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Chapter 1
 
Christian had finished with his first patient of the day, Mrs. Corrigan. She was a female vampire from Boston in her third trimester. She and her life mate had arrived that day for a routine checkup and ultrasound. After they were assured all was well with Mom and baby, Christian had retreated to his office to chart before his next appointment. 
Luckily most vampire couples were wealthy, a product of longevity. Their species had a lifespan roughly seven times longer than a human. Mrs. Corrigan and her spouse had made the trip halfway across the country for her monthly exam. The couple had spent tens of thousands of dollars to conceive their child. Thanks to Christian and Asa’s AR19crx fertility drug, the couple were expecting a baby girl.
Unfortunately, the couple would have to put their lives and careers on hold for the remaining eight weeks of Mrs. Corrigan’s pregnancy. Christian had ordered her to stay here in the New Orleans’ area at his country retreat where the practice housed mothers close to birthing. A precautionary measure. Babies didn’t always show up on their scheduled due date.
Many years ago, he’d turned the lower level of the house into a small hospital with delivery and surgery rooms and everything necessary to care for those of his kind. The top floor was a maternity ward with a nursery and was occasionally used when the clinic’s hospital overflowed with patients, which recently was quite often. Of course, some out of town patients provided their own lodgings, but for those not quite as financially blessed, Christian and his partners, Asa and Noah, put them up at the retreat for free.
He could hardly wait for his practice’s visions to become reality. Once they had offices and doctors in cities across the US, and eventually worldwide, a patient’s commute would be a drive rather than a plane trip. 
A knock sounded on his office door and he glanced up from the chart. “Come in.”
A moment later, Tiffany Peebles entered, her expression a bit hesitant. “Your receptionist up front, Grace is it? She directed me to human resources then told me to come see you here. Hope I’m not disturbing you.”
Ah. He’d been expecting her. Tiffany was a good friend of his and now an employee. This was her first day…finally. It had taken her a little over four months to dissolve her business so she could commit herself here one hundred percent as the V clinic’s IT.
He flashed her a welcoming smile and waved her inside. “Darlin’, you’re never a disturbance. Have a seat.” He gestured toward the two black leather arm chairs situated in front of his desk. 
She settled in one across from him. “Christian, I just want to thank you, again, for this opportunity. I’m really looking forward to working for the V clinic.”
“And I couldn’t be happier to have you here.” That statement was true… and it wasn’t. Tiffany would bring the V clinic’s information technology into the twenty first century, something they’d needed for a long time. But, for some time, he’d been thinking about making Tiffany a bed partner. They had chemistry, lots of chemistry, but, the trouble was she happened to be the human daughter of one of his closest friends. Now she was his employee—even more reason to bottle up his lust for her. Having her so close to him might prove that bottle had brittle glass.
“Thanks. I’ll be honest with you, I’m a little nervous about this. Not the job itself, I’ve set up patient systems for dozens of medical practices, it’s just been years since I’ve worked in an office situation.”
Christian could sense nervousness percolating in her. She was bound to be a bit uneasy. She’d dissolved an eleven-year business to be his IT person. He had every intention of making her transition into the V clinic as pleasant as possible. “You’ll fit in, Tiffany. No need to worry about that.”
“Really? You think? It’s been years since I’ve done the whole office socializing thing. I hope I’m up to it.”
He knew what she meant. She was a computer nerd. Her business and personal life had always revolved around computer operations, games, whatever techie people like her did for work or fun. But like himself, she was a fan of outdoor sports too, several which they’d enjoyed together many times over the twelve years they’d been friends. 
As far as socializing went, it seemed she only did that with family and the Davenport/Peebles extended clan, most of which were vampires. Needless to say, she felt more comfortable around his species. Unfortunately, most of his staff were humans, but all his people knew he’d hired her and all were anxious to meet her.
“No worries, Tiffany. The entire staff has been anticipating your arrival. They’re so sick of the manual system we have in place—trust me, you’ll be welcomed here with open arms. I’ve made sure of it.”
She laughed softly. “That’s good to hear.”
“So, tell me. How are things with you, beautiful?”
She shrugged and offered him a cute, little half smile. “It’s been a bit crazy trying to close my business, clear out my office space, and finish projects with clients. Otherwise I’m fine and I’m really excited to be here. I believe I’ve done all the paperwork so, what’s next?”
“Getting you a place to work would be the first order of business, but can you give me a second to finish charting on this patient?” 
“Of course, take all the time you need. It’s your dime, gorgeous.” She drawled out the playful endearment.
Christian winked at her. He enjoyed flirting with her and she returned the favor. Nothing ever came of it, but maybe one day he’d change that. “Fair enough. Make yourself comfortable.”
“Care if I look around?” She craned her neck about toward a wall supporting a large bookshelf where he housed a collection of antique medical journals. 
“Not at all.” He gestured for her to help herself.
She got up and walked over to the bookshelf, pulled out a dusty old volume and began to peruse its contents.
Yes, Tiffany would fit in fine around here. What a relief to have a new hire Christian knew as well as Tiffany. She came from a family of prominent vampires, all good friends of his, so he had no need to worry she’d put the true nature of his practice at risk. Hiring humans for a vampire practice was tricky business, but the V clinic did so all the time. If the hire wasn’t known personally by one of the partners, enchantment was employed during the interview process to make sure the human was trustworthy. 
He couldn’t wait for everyone to meet Tiffany. Asa, his best friend and partner would, take a shine to her because the two were so alike. Noah on the other hand, his third partner, not so much he’d bet. That vampire was very old school and wasn’t thrilled about this new system overhaul.
He picked up his pen and re-opened the chart. The task needed to be done while the information was still fresh in his head. Then he could focus on pertinent issues with Tiffany regarding her position. Minutes into charting, several inappropriate positions with Tiffany, which had nothing to do with her work at the V clinic, filtered into his thoughts. She’d been in his office less than five minutes and already his pulse rate and breathing had spiked. So had another part of his anatomy. 
He glanced at her now meandering around the room, her attention settled on the wall that displayed his myriad of medical degrees. He watched her study them, while he studied her cute little backside in a tight pair of blue denim jeans. 
Goodness, she was a pretty little thing and everything he liked in a female. She was tall with the body of an Amazon woman, the features of an exotic goddess with a riot of waist length, curly auburn hair, generally pulled into a pony tail, as it was that day. Her eyes were brown pools a man could get lost in. He had a whole new respect for the old adage out of sight out of mind. 
Christian closed the chart, got up, and walked over to her. 
She turned and smiled up at him. “Ready for me now?”
“All yours, Darlin’.”
She glanced back at the wall and pointed to his first medical degree. “Geez, Christian. You earned your first medical degree in 1948? How old are you, dude?”
He chuckled. “For a vampire, I’m just a pup. One hundred and twelve. Or will be next month.”
Her eyes went wide and rounded. “I get vampire longevity, but it’s a little weird because you look my age. Wow. A hundred and twelve, huh?”
“It’s not weird if you’re vampire. Most of your family are vampires. You know our species have benefits.”
“Of course. Longevity wouldn’t be so bad.” She grinned.
“There’s far more to it than that, Darlin’.”
“Like what?”
“I’m sure I don’t have to tell you.”
“Mind control and psychic abilities. I was a little worried about that taking on this job. I know you enchant your employees prior to hire.”
She did look worried. He hastened to reassure her. “Darlin’, I’d never enchant you. It would be impossible since you’ve already enchanted me.”
Her eyes widened with surprise. “Haha. Christian, you’re a mess, you know that?”
“So you’ve told me many times.”
She released an exasperated sigh and ran her tongue across her upper lip. 
As he watched her, Christian pondered what he’d like to do to those lips of hers, painted a shade of dark rose. He sucked in a deep breath and caught her blood scent, undisguised by her perfume and shampoo. Those smelled good too. He reached out and took hold of an auburn curl which had strayed from her ponytail, wrapped it around his index finger and inhaled again. He wanted to sink his fangs in her neck and taste her more than his next breath. 
That wasn’t a good train of thought for a post interview. He tucked the stray lock behind her ear.
“You’re being bold. Care if I play?” She reached up and took hold of his long blonde ponytail which happened to be resting on his shoulder. She twirled it around her forefinger slowly, seductively, then all at once gave it a harsh tug. 
“Ouch.” He tugged his hair free of her hold. “I guess I deserved that.”
“Yes, you did,” she chided. “Look, I know you like to flirt, and I don’t mind, but let’s keep the little game we play in the vault, okay? I don’t need co-workers thinking you hired me because we’re knocking boots. Got it?”
“Got it,” he muttered, righteously chastised and felt it. He was supposed to be getting her settled in. He took a step back and folded his fingers together at his waist before they explored something more interesting than a lock of hair. “So Darlin’, back to business. What sort of questions do you have for me?”
“I just need to know where to begin.” 
“To be honest, Tiffany, all I want is for this to be easy and connect the dots between New Orleans and future V clinics and hospitals. I can’t tell you how to get there. The way I see it, this is your ballgame. I want you to do whatever you see fit to make this new patient filing system work seamlessly for the V clinic. All I ask is that you keep me updated on your progress. Money is no object. I want the best user friendly system you can create for our staff. I want you to train them of course, along with me and my partners. If you need to hire help, do it. You don’t have to ask permission.”
“Sweet deal. I can make all that happen. Do you and your partners have a provisional date for this project to be completed at this facility?”
“Honestly, no. Asa is far too busy in Denver to worry about what’s going on with your position. Right now, he’s overseeing construction there, ordering necessary equipment and supplies, hiring staff, and courting a couple of vampire OB’s to move there. Denver will be the next place we’ll send you when you’re finished setting up the system here, but it will be at least several months before the project there is complete.”
“I see. Noah is your other partner, correct?”
“Yes, as far as Noah is concerned…” He paused and let out a soft snort. “Well, he isn’t too happy about this system overhaul. Forgive him if he isn’t overly cordial toward you.”
“Sore loser, huh? Guess there was a vote taken and he got shot down?”
Christian laughed. The girl was sharp. “That would be correct.”
She chuckled then shook her head. “Well, no worries. I ain’t got a problem with anything we’ve discussed regarding this job. Travel is cool, I’m used to deadlines, and Noah’s sour grapes won’t scare me away. I’m here for the long haul.”
Christian nodded and bit back a smile. She embraced her redneck roots and didn’t care about grammar or high fashion. Funny, neither did he. He’d grown up in Texas and it was still part of his heart and soul.
“All right. So where do you want me to start? Do I have an office?” 
“Yes, but it’s not ready yet. I’d planned to have you work in here today. Maybe you can start shopping first.” He pulled his wallet out of his jeans, extracted a credit card, then handed it to her. “Buy what’s needed. Computers, software, whatever. There’s no limit on this.”
She nodded. “I won’t break the bank I promise. Umm, so what’s up with this Noah? Just curious as to why he isn’t on board with this decision. Has he got something against trees?”
Christian chuckled. “He has something against many things. He’s an older vampire and a bit of a curmudgeon. All of us stay abreast of medicine as it progresses with both humans and vampires. That’s why I have so many medical degrees. We generally go back to med school about every thirty years or so. Noah gained his last degree in 1985 prior to computers being common in the workplace and he’s overdue for another round of med school. Despite his lack of knowledge regarding certain technologies that have nothing to do with medical practice, he’s an astute and caring doctor, I assure you. I’ll introduce you to him later today.” 
“And Asa? What’s he like?”
Christian smiled thinking of his best friend. “You’ll get along with him famously. He loves beautiful women and likes to flirt, but he has an easy-going demeanor. I’d say I consider him my closest friend because we grew up together. But you, Darlin’ run a close second.”
Her expression seemed pleased by that comment. “If that’s true you mustn’t get out much because we only hang out a few weeks a year.”
“Maybe we can change that.” She blinked at him with a bit of surprise and curiosity. He didn’t want her to overthink the comment so he pressed on. “Anyway, back to business. I’m working on getting you your own office. The painters are a bit behind. They’re finishing up in there today, so everything should be ready for you by tomorrow. For now, just work in here, figure out what you need to do, make some calls, price equipment, go shopping. Do whatever you see fit.”
“Okay. Sounds like a plan.”
“I’m assuming you’ve tied up loose ends with your business?”
She nodded. “Yes, for the most part. I have a couple jobs I need to finish but they won’t interfere with this. Oh, and I talked to Chelsie yesterday. She’ll be calling you sometime next week to talk about working here now that her internship at Harvard is over.”
“Wonderful. I can’t wait to bring your sister on board. We need all the doctors we can get. So, do you think you can teach me, Asa and Noah to do this? None of us are computer savvy like the human staff.”
“No worries. It might take some time, but I think you’ll find the system I have in mind easier than you thought once you begin using the new program.”
“Right on.” He was so happy to have her on board. The attraction between them aside, Christian knew the V clinic would benefit greatly from her knowledge and skills. “And I promise I’ll behave, Darlin’. Complete professionalism within the confines of these walls.” 
She gave him a ‘phsst’ and wrinkled her nose. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. And here’s a promise you can take to the bank. If you ever do anything I don’t like or approve of, I’ll belt you. And you know me, I fight dirty.” She winked.
There was more truth in that teasing statement than he cared to admit. Tiffany was one tough cookie. She had a passion for sports, hunting and other masculine hobbies. He knew her to be country to the core and liked that about her because of his own roots. She was fiercely protective of those she loved, but was a force to be reckoned with if someone threatened them.
Christian would never forget the day she’d killed Isabella, a feral vampire. Tiffany had grabbed one of his compound bows, a broad head arrow and ended the jerk’s life in a single shot. An amazing feat because Isabella had been a very old feral vampire with such telekinetic skills rarely seen by any vampire feral or not. 
“Where’d you go? I was teasing you know.”
“Oh, I know. Just cringing at the thought of learning all that computer stuff you’ll be teaching me. Do you have any more questions for me?” 
