals, vampires, and gifted ones thing, did he?

AIDAN: No.

SHELDON: [shakes his head] This is for the network. Some of the humans who work at network headquarters have been a little… antsy after what happened last year.

AIDAN: [mutters] That’s an understatement.

DANA: Well, I can kind of understand that. Aidan told me what happened. And considering it wasn’t the first time the network has come under attack, I’m not surprised that they’re worried about it happening again.

SHELDON: [glances at Aidan] It’s not so much another attack they fear as…

DANA: As what?

AIDAN: [rueful smile] Us.

DANA: [eyebrows flying up] They fear Immortal Guardians?

AIDAN AND SHELDON: Yes.

DANA: Why? I mean, the whole reason they work for you is because they know you’re the good guys. Without Immortal Guardians, vampires would roam unchecked, killing humans at will.

AIDAN: Yes, but until the past couple of years, very few of the network employees actually encountered us in person. They spend their time in labs researching the virus or developing new weapons and technology that make our job easier, or in offices monitoring the internet for leaks and the like.

DANA: But didn’t you pretty much live at network headquarters for two years before you met me?

AIDAN: Yes.

SHELDON: And apparently working for powerful immortals who possess special gifts and spend their nights hunting and slaying psychotic vampires is one thing. Bumping into them in the hallway at work is another.

DANA: [lips twitch as she glances up at Aidan] Well, you are kind of a lot to take in.

AIDAN: [winks] I don’t recall your complaining when you were taking me in.

DANA: [flushes and gives Aidan’s shoulder a shove]

SHELDON: Gross. Let’s keep the sexual innuendo to a minimum, guys.

AIDAN: I make no promises.

DANA: [laughs]

SHELDON: So, Aidan, let’s start with you. For the newbies at the network, would you explain what a gifted one is?

AIDAN: Gifted ones are mortals who were born with advanced DNA that lends them various and assorted gifts ordinary humans lack.

SHELDON: You were once a gifted one yourself before your transformation.

AIDAN: Yes.

SHELDON: I think everyone down at the network already knows this, but just in case: vampires are humans who have been infected with the vampiric virus, and immortals are gifted ones who are infected, right?

AIDAN: Right.

SHELDON: Can you tell us what your gifts are?

AIDAN: I’m an elder. My bloodline has been less diluted by ordinary human DNA, so I have more gifts than younger immortals.

SHELDON: Such as?

AIDAN: I have telepathic and telekinetic abilities.

SHELDON: You can move things with your mind? [yelps as his chair abruptly rises into the air, nearly bumps his head on the ceiling, then drops back to the floor] I’ll take that as a yes.

DANA: [grins] I still think that’s cool.

AIDAN: [smiles] Fun, too.

SHELDON: What else?

AIDAN: I can teleport.

SHELDON: That. Is. Awesome. Richart never teleports me anymore because of what happened in Italy.

AIDAN AND DANA: What happened in Italy?

SHELDON: [shifts uneasily] You, uh… you didn’t hear about that?

AIDAN: No.

DANA: Why?

SHELDON: Oh. Uh… nothing. It’s nothing. It wasn’t a big thing. Would you teleport me somewhere if I asked, Aidan?

AIDAN: Hell no.

SHELDON: [grumbles] Fine. What else can you do?

AIDAN: I can heal with my hands.

SHELDON: You can just lay hands on a wound and heal it?

AIDAN: That’s correct.

SHELDON: That is so cool. Dana, what gifts were you born with?

DANA: I only have one. I’m psychic.

SHELDON: So you can see people’s futures?

DANA: Yes. I also get glimpses of their pasts and present. But people usually come to me with questions about their future.

SHELDON: Is that how you met Aidan?

DANA: [smiles up at Aidan] Yes.

SHELDON: Can you see my future? And did you know I was going to ask that?

DANA: No. My gift stems from touch. I have to touch you in order to see your future.

AIDAN: [scowls] Don’t get any ideas.

SHELDON: Dude, you can hurl me across the room with a thought. I’m not going to ask your girlfriend to grab my package.

DANA: [laughs]

SHELDON: [extends his hand to Dana] Would you tell me my future?

DANA: I’ll give it a try. Anything in particular you want to know?

SHELDON: Is Tracy ever going to get over our age difference? Or is she going to ditch me and go with an older man?

DANA: [takes his hand and concentrates for a minute before her eyes widen and she yanks her hand back] Oh. [face flushes] Wow. I did not need to see that.

SHELDON: [eyes widen] What?

DANA: [looks askance at Aidan] You weren’t kidding, were you?

AIDAN: About what?

DANA: About why you don’t read Sheldon’s mind.

AIDAN: Because there’s too much porn and weird shite up there?

DANA: Yeah.

AIDAN: [laughs] No, I wasn’t.

SHELDON: [grins] Oh, come on. It isn’t that weird, is it?

DANA: [studiously avoids his gaze]

AIDAN: [arches a brow]

SHELDON: [sobers] Wait. You were serious? It really is weird?

AIDAN AND DANA: [glance at each other but say nothing]

SHELDON: Like how weird?

DANA: I’m not going to go into it.

AIDAN: Nor will I.

SHELDON: Why not? And why won’t Dana look me in the eye?

DANA: [looking everywhere but at Sheldon] Because I just saw what happened in Italy.

SHELDON: [winces] How much did you see?

DANA: All of it.

SHELDON: Okay. Um. There’s an explanation for that. It, uh… it may sound a little crazy, but here’s what happened. I—

AIDAN AND DANA: [throw up their hands] We don’t want to know!

SHELDON: It wasn’t what it looked like!

AIDAN: [mutters] The hell it wasn’t.

DANA: [flushes once more] We don’t need the details, Sheldon. Really.

AIDAN: And Seth is summoning me, so we have to go.

SHELDON: He’s summoning you telepathically?

AIDAN: [rises] Yes.

DANA: [rises, whispering] Thank goodness.

SHELDON: Even though he usually calls?

AIDAN: Yes.

SHELDON: [narrows his eyes] Dude, are you just saying that because you don’t want to hear how I ended up—

AIDAN: Sheldon!

SHELDON: [grumbles] Fine. We’ll continue the interview later.

DANA: [features fill with dismay] We will?

AIDAN: [laughs and wraps an arm around her] Just make sure you don’t touch him next time.

SHELDON: Oh, ha ha ha. Just get out of here before I start to feel self-conscious.

DANA: [regards him with disbelief] You don’t already feel self-conscious? After what I saw?

AIDAN: [laughs harder]

SHELDON: Well, I do now!

AIDAN: [shakes his head] Goodbye, Sheldon. [teleports away with Dana]
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SHELDON: Thanks for agreeing to another interview, Dana. The last one was cut short.

DANA: Sure.

SHELDON: Where’s Aidan?

DANA: He’s checking on Cliff. There was an incident at the network.

SHELDON: Is everything okay?

DANA: I think so.

SHELDON: Good. So… it’s just the two of us?

DANA: [brow furrows] Why do those words coming from your lips strike fear in me?

SHELDON: [laughs] Don’t worry. I’m not going to ask you to read my future again.

DANA: [smiles and relaxes] Thank you.

SHELDON: I do want to talk about what you saw the last time though.

DANA: Aaaaaaaand there it is.

SHELDON: Oh, come on. Can you blame me? I thought the telepathic immortals were all joking when they said they didn’t read my mind because of all the porn and weird crap they find up there. Then you took my hand to read my future, ended up seeing my past—

DANA: Could we please not talk about this?

SHELDON: And saw what happened in Italy.

DANA: [flushes] Seriously. I’ll talk about anything else. Anything at all.

SHELDON: [motions to her] You see? Your face is all red, and when you saw the Italy thing during our last interview, your eyes bugged out. [shifts uncertainly] Was it… was it really that weird?

DANA: [whispers] Why does your phone never ring when you want it to like in the movies?

SHELDON: I mean, I didn’t think it was that out there, you know? But if it was… Do you think maybe that’s why Tracy has been keeping things casual between us and not because I’m younger than she is?

DANA: [stares at him helplessly]

SHELDON AND DANA: [jump when Aidan abruptly appears]

DANA: [wilts with relief] Thank goodness. What took you so long?

AIDAN: [leans down to kiss her] You’re blushing. [narrows his eyes at Sheldon] You’ve been asking her about your bizarre sexual proclivities again, haven’t you?

SHELDON: Okay, you guys are really starting to give me a complex.

AIDAN: [seats himself beside Dana] Ask your questions.

SHELDON: [opens his mouth]

AIDAN: Not those. The other ones. The questions the network employees gave you.

SHELDON: You know about those?

AIDAN: I’m telepathic.

DANA: What questions?

AIDAN: The humans who work for us down at the network gave Sheldon some questions they’d like us to answer so they can get to know us better.

DANA: Oh.

SHELDON: Fine. Our last interview ended precipitously, [slides Aidan an accusing look] so I asked the employees to offer up some hot seat questions that wouldn’t take as long to answer.

AIDAN: What the hell is a hot seat question?

DANA: Quick and easy questions, like chocolate or vanilla.

AIDAN: [shrugs] Okay. Shoot.

SHELDON: [consults a tablet] Cats or dogs?

AIDAN: Both.

DANA: Me, too. I love them both.

SHELDON: Sunny or cloudy day?

AIDAN: I’m an elder, so I can tolerate quite a bit of sun exposure. But cloudy days are more comfortable.

DANA: [smiles] I’ve always loved cloudy days. If I spend fifteen minutes in the sun, I sunburn.

AIDAN: Not with me by your side.

SHELDON: Because you can heal her in real time?

AIDAN: [nods]

SHELDON: That is so cool. Taking risks or exercising caution?

AIDAN: I hunt and slay psychotic vampires for a living, so I do both on a regular basis.

DANA: I prefer to exercise caution.

AIDAN: [huffs in disbelief] You’ve done nothing but take risks since you met me.

DANA: [frowns] Trying to protect you isn’t taking a risk.

SHELDON: The way you do it is. Seriously, you’ve done stuff that no one else on the planet would even consider doing.

AIDAN: Exactly.

DANA: [lifts chin] Again, I did it to protect Aidan.

SHELDON: Dude, strong women are so hot.

AIDAN: [looks at Dana] Yes, they are.

DANA: [amused] I can’t tell whether you’re complaining or complimenting me.

AIDAN: [shrugs] I can’t decide. Your actions terrify me and turn me on all at the same time.

SHELDON: [mutters] And he thinks my sexual proclivities are weird?

AIDAN: I heard that.

SHELDON: Moving on. Beach or mountains?

DANA: Mountains.

AIDAN: I agree.

SHELDON: City or countryside?

AIDAN: Countryside. I’m telepathic, and my hearing is more acute than an owl’s. In the country, I don’t have to listen to dozens of neighbors’ thoughts and conversations.

DANA: I love relaxing on the back porch with Aidan, enjoying the peace and quiet, so I’m going to have to go with countryside.

SHELDON: Dana, I’m guessing this one is for you. Beard or clean-shaven?

DANA: [cups Aidan’s strong jaw in her hand] Five-o’clock shadow. I love his rough stubble.

AIDAN: [kisses her palm]

SHELDON: [glances down at his list and hesitates] Wow. I’d rather not ask the next one.

AIDAN: [eyebrows fly up] They really want you to ask us that?

DANA: Ask us what?

SHELDON: [frowns] I thought you didn’t like reading my mind.

AIDAN: Go ahead. Ask it.

SHELDON: [sighs] Sex indoors or sex outside?

DANA: What?

AIDAN: Both.

DANA: [pops him on the arm] Don’t tell him that! Now’s he’s going to picture us humping our brains out in the bushes.

AIDAN: [laughs]

SHELDON: Mornings or nights?

AIDAN: Stop picturing her naked in the bushes.

SHELDON: Dude, stay out of my head.

AIDAN: You’re still picturing her naked.

DANA: Sheldon!

SHELDON: I can’t help it! It’s involuntary. And you’re the one who put that image in my head.

DANA: [grumbles something] Just ask the next question.

SHELDON: Fine. Mornings or nights?

AIDAN: Are we still talking about lovemaking? Because I’m up for both.

SHELDON: Ba-dum-tssh.

DANA: [laughs]

SHELDON: Saddle or bareback?

AIDAN: Is that a euphemism?

SHELDON: Maybe we’d better skip that one. [consults his question list] Oh, come on!

DANA: Do I even want to know what the next question is?