“Not at the moment. Go do your doctoring business and leave me to this antiquated mess y’all created. I’ll figure something out in time, which hopefully all of you can live with. Including your partner, Vlad. Hope he really isn’t stuck in the dark ages.”
He chuckled. “He kind of is, Darlin’, but no worries. He’ll adjust. I’m glad you’re here, Tiffany.” 
“I’m glad to be here.”
His gaze locked with hers and he saw something unmistakable in her rich chocolate gaze: desire mixed with a little wariness. He felt both emotions himself. 
It wasn’t likely either of them would be keeping this attraction thing in the vault long.
“I need to go, my next appointment’s waiting. Later, if I have time, I’ll give you a tour of the facility.” 
“Sounds like a plan. Before I dig in, where do you keep the coffee?”
He smiled because he knew she loved her coffee. He made a mental note to buy her a kick booty coffee maker and cappuccino machine for her office. “Follow me, Darlin’.” 
***
Tiffany’s head was still in tailspin mode as she trailed Christian out of his office and down the hall. How was she supposed to work with that way too hot vampire? Desire had blazed in his gold eyes and they’d been shimmering with blood lust too, something she easily recognized having lived around vampires for so many years. 
Guess she should have thought about that before she took a job that would have her in proximity to his gorgeous rear each and every day. Heck, it had been bad enough hanging out with him at her mom’s a handful of weeks a year.
Excitement and worry coursed through her with equal intensity over the predicament she’d landed herself in. Fantasizing about Christian was one thing. A safe, delicious desire hidden deep in her heart, never to be exposed. Like having a thing for a movie or rock star with a one in a million chance of coming to fruition.
Unfortunately, Christian was everything she’d ever wanted in a man and everything she’d never allowed herself to have because he wasn’t a man of her species. That thought brought her out of her romanticized orbit with the speed of an asteroid on a collision course for her heart.
Her ability to trust hadn’t existed outside her mom and two sisters, Chelsie and Dannie. She did trust Christian to a point. He was her friend, and a good one, but he was still a guy. She’d never trusted him on a romantic level. But some hot, steamy, bone melting sex wouldn’t be so bad. A torrid affair. Oh yeah. Just a short one. What would be the harm that?
The asteroid scenario dummy. 
She forgot herself and let a little groan of aggravation escape. Christian caught it immediately, paused in the hall and faced her.
“Are you okay?”
Busted. “Yeah, I’m fine.”
“I don’t think so. If I did anything to upset you—well, I’m sorry. It was all in fun, Darlin’.” 
“I said I’m fine. I need coffee. I’m grouchy when my caffeine levels get low.” Before he could reply, the blonde nurse, Katie, who she’d met along her tour to HR, ran around the corner of the hallway straight toward them, her blue eyes wide with fear.
“Dr. La Mond! It’s Mrs. Corrigan. I think she’s in labor.” 
 



Chapter 2
 
“Uh oh, a patient in labor?” Tiffany would’ve thought that to be a good thing, but based on the hard frown creasing Christian’s brow, it wasn’t so good for the patient Katie had mentioned.
“Where is she?” Christian demanded.
“Still in exam room three,” Katie replied, wringing her hands. 
A moment later Christian bolted, the nurse after him. 
Concerned, Tiffany followed them to the patient’s room, but stayed in the hall against the far wall to be out of the way. Common sense based on what little she knew of human medical practices’ privacy policies told her she should have walked away. When she saw the poor woman on the exam table bent over as she moaned hoarsely in pain and clutched her pregnant belly, Tiffany couldn’t bring herself to scat. Just like a car wreck scenario where you shouldn’t look, but couldn’t help but do so.
The lady’s life mate stood beside her, held her hand, stroked her cheek and murmured something near her ear. If possible, he looked more terrified than his wife.
“What’s wrong, Candice?” 
“I think I’m in labor, Dr. La Mond. Oh goodness, it hurts,” she cried, her voice wracked with fear and pain. “She can’t come now. It’s too soon. Please tell me you hear her heartbeat.” 
“Be calm, Candice, and breath.” To her husband he said, “You need to stay calm too, Donnie. Breath with her and connect to her mind. It’s gonna hurt really bad, but you need to begin to absorb her fear and pain.”
He nodded briskly then lowered his head and closed his eyes.
Tiffany watched, awestruck. His features contorted with an agony not his own, but his life mate’s—her real physical pain along with whatever fearful things she thought. Tiffany was well aware life mates shared each other’s thoughts and feelings, but she’d never witnessed anything as starkly real as a couple sharing every aspect, every nuance of labor. She felt a brief pang of guilt witnessing this private moment, but what she viewed was so surreal, so out of human realm, she felt glued in place. 
 Christian laid his hand on the lady’s stomach and bent his head forward. Tiffany wasn’t sure what he was doing. Given his vampire abilities, either listening for the baby’s heartbeat, praying or imparting some physic energy of his own to calm her. Probably all three. From the looks of her poor life mate, the guy needed a healthy dose of the latter two himself.
Christian’s back was to her so she couldn’t see his face, but when he stepped back from the lady and looked down, the action spoke volumes. 
“The baby is in distress, Candice. Lay back I want to do another ultrasound.”
The trembling woman obeyed and hushed silence fell upon the gathering as Christian quickly executed the procedure.
“What’s going on? Is she okay?” the husband demanded as Christian stared at the ultrasound screen.
“I’m afraid not. I need to do a C-section immediately.”
“Oh goodness. No! It’s too soon.” Candice cried.
“Candice, it’s necessary to save her life.”
“Why? Why is this happening?” The woman began to weep bitterly and her poor life-mate, well he just looked shell-shocked. 
“Katie, get me a transport cart. We’re taking her to delivery now.” The nurse ran from the room immediately. He turned and looked at Tiffany, his expression at once surprised and relieved. “Go get Dr. Langston and tell him to meet me in deliver room one ASAP.”
“What? Who?” She felt her eyes bug because she hadn’t signed up for anything like this.
“Noah. Down the hall. Three doors on the left.” He pointed, then got back to business with the pregnant woman in vampire warp mode, telling the couple what he suspected was wrong with the baby and what intended to do as he gathered supplies for an IV and who knew what, out of drawers with such speed it made her head spin. Of course she’d seen vampires move like that, but their physical agility and speed still astounded her. 
“Tiffany, go!” Christian hollered, glaring at her now with a troubling mix of fear and irritation.
She hesitated no more and took off like a shot. Finding the office with no problem, she opened the door and rushed inside. The doctor, seated behind a large, antique oak desk, jerked his head up and pinned her with an extraordinarily displeased look. Christian had been right, the guy was definitely older and anally challenged. He appeared mid-forties in human years. He had short, jet black hair with just a hint of grey and piercing cobalt blue eyes. She might have considered him good looking if not for that lemon sucking expression he sported. 
“May I help you?” he asked in a very tight tone, that bore an English accent.
Tiffany realized she should have knocked, but protocol wasn’t high on her priority list right now, with that poor lady back there in the midst of agonizing labor.
“Sorry, I burst in like that. I’m Tiffany Peebles, your new computer geek. Listen, Christian has a patient who just went into labor. He told me to have you meet him in delivery room one, ASAP.”
His lips thinned even more if possible. “If you’re going to be working here, Miss Peebles, you should address him as Dr. La Mond. It’s professional and so is knocking before you enter one of our offices. Did he mention the patient’s name?”
Had the situation not been so serious, she probably wouldn’t have let his pompous attitude slide. Then again, he was her boss too and she’d best get used to it. She was working for the Man now. “It’s Mrs. Corrigan.”
“Mrs. Corrigan?” he echoed, his expression gaining concern. “That’s the patient he just met with. She’s not due for two months.”
 Tiffany shook her head. “I don’t know anything about birthing babies, but that woman looked to be in full blown labor mode.”
He bolted to his feet and rounded the desk, muttering, ‘bloody heck’ beneath his breath. “Thank you, Miss Peebles. Tell Dr. La Mond, I’ll meet him there, straight away.”
She nodded once then ran back down the hallway. The doctor whizzed past her with vampire speed, then disappeared into a stairwell. Christian and Katie were already wheeling the lady into the elevator by the time she caught back up with them. “I found your partner. He said he’ll meet you there.”
Christian thanked her. The elevator doors closed and for several long moments Tiffany blinked at them, wondering what had caused the woman’s sudden onset of labor. What about the baby? Could a pre-mature vampire infant survive? 
“Man,” she muttered, smoothing a palm over her head. She’d just received a crash course on the professional side of Christian’s life. Apparently, it wasn’t all cigars, bouquets of flowers and lauds for staff of an OB/GYN practice. Still if anyone could save that mother and baby, the doctor would be Christian La Mond.
His medical expertise far exceeded obstetrics for vampires or her mother and sister would have never survived Isabella’s horrible attacks all those years ago. Their spouses’ blood saved their lives and made them vampire, but without Christian’s surgical skills they both would have bled to death.
Tiffany heard footsteps coming down the hall and glanced to her left. A man approached her and she assumed by his blue scrubs he was a nurse or an aide. He stood about 5’9” or 10” with a husky build, his blonde hair shorn in a military-style cut. She knew instantly he was not vampire from his short stature as well as his brownish/hazel eyes, which she noticed last when he stopped beside her at the elevator and punched the down arrow button.
A vampire’s eyes, no matter the color were always brilliant, beautiful, widely dilated and in soft lighting or darkness they sort of glittered and beguiled. Christian once told her his kind’s strange eyes were an evolutionary adaptation to capture the attention of a human so they could enchant them and feed. 
Or in Christian’s case, drive to insanity a sexually deprived human female with a doomed for failure crush on a drop dead gorgeous vampire.
So lost in thought she was, it took her a moment to respond when the man greeted her with a ‘Good morning.’
“Morning.” She held out her hand and smiled. “I’m Tiffany Peebles, the new IT Chris—Dr. La Mond hired.”
A big smile flashed across his friendly, but not particularly good looking features. Then again, since she held every male to Christian’s god like standards, who could compare?
“Blake Saunders.” He reached out and shook her hand. “Oh yeah. I’m thrilled to meet you. Everyone around here has been eagerly awaiting your arrival. Dr. La Mond told us you were one of the most skilled IT’s in the country. All of us can’t wait to see what this new system will be like and what it will do for the V clinic.”
Dang it, Christian. Why’d you go and talk me up like that? She was no Bill Gates or Peter Longman, the guy who’d perfected hologram technology in 2021. “I wouldn’t go that far, Blake. I think everyone will be pleased with what I come up with, but I wouldn’t be expecting miracles if I were you. I have a feeling it will be some time before the system I have in mind is up and running depending on how many patient files the clinic has. Despite today’s highly advanced computer technology, papers still need to be individually scanned into a program.”
“No one expects overnight changes. We’re all just glad they’re coming.”
He seemed sincere. She hoped she lived up to everyone’s expectations. Especially Christian’s. 
“Were you waiting on the elevator? 
She glanced around. “Uh, no. I was actually hunting the coffee pot. Chris—Dr. La Mond hasn’t had a chance to give me the official tour of the facility yet.”
He offered a sage smile. “The break room is just down the hall. Fourth door. As far as Dr. La Mond, rumors abound here, so you can refer to him in whatever way is comfortable. Nobody will mind. We all know he knows you personally somehow, just not in what context.”
Fishing for office fodder, was he? Maybe later. She was in no mood to talk to a stranger about how she met Christian. “Well, I’d best get cracking. It was nice meeting you Blake. I’ll be working in Christian’s office if anyone calls or needs me.” 
She would take Blake’s advice and refer to him the way she always had. Pooh, on ol’ doc stick-in-the-mud and his haughty reprimand.
“It was nice meeting you too.”
With regret still lingering for the couple, she went back to Christian’s office, after hitting the break room for coffee. She didn’t even know where to begin in light of this disaster. She snooped through Christian’s desk drawers for a yellow legal pad, then sat in his chair to make a list of supplies which would be necessary to get this system up and running. Later she’d price stuff because right now her concentration was toast. 
She tapped the end of her pen in the center of the tablet. That poor woman, she thought shaking her head. She closed her eyes and sent up a little prayer that Christian would save this woman and her baby, then went to work. 
Some time later she heard a soft knock at the door and glanced up. Blake, stood in the open doorway. “Hey,” she greeted him.
“Hi. Tiffany, right?”
“Yeah. Or T.J., which is what my family calls me. I go by either.” Christian always referred to her as Tiffany saying it with a kind of a sexy drawl unless he was irritated, like earlier when he barked at her to get a move on. 
Lord! She still pined over that poor lady. Tiffany knew there would be job hardships, but she’d never expected them to actually relate to patients.
“May I come in?” he asked, his expression curious, wary. 
“Yes, of course. Sorry. I’ve got this list going. Neck deep in thought. That sort of thing, but please have a seat.” She gestured at the chair she’d taken earlier.
“I stopped by to see if there was anything you need. Katie had been assigned to get you office supplies, show you around a bit, but unfortunately she’s in surgery with Dr. La Mond.”
“Oh. Surgery?”
“Yes, a patient is having a c-section.”
She could tell by the grim lines pulling at the edge of his mouth, he knew the patient was Mrs. Corrigan and this wasn’t a planned, happy c-section. “You think she and the baby will be okay?”
He lifted his shoulders and sighed. “It’s hard to say. The baby is premature. Vampire premies are just as vulnerable as human ones when there are complications. The patient should be fine though. Until now she’s had a very healthy pregnancy, but then things like this can happen. Vampires might have some physical advantages over humans, but in a good deal of instances their bodies really are just as fragile as ours.”
“True that.” Physically vampires were much stronger than humans plus they had physic and telekinetic abilities, but they were still mammals. A bullet or a knife could kill a vampire just as easily as a human. The same probably rang true for pregnancy complications.
Tiffany swallowed hard, itching to ask more, but restrained herself. Her job didn’t entail hands on patient care or personal information relating to care. So she changed the subject. “There really isn’t anything I need at the moment, but I appreciate you asking. As long as there’s coffee in the break room pot I’m good.”
He nodded. “Do you live in New Orleans, or did you just move here?”
“I’ve lived here for a little over eleven years. I ran my own computer store during that time. I sold product as well as performed maintenance and tech support for customers. Of course I did installation and programming too. So how long have you worked here?”
“About four months.” He grinned. “I guess you’re wondering how I ended up working for a vampire practice. I’m wondering the same about you.”
The guy seemed determined to get her to open up. She supposed she should. Sharing a little personal information was completely natural in a work environment.
She chuckled and rolled the chair away from Christian’s desk, then entwined her fingers behind her head and leaned back. “Well that’s one very long story. Short version, Christian is pretty much extended kin to my family. We aren’t actually related, but he’s `Uncle Christian’ to my youngest siblings who are both born vampires.”
“You’re human, so I guess that must mean your mother was turned?”
“Yep. About twelve years ago. Freaky, huh? My mom the vampire! Wouldn’t that make one heck of a reality TV show?” She snickered, then added, “So what about you?” 
He laughed, then dished. “I’m an RN. I worked for Dr. Langston’s mother in L.A. for about five years until she retired recently. She’s a very old vampire. So equating that to human years, she’s basically somewhere around social security age and rich. She and her husband travel extensively now. Anyway when the practice closed Dr. Langston hired both me and Katie.”
“Interesting,” Tiffany mused. She’d known Katie Nettleson was human but not how she’d come to be a part of this very private practice. As for Dr. Langston, she had no idea what he was like yet, but he definitely seemed stuck up, which she suspected stemmed from a rich upbringing. His clothing appeared a bit outdated, yet his demeanor reeked of class and wealth, which would make sense. He was a partner of a very thriving medical practice. Tiffany knew Christian did quite well for himself. Heck, he was paying her six figures!
The phone on Christian’s desk began to ring. Startled, she bolted upright in her chair and stared at it, uncertain what to do. “Should we answer it or let it go to voicemail?”
“I’ll answer it. When it double rings like that it means it’s an in house call and I have a feeling it’s not for you or Dr. La Mond. The front desk knows I’m here on break. Blake picked up the receiver and punched a button. “Hello?” Several seconds later Blake’s expression darkened with concern. “Yes, Dr. La Mond. Sure. I understand. I’ll get the room ready immediately,” he said, then hung up the phone.
Curiosity compelled her to ask, “What did he say?”
His lips thinned momentarily, then he replied, “Dr. La Mond wants me to get a room ready for his c-section. Off the maternity ward. I’m afraid the baby didn’t make it.”
“Oh goodness,” Tiffany muttered, pressing her fingers to her lips. How awful for that couple. She couldn’t even imagine what Mrs. Corrigan must be feeling. Christian too. What a heavy responsibility for a doctor to know he or she had done everything possible to save a life, yet failed.
Blake stood, gave her a half-hearted smile then said, “It was nice meeting you, Tiffany. Sorry it occurred under such nasty circumstances.”
She said nothing as he left the room. The gravity of the situation had her thoughts a jumbled mess. After several minutes she considered going to the break room for another cup of coffee, but before she could do so, Christian burst into the room, spewing riotous curses under his breath. 
He’d lost his lab coat and was now wearing jeans, cowboy boots and a solid black T-shirt. “Christian, I’m so sorry. I met Blake. He was in here when the phone rang. I heard.”
He spun toward her, his expression surprised. “Dang, I didn’t even realize you were over there.”
She stood and cautiously approached him. He looked furious and hurt and she felt for him. “Is there anything I can do?” 
“Thank you, but no, Tiffany,” he said as he stalked over to a closet. Christian extracted a clean lab coat, shucked it on then strode out of the office without another word.
Tiffany’s heart ached for him, but she understood he needed time and space. She was a lot like him that way—one to lick wounds in privacy. 
 



Chapter 3
 
Christian grunted and flipped off the TV. He’d been watching a baseball game for nearly two hours and hadn’t a clue what teams played. His mind was singularly focused on Mrs. Corrigan and the birth of her stillborn infant, as it had been all day. His mind rolled through every word, action, order—absolutely everything he’d said or done today in order to get to the truth behind that baby’s death. Candice had been fine when he’d met with her. The exam and ultrasound had shown the fetus right on track and healthy. Then out of nowhere the little one had an acute onset of tachycardia and ultimately its heart had stopped beating before he’d gotten Candice into the delivery room. 
What had happened?
Candice’s electrolytes were a little low but nothing out of the ordinary for a two hundred and twenty-three-year-old vampire female. Pregnancy took a toll on women that age, but generally never affected the fetus unless the mother wasn’t intaking a proper amount of human blood or food. Neither issue had been the case with Candice. All in all she was a healthy female with proper weight gain. 
He had her on standard prenatal vitamins, but several months back he’d ordered her to begin receiving metabolic booster injections when she transfused at home. The vitamin based supplement helped older pregnant females better metabolize human blood. He’d given her one today along with a transfusion, another standard order for vampire maternity patients. Pregnant females needed to have human blood everyday for the welfare of both mother and baby and the clinic always supplied a unit on an office visit. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt neither order could have caused premature labor. So what had?
He could think of no logical reason why she’d aborted, yet Christian knew stillborn infants were birthed every day. However, it had been a couple years since he delivered one. Maybe that fact had made him prideful. He hated the term “act of god”, but he knew that’s what this case had been. As a doctor he had to accept the fact he’d done all he could, but as a man he couldn’t help but grieve the Corrigans’ loss. This baby had been their dream for nearly a century.
“A little girl,” he said, then sighed. The couple had been married over ninety years and had never conceived on their own. He and Asa’s fertility drug had finally made their dream a reality after nearly two years of treatments. He’d assured them they could try again once Candice healed. Little comfort to them on the brink of the funeral they would be planning this week, he was sure.
His cell began to ring. He grabbed it off the coffee table and forced a happy expression for the caller, one he sure didn’t feel. He brought up holomode on his device and Mia Davenport’s smiling image popped up in a hologram above the screen of the cell. 
He’d just recently purchased the phone because his last phone an I phone ten was seriously outdated. It had taken him several weeks to master the challenging little beast, but he enjoyed using it now. It gave him hope he could master the software Tiffany would create for the V clinic. Silly maybe but he didn’t want her thinking he was a technically challenged idiot, even though he was.
“Hey Mia, what’s up, Gorgeous?”
She giggled, then replied, “I love you, Christian La Mond. I know I’ve done so a dozen times, but I want to thank you again for hiring TJ. I talked to her yesterday and she seemed a little nervous, yet so excited about working for your practice.”
Apparently, Mia hadn’t talked to her daughter today because he had a feeling Tiffany might not be thinking the same way after the insanity at the clinic this morning. Her eyes had been as wide as saucers when he’d spotted her in the hallway and told her to give Noah that stat order to assist him with Candice’s c-section.
She’d left before he returned to his office a little after five thirty. He felt bad he hadn’t checked in on her all day. But he’d had to play catch up with appointments. He hadn’t even had time for lunch. 
“Well, I’m thrilled to have her on board, Mia. Honestly, we’ve needed someone like her for a very long time. I know she’ll be perfect for the job.”
“I have no doubt she will, Christian.”
He hesitated with a reply. Despite her confident smile he sensed a deflated note in her voice and could tell something troubled her. “What’s wrong? Did she say something to you?”
She sighed. “Not exactly, but I know she’s scared. This job is a big risk for her because should things not work out, she has nothing to fall back on now that she’s folded her business. She’d sooner live under a bridge than take a handout from me or Nathan.”
He knew that. She could be independent to a fault. “It will work out for her, Mia. Tiffany’s skills aren’t in question. Whatever she creates for us will be far better than what we have now. As far as a seeking handouts, don’t be ridiculous. I would never leave her high and dry. Even if she decides it’s not for her and quits, I’ll compensate her handsomely.”
“Of course you wouldn’t leave her in such a position. Never mind that. I know she’ll be happy there. She thinks the world of you.”
“Really?” Christian leaned forward and swallowed hard. “I don’t know what to say to that.” Many things he’d like to ask, but the last thing he wanted was for Mia to guess his nasty thoughts about her daughter. “I tell you what. If you want I’ll talk to her and reassure her that her position is secure in some non-obvious way.”
Her eyes went wide. “Oh goodness no, Christian. Don’t dare do that or tell her I spoke to you about any of this. She’d be offended and furious if she discovered I’d been speaking to you about her job. She’d think I was checking up on her.”
He knew Tiffany well enough to know Mia was correct on that one. “Aren’t you?”
She lifted a shoulder and frowned. “Well, yes, I suppose I am.”
“Okay. So what do you want to know?” Christian knew the woman had an agenda and it wasn’t merely trying to find out how Tiffany’s first day had gone. 
“I want you to keep an eye on her for me. I know you’re busy, but if you can be-friend her, it would mean a great deal to me.”
“I am her friend. Always have been.” What the heck was she up to? He’d lived in the same city as Tiffany for over a decade and Mia had never asked him to keep up with her before. “What are you driving at Mia? Is something going on with Tiffany I need to know about?” 
“Oh, no, she’s fine as far as I know,” she hastily reassured. “It’s just the sudden changes in her life that concern me. I wonder how she’ll adapt. Her business always kept her too busy for a social life. Now she’ll be working, I assume and hope, less hours. I’d like to see her develop a social life that doesn’t involve online anime computer nerds in some of those silly war challenge games. They actually do it now in a real hologram in the middle of one’s living room. Did you know that? Nate has become addicted.”
Christian couldn’t help himself, he started laughing imagining the little pre-teen vamp kicking some other kid’s rear in one of those games. He liked the idea of Tiffany doing it even more. “So that’s how she spends her spare time, huh? Fighting online geek warriors? Given her penchant for outdoor sports and card games I should have guessed she’d be into something like that.” He’d love to see her anime, because he knew it would be hot, tough and sexy.
“I’d say there’s much you don’t know about TJ. Like she’s a loner. Outside family, there are no BFF’s, coffee clutching girlfriends or boyfriends to wine and dine her.”
That made him smile. He’d never liked thinking about her dating, so he refrained from the thought. Refrained from thinking about her much at all. Now that he’d woven her into the most intricate part of his life, Christian knew he’d be thinking about her constantly. Mia had no need to worry. He’d always have an eye on her from this point on.
Despite Mia’s obvious ploy to make him her eyes and ears, Christian sensed something else troubled her, but her expression lent no clues. Obviously she’d prepared well for this conversation. “Why don’t you just cut to the chase, Mia. What’s really worrying you?”
He saw her swallow and her pleasant demeanor slip. “It’s probably nothing, but she hasn’t answered her phone or texts all evening and she always does. This being her first day at a new job, I expected a call from her. Do you have any idea where she might be?”
“No. I haven’t seen her since this morning.” Not since he’d left his office and forced himself to attend to business after the sickening loss of the Corrigan baby.
 “I know this is a great imposition, but could you possibly go by her place and check on her? I’m so worried and I know it’s probably just the mother in me, but I can’t help fearing something not so good may have happened to her.”
“Mia, she’s fine. The girl has been living in this city for over a decade. If she were to encounter a mugger or rapist, she’d probably beat them within an inch of their lives.”
Mia let out a soft laugh. “I know. She is formidable, but not bulletproof.”
 “If you want me to go to her apartment and check on her I will. I don’t mind.” It did seem odd she hadn’t called her mother. Christian knew they were very close. Naturally, Tiffany would want to share details with her mom about her first day. Now he was worried and could see why Mia was doing a little nail biting. 
“Really? I don’t want to trouble you,” she replied, her tone and expression now laced with concern.
“It’s no trouble. Heck, I could use the distraction. My day hasn’t been exactly good.”
“I’m sorry. What happened?”
“Patient issues,” he supplied without details. Before she could pick at his problems, he added, “Does she still live in your old apartment?”
“Yes. She’s never moved.”
“I’ll run over and check on her then call you when I can. Okay?”
“You’re a sweetheart. May I ask if you’re dating?”
He snorted. Vampires didn’t date in the traditional human sense and she knew that. Her real question was had he found his life mate. “No, Mia. She’s still out there somewhere taking her own sweet time finding me.” 
For vampires, a life mate wasn’t chosen by base lusts, attraction or any reasons given to human kind’s mate picking processes. Vampires knew instinctually each person of their kind had been designed specifically for another, like Adam and Eve. Due to that fact a vampire would wait his or her entire life until they tasted the blood of their one true love, that unique, individual who became one with their soul upon impact. Emotions, thoughts, feelings all became one unit when they fed from each other. It was a soul tie connection only death could break.
Christian wanted to experience that soul tie with another vampire more than anything he’d ever wanted out of life. The thought caused a pang of guilt due to the thoughts he’d been having about Tiffany. He hadn’t been thinking of Tiffany as a potential life mate, rather a bed partner. Although he wouldn’t rule out the possibility until he drank from her. Vampires took human life mates every day. No, his guilt stemmed from his nasty thoughts. He wanted Tiffany more than he’d wanted a female in a very long time. He suspected she wanted him too which made being noble an impossibility with their lives now so intertwined. Things had been heating up between them for years. It was going to happen for them eventually. He might as well face the fact.
“Christian? What’s wrong? What are you staring at?”
 He blinked, realizing he was miles from their conversation. “Sorry. I was just thinking. What did you say?”
She huffed. “I said, something tells me the woman of your dreams may not as far away as you might think.”
He frowned. “What do you mean by that?”
She flashed an ambiguous smile. “I’m not sure yet, but God sometimes shows me things. It’s just a feeling I have, but nothing solid. Just keep your eyes and your heart open.”
He grunted. Christian believed in the lord. He’d grown up in a very devote Christian household, but had a feeling the Guy upstairs had taken a sabbatical where his love life was concerned. In his long life he’d fanged dozens of human and vampire females and nothing. “I appreciate the wishful thinking, Mia, but I wouldn’t hold my breath on that one. I’ll call you about Tiffany later, whatever I find out.”
“Thank you, Christian.”