SHELDON: [sighs] Hard and fast or slow and sweet?

DANA: [claps a hand over Aidan’s mouth before he can answer] Sheldon, where the hell did you get these questions?

SHELDON: Network employees.

DANA: Female network employees?

SHELDON: Now that you mention it, the women did offer up the most questions.

DANA: [withdraws her hand] Well, we’re skipping that one. Next question, please.

SHELDON: Sleep in? Or up and at ’em?

DANA: Seriously?

SHELDON: What? That one isn’t necessarily about—[looks at Aidan and breaks off] Ah, hell. His eyes are glowing.

DANA: [regards Aidan with interest] Something on your mind, handsome?

SHELDON: You’re totally thinking about taking her fast and hard in the bushes, aren’t you?

AIDAN: [suddenly looks at something behind Sheldon]

SHELDON: [glances over his shoulder and sees nothing] What? [faces forward again and finds himself alone] Dude. Uncool. [shakes his head] He is so taking her in the bushes right now.
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SHELDON: Thanks for agreeing to an interview, sir.

SETH: No problem, It’s been a while since we did the last one, and a lot has happened since then.

SHELDON: A lot.

SETH: [smiles] I take it the humans who work for us down at the network are feeling a little…

SHELDON: Antsy? Yes. I mean, first mercenaries blew the hell out of the original network headquarters. Then Gershom wreaked havoc at the new one. Now Aidan is haunting the hallways…

SETH: Aidan makes them nervous?

SHELDON: [laughs] Yeah. It isn’t intentional. It’s just the whole ancient Celtic immortal thing and all the gifts he possesses. Some of the humans find it a bit intimidating.

SETH: I can understand that. [looks around curiously] Any particular reason you chose this location for the interview?

SHELDON: You mean instead of doing it down at the network?

SETH: Yes. The humans there are accustomed to seeing me on a fairly regular basis. Some may view me with something akin to fascination, but I don’t think they fear me.

SHELDON: No, they’re fine with you. I just thought you’d be more comfortable here.

SETH: In David’s backyard?

SHELDON: Yes.

SETH: [stares at him, unspeaking]

SHELDON: Well… David’s place is sort of the hub of the Immortal Guardians’ world here in North Carolina and—

SETH: What do you want, Sheldon?

SHELDON: [narrows his eyes] Are you reading my mind?

SETH: [grimaces] No. There’s too much—

SHELDON: Porn and weird crap up there. Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard it before.

SETH: So spit it out. What do you want?

SHELDON: [shifts] I was kinda hoping you’d do me a favor.

SETH: [releases a beleaguered sigh] Fine. I’ll do it.

SHELDON: [eyebrows fly up] Really? You know what it is?

SETH: I assume it’s the same thing you wanted for your birthday?

SHELDON: Yes. You’ll really do it?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: Why?

SETH: Because you’re good with Adira.

SHELDON: [waves a hand in dismissal] Who isn’t good with Adira? That cutie has every one of us wrapped around her little finger.

SETH: Nevertheless, I appreciate everything you do for her. For Marcus and Ami as well. [rises and backs away] Are you ready?

SHELDON: [grins big] Absolutely!

SETH: [shifts into the form of a huge dragon that dwarfs the sprawling house behind them]

SHELDON: [gapes up at it as the dragon roars and breathes fire that buffets him without burning him]

SETH: [shifts back into his natural form and retakes his seat]

SHELDON: That. Was. Awesome!

SETH: [lips quirk] Fun, too.

SHELDON: Will you do it again and let me—

SETH: You’re not climbing on my back and going for a ride, Sheldon.

SHELDON: Oh, come on. I give Adira piggyback rides all the time.

SETH: Seriously? That’s your argument?

SHELDON: [shrugs with a grin] It was all I could think of.

SETH: [laughs]

MARCUS: [opens the back door, leans out with a pretty toddler on his hip, and casts them an exasperated look] Really? I just got her down for a nap.

SHELDON: [winces] Sorry, man.

SETH: My apologies. We’ll keep it down from now on.

MARCUS: [ducks back inside with a sigh]

SHELDON: Okay. Where were we?

SETH: Before I shape-shifted? I believe you were telling me that Aidan is making the employees down at the network nervous.

SHELDON: Right. While we’re on the subject of Aidan… Rumor has it he’s smitten with a psychic.

SETH: That’s correct.

SHELDON: How’s that going for him?

SETH: It would go a lot better if all hell didn’t break loose every time an immortal falls in love.

SHELDON: I hear ya. What do you think of Dana?

SETH: I like her. She’s a fighter.

SHELDON: I’ve heard some things about the first few times you met her… It’s pretty wild.

SETH: [lips twitch] There were… extenuating circumstances.

SHELDON: [laughs] Well, if even half of it is true, that woman is ballsy!

SETH: [laughs] As I said, she’s a fighter.

SHELDON: Strong women are so hot.

SETH: Yes, they are. Aidan is a lucky man.

SHELDON: Immortal males all seem to be drawn to strong women.

SETH: [nods] Every one of us.

SHELDON: Even you?

SETH: Next question.

SHELDON: Hey, I had to ask. The ladies at the network are very curious about your love life… or lack thereof.

SETH: Is there a question in there somewhere?

SHELDON: Fine. If you won’t talk about that, then let’s talk about the latest problems that have arisen. How are you holding up?

SETH: I’m fine.

SHELDON: I know things have been… pretty tough lately.

SETH: A bit of an understatement.

SHELDON: Tempers are flaring.

SETH: [wry smile] Yes, they are.

SHELDON: The Immortal Guardians have acquired quite a formidable foe.

SETH: Not just the Immortal Guardians. Gershom wants to watch the world burn. If we don’t stop him, everyone will lose.

SHELDON: No pressure, right?

SETH: [laughs] Right.

SHELDON: Kinda makes you long for the days when the only enemies Immortal Guardians fought were psychotic vampires.

SETH: [huffs a laugh as his cell phone rings] Life was simpler then. [retrieves his phone from a back pocket, looks to see who is calling, then answers] Ja? [frowns] Ik ben onderweg. [pockets the phone and rises] I have to go.

SHELDON: Okay. Thanks again for the interview.

SETH: Anytime. [vanishes]

SHELDON: That is so cool.
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SHELDON: First, let me say it’s really great to have you back, Stan.

STANISLAV: Thank you. And you are…?

SHELDON: [stares] Dude, you don’t know who I am?

STANISLAV: [shrugs] Are you a reporter?

SUSAN: [nods] I think he is. He’s here to interview us, right?

SHELDON: I’m not a reporter! I’m Richart’s Second.

STANISLAV: [lips twitch] I know. I was just kidding.

SHELDON: Uncool, man.

SUSAN: [laughs] You are here to interview us though, right?

SHELDON: Yes.

SUSAN: Why? I thought the whole immortals, vampires, and gifted ones thing was supposed to stay hush-hush.

SHELDON: It is. But the humans who work for the network—researching a cure for the virus that infects immortals, providing them with weapons, cleaning up their messes, et cetera—have been running into more immortals lately, and it’s sparked their curiosity.

STANISLAV: Their curiosity or their fear?

SHELDON: [hesitates] Both.

SUSAN: [frowns] Why would network employees fear you? They know you and your immortal brethren are out there every night, hunting and slaying psychotic vampires who prey upon humans. They even help you do it.

SHELDON: Yes, but you’ve been around immortals long enough now, Susan, to know that some of the shit they can do is…

STANISLAV: [arches a brow] Shocking?

SHELDON: To say the least. And some people find the special gifts coupled with the incredible strength, speed and regenerative capabilities you possess…

SUSAN: A tad frightening?

SHELDON: Yes.

SUSAN: I suppose I can understand that. I was born with a special gift myself and was still a bit unnerved by some of the things Stanislav can do.

SHELDON: [grins] So I’ve heard. But we’ve done enough of these interviews in recent years to temper the fear and pique network employees’ curiosity. [looks to Stanislav] And everyone wants to know where the hell you’ve been, man.

STANISLAV: [grunts] Stuck in the ground, consumed by pain.

SHELDON: Yes, but how did you get there? Contrary to popular belief, neither vampires nor immortals are dead. Or undead. Or go to ground during the day. So how did you end up… [trails off as Stanislav’s eyes begin to glow]

SUSAN: [reaches over and rests a hand on Stan’s knee] We don’t really need to talk about that, do we? That wound is still pretty raw.

SHELDON: Oh. Sure. I mean no. We don’t have to go into that. But can I ask… Susan, you found him, didn’t you?

SUSAN: [smiles] Yes, I did.

SHELDON: In your basement.

SUSAN: Yes.

SHELDON: I think I speak for everyone when I ask… Why the hell were you digging in your basement?

SUSAN: [smile turns wry] That’s what I kept asking myself.

STANISLAV: [winks at her] I have a way of compelling her to do things she ordinarily wouldn’t.

SUSAN: [laughs and gives his shoulder a shove] Don’t say it like that. You make it sound like we do weird things in bed.

STANISLAV: [grins] Don’t we? Last night, did you or did you not ask me to—

SUSAN: [claps a hand over his mouth and blushes] Don’t say it!

SHELDON: [wide-eyed] Dude.

STANISLAV: [peels her hand from his mouth and presses a kiss to her palm] I wasn’t. I just love to see you blush.

SUSAN: [laughs] You’re so bad.

SHELDON: [mutters] In more ways than one. [clears his throat] So, Stanislav, you were born with empathic abilities?

STANISLAV: Yes. I not only can read other people’s emotions, I can manipulate them as well.

SHELDON: And for the newbies at the network, you have these abilities because you were a gifted one before your transformation?

STANISLAV: Yes. I was born with advanced DNA that bestowed that particular gift upon me.

SHELDON: Immortals are gifted ones who are infected with the vampiric virus, and vampires are ordinary humans who are infected with the virus.

STANISLAV: Correct. And, unfortunately, without our advanced DNA—which protects us from the more corrosive aspects of the virus—humans infected with it suffer progressive brain damage that rapidly drives them insane, so they all ultimately become violent predators.

SUSAN: That’s so sad. Do you think the doctors at the network will find a cure?

STANISLAV: I don’t know.

SHELDON: For Cliff’s sake, I hope they will. Susan, you were born a gifted one, too. What gift do you possess?

SUSAN: I’m telepathic.

SHELDON: So you can read other people’s minds?

SUSAN: Yes.

STANISLAV: [turns to Susan] That reminds me, you might want to avoid reading Sheldon’s mind, because—

SUSAN: Oh! [winces and squeezes her eyes shut] Ewwww. I wish I hadn’t seen that. I mean, I really wish I hadn’t seen that.

STANISLAV: [grimaces] Too late.

SHELDON: What’s too late? Did she read my mind?

STANISLAV: Yes.

SUSAN: [slaps Stanislav on the thigh] Why didn’t you warn me sooner?

STANISLAV: [chokes back a laugh] I forgot.

SHELDON: Oh, come on. I know the other telepaths like to complain about the porn and weird crap they find in my head. But it’s not that bad.

SUSAN: [still wincing] Yes, it is. It really is.

STANISLAV: [grins at Susan] I love it when you blush.

SUSAN: You’re not helping, honey.

SHELDON: Okay, okay. You’ve had a big laugh. Now, let’s change the subject and get back to the… Ah hell. Now she’s doing that thing Dana does.

STANISLAV: What thing?

SHELDON: Dana gets red in the face whenever I look her in the eye.

STANISLAV: Why? Did she read your mind too? I thought she was psychic, not telepathic.

SHELDON: She is psychic. But apparently when she touched my hand, she saw something from my past.

STANISLAV: The incident in Italy?

SHELDON: [eyebrows fly up] You know about that?

STANISLAV: Everyone knows about that.

SUSAN: [jaw drops as she stares at Sheldon with wide eyes] You actually did that? In public?

STANISLAV: [motions to Sheldon’s reddening face] Look. Now it’s his turn to blush.

SHELDON: [rises] Okay. I can see this interview is going to go nowhere now, so let’s just pick it up again another time.

SUSAN: [calls after him] I’m sorry. I’ll try not to blush next time I see you. [looks at Stanislav as the door closes behind Sheldon] Seriously, you need to do something to get those images out of my head.

STANISLAV: [lifts her over onto his lap and captures her lips a long, deep, passionate kiss]

SUSAN: [smiles up at him] That’ll work. Now do it again.

STANISLAV: [complies with a grin]
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SHELDON: Thanks for sitting down with me again, guys.