He let out a long frustrated breath as he ended the call. What was in that vampire woman’s head? he wondered. Had she picked up on his attraction for Tiffany? 
Mia was smart and savvy, just like her daughter. That God comment also had him suspecting Mia might think something brewed between him and Tiffany. 
He snorted. On second thought, unlikely. Mia knew how carnally natured male vampires could be. She’d never give him the go-ahead to go do her daughter, be it mental sex or physical. No, Mia wanted a babysitter because he suspected she was more nervous about Tiffany’s new job than Tiffany. Little did she know, she couldn’t have picked a worse one. The need to taste Tiffany had become an addiction for which no rehabilitation facility in the world could cure. 
                        
 



Chapter 4
 
Christian had just parked in front of Tiffany’s apartment building when her bright red Ford F150 pulled in parallel to him on the opposite side of the street. As he climbed out of his black Ram truck, he saw Tiffany emerge from the Ford. 
She spotted him instantly, slipped a back pack over her shoulder and shut the driver’s side door. “Hey. Whatcha doing here?”
He thought she looked inordinately pleased to see him and liked it, but he was irritated at her for being out this late and worrying her mother and him. “Coming to check up on you, young lady. Why have you been ignoring your mother’s calls and texts? And mine? It’s almost eleven. Where have you been?” 
Her eyes narrowed with indignation. “So Mom’s already got you checking up on me? That there is trash!” she stormed.
Christian had never seen her this angry, but he held ground. “All right. She did and I am. She worries. So do I. Where’ve you been?” He’d promised Mia he wouldn’t tell Tiffany he was checking up on her, but he was pissed. Besides, what other reason could he give Tiffany for why he’d shown up on her doorstep at this hour of the night? Better yet, why had Mia chosen tonight to ask him to do this? This couldn’t be the first time Mia had failed to hear from her. That call just kept feeling weirder by the second. 
“Well, all I’ve got to say is the both of you had better back off. I don’t need this job bad enough to put up with you running over here every time I go a few hours without answering one of Mom’s calls or texts.” She stalked off across the street toward her building.
“Hold up, girl.” He gapped the distance between them and grabbed her forearm, halting her. “Check the attitude. You know how your mother gets when hours pass without you returning her calls. She was worried, yes, but she called me tonight because she was excited we’d be working together. So where have you been?” he pressed. Truth was he wanted to know for his own piece of mind as much as Mia’s.
“Bull, Christian. I know my mom. She’s looking for someone to keep tabs on me because she wants the inside scoop on how my job is going. Who else but you can give her that info? I can’t believe you’d play into something like that.”
He had and deserved her rancor, but he was still curious. “Okay. You’re right. I was checking up on you on her behalf. I’m sorry. But now that I’m here, satisfy my curiosity. Where have you been?”
She thrust her arms across her chest and glared at him. “What’s it to you? Maybe I was out tying one on or hooking up, but whatever I was doing, it’s none of your business or Mom’s.”
Lord, she had an attitude tonight, but he’d lit it by doing Mia’s bidding. Tiffany was a private person and a full grown adult. He could see how she’d take his presence as an affront.
Nevertheless, he was here now and intended to get some answers. He scented her and found no alcohol in her system. No male had touched her either. Her scent was purely her, spicy and sweet and beguiling, yet lent no clues as to what she’d been up to tonight.
“You’re right. What you’ve been doing isn’t any of my business, but Tiffany, people care about you, so when you choose to go off the radar, at least alert someone to that fact.”
Guilt wiggled across her pretty features. “I didn’t mean to worry anyone. Truth is I’ve been teaching a computer class on Monday nights for developmentally challenged teenagers. This was the final night for this group and there was a party. The evening ran late and my phone is always off while I’m teaching, but I called her back shortly after I left. It’s all good.”
Christian felt a bit amazed by her confession and proud of her too. She really was a surprising little package. “Well, I understand. That makes sense. So why didn’t you call me back?” 
She pointed her finger and him and scowled. “Because I haven’t had time yet. I appreciate the concern, but no more checking up on me. I mean it.”
He wouldn’t promise her a darn thing in that regard. Mia aside, she was in a way now his responsibility. “If I’m concerned I’ll check on you. Simple as it gets. If you don’t like it, tough.”
“How dare you say—”
“I dare and I will. Do you wanna keep arguing about people caring, or will you simmer down and see the sense in it? Things can happen unexpectedly in life. There are people who occasionally worry and check up on me. I don’t have a fit about it.”
Her expression was not one of complete concession, but she didn’t blast him again. 
Several moments of awkward silence passed, then he noticed her gaze slide to his truck and narrow with a very unappreciative look. “What?”
“A Dodge RAM? Geez Christian, I know with what you’re paying me you can afford something better than that piece of trash.”
He slapped a hand over his heart and chuckled. “You’ve sullied my ride. I’m hurt, but it’s a heck-of-a-lot better than your found-on-the-roadside-dead, Ford over there.”
A cute, but wicked grin inched across her features. “Wanna wager on that one?”
“You challenging me to a race?”
She shrugged. “If you ain’t chicken. It is a straight V-8, right? No special souped up package in the motor?”
“No. It’s standard. Bought it brand new less than a month ago. So what are we betting?”
“How about dinner? I know it’s late, but I haven’t eaten anything but cake. You?”
He hadn’t eaten anything all day. Today’s troubles had stolen his appetite because he’d been so caught up in his patient’s tragic loss. “Fair enough, a race it is. But where? I’m not very familiar with this side of the city.” He’d lived here over two decades, but the V clinic kept him too busy for much playtime, like scoping out good drag racing roads. Incredible. He hadn’t done something like this since college. Sounded fun though especially with Tiffany as an opponent.
“I know the perfect place,” she replied enigmatically. “Follow me.”
A short while later they were on an old, two lane road deep in bayou country, not a house or car in sight. When she came to a stop, Christian pulled up next to her truck and let down his window. She did the same on her passenger’s side. 
He could see her clearly even in the inky blackness of the surrounding Louisiana bayou because a vampire’s vision was best served at night. She was beautiful, her expression eager and a smidgin sassy. She loved a challenge and he was primed to give her one. “We aren’t using auto drive features right? We’re drag racing the old fashioned way?”
She snorted. “Of course. What would be the fun in that?”
“True.”
“A Mississippi count to three, then we hit it,” she said grinning.
He smiled back. “Ready?”
“Oh yeah.”
Dang she was cute. Especially when she smiled at him that way with her little come hither look. She could be such a flirt, but she never seemed overt about it. Maybe that was the turn on. Sometimes he wondered if she had any idea what she did to him. Then again she might be purposely driving him as wild as a buck in rut. Either way he liked it. 
Three seconds later they both punched their accelerators and the two V-8’s made a deafening roar, tires squealing. Their trucks shot off nose to nose, but after several seconds Tiffany’s begun to outpace his. He floored it, but never managed to keep up after that point. When they finally halted their vehicles a short while later, he leaned an arm on his open window and said, “All right. I reckon you won fair and square, but I don’t know how you did.”
She shot him a sly grin. “You never asked me if I’d padded my motor.”
“You little brat! What have you got in there?”
“Oh just a special little chip.” Her eyes danced with mischief. 
Christian shot her a chiding look. “Cheater. The deal’s off. We go dutch.”
“Whatever. Where do you want to go?”
“Follow me.”
Christian had her trail him in her truck to one of his favorite country/cajun hang outs, pretty sure she’d enjoy the food and music given her upbringing. They made it with a mere ten minutes to spare before the kitchen closed. Christian waved over a waitress and placed their order quickly. In addition to their meals, he’d ordered them a couple shots and beers for boiler makers. 
After the server delivered their drink order Tiffany said, “Seriously? If we keep this up, I have a feeling we’re both gonna have hangovers tomorrow.”
“Vampires rarely get hangovers Darlin’. You I can’t say the same for you, so we better behave tonight. This round will be it.” He dropped the whiskey shots into the beer glasses. They foamed riotously at first. Finally, he scooted a glass her way and lifted his own. “A toast to the best IT the V clinic’s ever had.”
 She made a pssht sound. “You got that right.” She touched her glass to his then downed the contents of her own. 
He watched her glance about the bar, her attention briefly pausing on the dance floor where dozens of couples two-stepped to a familiar tune piped through the bar’s sound system.
“Would you like to dance?” He wasn’t sure she knew how to two step, but knowing Tiffany, the lack of a skill wouldn’t keep her from trying something new. 
“Sure.”
Christian could tell she was nervous about this outing and a second later when they stood and faced each other he discovered why. It was the same reason he was nervous. Heat simmered in her pretty brown eyes. It was obvious she wanted him. Heat didn’t even begin to describe his condition. A volcanic inferno of lust roared inside of him. 
Boy oh boy, he’d been making some bad decisions tonight. This thing between them seemed to be growing by leaps and bounds. He knew he was flirting with the devil here, but he should have realized that about an hour ago before he took her to a bar, liquored her up and asked her to dance. 
He’d just have to make the best of it. And who knew? It could be a brand new beginning for them. Or… Common sense reared it’s ugly head. Christian knew if he managed to seduce her things would have to end eventually and that could have some seriously negative affects on their friendship. He didn’t want to think about the negative aspects. Tiffany was his friend and he refused to let sex change that. Possibilities formed in his mind left and right for later on when they were alone. He wanted Tiffany more than he’d wanted a particular woman in a good long time. As determined as he was to have her, he was equally determined not to destroy what they currently shared. Even if that meant nothing happened tonight or ever.
“Christian? You okay.”
He shook his head, scattering his ruminative thoughts. “I’m fine, Darling. If you’re ready, let’s go show them how it’s done.” He flashed a confident smile, took her hand, then led her onto the floor. 
He began a basic two step, but could tell instantly she was a pro. So he brought it up a notch to a double two step, effected a few advanced spins and turns that had her breathless and giggling when they exited the floor four songs later.
“That was fun. Thanks.” She beamed at him.
“Anytime, Darlin’.” He meant it because he’d always enjoyed spending time with Tiffany. They enjoyed so many of the same things.
“Our dinner’s arrived. Let’s eat.” She pointed toward their table.
He’d ordered an array of Cajun fare, crawfish, something called `gator-snaps’ and two big bowls of jambalaya. He was pleased to see her dig in heartily and joined her.
She placed a hand over her mouth and swallowed. “You know, it took me a good while to get used to Cajun. I love spicy stuff, but I didn’t grow up on seafood. An occasional catfish is about all I ever had until I moved to New Orleans.”
He chuckled. “Well, your mother is an amazing chef. How’s her and Julia’s catering business these days?”
“Rocking, but Mom’s come a long way with that talent. Money was always tight when I was a kid, so my dad and I often hunted for our dinner. Squirrel and possum suck no matter how many seasonings or marinades you add.”
“Agreed.” He’d eaten his share of the disgusting rodents as a child when his father’s practice had been struggling. However, her comment made him frown on several levels. For one, this was the first time she’d ever mentioned her father to him and Christian knew how she felt about the man. He’d cheated on her mother with Tiffany’s best friend. He also knew from Mia, that Tiffany’s business hadn’t been as lucrative as she’d hoped. Well, no matter. Soon the girl could eat like a queen every night if she wanted, could have anyway. Nathan and Mia Davenport’s wealth was staggering and world renowned. But as Mia stated earlier, Tiffany made her own way. 
They continued with more small talk as they’d finished their meal. Afterwards they headed back to her apartment in their separate vehicles. He couldn’t wait to be alone with her. He wanted to know if this thing brewing between them for nearly a decade had any substance to it.
Christian walked her to her door and waited while she unlocked it and flipped on a light switch which illuminated her living room. 
He remembered the apartment when it had been Mia’s years ago shortly after he’d met her during that awful time she was coming to grips with Nathan turning her into a vampire. Nathan was her life mate now and they were very much in love. He envied his good friends that blessing.
Today Tiffany’s place was decorated much differently and quite nicely for an older apartment in a turn of the twentieth century home. The walls held mounts, deer and turkeys and many of her sister Danielle’s earthy impressionistic paintings. Thanks to Nathan’s wealth and connections Danielle was famous, rich by her own hand and couldn’t crank out paintings fast enough to sell to eager buyers.
Despite Tiffany’s prized kills, and a fairly impressive gun cabinet, the place possessed a quaint feminine element too. She was a collector of fairy objects he observed. All sorts of porcelain and ceramic figurines adorned shelves and tables, along with plants. She took after her mother there. 
“Well, come on in,” she told him, then strode across the living room and dumped her back pack on the coffee table. 
She picked up one of the colorful throw pillows littering her couch and began to fluff the thing. A nervous Tiffany was something he’d never witnessed, which told him her thinking probably parallel his own horny thoughts. The fact the place exuded her personal scent acerbated his physical condition. The spot behind his incisors began to tingle, where his fangs extended. They wanted their way and so did he. Christian wanted to yank her up by the back of her thighs and plaster her body to his, her parts to his, then just let go, but he knew neither of them were ready to go that fast yet.
He closed the front door then walked over to her, searching for a topic. “You aren’t still brooding about me talking to your mom are you? I told you Mia was just worried because you hadn’t called. She didn’t reveal any deep, dark secrets. Promise.”
There was an irritated gleam in her dark eyes when she turned making him realize politics or religion would have been a better topic choice than her mother at the moment. 
“No. I’m used to Mom’s meddling. And I have no deep, dark secrets, Christian. My life is utterly boring.” 
He chuckled. “I doubt that, but I’m sure you could stand to get out more. Do you have a boyfriend?” He already knew the answer to that from Mia. But if she was wrong, he couldn’t allow things to go any further. 
She let out a single scoffing laugh. “Now that’s a stupid question. Do you think I’d have gone out with you tonight if I did?”
He stared at her, finding his tongue suddenly tied, but his own question—and it had been a stupid one—had popped the lid on this can of worms. “No, of course you wouldn’t. So why did you?” Now his questions were going from stupid to stupidly loaded. 
“You already know part of the answer to that. I like hanging out with you. We’ve had so much fun at Mom and Nathan’s over the years, but I think your fishing.”
He took another small step her direction. “Maybe. I guess it’s juvenile of me to play games. We know each other too well. You know I want you.” 
A shrewd look filtered into her gaze a second before it raked over him, very slowly, thoroughly and with feminine appreciation. “Nah. Really?” She flashed a big grin.
He did the same while taking in her pretty, gold/bronze features, her cute upturned nose and those full, luscious, rosy lips that had him imagining some very creative things they could do to a deprived member of his body. 
He took two more steps. She stayed put, inches from the couch where he wanted them both to end up in short order. “Of course, I really want you. Are you having problems with that very obvious fact?”
She dropped her head and breathed out a tiny laugh. When her gaze met his, it still blistered with longing, but wonder too. “I can’t believe this day. It’s been one heck of a roller coaster ride.”
“I’ll say.” He frowned when he thought of Mrs. Corrigan. Bad timing, but he simply couldn’t help it. 
She gapped the distance between him and took hold of his hand, scattering his dismal thoughts. “Look, whatever happens we’re not gonna lose this, right?” She placed a hand over her heart then moved it to the center of his chest.
He wrapped his fingers around hers flattened against his breastbone and squeezed. He understood her worry because the same troubled him. Still nothing could change the way he felt about Tiffany as a person. “Impossible. We have too much history for that to happen. If whatever this is comes to a screeching halt, I’m not going to avoid you or pretend this night never happened. I care too much about you for such nonsense. But if you have even an inkling of a doubt that anything which might happen here tonight or in the future could change our friendship, then this goes no further, Tiffany.”
She nodded. “I appreciate you saying it, even though I already knew. I guess I just wanted to hear the words. And I agree this will not change our friendship. Tomorrow you’ll still be Christian La Mond, my good friend.”
“That’s what I wanted to hear.”
“Good. Then we’re agreed.” 
“We’re agreed, Darlin’. On all fronts.”
She let out the breath she’d been holding as a ragged sigh. Then her tongue darted out and swept across her lower lip, slowly, seductively and that did it. He kissed her. He started the kisses slow and sensual, nipping at that sexy lower lip and intermittently sucking, but that didn’t last long. There was too much pent up sexual tension pulsing between them. He pulled her flush against him and began kissing her like a hundred and twelve year old virgin. Meaning wild, crazy, lip and hip grinding action that made him feel like a fool for waiting over a decade to experience this with her.
She gasped into his mouth then went to nipping at his lower lip with her teeth. For a second the blood pounding in his brain grew so loud from the sudden burst of lust, he thought might suffer a cerebral embolism. 
He continued to make love to her mouth like a sailor who hadn’t seen port in months, while his hands reveled in the soft, smooth curves of her body. She copied his movements, snaked a hand beneath his T-shirt and began to explore his bare chest with her palm.
“Jerk,” he muttered into her mouth when one of her fingernails scraped over the hard bud of a nipple, sizzling overly sensitized nerve endings. He’d waited too long, way too long because this was too intense, happening too fast. He wanted it to last hours, the entire night.
She broke the lip lock and peppered little kisses across his cheek down his neck while flicking his skin with her tongue, leaving him completely void of reason. He moaned and felt himself falling into a raging sea of desire he’d never known in his life. A brief moment later he felt his fangs extend on their own accord. 
He had to taste her now!
Christian walked her a couple steps backward toward the couch. When he got them there she tumbled onto it and he followed. Righting himself, he pulled her onto his lap and began to repeat what she’d been doing to him, laving her neck with his tongue, nipping at the soft skin covering the enticing beat of her pulse, getting moans of pleasure for his efforts. The sweet, exotic scent of her blood pulsing wildly through her veins had him mindless and completely vulnerable to his base vampire hungers, blood and sex. 
He bit down and seconds later she went limp in his arms. The numbing agent contained in his vampire venom rendered her immobile like a powerful anesthetic, but she took it in stride. A sexy moan issued from her throat as her pulse steady and strong pushed sweet blood into his mouth. He drank greedily, mindlessly, knowing it was impossible to hurt her, take too much. She meant too much to him. He moaned deep in his throat as her sweet life essence flowed across his tongue, better than anything he’d ever tasted. Better than life itself.
Then it happened. The one thing every vampire longed to experience with another person from the point they reached their majority was the blood bond connection. And it was happening between them hard and fast. 
Her thoughts, feelings, emotions, passion, basically all of who she was, blew up inside his mind and fused with his thoughts and feelings and there was no peeling any of those things apart. He couldn’t separate his from hers. All he could do was revel in the moment and he did. She as well. Both shook from the sweet violence tearing through their beings. Minutes later, the mental and physic connection swelled to such an insane level, her body exploded with a violent, orgasm. Of course he experienced it with her and when she screamed her pleasure, he yelled his own and nearly blacked out from the intensity. 
He must have for just a bit because when he finally gained a rational thought, he realized he laid on top of her and she was breathing just as hard as he. 
He lapped up the few remaining droplets of blood on her neck, braced his hands on the couch and raised up. She let out a little groan, then her eyelids fluttered a few times before she looked up at him with astonishment. “I can barely move, Christian. What the heck?”
He winced then tried for a reassuring smile. “Yeah, well, vampire venom has a numbing agent which causes the brain to ignore nerve signals for muscle control. Sorry. Can’t be helped. It only lasts a couple minutes though.”
“Whatever. I don’t think that’s my entire problem. My mind can’t wrap around what just happened because I felt you in there. I felt what you felt. I experienced your thoughts alongside of mine. And man, were they hot. Goodness, Christian that was so totally wild. Is it always that way with vampire sex?” She looked as dazed as he felt.
“No, it most definitely is not always that way and wild is not a good enough word for expressing what just happened.” And he meant it. That had been the most poignant experience of his life and the first time he’d ever experienced vampire sex. Actually, life mate lovemaking was a more apt description because the melding of minds could only happen between life mates.
Christian sat up, situated himself beside her on the edge of the couch and looked down at her with awe. 
My goodness. It was her. He’d wondered, even suspected, but now that he knew he just wanted to just stare at her and delight in the amazement of the most joyous event of his life.
Tiffany was his life mate and she’d been right before his eyes for twelve years. How could he have been so blind? More to the point why had he waited this long to find out?
There had been a whole host of reasons he didn’t want to think about right now. He just wanted to bask in this newfound revelation, but reality crept in and began to dampen his joy. Tiffany was human. What they’d experienced might not have made the same impression on her soul. 
Humans weren’t wired to experience something like this. Vampires were. Most likely she’d view what just happened as a wonderful emotional or sexual encounter, but not the sealing of their fates for all eternity. Meaning there could never be another for either of them. Explaining this confusing aspect of vampire mating worried Christian, but at the moment he was too happy to care about explanations.
Finally, she sat up and ran a hand across her messed hair and ponytail. “Whoa. Christian, that was amazing, you smoking rear hottie,” she said in a sexy, breathless voice, then grinned again.
“I’ll say. But if anyone’s a hottie it’s you, girl. I could do that every day for the rest of my life.” He chuckled then cupped her cheek, leaned in and gave her a soft kiss. When he pulled back, he noticed her satiated expression had grown a bit wary. “Are you okay.”
 “Sure. Yeah, I’m great. You?”
Her tone had been buoyant, but he sensed a cover up. “Need you ask after that? No regrets? Right?”
She waved her hand at him. “Are you kidding me. No way. I knew what I was getting into. I just didn’t know you were going to rock my world off it’s axis.”
“Trust me. Mine’s pretty cursed shaky at the moment too.” It pleased him greatly that he’d given her such pleasure. He’d been in her mind and what he’d viewed amazed him. She’d fantasied about this many times. What worried him is he hadn’t picked up on thoughts of her wanting to be with him again, let alone forever. Apparently, none of her vampire kin had explained that integral part of life mating to her or she’d at least have a clue they’d experienced the blood bond life mate connection. Did she suspect now that it was over? Boy he wanted back into her mind so bad, but he dare not press his luck there. He could sense she wanted to backpedal, to play things down. 
Tiffany swung her legs over the edge of the couch and cleared her throat. “So I guess we graduated from just friends, to friends with benefits, huh?”
His smile fade because they’d become a heck-of-a-lot more than that. “Well, I don’t know if I would say it like that.” 
Her own smile faded as she laid a hand on his knee. “Hey, it’s cool. That was great, but it’s not like I’m looking for a commitment here. No pressure. If this was just a one time thing that’s perfectly okay with me.”
Christian stifled a groan because it sure wasn’t going to be a one time thing. He’d just discovered his life mate and wanted to dance on the nearest mountain top and shout it to the world. Tiffany was nowhere near ready for that. For her sake he needed to take things slow. He just hoped things wouldn’t be glacier slow. “Right, no pressure. We’ll just see where this leads.”
Her brows knit as she cocked her head and stared at him with a bit of confusion. “This can’t lead anywhere serious, Christian. There can never be anything permanent between us and I’m okay with that. I know what you’re really looking for is a vampire life mate. In case you haven’t noticed I’m not a vampire and have no desire to be.”
Those last words were like a knock out punch. If she meant them he would have to convince her to become his life mate as a human. He couldn’t mark her, make her his wife in the way of their kind so they could share a unique scent telling other vampires they were married. They couldn’t share a physic connection unless they did this. She’d never be able to initiate the act of mind speaking. No human possessed that physic ability. And of course they’d never have biological children. 
There were too many more depressing nevers to ponder. He sank back into the couch and heaved a great sigh. He’d never ask Tiffany to turn for him anyway. It was a life altering decision that came with physical risks. He was overjoyed Tiffany was his. Still he couldn’t help but wish they’d been born the same species. Preferably his.
“Good Lord, Christian, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. I thought it was a given that this couldn’t lead anywhere serious because I’m human.”
He could argue that fact, but now was definitely not the time. He could tell she was spooked. Anything more he might say would only make things worse right now. “Darlin’, you didn’t hurt my feelings. We agreed this wouldn’t change our friendship and it won’t. Your friendship means too much to me.” He stood. “But it’s getting late and I’d better let you get some rest.” He leaned over brushed his lips over hers then stood. “Good night, Darlin’. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Night,” she murmured, her expression a little befuddled.
He left quickly before he did something stupid like blurt out the truth and scare her worse than she obviously already was. 
 



Chapter 5
 
When Tiffany arrived at work the next morning, the receptionist, Grace, greeted her with a friendly smile at the front desk where patients checked in and told her the partners had arranged an office for her, just as Christian promised. 
HR had given her a black card about the sized of a credit card to admit her into the operations side of the clinic. It was a security swiper which the lady from HR explained would get her into any employee entrances and main internal doors like this one, but not into restricted areas such as the lab, private offices, etc. 
She found Katie waiting for her in her office in order to give her a tour of the clinic. Christian asked her to do so in his stead because he was tied up with patients, Katie claimed. Tiffany understood completely. She believed Christian when he’d told her nothing would change their friendship. He was busy, that was all, but to keep his promise to show her around the clinic, he’d used Katie. No big deal. She hoped.
The trek was pleasant, educational. Katie showed her which areas were which, hallways containing exam rooms, the lab, ex-ray rooms, the business offices, cafeteria, supply rooms and so on. She also introduced her to a few staff members along the way. 
Wow! The place was huge, far bigger than it looked from outside, but two floors were subterranean. Katie had termed those two floors as the hospital. Vampire maternity patients had birthing rooms there. She’d also pointed out the surgery section, the nursery and NICU, recovery rooms and other areas relating to patient care. 
After Katie left her at her office door, Tiffany thanked her and swiped a hand over her swank, gold and silver name plate with her title and position. It read: Tiffany J. Peebles, V clinic, IT. She was officially a somebody here, she thought with a modicum of pride, then strolled inside to begin investigating her surroundings. 
They were basic. She’d been given a faux wood top desk with metal legs, a nice, high-backed plush office chair and two black vinyl ones in front, plus a couple of shelf units and several file cabinets. A box of office supplies had been placed on top of her desk. There was a little closet too, which had a few hangers on a rack, but otherwise it was empty. In time she’d spruce up her space, bring in some of her personal, happy things. However, working ambiance was the least of her concerns at the moment. 
She’d slept maybe two hours last night after that insane, intimate encounter with Christian, which had stirred up so many conflicting emotions. Making vampire love to Christian had been one of the best experiences of her life. It was everything she’d ever imagined and more. Much more. 
As expected he physically rocked her senseless, emotionally he’d nearly rendered her catatonic. She’d loved feeling his thoughts caressing the inside of her mind, knowing just exactly what her body, touch, kisses did to him. It hadn’t lasted long, but any more would have been beyond what her body and mind could have absorbed—it was that immense.
He was at once tender and bold in his touch. Emotionally, his feelings may have been more explosive than her own. She swore his passion, his desire for her literally reached into the heart of her soul squeezing it like a fist. She thought only two vampire life mates could read each other’s minds, attain that level of emotion. Maybe it was completely normal in a sexual context. She didn’t know, except if she thought about this much more, she may just melt into a puddle of Tiffany goo. 
Those beautiful moments were without compare the most memorable of her life. There was just one problem. If she’d felt his emotions, heard his thoughts, that meant he’d felt her feelings and heard her thoughts. 
Tiffany didn’t do vulnerable and her attraction for Christian would never alter that fact. She couldn’t afford to allow him access to her mind again. He might accidentally view the bitter, angry, wounded her, which cropped up more often than she cared to admit. Goodness, she’d die a thousand deaths if he saw the cauldron of hate brewing in her soul for her dad and Reanna. Worse yet she had a deep-seated jealously regarding her half-brother, Tate. And that was sick. The little guy was only seven years old.
“Oooh, no.” If Christian caught wind of any of that while in her mind he’d be so disgusted. 
Heck, she disgusted herself. 