SUSAN: Of course.

STANISLAV: Happy to do it.

SHELDON: [slides Susan a glance and sighs] She’s blushing again.

STANISLAV: [grins] That’s why I’m happy to do it. I love it when she blushes.

SUSAN: Behave.

STANISLAV: I am behaving.

SUSAN: [smiles] No, you’re not. But it distracted me, so thank you.

STANISLAV: [winks] Anytime.

SUSAN: [sends Sheldon a wry smile] You do realize that song is going to be stuck in my head for the rest of the day, right?

SHELDON: [laughs]

STANISLAV: What song?

SUSAN: “Alabama Song.” The Doors. He’s singing it in his head so I won’t read anything in his mind that will make me blush again.

SHELDON: [grins] It’s a trick I picked up from Richart. Whenever he doesn’t want Lisette to listen to his thoughts, he starts singing a song in his head.

STANISLAV: [laughs] Smart man.

SHELDON: Okay. So, last time we learned a little bit about how Susan found you, Stanislav, and her reaction to your abilities. Susan, rumor has it you’re very good with a gun.

SUSAN: Yes, I am.

SHELDON: How did you acquire your skills?

SUSAN: My brother was in the military and used to take me to the firing range quite a bit.

SHELDON: I hear you also throw a mean right hook and uppercut.

SUSAN: [laughs] Apparently.

SHELDON: So you can kick ass.

STANISLAV: [slides Susan an admiring glance] Hell yes, she can.

SHELDON: Dude. Strong women are so hot.

STANISLAV: Yes, they are. [frowns and narrows his eyes at Sheldon] Wait. Not to you she isn’t.

SHELDON: Nope. Not at all. Not to me.

SUSAN: [whispers] He’s thinking about Tracy.

SHELDON: Damn it. I forgot to keep singing.

SUSAN: Ah! Hurry up! Hurry up! Start singing again! [throws a hand up as if blocking Sheldon from view will also block his thoughts]

STANISLAV: [laughs]

SUSAN: [sighs and lowers her hand] Seriously, why do I keep seeing your naked ass in your thoughts, Sheldon?

STANISLAV: [laughs even harder]

SHELDON: [face reddens] Okay. There’s an explanation for that. Tracy—

SUSAN: Never mind. I don’t want to know.

STANISLAV: [corrals his mirth and shakes his head] Why don’t we get back to the interview?

SHELDON: Sounds good. [pulls his cell phone out and consults it] Okay. I asked some of the network employees to offer up some hot seat questions for the two of you.

STANISLAV: What are hot seat questions?

SHELDON: Quick and easy questions that will give them a little insight into your personalities.

STANISLAV: Okay. I’m game.

SHELDON: Great. Here we go. Cats or dogs?

SUSAN: Dogs.

STANISLAV: Both.

SHELDON: How’s your dog getting along with the cats at David’s place, Susan?

SUSAN: Jax gets along fine with David’s cats. But Roland’s cat is…

STANISLAV: [arches a brow] Crazy as a bedbug?

SUSAN: Yes.

SHELDON: [nods] Marcus’s cat is a total nutcase, too.

SUSAN: And they do not like having a dog around. But Stanislav’s ability to manipulate emotions is helping a little with that.

SHELDON: Dude, you can manipulate animals’ emotions, too?

STANISLAV: Yes.

SHELDON: Cool. Next question. Summer or winter?

SUSAN: Summer.

STANISLAV: Here in North Carolina, I prefer winter. I can’t withstand much exposure to sunlight, so I like the longer nights.

SUSAN: Oh. That’s right. I hadn’t thought of that. [looks at Sheldon] Winter.

SHELDON: Chocolate or vanilla?

STANISLAV: Chocolate.

SUSAN: Rocky road.

SHELDON: [grins] Beach or woods?

STANISLAV: Woods.

SUSAN: Me, too. I love all the trees around our place.

STANISLAV: [drapes an arm around her shoulders] I love that you called it our place.

SHELDON: Don’t get sappy on me, guys. City or country living?

SUSAN: Country. I’m telepathic. So in the city, I’m constantly bombarded with other people’s thoughts. In the country, I can actually enjoy some peace and quiet.

SHELDON: What about you, Stanislav? With your heightened sense of hearing, I would think you’d prefer the country, too.

STANISLAV: I do.

SHELDON: Susan, I’m guessing this one is for you. Beard or clean-shaven?

SUSAN: [cups Stanislav’s face in one hand and smooths her thumb across the stubble] Five-o’clock shadow.

STANISLAV: [kisses her palm] Because you like the way it feels against your bare skin.

SUSAN: I really do.

SHELDON: [sighs] Now his eyes are glowing. Stanislav, beauty or brains?

STANISLAV: Susan has both.

SUSAN: Awww. Thank you.

SHELDON: I see that didn’t help. How about… [consults his phone] Boxers or briefs?

SUSAN: Seriously? Network employees want to know what kind of underwear he prefers?

SHELDON: Yyyyeah. Apparently some of the women think he’s hot.

SUSAN: [winks at Stanislav] He is hot.

STANISLAV: [smiles] Boxers. I was born several centuries ago when undergarments fit loosely and prefer to keep it that way.

SHELDON: I hate tight underwear, too. That’s why I go commando.

STANISLAV: I don’t know what that means.

SUSAN: It means he doesn’t wear anything under his pants.

STANISLAV: That’s more than I cared to know about him.

SUSAN: [mutters] At least you didn’t have to see it.

SHELDON: I heard that. Next question. Lover or warrior?

SUSAN: He’s both.

STANISLAV: So is she.

SHELDON: Great. Now his eyes are glowing again.

STANISLAV: Because her strength turns me on.

SHELDON: And this is just going to make things worse. Shower or bath?

STANISLAV: With Susan, I’m up for either.

SHELDON: Ba-dum-tish.

SUSAN: [laughs] Me, too.

SHELDON: [frowns at his phone] I really don’t want to ask this one. Naughty or nice?

STANISLAV: [eyes brighten further] Susan can be very naughty.

SUSAN: So can you. [meets his eyes, then sucks in a breath]

SHELDON: You’re reading his thoughts, aren’t you?

SUSAN: Yes.

SHELDON: He’s picturing you doing naughty things to him in the shower or a bath, isn’t he?

SUSAN: Yes.

SHELDON: [sighs] All right. I’m out. [stands] Thanks for the interview, guys. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.

SUSAN: [lips twitch] is there anything you wouldn’t do?

SHELDON: [laughs and closes the door behind him]

STANISLAV: [rises] Let’s go draw that bath.

SUSAN: Absolutely.
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SHELDON: Thanks for agreeing to an interview, sir.

SETH: No problem. A lot has happened lately.

SHELDON: A lot.

SETH: And there has been more activity down at network headquarters, so I worried some of the human employees might be feeling a little…

SHELDON: Unsettled?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: Concerned?

SETH: Perhaps.

SHELDON: Riddled with anxiety, the likes of which they’ve never—

SETH: [laughs] I get it. They’re unnerved by recent events. I don’t blame them.

SHELDON: I don’t either. I mean, first mercenaries blew the hell out of the original network headquarters. Then Gershom wreaked havoc at the new one. Now this.

SETH: Immortal Guardians could not accomplish all we do without the extensive network of humans who aid us. I never want them to doubt our appreciation of their contributions and the sacrifices they make, so I will do whatever is necessary to put them at ease. [looks around, then sighs] Even if it means indulging you.

SHELDON: You’re not indulging me. You’re indulging the humans at the network. This interview is for them.

SETH: [arches a brow] And you chose to interview me in David’s backyard again because…?

SHELDON: [shifts in his chair] Because… you know… David is your second-in-command. His home is the hub of the Immortal Guardians’ world here in North Carolina. It’s where everyone hangs out after their nightly hunts. And everyone has been sticking closer lately to keep Ami and Adira safe. So I figured you might…

SETH: [stares at him, unspeaking]

SHELDON: …like to stay close, too, and…

SETH: You’ve been spending too much time around Ami.

SHELDON: What do you mean?

SETH: Ami can’t lie worth a damn.

SHELDON: [laughs] I know. She actually thinks that’s a bad thing.

SETH: You suck at lying, too.

SHELDON: [scowls] No, I don’t! [brow clears] Wait. You know I’m lying?

SETH: Of course I do.

SHELDON: [narrows his eyes] Are you reading my mind?

SETH: [grimaces] No. There’s too much—

SHELDON: Porn and weird crap up there. I know. The other telepaths keep saying the same thing. I don’t get what the big deal is.

SETH: Which is what makes it so scary.

SHELDON: Come on, man. You guys are starting to make me feel a little self-conscious.

SETH: A little self-conscious?

SHELDON: Oh, ha ha ha.

SETH: Actually, I see a lot less porn in your head now because you spend so much time picturing Tracy naked.

SHELDON: [bristles] Dude. You see Tracy naked in my head? Uncool.

SETH: That’s why I try to avoid peering into your thoughts whenever possible.

SHELDON: Oh. Thank you.

SETH: So ask me what you want to ask.

SHELDON: Okay. First question.

SETH: Not the interview questions. The one that drove you to conduct the interview here instead of at network headquarters.

SHELDON: You aren’t going to kick my butt if I do, are you?

SETH: No.

SHELDON: [looks surprised] Really?

SETH: [shrugs] I owe you.

SHELDON: [mouth falls open] You do?

SETH: Yes. You kept a confidence. And you, Adira, and a certain unicorn toy with a flower on its butt are largely responsible for bringing Leah into my life. So… ask away.

SHELDON: [grins] Will you shift into a dragon for me?

SETH: [releases a long-suffering sigh] Yes.

[Seth rises, steps back, and shifts into the form of a huge dragon that dwarfs the sprawling house behind them. Inhaling deeply, the dragon roars and breathes fire that buffets Sheldon without burning him.]

SHELDON: [stares up at it with wide eyes] That. Is. Awesome! Can I ride on your back?

SETH: [snarls]

SHELDON: Please?

SETH: [roars and breathes more fire]

SHELDON: [grins] Okay, okay. This is still so cool!

[The back door opens. A pretty toddler with red hair races out, giggling as she clumsily tromps down the steps. A boy the same age with darker hair follows. Both shriek with excitement as they run in circles around the massive dragon, which begins to spew bubbles instead of flames. While the children crawl under his claws and try to climb his scaly limbs, two tall, dark-haired immortal warriors emerge from the house. Both cross their arms over their chests and watch with eyes that glow slightly with irritation.]

MARCUS: Do you know how hard it’s going to be to get them down for a nap now?

ROLAND: [scowls]

SETH: [shifts back to his normal form and points at Sheldon] It was his fault.

SHELDON: [eyes widening] Dude!

SETH: [grins unrepentantly and kneels to give each child a hug] Off you go now, children. Time for a nap.

SHELDON: [shakes his head as Seth retakes his seat] I don’t care if they’re miffed. It was totally worth it.

SETH: [smiles]

SHELDON: So. Back to the interview. [face turns somber] The first thing everyone wants to know is… how are you holding up?

SETH: [loses his smile] I’m good.

SHELDON: [looks uncertain] You have a hell of a lot on your plate right now. The enemy you’re facing is…

SETH: A formidable one.

SHELDON: And an infuriating one?

SETH: Yes.

SHELDON: [glances up as clouds begin to gather and darken overhead] What can you tell the network employees about him?

SETH: Nothing that will put them at ease. Gershom is extremely powerful and wants to watch the world burn. He has already tried to kick-start Armageddon twice.

SHELDON: And both times you and your Immortal Guardians stopped him.

SETH: Not without cost. He also seems to enjoy striking at me through those I love most.

SHELDON: You’re worried about Leah.

SETH: [remains silent]

SHELDON: Well, I have it on good authority that Leah can kick ass.

SETH: [countenance lightens] Yes, she can.

SHELDON: Strong women are so hot.

SETH: Very much so.

SHELDON: Immortal Guardians seem to gravitate toward strong women.

SETH: We do. Can you blame us?

SHELDON: Hell no. That’s what drew me to Tracy. I hear Leah is also good with “different.”

SETH: [smiles] Yes, she is.

SHELDON: How weird is it to try to date someone when you have so much going on?

SETH: Pretty weird. But Leah makes it easy.

SHELDON: And makes everything better?

SETH: She really does.