Every time Chelsie or Dannie mentioned a visit with her father and their half-brother, Tate, she wanted to puke. She’d never even met the boy. Worst yet, she didn’t want to. Sure the kid was innocent in all this, but laying eyes on her father and that little boy, especially Reanna would resurrect every sick and twisted memory of the demise of her own family unit. 
She winced remembering Christian’s stunned, deflated expression when she’d told him they shouldn’t jump into anything. Well, what else could she have done? She couldn’t very well tell him why intimacy scared her. Daddy hurt me. Even to her own ears she sounded like a whinny little snot. No one knew how deep those scars had rent her soul and only God Himself would ever view them. This she’d sworn to herself and not even Christian would change her mind on that front. So no more vampire sex and mind meshing. She hadn’t made that clear to Christian last night, but she intended to if the subject arose. 
Hopefully she was just making mountains out of molehills and Christian would see that further intimate encounters could affect their friendship because it would have to end one day.
She winced again recalling that friends with benefits comment she’d made. As good as the last night had been, she wouldn’t be opposed to a temporary friends with benefits arrangement, but deep down Tiffany knew it wouldn’t be a good idea. Sex with Christian was just too intense. With her luck she’d fall in love with him and wind up with a broken heart the size of the Grand Canyon.
“Enough thinking. Goodness!” She’d never get any work done if she didn’t reign in her thoughts.
Tiffany opened her backpack and dug out her cell and holotop in order to get online and ferret out prices for hard and software. She’d have to hotspot it because the place didn’t even have wifi. Getting that squared away needed to be priority number one today. Why were these vampire doctors so challenged with communication technology? she wondered. They certainly seemed to have a state of the art medical facility. Well, she was here now to solve their problem. Daylight was burning and Tiffany she figured she’d best get to work.
After several hours, Tiffany had secured an internet provider, scheduling an appointment for next Monday. She’d made good head way on her pricing project too. The best price for most of the hardware she’d need could be purchased here in the city at Better Buy. Other things such as specific software and specialty items she intended to order on line.
She’d just taken a break to put away the box of office supplies she’d been provided when a knock sounded. “Come in,” she called out.
Katie opened the door and stepped inside. “Are you busy?”
She wore pink scrubs and a cheery smile. Katie was cute in a girl-next-door sort of way and appeared to be about the same age as she. Tiffany offered her a welcoming one in return and waved her in. “Not really. What’s up?”
“Nothing important. I haven’t seen you all morning. Is there anything you need? Coffee? More supplies? Post it notes?”
Tiffany chuckled. “I think I’m solid on the post it notes.” She held up a twelve pack. “Now the coffee, I could use, but I’ll get that myself. I don’t need anyone secretarying for me.”
Katie took a few steps her way and said, “I’m so incredibly glad the doctors hired you. How soon do you think we’ll have this new system up and running?”
Tiffany sighed because it was going to be awhile. “Getting the system live won’t take me long. It’s the data transfer that will be an endless nightmare. I’ll have to scan every page of your hard copy patient files one by one. I don’t even want to think about how many there are.”
Katie rolled her eyes. “Oh goodness. No you do not. There are thousands. Of course the doctors aren’t currently seeing all of them regularly.” 
Tiffany had suspected as much based on what she’d learned about Christian and his partners’ practice. “Then I’ll start with current patients, do the others as I can or hire some temp staff. I’ll figure it out.” 
She nodded and gave her a quizzical smile. “Blake told me that you and Dr. La Mond are family friends.”
Tiffany chuckled because she knew the girl was fishing for office fodder. What the heck. She’d give her a fun nugget to play with. “Yeah. Christian was my mother’s pretend husband for about a week after she turned vampire.”
Her cornflower blue eyes widened with the intrigue of a woman who respected a slice of juicy gossip. “What? Really? What happened if I may ask?”
Tiffany gestured toward one of the chairs in front of her desk, then settled into her own. “Long story short, a nasty feral female got the best of her. She was my stepdad’s sire. I’m guessing working in a vampire environment, you understand the term feral?”
She nodded, her expression turning grim. “Oh yes, I understand that term quite well. Feral vampires are evil, vicious and dangerous.”
Whoa. The way she ground out those last three adjectives sounded like she or someone she knew had a run in with one, Tiffany thought. “Yeah, she was evil and vicious all right, but my mom survived. Christian took care of her and helped her through the turning process and they became good friends, which is how we became friends.” Tiffany bit her lower lip, worried about the state of their friendship after last night. 
“You said Dr. La Mond was your mother’s pretend husband?” Her eyes were round with intrigue and a bit of confusion. 
“Not exactly.” She waved her hand dismissively. “My mom just didn’t want me or my sisters to know what had happened. She had no idea how to tell us she’d turned vampire. At the time she’d been a patient at Christian’s country lodge or I guess you call it the mothers’ retreat now. The story was just a cover up. She’d been turned against her will and hadn’t even known vampires existed, so obviously she’d been freaking. When we all showed up in New Orleans unexpectedly to hunt her down because she’d gone off the radar, she and Christian concocted the story. She’s very protective and old fashioned. She didn’t want us thinking she was living with a guy outside of marriage.”
“Well, I’m glad she survived and that Dr. La Mond helped her. I haven’t known him that long, but I can tell he’s a very kind, compassionate person. Anyone would be lucky to be his friend.”
“Yes they would,” she agreed. She just hoped she hadn't screwed the pooch on that one. Tiffany knew every time she looked at him that amazing experience would roll through her head. Probably his too. 
When Tiffany looked back at Katie she noticed her staring at Christian’s bite marks. They were tiny puncture wounds, non-painful, but there was a bit of bruising around them, like a hickey. She’d tried make-up and concealer on the bruise, but judging from the widening of Katie’s eyes and the uneasy silence following, her cosmetic attempts had failed. 
Not that she was complaining, but he had gotten a little wild there for a few moments. The memory made her tingle and grow wet in a place that hadn’t received hands on attention from anyone, even her own in a very long time. She kind of wished they’d had real sex instead but that might have been more than she could have handled. She still simmered from the memory of his touch and the emotional encounter last night.
A knock interrupted the awkward silence. An older nurse with short salt and pepper hair, wearing a friendly smile and a pair of yellow maternity scrubs sporting kittens and puppies stood in the open doorway. “Hello. I’m Betty. I’m one of the RN’s here. You must be Tiffany. All of us have been eagerly awaiting your arrival. Welcome.”
She returned one. “That would be me. Nice to meet you, Betty. Thanks. It’s good to finally be here.”
The older nurse’s gaze darted between her and Katie with warmth. “Everyone’s decided to order pizza for lunch. Are either of you girls interested?”
Tiffany felt her stomach rumble at the offer. “Yeah, that sounds awesome. Count me in. How much?”
“It shouldn’t be more than five or six dollars, but I’ll let you know after it arrives.”
“I’m in.” 
Katie grinned and said, “Me too.”
 “Pepperoni?”
Betty smiled. “Of course.”
Once Betty left, Katie stood and said, “I guess I should get back to work.”
“Me too, but I think I’ll snag another cup of coffee.”
Tiffany followed her out of her office and down the hall, her destination the break room. Katie’s had been too. She beat Tiffany to the coffee pot and poured them both a cup, then slid one her way. Enjoy and if you need anything or have a question about where something is located don’t hesitate to ask. I’ll be in or around the nurse’s station.”
“Thanks.”
 Katie flashed a warm smile, picked up her coffee cup and left. Tiffany didn’t miss the last judgmental look she shot at her neck as she exited the room. No doubt about it, by days end every employee in the building would know she’d been bitten by a vampire. And not a soul would have a question as to who’d done the biting.
Dang it, Christian! Couldn’t we have just had regular sex like normal people? Human people? 
Not when your lover is a vampire. You knew what you were getting into.
“Ugh!” she exclaimed as she doctored her cup, so sick of ‘Christian’ thinking. She snatched a couple of brownies from a plate on the counter beside the microwave then headed for her office. She’d just taken a bite of one as she rounded a corner in the maze of halls and ran smack dab into the neck biting doctor of her dreams, which caused hot coffee to slosh onto her hand. “Ouch,” she muttered around a mouthful of brownie.
But her hand wasn’t the only thing burning. The site of him, his incredible scent had her female parts bursting into flames as hot as a creosote flue fire. Dang! How was she supposed to control herself around him? 
Sex really did change things.
“Sorry, Darlin’. Are you okay?” Christian frowned at her, his gorgeous honey-gold eyes ripe with concern. 
Tiffany swallowed then tamped down her lust. “I’m fine, but I think ya’ll need to install stop lights at some of these intersections.”
He grinned and pointed above her head to a dome shaped mirror attached to the ceiling. “We have them, but it was my fault. I wasn’t paying attention.” He glanced at the open chart in his hands, then at the snack cache she held and sniffed. “Yum.”
“Yeah, well… There’s more in the break room if you want some. You’re nurse Betty is ordering pizza for lunch if you wanna get in on the deal. I did, but I hope ya’ll don’t eat like this every day or I’m going to need to join a gym real quick.”
He chuckled and closed the file, tucking it under his left arm. “No, once or twice a week we order take out, but normally we eat the cafeteria food which offers mostly healthy options. As far as the ‘yum’ comment, I wasn’t just talking about the brownies. I was also talking about you.” He flashed a playful grin, stepped toward her and stroked the back of his fingers across her cheek. “I’m parched and you know how I love the way you smell…and taste.” 
His gaze slid down her neck and he brushed a finger across his bite marks, instantly resurrecting every delicious detail from last night. 
God Almighty. Someone call the fire department!
 He must have been memory cruising too because he inhaled a sharp breath then let out a very low, soft vampire growl. “You’re not experiencing any discomfort?”
“Of course not.” Not the way he meant anyway. She wanted to move fast far away from the man but the lust pumping through her system had an affect similar to vampire venom. She couldn’t move and her heart beat so hard, it must have been deafening to Christian’s ears.
He cleared his throat, then said, “Sorry, but I haven’t been able to get last night out of my mind.
Join the club, she thought. “Let’s not go there, Christian. It happened, but it can’t again. We aren’t looking for the same things in life.”
“What sort of same things are you talking about?”
“I know the way it goes with your kind. You’re looking for a vampire life mate. I’m looking for—. It doesn’t matter. The more I’ve thought about it, I began to realize the kind of crazy we shared last night very well could have a negative impact on our friendship.” 
His features tightened with irritation. “Thats bull, Tiffany. We’re both mature adults. If we had sex every night for the next year straight it would never lessen my respect for you as a person or my love for you as a friend.”
She couldn’t argue with his brand of logic, but then he obviously didn’t realize how easily she could fall in love with him. For all she knew she might already be a little in love with him. A crush could often be a cover up for the budding of amorous emotions. 
“I get what you’re saying, but I’ve made up my mind. It was a one time thing. So let’s just put it behind us and get back to the way things used to be. I thought that’s what we agreed on if one or the other said no more.”
He shot her a smug, conniving look. “If memory serves, I recall you mentioning something about us now being friends with benefits? I could agree on that. Reneging on the offer?”
Her mouth popped open. He couldn’t be serious! The ornery gleam in his eyes told her he toyed with her. That pissed her off almost as much as that stupid comment she’d made. “It was a heat of the moment thing Christian. I wasn’t thinking clearly. That’s all. I don’t regret last night but we can’t do it again.” Obviously, he could, which was more reason than ever to halt this affair. He wasn’t getting emotionally entangled. She was.
His eyes narrowed with dissatisfaction. “Why? I want the truth not some silly reason like species differences.”
“Isn’t that a huge enough difference? Geez, Christian. Are you hard of hearing? I’m not a vampire nor do I desire whatsoever under any circumstances to become one.” He looked troubled by her statement. She didn’t know what to make of that.
“That’s fine. I have no idea what makes you think I’d have some reason to insist you turn?”
“Because, well, I just assumed that if something happened, that was like….”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know,” she whined, fed up with this conversation that was backfiring on her like a can of hairspray stuck in a the tail pipe of a muffler.
“What’s the real reason, Tiffany?”
“I have my reasons. Namely our friendship.”
“That’s going nowhere. We’ll always be friends. Try again.”
“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” she snarled.
“That’s really what you want?”
“It is.”
He harrumphed then an uncomfortable silence ensued for several moments.
“Well I guess--”
“I was wondering--” he said at the same time as she.
“Sorry go ahead,” Tiffany said.
“Would you like to get together for dinner again tonight?” 
“Seriously?” 
He nodded briskly. “Yeah, seriously. We have to eat. We’re friends. Why not do it together.”
Dang it! Was he not listening to anything coming out of her mouth? 
The way she felt now, Tiffany’s first thought was absolutely not. Then she thought better of that notion. If they had any hope of getting their relationship back to the way it used to be, avoiding him socially would be counter-productive. She had part in this mess and had to take responsibility in helping clean it up. “Okay sure.”
He appeared a bit surprised for a second, but a pleased smile covered up the look. “Perfect.” He glanced down the adjoining halls, then leaned forward and slowly brushed his lips across her right cheek. 
It was a kiss between friends, she knew that’s what he meant it to be, but he’d stayed there just a little too long, applied just a bit too much warmth from his lips and breath. The soft contact made her tingled then shiver; an affect opposite of a chaste kiss between friends. She knew the gesture had been meant to entice her and he’d succeeded because her knees nearly buckled, and she stumbled, causing coffee to slosh onto her hand again. Thank goodness the wall had been mere inches behind her or she would have hit the floor like a felled tree.
This affect he had on her made her boil, that and the fact he played her this way when she’d made her intentions firm. Apparently, she’d have to spell things out more clearly. 
She sucked in a fortifying breath then sidestepped him, putting a good, safe distance between them. “Stop it Christian. No more of that trash if you want me in your life in any aspect. I mean it. And this is your last warning. I’ll be out of here so fast it’ll make your head spin.”
“So you’re definitely reneging on the friends with benefits suggestion?”
She blinked at him, studying his features for a glint of humor, but his poker face was fully intact. The fact the could remain so aloof after a comment like that made her even madder.
“It was an off the cuff comment, Christian. I didn’t really mean it.” Needing a distraction, she popped the remaining brownie in her mouth, then raked her fingers through her hair. At the moment she was so flustered, she didn’t know what she’d meant. 
Once she swallowed, she said, “You’re wearing me thin, Christian. I’m about two seconds from tossing this coffee in your face.”
His answer was as harsh as the scowl he shot her before he replied. “Fine. We’ll do this your way for now, but not indefinitely. You want this thing happening between us as badly as I.”
No she didn’t.
Actually she did but wasn’t willing to pay the price.
“Well?”
“Well, what?” She was so befuddled, she had no idea what he asked.
He let out a disgusted huff. “Never mind. Dinner it is. Nothing more. As I said, we’ll play it your way for now.”
For now? That was no comfort. Apparently he intended to seduce her at some point in the future. 
And when he did? 
Yup, she would cave. She almost had a minute ago. 
“Alright. Then it’s a date. I’ll get in touch with you later, Darlin’.” 
“It’s not a date!”
He lifted his hands in a defensive gesture. “Fine. Not a date. A get together. A social engagement. Two people sharing a meal and hanging out.”
“Whatever, smart aleck. Later,” she muttered sourly, then stalked off toward her office. 
What had she been thinking last night when she knew nothing about male/female relationships? Better question, how was she going to get herself out of this mess she’d created? 
 
 



Chapter 6
 
Christian sighed as he watched Tiffany storm off. What the heck was he going to do about her? 
Christian knew good and well Tiffany was attracted to him. He’d been in her mind, her soul, witnessed her every lustful thought, emotion, her fantasies and the joy she’d felt those moments when they’d finally becoming reality. Her passion and desire had been as starkly real as his own. Did she really think he was buying that garbage about last night being a one time thing? 
Maybe the better question was she buying it herself?
Let her try and shut him down. He’d be darned if he ever backed off. She was his life mate and one day she would accept him. He knew she had no idea he’d discovered that fact. The physic connection had been broken at that point. Good thing it had been. If the experience itself had been too much for her, the reality of what it meant would surely send her over the edge. He knew he needed to exercise some patience, but he was a vampire who had just discovered his life mate. The nature of a male vampire once discovering his life mate was an animalistic, full steam ahead approach, which usually wasn’t a problem because the female vampire recognized and eagerly accepted the experience. She too had been looking for her one and only. 
He saw now that Tiffany had only wanted the sexual experience. He’d been in her mind and no man had popped to the forefront except for him. That would seem like a good thing, but it could also mean she’d felt sexually deprived, in desperate need of release and he’d been handy. 
Truth be told, he’d been desperate in that regard too. He couldn’t judge her too harshly there.
He retreated to his own office, shut the door and settled in behind his desk. He placed the chart from his last patient in front of him, opened and stared at it, but his mind was miles away from his last appointment.
The scent of her perfume still lingered in the room from her inhabiting it all of yesterday, which fueled his discouragement. Christian was thrilled Tiffany was his life mate, but he couldn’t fathom why she’d become so skittish. The most logical explanation seemed to be she was afraid of messing up their friendship. That he could understand, maybe even work with if he could convince her nothing could change his respect and admiration for her, the enjoyment he experienced spending time with her. All those things had been a given between them for years, or so he’d thought.
Thinking back, she’d also been adamant that she didn’t want to turn. He understood that too, but it hurt him to think she’d expect him to push her toward such a life altering decision. There might be many things she’d yet to discover about him, but how could she not know his character?
The decision had to be hers. Despite what it would mean for their relationship, as a doctor he would advise against that decision if she were to make it. Great health risks were involved in the procedure. He’d conducted many over the years. Both life mates and doctor never breathed easy until it was over and successful. Of course he wanted his life mate to be of his own species, but not enough to put Tiffany at risk. If she ever volunteered to turn one day, he’d never allow it until he ran extensive tests to make sure she was a healthy, viable candidate.
He’d just told her he’d never force her to make that decision. He’d also assured her a romance wouldn’t change their friendship. So, what was the real root of her fears? He’d never known the girl to fear anything. But something had her scared. Maybe something to do with her past? An ex?
“Man, what I wouldn’t give to get inside that head of hers,” he muttered then pushed out of his chair and began pacing. “Maybe there’s a way.” He pulled his cell from the pocket of his lab coat and stared at it for a few seconds then dropped it on his desk with a disgusted grunt.
He considered calling Mia, but she’d see through him instantly if he started asking questions about Tiffany’s past. Heck! Should Tiffany discover he’d been quizzing her mother—well he’d be a dead man walking.
Still he had promised to call Mia. He hadn’t because Tiffany reached her before he’d arrived. He tapped a finger on the screen of the phone then snatched it up and made the call before good sense talked him out of the notion.
Mia’s hologram popped up on the first ring. There were a few specks of flour on her right cheek and she wore a black chef’s jacket, also dotted with flour. 
In the kitchen as usual.
“Ah ha. Something told me I’d be hearing from you today.”
Christian rolled his eyes. “You’ve got the most honed physic abilities of any vampire I’ve ever met.”
A soft, little wicked giggle followed as reply, then, “Physic abilities have nothing to do with why I thought you would call today, rather mother abilities. I called Tiffany earlier this morning and she became a bit cranky with me when I asked about last night.”
“Really? I can’t imagine why. I told her you were just worried. She seemed to get over me checking on her quickly enough.” The tone of that reply didn’t even sound convincing to his own ears. What did the woman know?
“I’m not entirely sure either. She said the two of you had a late dinner. She didn’t go into details, just said it was nice, but quite frankly she seemed troubled.” She paused there to clear her throat. “What happened?”
Shoot! He was in trouble. Bad idea calling Mia. Abort! Abort! 
Christian began to pace again. “It’s like she said. We had a late dinner at a club I’m partial to. Then I took her home.”
“I see. Obviously, something has her in a snit. Do you know if her first day went well?”
“I think so. I’m sure she was a little nervous. Who wouldn’t be?” He tried for a convincing smile.
“True, but I guarantee you she’s more than just a little nervous about working at the V clinic. It’s been years since she’s worked in an office environment.”
“Why would that upset her?”
“A number of reasons. Namely building new relationships with strangers. I know you think you know Tiffany well, Christian, but you really don’t. In fact I’ll go so far as to say I think she missed her calling in life. She should have become an actress. She hides more fears and insecurities than you could possibly imagine and brilliantly. Sometimes even I miss the signs she’s so good at making everyone think she’s tough as nails and hasn’t a trouble in the world.”
Christian felt his brow crease as he sank into his chair. “What sort of troubles? Her father again?” Many years ago Mia had told him the details of her divorce and the pain her ex’s cheating had caused her girls.
 Mia sighed heavily. “Always, but trust in general. Do you know in all the years she’s lived in New Orleans, to my knowledge, she’s never made one friend? She speaks of clients, work, hobbies and some altruistic, philanthropic activities, but never once has she mentioned getting a cup of coffee or going to a movie with a friend. Let alone a date. Of course she’s very close to me and her sisters, but I think you know what I’m driving at.”
Christian did and it saddened him greatly. “But if her trust issues stem from what happened to your family all those years ago, why hasn’t she sought help?”
“Pride, but mostly anger. She’s not ready to give it up. No one can help her until she is. I have to say this too. I worry about her working in an office situation where she will be thrust into the lives of co-workers. She does not play well with others, Christian. As an entrepreneur she always ruled her own world. Please keep that in mind if she should do or say something that could get her into trouble.”
He could help himself, he started laughing. Mia was right. Tiffany definitely didn’t play well with others. Noah had only briefly spoken to her and had already commented on her unprofessional dress and speech. Christian was used to her ways, her sometimes sharp tongue and wit. Others might take offense which meant he’d probably be doing some fence mending on her behalf in the future. “There’s no need to worry, Mia. It’s as I said last night, her job is secure. She’s going nowhere unless she chooses to.”
“Thank you and thank you for caring about her. I know you do and have for a long time. Just be patient with her.”
“That may be a rock and a hard place position. I’ve seen her angry,” he muttered, recalling the incident in the hall. The girl was driving him nuts.
“It can be, but you’ll see in time she’s worth it.”
What did she mean by that? Before he could question her, his land line rang with an in-house call. Most likely Katie reminding him of his next appointment. “I have to go. I have patients waiting. It’s been good talking to you. Rest assured Tiffany is fine and seems to be taking well to her new position.”
“That’s great news. Have a wonderful day, Christian.”
“You too.” He disconnected then answered his other phone, which had been Katie. 
Mia had given him much food for thought. Christian couldn’t help wonder what she suspected, but he had no time to think about that now. His patient load had been wearing him thin for weeks due to Asa’s absence.
By the time he had five spare minutes, it was well after lunch and his stomach reminded him loudly he’d missed his mid day meal. As he headed to his office, he pulled his cell from the pocket of his lab coat to check the time. Four thirty? No wonder he was so hungry. 
He diverted his destination and went to Tiffany’s office instead intending to hold her to their dinner date—rather engagement. Or ‘get together’—whatever she wanted to call it.
Her door was open and she was sitting behind her desk staring intently at a holotop as she spoke commands into the weird looking thing. He’d seen them advertised on T.V., but had never viewed one up close before. At first, the thing seemed like a large version of a cell phone hologram, but as he watched her speak and move pictures with her hands, he realized it was a far more complicated device. One she would expect him to learn to master one day soon. He cringed at the thought.
“Hey, Darlin’. What are you working on?”
She gave a little start, then glanced his way and smiled. “You’re server and IP address. I’m working on setting it up using my phone as a hot spot so I can get service. We’ll have wifi on Monday. It won’t be long from there until I have this leg of the journey complete.”
He blinked at her, having no idea what she’d just said, nor did he care. His work day was done and he wanted to spend the remainder of it with her. 
He crossed the room and rounded her desk, giving the colorful hologram hovering over her computer a cursory glance. “Are you at a stopping point?”
She quickly spoke a few shut down commands, then closed the lid on the thing and looked up at him. “I suppose so. Why?”
“I’m ready to call it a day. I was thinking we could go to my place, grill some burgers. Maybe watch a movie afterward.”
She looked up at him and affected a nonchalant shrug. “Sure. Just let me pack my stuff.”
He watched while she loaded her computer and some other things into her backpack. Her heart rate and breathing were a little a higher than normal for such a simple task and he had a pretty good idea why. He considered assuring her nothing would ever happen between them she didn’t want to happen, that he would honor this friends thing for now, then thought better of the notion. Verbalizing this attraction between them might spook her. Best to let sleeping dogs lie. 
A short time later they arrived in their separate trucks at his city home, a nineteen sixties ranch style he’d purchased and refurbished a few years back, which now looked more like a hunting cabin. He resided here primarily because it was located a mere ten minutes from the V clinic. 
As he ushered her into the living room, he said, “Excuse the mess, Darlin’. I have a housekeeper, but she won’t be back until Monday.” He winced at his coffee table, littered with to-go boxes, dishes and beer bottles.
She chuckled. “No worries. Your place is all you, Christian. I like it.” She walked over to his fireplace and gazed up at the full turkey mount above the mantel. “Nice bird. Looks like about a ten inch beard.” She reached up and lightly fingered the long, coarse strands protruding from the gobbler’s chest.
“Eleven and a quarter actually. The spurs were just shy of three inches.”
She turned and quirked her brows, her expression impressed. “Where in the heck did you shoot it? A nuclear waste facility?”
He burst out laughing. “No, silly. My place in the bayou where the mothers’ retreat is located.”
She nodded then glanced about. “So burgers, huh? Where’s your kitchen?”
“Right this way.” He led her there and winced again when her gaze settled on the massive pile of dirty dishes in his sink, then slid toward the trash can which overflowed with more to go containers, water and beer bottles. He hadn’t thought this through very well. The last few days had left him little time for domestic chores. His maid was regular, but regularly spent most of her day watching daytime talk shows. The place looked like a frat house. “Again, sorry for the mess.”
“Well, it appears to be a lived in kitchen. Nothing wrong with that.”
“You’re being way too kind.” 
She harrumphed. “I’d be a hypocrite to judge. When I get involved in a job project my place goes to perdition in a hand basket real fast.” She walked over to his refrigerator, opened the door and peeked inside. “Hum. I see you have some nice science projects developing in here, much like my own fridge, but where’s the hamburger meat?” She gave him a saucy wink.
Christian stifled a groan. “It’s in the freezer.” He really hadn’t thought out the details of this date—get together. “Why don’t we just order out? I skipped lunch and honestly I’m starved.”
“Fine by me. What are you in the mood for?” She closed the door to the fridge, crossed her arms and leaned a hip against the counter.
Christian stared at her standing there between his sink and fridge and could so easily imagine seeing her there often. Not in a domestic sense because he knew Tiffany avoided a kitchen like the plague. At family functions she always hung out with the men and did whatever they were doing, watching sports, hunting, playing poker. No, what he envisioned now was her standing there in some sexy, see-through lacy thing holding a cup of coffee, waiting on him to fix her breakfast. A grin spread across his face, thinking he might need Mia to give him a few cooking lessons.
“What’s that cat ate the canary smile about or do I want to know?” 
“You probably wouldn’t, but I’m sure you can guess.” He licked his lips, unable to get the picture of her he’d just created out of his mind.
She made a little groaning noise then clasped a hand across her forehead. “I can’t do this if you’re gonna do that.” She spun and headed for the door. 
Christian took a giant step, grabbed her wrist, halting her. “Hey. Stop that. I’m sorry. I’ll behave. I made you a promise and you know I always honor my word. This is just dinner with a friend.”
She sniffed, then asked tentatively, “Are we still?” 
Her expression, tone—well was as if she’d lost her best friend. That was his doing because he’d wanted to prove a point this morning—that she felt as much passion, longing and desire for him as he did her. The only point he’d proved was he’d been behaving like a selfish rear. 
He walked over to the kitchen table, took a seat and rested his elbows on the table edge.
“What?”