SHELDON: Speaking of dating. The other day Jared asked me if I’d set him up on some blind dates, and I—

SETH: [points an authoritative finger at him] Don’t you dare! I have enough on my plate without that particular immortal mucking everything up by diving into the dating pool. Do you know what chaos that would spawn?

SHELDON: Yes, sir. That’s why I asked you first. Do you want me to spread the word among the guards at network headquarters? He’s been spending a lot of time there lately and may ask them if I say no.

SETH: Yes. Please, do. [retrieves his cell phone when Skillet’s “Monster” begins to play] Speaking of network headquarters, I have to take this.

SHELDON: Okay.

SETH: Yes? [listens, then scowls as his eyes begin to glow with a golden light] I’ll be right there. [rises and nods to Sheldon]

SHELDON: [holds up an index finger] Before you go, could we…

SETH: [vanishes]

SHELDON: …schedule a time to interview you and Leah together? Oh well. I’ll have to catch them on the fly. [rises]

The back door opens. Roland and Marcus step out. The children’s shrieks and giggles pour forth from inside. Both scowl at Sheldon.

MARCUS: The dragon was your idea?

SHELDON: [swallows] Ummmm…
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SHELDON: Thanks for agreeing to do this.

SETH: No problem.

LEAH: I didn’t get much sleep last night, so I’m a little slow on the uptake. What are we doing again?

SHELDON: I’m not going to ask why you didn’t get much sleep because I’m pretty sure I already know. I’m interviewing you two.

LEAH: For what?

SHELDON: For the network. Some of the humans who work at network headquarters have been a little… antsy after everything that’s happened in the past couple of years.

LEAH: Well, I can kind of understand that. Seth has been catching me up on some of what’s been going on. Considering the enemy the Immortal Guardians face now and how jacked up his track record is, network employees are probably worried the battle will land on their doorstep again.

SHELDON: That’s definitely a concern. But… [glances at Seth] that isn’t all that’s making them… nervous.

LEAH: What else worries them?

SETH: [rueful smile] We do.

LEAH: [eyebrows flying up] You and me?

SETH: [grins] No. Immortal Guardians.

LEAH: Oh. [frowns] Why? They work for you. Their whole job is to help you. They wouldn’t do that if they didn’t know you’re the good guys. I mean, without Immortal Guardians, psychotic vampires would roam unchecked, killing humans at will.

SETH: And the network employees understand that. That’s why they help us. It isn’t so much that they fear us. It’s that they find us a little… intimidating.

LEAH: [stares up at him] Why?

SHELDON: [laughs] You are the only person on the planet who is completely unfazed by the power this guy radiates.

LEAH: [sends Seth a flirty look] Because I like what happens when he unleashes some of that power.

SETH: [eyes acquire a faint golden glow] You do, do you?

LEAH: Hell yes.

SHELDON: [grimaces] Let’s keep the sexual innuendo to a minimum today, please.

SETH: [winks at Leah] We’ll try.

SHELDON: Leah, until the past two or three years, very few network employees actually encountered Immortal Guardians in person. Much of what they do is behind-the-scenes stuff. They spend their time in labs researching the virus that infects immortals and vampires or developing new weapons and technology that make their job easier, or in offices monitoring the internet for leaks and the like and aiding with cover-ups when all hell breaks loose.

SETH: And knowing they’re working for powerful immortals who possess special gifts and spend their nights hunting and slaying psychotic vampires is one thing. Bumping into them at work is another.

LEAH: Oh. [shrugs] Okay.

SHELDON: [smiles] You aren’t intimidated by them at all, are you?

LEAH: No.

SETH: She’s very good with different.

SHELDON: She is. Strong, too. Leah, rumor has it you can really kick ass.

SETH: [slides Leah an admiring glance] Yes, she can.

LEAH: [nods] I can.

SHELDON: Strong women are so hot. How did you acquire your butt-kicking skills?

LEAH: Years of martial arts classes my stepdad enrolled me in. We live in a dangerous world, so he wanted to make sure I could protect myself.

SHELDON: That’s awesome. And honestly, you’d have to be strong in order to handle Seth. I mean, he’s the most powerful man on Earth. He even intimidates other immortals.

LEAH: [waggles her eyebrows] Oh, I handle him very well.

SETH: Yes, you do.

SHELDON: Gross.

SETH AND LEAH: [laugh]

SHELDON: [stares at Seth]

SETH: What?

SHELDON: I don’t think I’ve ever seen you smile and laugh as much as you do with Leah.

LEAH: [leans into Seth’s side] You smile more when you’re with me?

SETH: I do a lot of things with you that I didn’t used to.

SHELDON: Hey. What’d I say about keeping the sexual innuendo to a minimum?

SETH: I made no promises.

LEAH: [laughs]

SHELDON: Well, the network employees are very curious about you both, so I asked them to offer up some hot seat questions they’d like me to ask you.

SETH AND LEAH: Okay.

SHELDON: [consults his tablet] All right. Here we go. Sneakers or flip-flops?

LEAH: Sneakers.

SETH: Boots when I’m working. Barefoot when I’m not.

LEAH: [smiles] I love his big bare feet.

SETH: [winks] I know.

SHELDON: Weird.

SETH AND LEAH: [laugh]

SHELDON: Coffee or tea?

SETH AND LEAH: Tea.

SHELDON: Dogs or cats?

SETH AND LEAH: Both.

SHELDON: Leah, I’m guessing this one is for you. Beard or clean-shaven?

LEAH: [reaches up and cups Seth’s jaw] Five-o’clock shadow.

SETH: [turns his head and kisses her palm] Because you like the way it feels when I nuzzle you and we kiss.

LEAH: Absolutely.

SHELDON: [shakes his head] Cold showers or hot showers?

SETH: Cold showers before Leah and I became lovers. Hot showers afterward.

LEAH: [grins] Very hot.

SHELDON: Great. Now his eyes are glowing. And I doubt this will help. Regular bath or bubble bath?

SETH: Regular bath. I don’t want bubbles to obscure my view of Leah’s—

LEAH: [claps a hand over his mouth] Don’t say it!

SHELDON: Seth, looks like this one is for you. Boxers, briefs, or commando?

LEAH: [stares] Network employees want to know what kind of underwear he prefers?

SHELDON: You’d be surprised how often that question comes up when I ask what they want to know about immortals.

SETH: Boxers.

LEAH: [whispers] I like it better when he goes commando.

SHELDON: Don’t encourage him. Taking risks or exercising caution? Leah, I’m going to guess you’re more into taking risks.

LEAH: Actually, I prefer to exercise caution.

SETH AND SHELDON: [eye her with disbelief]

LEAH: [frowns] What?

SETH: You’ve taken countless risks since meeting me.

LEAH: And you were worth every one of them.

SHELDON: If I were Tracy, this is the point where I would say, Awwwww. That’s so sweet.

LEAH: [laughs]

SETH: Smart-ass.

SHELDON: Moving on. [glances at his tablet and frowns] Seriously?

LEAH: What?

SHELDON: [sighs] Sex in the front yard or sex in the backyard?

LEAH: [laughs] Neither. Seth lives at David’s place, the hub of the Immortal Guardians’ world here on the East Coast. That place sees a lot of traffic, and I have no interest in putting on a show.

SETH: [nods] And even if they didn’t see us, every immortal within a five-mile radius would be able to hear us if we were outside.

SHELDON: Which leads me to my next question. Leah, is Seth a screamer?

LEAH: [laughs]

SHELDON: He is, isn’t he?

SETH: [narrows his eyes] That wasn’t on the list, was it?

SHELDON: [grins] Nope.

SETH: You like to live dangerously, don’t you?

SHELDON: Next question. [looks at his tablet] I really shouldn’t ask you this one. Fast and hard or slow and sweet?

SETH AND LEAH: Both.

SHELDON: [mutters] Now his eyes are glowing even brighter. [consults list] Oh, come on!

LEAH: [smiles] What?

SHELDON: [sighs] On top or on bottom?

SETH: [frowns] Sheldon, where did you get these questions?

SHELDON: Mostly from female employees who think you’re hot.

LEAH: He is. Very.

SETH: [whispers in her ear] Only because you make me burn.

SHELDON: Let’s just skip that one and move on. Naughty or nice?

SETH: Leah is very naughty.

LEAH: So are you.

SHELDON: Long sword or short sword?

SETH: You’d better be talking about weapons, Sheldon.

LEAH: [laughs] Long sword.

SHELDON: [sends Seth an uncertain look] Saddle or bareback?

LEAH: Well, now everything is just making me think of sex.

SETH: [stares down at Leah, his eyes bright with desire] Want to ditch the interview and go for a ride?

SHELDON: That’s it. I’m out. [rises] Thanks again for the interview. [heads for the door] Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.

SETH: I don’t think there is anything you wouldn’t do.

SHELDON: [laughs and closes the door behind him]

SETH: [turns to Leah with a smile] Now. About that ride.

LEAH: [smiles and wraps her arms around him]
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Although The Lasaran is part of the Aldebarian Alliance series, I opted to include the character interview I wrote for the blog tour because The Lasaran overlaps Death of Darkness and quite a few Immortal Guardians appear in it.

 

 

SHELDON: Hi, guys. Nice to meet you. I’m Sheldon.

LISA: Nice to meet you.

TAELON: Good to meet you.

SHELDON: Everyone around here is very curious about you, Taelon. You really caught us by surprise.

TAELON: I’m equally curious about all of you.

SHELDON: Would you mind answering a few questions? Not many are in the know as far as what you are, but those who are tend to be… How should I put this…?

MARCUS: [calls from a room down the hallway] Enormous gossips?

SHELDON: [laughs] Yeah. But we keep it in the family so to speak.

TAELON: [smiles] I’d be happy to answer your questions.

SHELDON: Good. So… you’re an alien.

TAELON: Yes. I’m from the planet Lasara.

SHELDON: Okay. I think the one burning question that’s currently on everyone’s mind is… what’s up with aliens and butt probing?

TAELON: [blinks] What?

SHELDON: I said, what’s up with aliens and—

TAELON: I heard you the first time. I just have no idea what you’re talking about.

SHELDON: You know… Aliens are always abducting humans and probing their butts.

TAELON: [looks askance at Lisa]

LISA: Hey. Don’t look at me. He said aliens do it.

TAELON: I admit this is the first time I’ve heard of such.

SHELDON: Really? Lasarans don’t do that?

TAELON: We do not. And on behalf of the Lasaran people, I can tell you with absolute certainty that none of us are interested in discovering what’s up your butt.

MARCUS: [calls from the room down the hallway] Good move! With Sheldon, you never know what you’ll find.

LISA: [laughs]

SHELDON: [scowls] Oh, ha freaking ha.

LISA: [turns to Taelon] By the way, I forgot to mention that Susan and Dana said you should not under any circumstances read Sheldon’s mind.

TAELON: [regards Sheldon with suspicion] Why?

SHELDON: It’s nothing. I’m not plotting against you or anything. They just like to tease me about some of the sex stuff they see up there.

TAELON: [eyes widen suddenly] Oh. [looks flabbergasted] Really? That sort of thing is legal on Earth? In public?

SHELDON: [face reddens as guffaws erupt down the hallway] She said not to read my mind. Not to read it.

TAELON: [swiftly nods] I will certainly refrain from doing so in the future.

LISA: [peers up at him curiously] Why? What did you see?

TAELON AND SHELDON: Nothing!

LISA: [lips twitch]

SHELDON: Anyway, as I was saying… [pauses] Wait. What was I saying?

LISA: You were talking about butts.

SHELDON: Right! Speaking of butts, Lisa…

TAELON: [expression darkens] Speak of Lisa’s butt and I’ll kick your ass.

SHELDON: Wow. You’ve really got Earth vernacular down, don’t you?

TAELON: [narrows his eyes]

SHELDON: [grins] I wasn’t going to mention her butt. I was going to ask her about someone else’s.

LISA: Taelon has an awesome butt.

TAELON: [grins and takes her hand] Like it, do you?

LISA: Hell yes.

SHELDON: Gross.

TAELON: [laughs]

SHELDON: So, Lisa, rumor has it you held one of the network’s special-ops soldiers at gunpoint and ordered him to strip down to his skivvies.

LISA: Actually, I held him at gunpoint and Taelon ordered him to strip.

SHELDON: Kinky.

TAELON: [looks at Lisa] I don’t think that word is translating correctly.

LISA: What is your translator telling you it means?

TAELON: Curly.

LISA: [grins] Yeah. That’s not it. Not the way he used it anyway.

SHELDON: You have a translator?

TAELON: Yes.

SHELDON: Where?

TAELON: Embedded in my brain.

SHELDON: Cool.

LISA: [smiles] It is. But we’ve discovered it’s a little like autocorrect and can really miss the boat sometimes. I’ll explain what kinky means to him later.

SHELDON: [winks] I bet you will.

LISA: [laughs]

SHELDON: So you really did disarm and hold a network special-ops soldier at gunpoint?

LISA: Yes.

SHELDON: That was pretty ballsy.

TAELON: [smiles] Yes, it was.

SHELDON: Strong women are so hot.

TAELON: I agree. [wraps an arm around her] And Lisa is the strongest woman I know.

LISA: [leans into his side] Flatterer.

SHELDON: Don’t go getting all lovey-dovey on me, guys. I still have more questions to ask. Taelon… [looks at Taelon and sighs] Ah hell. You’re thinking about her butt now, aren’t you?

LISA: He probably wouldn’t tell you if he was, but I have no problem admitting that I’m thinking about his.

TRACY (SHELDON’S GIRLFRIEND): [strolls down the hallway in formfitting yoga pants and a tank top] Hi, guys. Don’t mind me. I’m just passing through on my way to get a drink after my workout.

SHELDON: [stares after her] And now I’m thinking about her butt. [rises] Catch you later.

LISA: [watches him leave, then looks at Taelon]

TAELON: [offers her a boyish grin] I was thinking about your butt.

LISA: [laughs]
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SHELDON: Hi, guys. Thanks for agreeing to sit down with me for an interview.

NICK: We’re happy to do it.

KAYLA: [offers him a hesitant smile] I’m sorry. I’ve met a lot of new people here at David’s place and don’t remember your name.

SHELDON: No worries. I’m Sheldon.

KAYLA: Nice to meet you. Are you human, gifted one, or immortal?

SHELDON: Human. I’m Richart’s Second. [sighs] Man, I wish I were immortal.

MARCUS: [snorts as he walks past] The rest of us don’t. You wreak enough havoc as a mortal. I shudder to think what chaos you’d create as an immortal.

SHELDON: Oh, ha freaking ha. Ignore him. Where were we?

NICK: You were about to interview us.

SHELDON: Right.

MARCUS: [passes by again with a bag of chips] While the rest of us shudder at the thought of you as an immortal.

SHELDON: Aren’t you supposed to be hunting psychotic vampires or something?

MARCUS: Seth gave me the night off.

SHELDON: [mutters under his breath as Marcus disappears down a hallway]

KAYLA: [looks at Nick] What is this interview for anyway? I thought the whole Immortal Guardians, vampires, gifted ones thing was supposed to be hush-hush.

NICK: It is. The last thing we need is for the military or more mercenary groups to find out about us.

SHELDON: [nods] This is just a thing I do for network employees. Some of the humans who work for the Immortal Guardians never actually see them in person, so I like to do interviews like this to help them get to know the powerful men and women they help.

KAYLA: That’s really nice.

SHELDON: [preens a little] Thank you. So… Kayla. You’ve lived next door to this guy [jerks a thumb toward Nick] for six years, give or take. Didn’t you ever suspect he might be… different?

KAYLA: No. I just thought he was a friendly, funny, hot guy who worked security and frequented most of my illicit fantasies.

NICK: [eyes her speculatively] Most?

KAYLA: [grins] All. I didn’t want to give you a big head.

SHELDON: Too late.

NICK: [laughs and loops an arm around her shoulders] I had a heck of a time hiding what I am from her.

SHELDON: Because she turned you on and made your eyes glow?

NICK: Yes.

SHELDON: Kinda like they’re glowing right now?

NICK: [swears] Yes.

KAYLA: [laughs]

SHELDON: Wait. You aren’t telepathic, are you, Kayla? Because I’ve had to cut many an interview short because I couldn’t keep the couples from talking dirty to each other telepathically.

KAYLA: No. I’m not a telepath.

SHELDON: Good.

KAYLA: [sends Nick a heated look] But I do have empathic abilities and am picking up on some pretty interesting emotions from Nick here.

SHELDON: [scowls at Nick] Down, boy.

NICK: [laughs]

SHELDON: Nick, all Immortal Guardians were born gifted ones with advanced DNA that gave them special gifts even before they were infected with the vampiric virus.

NICK: Correct.

SHELDON: What gift were you born with?

NICK: No comment.

SHELDON: [blinks] What?

NICK: No comment.

SHELDON: Really?

KAYLA: [smiles] He’s a little… uneasy about revealing it to others.

NICK: And some of my fellow immortals warned me not to tell you.

SHELDON: [frowns] What? Why?

NICK: They said once you find out what an immortal can do, you always push for a demonstration.

SHELDON: No, I don’t.

NICK: [arches a brow] Did you or did you not ask Dana to try to see your future?

SHELDON: I did. But that doesn’t count because she didn’t see my future. She saw my past.

NICK: And now she can’t look you in the eye without blushing.

KAYLA: [laughs] Really? Why?

NICK: Apparently he’s into some very—

SHELDON: My sex stuff is not that weird! [flushes a deep red]

KAYLA: [eyes widen] What?

NICK: [laughs]

SHELDON: Nothing. That was just an… aberration.

NICK: The sex stuff Dana saw? I agree.

SHELDON: [frowns] Not the sex stuff. My asking Dana to employ her gift.

NICK: Didn’t you routinely ask Richart to teleport you all over the world until he refused to ever do it again after the incident in Italy?

SHELDON: You uh… you heard about that?

NICK: Everyone heard about that.

SHELDON: Okay, there’s an explanation for that.

NICK: And did you not ask Seth to shape-shift into a dragon so you could climb onto his back and ride him like a pony?

SHELDON: I did nnnnnn—

NICK: [narrows his eyes]

SHELDON:—nnnnot realize you heard about that, too. Okay. Next subject. Kayla, I hear you can kick ass.

KAYLA: [eyebrows fly up] Oh. I don’t know about that.

NICK: She does. She kicks ass. It’s a total turn-on.

SHELDON: Yes, it is.

NICK: [scowls] Not to you it isn’t.

SHELDON: Not to me it isn’t. Absolutely. I meant women in general kicking ass is a turn-on. I love strong women.

NICK: [smiles down at Kayla] I do, too.

KAYLA: [leans up to kiss him]

SHELDON: Nope. Nuh-uh. No mushy stuff until I ask my next question.

NICK AND KAYLA: Okay.

SHELDON: While we’re on the topic of strong women… Kayla, you thought you were older than Nick, right?

KAYLA: Right. [frowns] Wait. What does that have to do with strong women?

NICK: [whispers] I think he’s talking about Tracy.

KAYLA: Who’s Tracy?

NICK: Lisette’s Second.

KAYLA: Oh. Right. I met her. She’s nice.

NICK: She’s also Sheldon’s girlfriend.

SHELDON: [nods] She’s nine years older than me and kind of fixates on that. I was hoping to get some advice on how I might get her past that.

NICK: Are you sure she’s fixating on that and not the weird sex stuff?

SHELDON: Hey, Tracy is fine with the sex stuff. She just doesn’t like that she’s older than me.

TRACY: [calls from down the hallway] Dude! You told them I’m older than you?

SHELDON: [eyes widen] Oh crap. I, uh… [jumps up] I’m gonna have to go take care of that. [hurries down the hallway] See you later!

KAYLA: [smiles up at Nick] You think he’s going to employ some weird sex stuff to make it up to her?

NICK: [grins] I don’t know. But I wouldn’t mind employing some weird sex stuff myself right about now.

KAYLA: [laughs and gives him a kiss] Sounds good to me.
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The Segonian Blog Tour

 

 

Although The Segonian is part of the Aldebarian Alliance series, I opted to include the character interviews I wrote for the blog tour because the heroine is an Immortal Guardian.

 

SHELDON: Hi, Eliana. Thanks so much for doing this interview. Talk about long distance.

ELIANA: [laughs] Long distance is right.

SHELDON: The last I heard, you were currently located in a distant solar system. Is that right?

ELIANA: Actually, we’re between solar systems right now. But yeah, I’m a loooooong way from Earth.

SHELDON: This communication system the Lasarans supplied Seth with is so cool. There’s not even a delay.

ELIANA: I know. I love it, but have no idea how it works. I think the Sectas designed it. Their technology is amazing.

SHELDON: And they’re another alien race.

ELIANA: Yes.

SHELDON: Have you met any of them yet?

ELIANA: No. Not yet.

SHELDON: But you’ve met others?

ELIANA: Yes. I’ve met Lasarans, Yona, Segonians, and Purvelis.

SHELDON: I am so jealous.

ELIANA: [grins] This has been the most remarkable adventure of my life.

SHELDON: Remarkable but harrowing?

ELIANA: [grimaces] Very harrowing at times. But it’s been totally worth it.

SHELDON: I heard Seth say you’re on board a ship called the Ranasura.

ELIANA: Yes.

SHELDON: Is that like the alien equivalent of a cruise liner?

ELIANA: [laughs] Not even close. It’s a Segonian battleship or warship.

SHELDON: That is so cool.

ELIANA: [smiles] I say that at least once a day.

SHELDON: I’ll bet. So the Segonians are allies of the Lasarans?

ELIANA: Yes. Like the Lasarans, the Segonians are members of the Aldebarian Alliance.

SHELDON: What are they like?

ELIANA: The Segonians? [looks thoughtful] They remind me a lot of my fellow Immortal Guardians. They’re fierce warriors when it comes to battle, but the rest of the time they like to laugh and joke and tease. I love these guys. They’re a lot of fun.

SHELDON: What about the women?

ELIANA: I don’t know. I’ve never met one. The crew of the Ranasura is all male.

SHELDON: [stares] Seriously? You’re the only woman on the ship?

ELIANA: Yep.

SHELDON: [narrows his eyes] Those guys aren’t getting frisky with you, are they?

ELIANA: [grins] Only one. [waggles her eyebrows] And he can get frisky with me all he wants.

SHELDON: [laughs] Yeah. I heard a rumor that you’ve fallen in love.

ELIANA: I certainly have. Head over heels.

SHELDON: With an alien.

ELIANA: With an alien. [gives him a wry smile] Life can be strange as hell sometimes.

SHELDON: Very strange. [glances around, then leans in and whispers] What’s sex with an alien like?

ELIANA: [sighs and acquires a dreamy look] It’s… indescribable.

SHELDON: [intrigued] Really?

ELIANA: [grins] No. I can totally describe it. It’s freaking awesome. But I don’t kiss and tell, so you aren’t getting any details.

SHELDON: [chuckles] Fair enough. So what does this alien lover of yours look like?

ELIANA: Would you like to see him?

SHELDON: Hell yes.

[A large form appears behind her.]

SHELDON: Holy shit!

ELIANA: [laughs] I know, right?

SHELDON: That is so cool!

ELIANA: [glances up as Dagon moves to stand beside her and rests a hand on her shoulder] You see? I’m not the only one who says that.

DAGON: [chuckles] Apparently not.

[The door to David’s study opens and Seth—the imposing leader of the Immortal Guardians—enters.]

SETH: [stops short and scowls] Sheldon! Did I or did I not tell you that tech is only to be used for essential communication with members of the Aldebarian Alliance?

SHELDON: [sends Eliana a guilty glance] Ummmm…

SETH: Have you communicated with anyone else?

SHELDON: Nnnoooo—

SETH: [narrows his eyes]

SHELDON:—oooobody important. [clears his throat] Just some alien rebel dude.

ELIANA: [raises her eyebrows] Do you mean Janwar, the Akseli rebel?

SHELDON: I think so. Does he look sort of like a taller version of Jack Sparrow?

ELIANA: Yes! That’s exactly what I thought the first time I saw him! He’s even considered something of a pirate.

SHELDON: Then yeah, I might have chatted with him. [glances at Seth from the corner of his eye] A couple of times. [shifts guiltily] Or maybe more. Now that he’s met Lisa, he’s very curious about Earth women.

SETH: [points to the door] Out. Now.

SHELDON: [leaps up and races for the door] Nice talking to you, Eliana!
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ELIANA: Sheldon.

SHELDON: Yeah?

ELIANA: You’ve been sitting there, staring at Dagon and saying nothing for like five minutes.

SHELDON: [blinks] Oh. Right. Sorry. Hi. I’m Sheldon.

ELIANA: [laughs] You already said that when we opened comms with you.

SHELDON: [sheepish smile] Sorry. I’m just really jazzed about meeting another alien.

ELIANA: [grins and bumps her shoulder against Dagon’s arm] I was, too.

DAGON: [smiles at her and winks]

SHELDON: I was also trying to figure out what’s so… well… alien about you. I mean, aside from being born on a different planet and your coloring.

ELIANA: Plenty. I just advised him not to share that with you.

SHELDON: [crestfallen] What? Why?

ELIANA: Because I don’t want any dipwads on Earth finding out.

DAGON: [frowns] That word isn’t translating.

SHELDON: You have a translator?

DAGON: Yes.

SHELDON: Where?

DAGON: Embedded in my brain.

ELIANA: It’s the coolest thing. It lets him understand hundreds of different languages spoken throughout the galaxy.

SHELDON: That’s awesome. Do you have one, too?

ELIANA: [wrinkles her nose] No. My body rejected it.

DAGON: [nods] The peculiar symbiotic virus that makes her immortal apparently viewed it as shrapnel and expelled it.

ELIANA: Painfully.

SHELDON: That sucks.

ELIANA: Yes, it does. So I have to learn new languages the usual way. Fortunately, I have preternatural speed on my side, so I’m pretty much fluent in both Segonian and Alliance Common now. [smiles up at Dagon] A dipwad is like a milder word for a grunark.

DAGON: Ah.

SHELDON: Do you have any special abilities that would make me envious, Dagon?

DAGON: [smiles] Well, there is one that never ceases to delight Eliana.

SHELDON: [grimaces] You aren’t going to say sexual prowess, are you?

DAGON: [laughs] No, that wasn’t the ability I was thinking of.

ELIANA: [whispers] But he has that in abundance, too.

SHELDON: [grins] I’ll take your word for it. So what’s the ability, Dagon?

DAGON: I’m afraid I can’t reveal it.

SHELDON: [disappointed] Really? I won’t tell anyone.

ELIANA: I know. And I trust you, Sheldon. But if there’s even the slightest chance that someone from Earth might intercept this communication…

DAGON: Or someone not from Earth.

ELIANA: [nods] We just can’t risk it. Especially since I would love to drag Dagon and the guys to Earth for a visit sometime without having to worry about their safety. You know how ruthlessly Immortal Guardians have been hunted in the past by mercenaries who wanted to use our genes and the virus to create a race of supersoldiers.

SHELDON: True. And look what happened to Ami and Taelon when they came to Earth.

ELIANA: Exactly. Thanks for understanding.

SHELDON: Who are the guys?

ELIANA: Dagon’s crew, especially his closest friends.

SHELDON: On board the Ranasura?

ELIANA: Yes. They remind me a lot of my fellow Immortal Guardians back home. They are utterly fierce and totally kick ass in battle. But when they aren’t fighting, they love to laugh and tease.

DAGON: [smiles and wraps an arm around her] The same could be said about you.

SHELDON: So are you Segonian guys like Immortal Guardians, Dagon? Do you admire strong women?

DAGON: Absolutely. And Eliana is the strongest we’ve encountered. I believe she’s enraptured us all.

ELIANA: [leans up and kisses his cheek] Sweet talker.

SHELDON: [narrows his eyes] Are you sure the Ranasura isn’t the outer space version of a cruise liner?

ELIANA: [laughs] I’m sure. It’s a huge battleship that is chock-full of soldiers.

SHELDON: I’m only asking because I’ve been hearing rumors that pertain to ass grabbing.

ELIANA AND DAGON: [laugh]

SHELDON: Eliana, you haven’t been running around, grabbing innocent aliens’ asses, have you?

ELIANA: [jerks a thumb in Dagon’s direction] Just this guy’s.

DAGON: [grins] And she’s welcome to grab it anytime she wants.

[The door to the study opens a crack and Tracy peeks in.]

TRACY: [hisses] Sheldon!

SHELDON: [jumps guiltily] What?

TRACY: [quickly enters and closes the door] Are you doing what I think you’re doing?

SHELDON: I’m not looking at porn. I swear!

ELIANA: [laughs]

TRACY: [joins him and looks at the screen] You are!

SHELDON: No, I’m not. I’m just talking to Eliana and Dagon.

DAGON: [murmurs] What’s porn?

ELIANA: I’ll tell you later.

TRACY: That’s what I thought you were doing! Are you crazy? Seth made it very clear that this tech is only supposed to be used for essential communication with members of the Aldebarian Alliance.

SHELDON: Isn’t satisfying my curiosity an essential communication?

TRACY: Hell no.

DAGON AND ELIANA: [laugh]

ELIANA: [waves] Hi, Tracy.

TRACY: Hi, Eliana. [looks at Dagon and stares] Oh wow. Aliens are hot. I can totally see why you fell for one.

SHELDON: [grumbles] I’m sitting right here, you know.

ELIANA: [smiles up at Dagon] Sheldon and Tracy are a couple.

DAGON: [frowns] A couple of what?

TRACY: [laughs] That’s the operative question when it comes to Sheldon.

SHELDON: Oh, ha ha ha.

TRACY: Did Sheldon contact you, Eliana, or did you contact him?

ELIANA: He contacted us.

SHELDON: Tattletale.

ELIANA: [grins unrepentantly]

TRACY: [crosses her arms and frowns at Sheldon] You know Seth is going to kick your ass if he catches you in here again.

SHELDON: What’s the point of having this fancy alien tech if we aren’t going to use it?

TRACY: [shakes her head] What am I going to do with you?

SHELDON: [perks up] Actually, I can think of a number of things I’d like to do with you.

ELIANA: Do they include ass grabbing?

SHELDON: Hell yes.

ELIANA AND DAGON: [laugh]

TRACY: Let me get this guy out of here before Seth catches him.

ELIANA: Okay. See you later.

SHELDON AND TRACY: Bye.

[The two slip out of the study.]

DAGON: [smiles] I like your friends.

ELIANA: I like yours, too. [leans up to kiss him as he ends communication]
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(Talking about myself in the third person is just too weird)

 

 






Although it went against my better judgment, I ultimately allowed Sheldon to twist my arm into letting him interview me. What can I say? The boy is persuasive. And yes, I’m calling him a boy just to aggravate him. He does the most outrageous stuff in my head sometimes and has been known to make me burst out laughing and draw odd looks in public. So… yeah. I’m getting a little payback.

I did have to lay a few ground rules for the interview. I admit I peeked over his shoulder while he was compiling his list of questions, and there was no way I was going to answer some of them. (If you’re curious to know why, take a look at the hot seat questions he asked some of the Immortal Guardians in the character interviews, particularly the ones that spawned blushes.) Sheldon seriously needs to learn the meaning of boundaries.

 

 

SHELDON: So, Dianne… May I call you Dianne?

DIANNE: Yes.

SHELDON: I’ll begin by asking you the one burning question that I think is on every reader’s mind.

DIANNE: Okay.

SHELDON: When will I get my own book?

DIANNE: Sheldon.

SHELDON: [smiles innocently] Yes?

DIANNE: What did we agree you would not do if I let you interview me?

SHELDON: Drop my pants?

DIANNE: [laughs] Yes. And I’d just like to mention that I shouldn’t have had to lay that out for you. But what else did we decide you wouldn’t do?

SHELDON: [sighs] Ask you what I want to know about my future?

DIANNE: Exactly.

SHELDON: [sits up straighter] Which is why I was asking for a friend.

DIANNE: Mm-hm. What friend?

SHELDON: Ummm. Roland.

DIANNE: Roland Warbrook?

SHELDON: Yes.

DIANNE: Seriously?

SHELDON: What? Just because he’s antisocial doesn’t mean he isn’t nosy.

DIANNE: Doesn’t it?

SHELDON: [frowns] Okay, it does, damn his antisocial ass.

DIANNE: [laughs]

SHELDON: Now, when I said Roland, I actually meant—

DIANNE: Give it up. I’m not telling you when you’re getting your own book.

SHELDON: The inference being that I will eventually get my own book…

DIANNE: I actually have been toying with the idea of launching a sort of sister series to the Immortal Guardians that would revolve around the mortals who work for the network. I’ve received a lot of requests for Chris Reordon’s story. Darnell’s, too. And Tanner’s. Ed’s. Alexei’s. Yours.

SHELDON: Mine more than anyone’s.

DIANNE: [smiles] It’s pretty much a tie between yours and Reordon’s.

SHELDON: But you’ll write mine first?

DIANNE: Next question, please.

SHELDON: [sighs] Will you at least tell me if Tracy and I will ever get together?

DIANNE: [arches a brow] According to several telepathic immortals—at least two of whom claim that whatever they saw in your head made them go blind—you and Tracy have been together for quite a while.

SHELDON: I know. But what I meant to ask is will we stay together? Will I eventually convince Tracy to marry me?

DIANNE: I can’t tell you what’s in Tracy’s mind.

SHELDON: Seriously?

DIANNE: Okay, I can. But I won’t. You know how closemouthed I can be about future books and the events therein. If you don’t believe me, ask the members of my Dianne Duvall Books Group on Facebook.

SHELDON: [disgruntled frown] I tried to, but they didn’t believe it was me. They thought I was a poser.

DIANNE: [snorts] Yeah, I saw that. Even I thought you were a poser when you joined the group. You shouldn’t have used Jason Momoa’s image as your profile picture.

SHELDON: Hey, some people think we look a lot alike.

DIANNE: Really? Who?

SHELDON: Ro—

DIANNE: And don’t say Roland again.

SHELDON: [swears] Extremely myopic people?

DIANNE: [unblinking stare]

SHELDON: Well, it’s not like I can publicly out myself as an Immortal Guardian’s Second in there. [looks thoughtful] Or can I? It is your group, after all.

DIANNE: Do not cause chaos in my Books Group, Sheldon. That’s my happy place on the net.

SHELDON: Okay. I won’t. What about in—

DIANNE: Or in my Street Team. That’s my happy place, too.

SHELDON: Damn it! [grumbles something beneath his breath] Fine. If I can’t ask you about myself, I’ll just move on to the boring questions.

DIANNE: I didn’t say you couldn’t ask me about you, just that you couldn’t ask me about your future.

SHELDON: Oh. Cool. So… when exactly did you decide I was the most awesome character in your Immortal Guardians series?

DIANNE: [smiles] There’s nothing wrong with your self-esteem, is there?

SHELDON: Nope.

DIANNE: Well, you’re actually the first character who grew on me outside the series.

SHELDON: [wrinkles his nose] That kinda makes me sound like a rash.

DIANNE: [grins] Well… some do find you irritating.

SHELDON: [coughs] Roland. [coughs]

DIANNE: [laughs] In all honesty, I didn’t intend to do much with your character when I introduced you.

SHELDON: Aaaaand there goes my self-esteem.

DIANNE: But then you started interviewing Immortal Guardians and their love interests on my blog tours.

SHELDON: [preens] I’ve seen a lot of readers say my interviews were their favorite parts of the tours.

DIANNE: I enjoyed them, too. And I enjoyed you.

SHELDON: [loud whisper] Don’t let Tracy hear you say that. She’ll think we had a thing.

DIANNE: No one’s going to think we had a thing, Sheldon.

SHELDON: Roland might.

DIANNE: Anyway, I found you to be such a fun character—

SHELDON: Self-esteem restored.

DIANNE:—that I decided to expand your role in the series. Plus I know your backstory. So I know there’s a lot more to you than meets the eye.

SHELDON: Which is why I deserve my own book.

DIANNE: Sheldon.

SHELDON: Moving on. Why did you decide to begin the series with Roland’s cantankerous ass?

DIANNE: [looks beyond Sheldon’s shoulder] You want to answer that, Roland?

SHELDON: [yelps as he jumps up and spins around]

DIANNE: [laughs]

SHELDON: [wilts with relief when he sees no one is there] Dude! Don’t do that! You scared the crap out of me!

DIANNE: Which makes me all the more glad I told you not to drop your pants during the interview.

SHELDON: Oh, ha ha ha. [retakes his seat] As I was saying, why did you decide to begin the series with [gives a quick look around, then whispers] Roland’s cantankerous ass?

DIANNE: I actually wrote both A Sorceress of His Own and Rendezvous with Yesterday before I dove into my Immortal Guardians series. Creating the gifted ones in the Middle Ages sparked many of the questions that led me to build the world of the Immortal Guardians. And Roland’s character in A Sorceress of His Own intrigued me so much that I thought he would be a great hero to begin with.

SHELDON: Were you by any chance high when you made that decision?

DIANNE: [laughs] No.

SHELDON: So Seth and Roland both appeared in A Sorceress of His Own.

DIANNE: Yes, as did Marcus.

SHELDON: How cool was it to see Marcus as a mortal teenager?

DIANNE: Very cool. I adored him in Rendezvous with Yesterday. And I love that he, Seth, and Roland have been with me for so long.

SHELDON: Do you plan to write any more books in The Gifted Ones series?

DIANNE: Absolutely. Scenes from Meghan’s book have been dancing through my head for years. So have scenes from Geoffrey’s book. Josh’s book, too. Josh has been on my mind so much that he almost made an appearance in Broken Dawn.

SHELDON: Do you know which one you’ll write first? Or when it will release?

DIANNE: Not yet. I’ll announce it as soon as I do though.

SHELDON: What about the Immortal Guardians series? Some fans are worried you might bring it to an end now that you’ve launched the Aldebarian Alliance series.

DIANNE: No. I’m having way too much fun with my Immortal Guardians and their Seconds—

SHELDON: Especially their Seconds.

DIANNE:—to say goodbye to them.

SHELDON: And you just transformed a lot of gifted ones into new Immortal Guardians, expanding the North Carolina crew.

DIANNE: Technically speaking, Gershom transformed them using Aidan’s blood.

SHELDON: Such an asshole.

DIANNE: That’s a bit of an understatement.

SHELDON: It really is. Will there be more IG stories in North Carolina? Broken Dawn took place in Texas, so some readers are also wondering if they’ve seen the last of the North Carolina crew.

DIANNE: Yes, there will be more stories that revolve around Immortal Guardians in North Carolina.

SHELDON: Cool.

DIANNE: But there will also be more Immortal Guardians stories like Broken Dawn that take place in other locations. Some really fun IG stories have come to me over the years that I’ve had to put off writing because I was focused solely on finishing the series arc that was set into motion by Bastien and eventually led to Gershom stepping in and doing his damnedest to launch Armageddon. I was reluctant to deviate from that because some readers didn’t care for Phantom Embrace when it released. They believed it didn’t contribute to the overall series arc or move it forward.

SHELDON: Didn’t it though? I mean, Yuri and Cat helped Seth locate the newly turned immortals Gershom was hiding, then helped Seth and David in the final showdown with him.

DIANNE: Yes. But that didn’t happen until Death of Darkness—book 9. Phantom Embrace was book 5.5, so readers didn’t foresee Yuri and Cat playing an integral role in preventing Armageddon.

SHELDON: Honestly, I didn’t either.

DIANNE: When Cat made an appearance in Night Reigns, did you foresee her falling in love with an Immortal Guardian several books later?

SHELDON: Hell no.

DIANNE: [smiles and shrugs] I did. That’s just how the stories come to me. Some of the other Immortal Guardians stories that came to me, however, would not have moved that particular series arc forward, so I set them aside until Gershom could be defeated and Seth could find love.

SHELDON: I’m really glad Seth found love.

DIANNE: Me, too. [winks] So is Adira.

SHELDON: Yeah. She really adores Leah. [eyes widen] Wait. What are you saying, that…

DIANNE: Adira left her unicorn toy at Leah’s shop on purpose? [smiles] Yes.

SHELDON: That. Is. Awesome! I love that little cutie.

DIANNE: I do, too.

SHELDON: Will Adira get her own book?

DIANNE: If I have my way, absolutely.

SHELDON: Sheesh. Whoever she falls in love with is going to have to be ballsy as hell with so many powerful immortals waiting to go medieval on his ass every time he screws up.

DIANNE: [laughs] True.

SHELDON: Will any Others get their own books?

DIANNE: Definitely. One is already writing itself in my head.

SHELDON: Not before I get my book though, right?

DIANNE: Sheldon.

SHELDON: What about the Aldebarian Alliance series?

DIANNE: What about it?

SHELDON: Did you always intend to send Immortal Guardians and gifted ones into space?

DIANNE: Yes. Lisa and Taelon’s story—The Lasaran—actually came to me before Marcus and Ami’s did.

SHELDON: [eyebrows fly up] Really?

DIANNE: Really.

SHELDON: Why didn’t you write it then? Why write Ami and Marcus’s story—and so many Immortal Guardians books—first?

DIANNE: [shrugs] It wasn’t time for Lisa and Taelon’s story. I knew that had to come later.

SHELDON: Did the wait drive you crazy?

DIANNE: [laughs] A little bit. But my Immortal Guardians kept me entertained in the meantime.

SHELDON: Will there be more stories in the Aldebarian Alliance series?

DIANNE: Many more. At least five are already dancing around in my head right now, clamoring to be told.

SHELDON: After you tell mine.

DIANNE: You’re determined to break the rules, aren’t you?

SHELDON: [grins] Hey, at least I didn’t drop my pants.

DIANNE: And I thank you for that.

SHELDON: Circling back to Ami… Right now the only Immortal Guardians in the world who know Ami’s origins and that she bore Marcus a child are those who are stationed in North Carolina and those who left Earth on the Lasaran battleship Kandovar. Everyone else thinks Ami is a gifted one and that Adira is adopted.

DIANNE: That’s correct.

SHELDON: Do you intend to change that at any point in the future and let the rest of the Immortal Guardians in on the big secret?

DIANNE: I have no immediate plans for that. But that may change depending on where the series takes me.

SHELDON: Since you know your characters better than anyone, is there something you can tell us about one or more of them that may not come to light in the series?

DIANNE: There are actually things I could tell you about each of them, yourself included.

SHELDON: Dude. You’re killing me. You know wondering what the hell it is will drive me insane.

DIANNE: Yep.

SHELDON: [baleful look] You love to torture people, don’t you?

DIANNE: [wry smile] Oddly enough, you aren’t the first person to ask me that.

SHELDON: [laughs] In your books, gifted ones and Immortal Guardians have thrived in medieval romance, time-travel romance, paranormal romance, and now sci-fi romance. Are there any other romance subgenres you’d like to immerse them in?

DIANNE: There is one that comes to mind that really intrigues me. But I doubt I’ll ever do it because it would dramatically and irrevocably alter the world of the Immortal Guardians, and—as I mentioned—I’m really enjoying it as it is.

SHELDON: What subgenre is it?

DIANNE: [smiles] I’m going to leave you guessing on that one.

SHELDON: Of course you are. Well, I’m starting to get texts from fans demanding I wrap it up and let you get back to writing… my book.

DIANNE: Nice try. It isn’t yours.

SHELDON: [whispers] Damn it. [smiles and shrugs] Oh well. Can’t blame a guy for trying. Thanks for the interview, Dianne.

DIANNE: You’re welcome, Sheldon. Have a good one.

SHELDON: You, too.
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My Immortal Guardians family has grown by leaps and bounds since I launched the series with Roland and Sarah’s book. David’s table now sports several new leaves and is getting very long. LOL. Long enough that I started making seating charts for the meetings that took place in his home to ensure I would always know exactly where everyone sat even if some of the characters didn’t speak.

Since my Immortal Guardians are always doing crazy things in my head, they’re constantly reminding me of their gifts, so I have little difficulty keeping track of them. But I know some of you who don’t live with them and have them yammering in your ears every day may sometimes have trouble remembering who can do what. So I thought I would provide you with a list. I opted to start with the couples and arranged them in the order in which they fell in love, so you’ll find immortal elders and newbies mingling throughout it. Those who are still single follow the couples. And I included some of the mortal gifted ones as well.

As you know, most of these characters appear in multiple books. So when I list a book under a character’s name, I’m referring to the book in which he or she found love and happily ever after. “Special Appearances” refers to books they have appeared in outside the Immortal Guardians series.
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BOOK: Darkness Dawns

BIRTHPLACE: Eleventh-century England

GIFTS: He can heal wounds and illnesses with a touch of his hands. If he heals too many wounds or pushes his gift too far, those wounds will manifest themselves on his own body. He was also born with telekinetic abilities that weren’t strong enough to utilize much until those abilities strengthened in Death of Darkness. Roland also acquired the ability to shape-shift and to teleport in Seth’s book.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: A Sorceress of His Own (The Gifted Ones: Book 1) and The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1)
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BOOK: Darkness Dawns

BIRTHPLACE: Houston, Texas, United States

GIFT: She has prophetic dreams but doesn’t realize it until Seth helps her learn how to decipher them.

OCCUPATION: Music professor… until she transforms. Now she kicks vampire ass.
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BOOK: Night Reigns

BIRTHPLACE: Twelfth-century England

GIFT: He can see ghosts or spirits and can also communicate with them if he so desires. He rarely does though, as you learned in Phantom Embrace, because such usually has unpleasant consequences.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: Marcus was a mortal teenaged squire in A Sorceress of His Own (The Gifted Ones: Book 1) and also in Rendezvous with Yesterday (The Gifted Ones: Book 2), in which he had a larger role. He also later made an appearance as an Immortal Guardian in The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1)
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aka Ami

Though she isn’t immortal, she has special abilities, so I’m including her in the list.

 

BOOK: Night Reigns

BIRTHPLACE: Lasara (a planet in a distant solar system)

GIFTS: She’s telepathic, but rarely listens to other people’s thoughts because it’s considered rude on Lasara, where most are telepathic. She also can sense the unique energy signature every man, woman, and child possesses and can use it to track them like a homing beacon. Though it isn’t a gift, I thought I would mention that she ages very slowly. Lasarans have been known to live up to a thousand years.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1)
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aka BASTIEN, the black sheep of the Immortal Guardians family

 

BOOK: Phantom Shadows

BIRTHPLACE: Eighteenth-century England

GIFT: He has empathic abilities that allow him to read or feel others’ emotions with a touch, something Melanie really wishes he had told her sooner.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1)

 


[image: ]



BOOK: Phantom Shadows

BIRTHPLACE: Washington DC, United States

GIFT: She has minor precognitive abilities. She reaches for the phone, for example, before it rings. And when she tells Bastien, “I’m starting to get that feeling,” he knows something serious is about to go down.

OCCUPATION: She’s one of the head researchers at network headquarters and works hands-on with the vampires housed there as she searches for a cure for the vampiric virus as well as a way to halt or reverse the brain damage it causes in humans.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1)
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BOOK: In Still Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: Eighteenth-century France

GIFT: He can teleport. Sheldon might also add stalking to Richart’s list of gifts. He likes to razz Richart about secretly watching over Jenna after their initial meeting.
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BOOK: In Still Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She’s a descendant of a powerful healer *cough* Roland *cough* and never got sick before her transformation (she never so much as caught a cold), something she doesn’t really consider a gift but I think the rest of us nevertheless envy.
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BOOK: Darkness Rises

BIRTHPLACE: Eighteenth-century France

GIFT: He has telepathic abilities and can read others’ thoughts. He isn’t nearly as circumspect as Ami is and—like Lisette—frequently peeks into his friends’ minds. Because he’s one of the younger immortals, he doesn’t have as much control over his gift as elder telepaths do, so when he sleeps near other people, he sometimes inadvertently finds himself drawn into their dreams.
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BOOK: Darkness Rises

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She can see auras, something she thought pretty useless aside from warning her to steer clear when someone was in a bad mood. Then she realized that vampires’ auras move before they do, allowing her to anticipate their preternaturally quick strikes and giving her enough of an edge to become the only mortal vampire hunter in history to live to tell the tale.
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A late addition to the Immortal Guardians crew, who is also classified as an Other

BOOK: Night Unbound

BIRTHPLACE: Unspecified, but like Seth, he is thousands of years old and has lived long enough to have witnessed biblical events.

GIFTS: He can teleport and heal with his hands. He also has very strong telepathic abilities that enable him to not just read other people’s thoughts but also to alter them, bury their memories, or erase memories entirely. He can also compel people to do his bidding or mind control them. He has advanced shape-shifting abilities and can adopt the form and sound of any animal or person he studies, male or female. He has strong telekinetic abilities as well and, like Seth, a multitude of other gifts. But these are the ones he commonly displays in the books.
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BOOK: Phantom Embrace

BIRTHPLACE: Sixteenth-century Russia

GIFT: He can see ghosts or spirits. He can also communicate with them, but—like Marcus—avoided doing so until Cat wandered into his life and stole his heart. He later learns how to infiltrate the dreams of the living, perform a ghostly version of teleportation, and even appear to those like Stanislav who don’t usually see ghosts.
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aka CAT, Bastien’s sister

 

BOOK: Phantom Embrace

BIRTHPLACE: Eighteenth-century England

GIFT: She has psychometric abilities and can see the history of an object when she touches it, a gift that lingers with her after she dies and becomes a spirit. She later learns how to infiltrate the dreams of the living, perform a ghostly version of teleportation, and even appear to those who don’t usually see ghosts.
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BOOK: Shadows Strike

BIRTHPLACE: Turn of the twentieth-century United States

GIFT: He has what he refers to as a photographic memory, raised to the nth power. He can remember every detail of every minute of every day he has lived, beginning with his own birth. He thinks his gift is appallingly boring and wishes he could do something more exciting like teleport or shape-shift. But his gift proved to be invaluable to Aidan in Blade of Darkness.
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BOOK: Shadows Strike

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She’s telepathic and can read minds.

OCCUPATION: To avoid the kind of close scrutiny that might land her in a top secret research facility as an unwilling guest, she poses as a FACS specialist—someone who has studied extensively the Facial Action Coding System, which categorizes the physical expression of emotion through minor contractions or relaxations of one or more muscles in the face. In layman’s terms, she claims she can discern truth and falsehood simply by reading someone’s expression. She is one of only two gifted ones in the series thus far who have succeeded in turning their gift into a lucrative profession without placing themselves at risk. And the very agencies most gifted ones fear—law enforcement, military, and certain intelligence agencies—are the ones who call her in to monitor interrogations… when she isn’t hunting vampires with Ethan.
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BOOK: Blade of Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: European continent circa 1000 BC, but as the Roman Empire expanded, he joined many other Celts in migrating to Britain and north to Scotland.

GIFTS: Because he’s an elder, Aidan has quite a few gifts. He’s telepathic and can read minds. He can also alter memories, shape-shift, heal with his hands, and has telekinetic abilities.
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BOOK: Blade of Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She’s psychic and can see the past, present, and/or future of others with a touch. Like Heather, Dana is one of very few gifted ones in the series who earns a living by openly exercising her gift. Because her business is small and resembles that of many neighborhood psychics who aren’t gifted ones, she has not attracted undue attention.
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BOOK: Awaken the Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: Sixteenth-century Russia

GIFT: He has strong empathic abilities. Unlike Bastien, he doesn’t have to touch a person in order to feel his or her emotions—he can do it from a distance. He can also manipulate other people’s emotions at will.
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BOOK: Awaken the Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: Seattle, Washington, United States

GIFT: She’s a telepath and can read minds. Like many of the younger telepaths, she hears other people’s thoughts whether she wants to or not unless she concentrates on blocking them out, hence her desire for a home in the country.
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BOOK: Death of Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: Unspecified, but he is thousands of years old and has lived long enough to have witnessed biblical events.

GIFTS: There is little Seth can’t do. He was born with every gift the other immortals in the series possess plus many that they don’t. Seth teleports… a lot. He’s so powerful he can also teleport people and/or objects—such as an army of special-ops soldiers and multiple tanks—to distant locations, sometimes without even touching them or accompanying them. He can heal with his hands, one of his most-often-used gifts. If he doesn’t restrain his power when he heals another immortal healer (only a healer), that man or woman gains new gifts. So technically he can actually bestow new gifts on some Immortal Guardians. Seth can shape-shift, something Dana found particularly disturbing at one point. He can read minds, alter or eliminate memories, and command the behavior of others using mind control. He’s an empath and can not only feel but also manipulate the emotions of others without touching them. Some of his gifts are stronger than they were originally. He has worked hard to increase his power over the millennia and has succeeded to such an extent that he has actually acquired new gifts none of the Others were born with. Most notably, he can control the weather and siphon away or drain the energy/power of an opponent without even touching him.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: A Sorceress of His Own (The Gifted Ones: Book 1), Rendezvous with Yesterday (The Gifted Ones: Book 2), The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1), and The Segonian (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 2).
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BOOK: Death of Darkness

BIRTHPLACE: Colorado, United States

GIFT: None… until Seth’s father alters her on a genetic level and bestows upon her immortality and many of the gifts Seth possesses.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1) and The Segonian (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 2)
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BOOK: Broken Dawn

BIRTHPLACE: Seventeenth-century Canada

GIFT: He can shape-shift into any form he studies but prefers to only take the shape of animals.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Segonian (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 2)
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BOOK: Broken Dawn

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She’s an empath but is unaware of her gift because it is so subtle. Nick, however, wonders if his emotions might influence her more than she thinks when they touch.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Segonian (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 2)
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BOOK: Cliff’s Descent

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She’s a descendant of a healer and—like Jenna—never gets sick. She also has a photo graphic memory that enables her to remember everything she’s ever read.
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BIRTHPLACE: Egypt. The date of his birth is unspecified, but he is thousands of years old and—like Seth and Zach—has lived long enough to have witnessed biblical events.

GIFT: David is the most powerful Immortal Guardian who isn’t an Other. He was born with very strong telepathic and telekinetic abilities. He can read other people’s thoughts and alter, bury, or erase their memories. He can also subject people to mind control and communicate telepathically over extraordinarily long distances. David is such a powerful healer that he can reattach severed limbs. He can shape-shift into any animal or person he studies. He can see ghosts or spirits. He can banish the same from structures if desired and has banished all of them from his homes except for Cat. He can drain or borrow energy from another with a touch. And in Death of Darkness, he gained the ability to teleport.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1) and The Segonian (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 2)
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A late addition to the Immortal Guardians crew who is also classified as an Other

BIRTHPLACE: Unspecified. Like Seth, Zach, and David, however, he is thousands of years old and has lived long enough to have witnessed biblical events.

GIFT: If you asked the guards down at network headquarters, they’d tell you Jared’s greatest gift is the ability to talk your ear off. But he was actually born with the same gifts Seth and Zach were. The ones we’ve seen thus far in the series include teleportation, telekinesis, and shape-shifting. He’s a powerful telepath and can read minds even over long distances. He can also alter, bury, and erase memories. He can exert mind control over others and can influence their dreams when they sleep. He’s an empath who can read and manipulate the emotions of others without touching them. And he has precognitive dreams.
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BIRTHPLACE: Ancient Egypt

GIFT: He has postcognitive (also known as retrocognitive) abilities. These differ from Cat Newcombe’s psychometric abilities. Cat can see the past of objects by touching them. Imhotep, on the other hand, can go to any location and see the events that transpired there in the recent past unfold as if they were happening in that moment.
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BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: Even as a mortal, he could heal wounds—even severe injuries—with his hands, something very rare among his generation of gifted ones.
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BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She can manipulate plants with a touch, nourishing them and making them flourish.
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David’s Second, a gifted one

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: Though I’ve only hinted at it in the series, Darnell has precognitive abilities… which is why he wins so many bets with the other Seconds and immortals.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: None. But on an interesting note, I thought I’d mention something that intrigued members of my Dianne Duvall Books Group. In my mind, Darnell has always been the son of Grant, who is one of Bethany and Josh’s best friends in Rendezvous with Yesterday.
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Sean’s Second, a gifted one

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: Though I’ve only hinted at it once in a scene that I ultimately ended up deleting to reduce the word count of Death of Darkness, she has minor precognitive abilities like Melanie. So if she starts to get a feeling of foreboding, Sean should pay attention.
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Krysta and Sean’s mother, a gifted one

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: She’s an empath who can sense or feel the emotions of others who are nearby.
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Krysta and Sean’s father, a gifted one

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: He has precognitive abilities and can see the future.
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Marcus and Ami’s daughter

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: Until The Lasaran, Adira was the only alien/gifted one hybrid in the universe. The Immortal Guardians have only just begun to identify her gifts. So far they know she’s a telepath. She can project images and replay her own memories in other people’s minds. She connected with her Uncle Taelon on a psychic level over long distances before she was even born and saw his torture in her dreams. She has empathic abilities. And she has very strong telekinetic abilities, so strong that she can use them to defend herself.

SPECIAL APPEARANCES: The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance: Book 1)
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Roland’s descendant, whom he and Sarah adopted

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: He has surprisingly strong telekinetic abilities and can move objects with his mind.
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Leah’s stepfather

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: He has telekinetic abilities.
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Leah’s nephew, Adira and Michael’s playmate

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: He, too, has telekinetic abilities and can move objects with his mind.
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Leah’s brother

 

BIRTHPLACE: United States

GIFT: Though we have not seen him exercise his gift, Leah mentions it in Death of Darkness, describing it as a telekinetic ability that’s a bit different from that of his father. Ben’s ability enables him to manipulate matter, changing and reshaping it.
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Thank you for reading An Immortal Guardians Companion. I hope you enjoyed it. I thought 2021 would be the perfect year to publish a companion to the Immortal Guardians series because it marks the tenth anniversary of the release of the first book and the launch of my writing career. I’ve had a lot of fun with these characters over the past decade and look forward to having even more in the years to come.

If you haven’t tried the two related series—Aldebarian Alliance and The Gifted Ones—I hope the character interviews you encountered in this companion will tempt you into giving them a peek. I admit I grin big whenever a reader tells me she usually doesn’t like sci-fi romance but loved The Lasaran or The Segonian or that historical romance isn’t really her cup of tea, but when she heard Seth made appearances in A Sorceress of His Own and Rendezvous with Yesterday she reluctantly gave them a listen and ended up loving them. I also grin big whenever men tell me they don’t usually read or listen to romance but are hooked on the Immortal Guardians and related series now thanks to their girlfriends, wives, moms, or even aunts who talked them into reading my books or listening to them on road trips.
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 In case you were wondering why I didn’t write a character interview for the Cliff’s Descent Blog Tour, I ultimately opted not to because I wanted to keep fans guessing regarding how the book would end. If Sheldon interviewed Emma and Cliff after the fact, then everyone would know even before diving into the story how it would end. And if Sheldon interviewed Emma and Cliff before their story concluded… Well, I like to keep the tone of the character interviews light and didn’t think that possible considering how Cliff was struggling. Sheldon can be pretty outrageous. So I could see him asking something along the lines of, “Cliff, do you ever use your insanity as a sort of Get Out of Jail Free card? Like, for example, if Emma complains about you leaving the toilet seat up, do you ever say, I can’t help it. The voices made me do it?” But somehow that didn’t seem appropriate.
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Thank you again for reading An Immortal Guardians Companion. If you enjoyed it, please consider rating or reviewing it at an online retailer of your choice. As always, I appreciate your support so much and love seeing that one of my books or audiobooks made a reader happy. Ratings and reviews are also an excellent way to recommend an author’s books, create word of mouth, and help other readers find new favorites.

 

Dianne Duvall

www.DianneDuvall.com

Dianne’s Newsletter
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Dianne Duvall is the New York Times and USA Today Bestselling Author of the acclaimed Immortal Guardians paranormal romance series, the Aldebarian Alliance sci-fi romance series, and The Gifted Ones medieval and time-travel romance series. She is known for writing stories full of action that will keep you flipping pages well past your bedtime, strong heroes who adore strong heroines, lovable secondary characters, swoon-worthy romance, and humor that readers frequently complain makes them laugh out loud at inappropriate moments. Reviewers have called Dianne's books "fast-paced and humorous" (Publishers Weekly), "utterly addictive" (RT Book Reviews), "extraordinary" (Long and Short Reviews), and "wonderfully imaginative" (The Romance Reviews).

The Lasaran (Aldebarian Alliance Book 1) was a #1 Audible Mover & Shaker. The Segonian (Aldebarian Alliance Book 2) was a Barnes&Noble Top Indie Favorite. Audible chose Awaken the Darkness (Immortal Guardians Book 8) as one of the Top 5 Best Paranormal Romances of 2018. Her audiobooks have been awarded multiple AudioFile Earphone Awards for Excellence. One was nominated for a prestigious Audie Award. And her books have twice been nominated for RT Reviewers' Choice Awards.

When she isn't writing, Dianne is active in the independent film industry and has even appeared on-screen, crawling out of a moonlit grave and wielding a machete like some of the psychotic vampires she creates in her books.

For the latest news on upcoming releases, contests, and more, please visit www.DianneDuvall.com. You can also connect with Dianne online:

 

DianneDuvall Books Group • Newsletter • Blog • BookBub • Facebook • Instagram • Twitter • Dianne’s Street Team • YouTube • Pinterest • Goodreads
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