He heard her approach then settle into the chair beside him. He didn’t look up. “What happened was unexpected for us both. It was unfair of me to make assumptions or to push you toward something you don’t feel comfortable with.” He paused there to glance her way and take her hand. “We’ll always be friends. Nothing can change that and I won’t let anything destroy what we’ve always had.” 
The speech was real and from his heart, but nothing would prevent him from seeking a future with Tiffany. When the time was right he’d revisit the issue with her. For now he’d give her the berth she wanted.
A wisp of a smile bloomed across her pretty face. “Thanks.”
“Forgiven?” He squeezed her hand.
 She squeezed back. “Of course.
An awkward silence ensued for several moments, then she let out a sharp huff. “Christian, I’m hungry. Either defrost that hamburger meat or let’s order some take out.”
He laughed. “Okay. Let me get the phone book. Take out will be faster. What would you like?”
She hunched a shoulder. “How about Mexican. Can you work with that?”
“Whatever you want, Darlin.” 
“Forget the phone book.” She took her cell from the back pocket of her jeans and began to tap on the screen. 
“Here we go. Pedro’s Taqueria. Trust me the food rocks.”
“I trust you.” 
“Cool.” She waved a hand over the screen, brought up hologram mode and made the call.
He did trust her. Yes, they had issues, and not just from a vampire/human standpoint. They could work through that easily enough. Mixed couples had been making it work since the dawn of time. He believed in her strength, resiliency. He believed in them. Enough so, he refused to let himself think he might be setting himself up for a broken heart because she still suffered from one that might never heal. 
                                * * *
After dinner, they settled on his couch and cruised pay per view options, on his rather outdated 52” flat screen, which he needed to replace. He was just too busy to give much thought to his home needs and decor these days.
They chose a movie, oddly enough involving vampires. Generally, he found the Hollywood stuff about his kind foolish, but this one had a been highly touted by critics. Tiffany had made the same comment when they’d been deciding between it and several other recent releases. In the end he’d enjoyed the movie because it had been an intense, on the edge of your seat drama with a nice little romantic twist. It seemed she had too, judging from the way her face lit up during happy scenes and the cute way she chewed at her lower lip when the villain seemed to be getting the better of the good guys. In the end fatigue got the better of her. During the climax scene she passed out. 
Christian looked over at her, snuggled into the corner of his couch, with her knees pulled into her chest and her head resting on the sofa arm. Her luscious lips were parted and her breathing was slow and deep reflecting REM sleep. “Breathtaking,” he muttered, then picked up the remote and punched the off button. And mine. One day she’d realize that. He hoped.
A few more minutes of the movie remained, but he didn’t care how it ended. Honestly, he could sit here all night and watch her because sleep shucked off a person’s emotions and defenses, exposing one’s real spirit. Hers was beautiful, passionate and driven which he knew from experience. She loved ferociously and had no problem placing her life on the line for someone she cared about. He’d seen her in action and wanted to be in that inner circle of her heart more than anything he’d ever wanted in his life. 
He scratched his temple and stared at her. Her head rested at an awkward angle and he knew if he left her in that position, her neck would be aching by morning. Taking a risk he stood, leaned down and eased his arms around her legs and shoulders, then very gently picked her up, praying he didn’t wake her. Knowing Tiffany, she’d come alive like a wildcat in his arms.
She made a few fussy sounds, but luck was with him and he was able to get her into bed and under the sheet and comforter without waking her. He laughed softly when she let out a loud snore, then rolled onto her side and burrowed her way deeper beneath the covers. 
Dang. He was so tempted to crawl in beside her and snuggle up against all that feminine cuteness. Yeah, not a good idea. It would be the couch for him tonight. He grabbed a pillow then headed for the living room. He’d just laid down and worked himself into a comfortable position when his cell began to ring. 
He sat up, grabbed the device off the coffee table noticing both the time and caller. Ten forty four p.m. and Noah? This could not be good. Noah was on call tonight and would never bother him unless there was a problem. 
He answered quickly. “What’s up?”
“A crisis, I’m afraid. I’ve had two deliveries this evening. Both infants were stillborn.” 
                        * * *
Tiffany rolled over with a grunt, then reached toward her bedside table for her phone to check the time. It was the first thing she did when she woke, an ingrained habit she’d had for years. When she felt neither the wood surface of her bedside table or her device, her eyes popped open. 
“What the heck?” she muttered then scrambled upright in a kingsized bed which was not hers. Her gaze sliced across the unfamiliar surroundings of a bedroom which was also not hers, but it only took seconds to figure out to whom it belonged. Jeans, shirts, lab coats, male skivvies and cowboy boots were strung everywhere, across the masculine furnishings, the end of the bed and the plush tan carpeted floor. 
Apparently, Christian’s housekeeper needed to be working a few more days a week. That or he needed to hire a team of them. The guy was a slob, but an awful cute one.
She remembered last night, put two and two together, then grinned. She’d crashed during the movie and obviously Christian had taken her to his bed. Despite common sense, she was a little disappointed he wasn’t with her.
“Sweet,” she muttered, meaning his consideration of her comfort and the fact he’d been totally sweet. Tiffany really enjoyed last night which had been light and fun. No pressure. He hadn’t once attempted to push things romantically. It had been like old times. Oddly that thought didn’t give comfort, but left her feeling a bit empty and sad. Be that as it may, things had to be this way. For her job. Their friendship. Her sanity. 
So where was he? The couch seemed the most likely answer, or perhaps a spare bedroom. His location wasn’t her primary concern at the moment, locating his bathroom was. She found it two doors down the hall on the right. 
“Dear God,” she muttered as she made her way to the toilet, gingerly stepping across piles of towels and more discarded clothing. The vanity was littered with all sorts of shaving garbage, wadded up wash clothes and hand towels. Whatever he paid this housekeeper of his--it was too much.
Once relieved, she splashed some water on her face, pulled out her hair tie and refastened her pony tail. As freshened as she could be, she made her way to the living room, but found it empty. She spotted her cell on the coffee table and retrieved it, checking the time. Six forty six. About right. Her internal alarm clock had been set for six thirty for years. 
Next she checked messages a bit surprised to find one from Christian. The message read: An emergency has arisen at the clinic. If I’m not there when you wake up, please make yourself at home, Darling. I’ll see you soon.

Tiffany blinked at the device, confused and a bit worried. The emergency was probably just a patient who had gone into labor. She checked the time of the message which was twelve thirty seven a.m.. That seemed odd. Surely, he’d have returned by now, but then she remembered her mother telling her she’d been in labor with her for sixteen hours. 
“Well, whatever,” she muttered as she grabbed her Ropers off the floor next to the couch. She’d see Christian at some point today so she could thank him for last night, but in the meantime, she needed go home and get cleaned up for work. 
She’d just finished tying a bow on her right boot when she heard the front door open. Her gaze slashed that direction. Christian walked inside, quietly shut the door, then stood there staring across the room at some arbitrary point. Tiffany knew immediately something was wrong because his features were wreathed in exhaustion. She could sense anger percolating in him too. There was a slight tick in his right jaw. He started to scare her. 
She bolted to her feet and went to him. “What happened?”
He strode past her, then plopped down on the couch, leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees. 
Oh, this was not good, Tiffany thought. She’d never seen Christian like this. He was always Johnny on the spot with a happy smile or teasing comment. 
Something really bad had messed with his world last night. 
Tiffany wanted to comfort him, but had no idea how to proceed. She sucked at patting hands and offering ‘it will be all rights’. 
Well, she’d just have to figure it out as she went. No way would she bail on him. She crossed the room and took a seat beside him, clueless as to what to say or do. Operating on blind instinct, she took hold of his right hand and squeezed. “You can talk about it if you want. If not, I’m just going to sit here quietly until you tell me to get the heck out.”
His gaze slid her way and a ghost of a smile tipped the corners of his mouth. “Thanks.” 
With a heavy sigh he reclined into the couch. “Noah was on call last night. He had two deliveries. Both of the babies were stillborn.”
Tiffany gasped. Oh goodness! No wonder he was such a hot mess. “I’m so sorry, Christian. That’s outrageous. Do you know what happened?”
He shook his head. “Noah and I ran tests. Most are still pending. We’ve had three stillborns in the last two days. That’s just too coincidental for my head to wrap around.”
Fear and understanding began to mount inside her gut, twisting it into a tight, heavy knot. She didn’t even want to fathom what she suspected he meant. “If this isn’t coincidence, what could it be?”
He shook his head again. “I have no idea. It might be coincidence or something else entirely.” He broke off and glanced away.
“Like what?”
“Never mind. Hopefully it’s just a series of horrible events.”
“But if it isn’t?”
He swallowed hard and pinned her with a hard look. “Then our practice and patients could be in grave danger.” 
                        * * *
After a quick shower, Christian returned to the V clinic lab to see if the results were back from the tests he’d ordered on Asa’s patient, Mrs. Taylor and her deceased child, or the ones Noah had ordered on his own patient and stillborn. When he walked in, he found Noah bent over a microscope and went to where he worked. “Anything?”
Noah glanced up at him with a sick, tight expression and Christian felt another pang of dread. The emotion had been eating a hole in his stomach all night. “What is it?”
Noah nodded. “I’ve isolated something very strange in both the mothers’ and babies’ blood work, something I’ve never witnessed before with the blood of our kind. It appears to be hemolysis. Look and see if you agree. Many of the red blood cells have ruptured from fluid. There’s also strange clumping. The symptoms are very indicative of the disease from a vivo source.”
Christian rushed over to look. “How can that be?” he muttered, then blinked and studied the slide more carefully. “It does look like hemolysis.” He straightened and glared at Noah. “This makes no sense. Hemolysis is a human disorder. Vampires are naturally immune even in cases of poisoning.”
“This is the case.”
“What do you mean this is the case?”
“Poison. Arsenic and cyanide.”
“What? How?” Christian couldn’t believe that. He just couldn’t believe it.
Noah lifted his hands, conveying confusion. “I don’t know. Right now I’m concerned with their health. As you said our kind are immune to those poisons. An evolutionary blessing as you know. In this case they weren’t and now they present for hemolysis. Why?”
Christian’s thoughts honed on what he knew of the diseased. “Well, hemolysis is the rupture of erythrocytes with release of hemoglobin into the plasma, right?”
“Yes.”
“And some microbes form substances called hemolysins with the specific action of destroying red blood cells. Intravenous administration of a hypotonic solution or plain distilled water could also destroy red blood cells by causing them to fill with fluid until their membranes rupture, which we can rule out since we know what caused this.”
“Yes, all the clues point to what would appear not only an intentional poisoning, but one that would leave no room for error. At least in a human or vampire fetus. The tox screen was positive for extremely high levels of arsenic and potassium chlorate.”
“Jerk! The only reason we don’t have dead mothers on our hands is because they’re vampire, but it explains why they each miscarried.” 
“I believe I know where you’re going with this.”
“I’m certain you do. Our kind has special blood anti-bodies that attack such poisons.” Scientist of their kind believed that fact was due to millenniums of ingesting tainted human blood, thus the reason their species had developed such anti-bodies against both substances poisonous to humans and human born virus and all their other communicable illnesses. 
Noah picked up on his line of thinking. “Exactly. Unfortunately, vampire fetuses and infants do not possess their own antibodies to combat most poisons, deadly drugs and viruses. They receive some antibodies from the mother, but in some cases when a mother is an older vampire, her antibodies fail either herself, the fetus or both.”
“Which explains these three spontaneous abortions, Noah. Both Candice Corrigan, and these two other patients who aborted, were well over two hundred years of age. Tell me if I’m not right.”
Noah scratched his chin. “It would appear you are correct. Sadly.” 
Sad didn’t even begin to describe Christian’s mood or the situation.
Prior to modern medicine and transfusions, far more miscarriages occurred in their women due to the fetus’s inability to combat deadly toxins or diseases. The primary reason OB’s discouraged older pregnant females from feeding directly from humans was tainted blood and the effects on the fetus. 
“Did you ask the patients if they’d fed naturally at some point recently?” Christian asked Noah since he’d been studying their charts.
“Yes and each responded negative for natural feeding. They all drink units or take daily transfusions from reputable vampire blood banks, who we know do thorough testing on each and every unit. They each took one here the day of their check up and were all administered a vitamin booster too, which leads to the natural conclusion, something they ingested or received here is how they came in contact with those deadly poisons.”
That possibility made his stomach sour. “If this is intentional, who would do such a thing? And why?” 
“I couldn’t imagine.” 
Christian shot him a hard look. “Yeah, it’s too chilling to imagine.”
Noah slipped his hands into the pockets of his lab coat and sighed. “Indeed. You were just viewing the mother’s sample. Asa’s patient. The fetuses’ samples are at deadly levels obviously. I took the liberty of running tox screens on Mrs. Corrigan and her stillborn. I’m afraid the results were the same on mother and child.”
He’d assumed that already based on Noah’s findings. This situation was catastrophic. Christian felt numb, unable to wrap his mind around the possibility someone did this on purpose. Try as he might he couldn’t fathom how it could have been accidental. “How are the mothers?”
“Despondent of course. All three complained of feeling depressed, exhausted and nauseous, lack of appetite, some joint pain. They each seem to be experiencing depression of senses, smell, hearing and taste, which obviously must be a result of the toxin cocktail. Add to that their postpartum state. Mrs. Corrigan seems to be suffering the worst. Her eye color is dull and skin tone a bit ashen. All of these symptoms point to the poisons.”
“I’d venture to say there isn’t a vampire on the planet who feeds naturally that hasn’t at some point ingested blood with substances which could cause hemolysis, but it’s not a vampire abnormality. Did anything else pop up as odd in their blood work?” And can you think of any way they could have come in contact with all of those substances accidentally?”
Noah shook his head. “Nothing else in their blood work raises a brow. And I’ve tried to imagine an accidental method of ingestion but I can think of nothing logical with poisons such as arsenic and potassium chloride in their blood. I did however consider blood as a source.”
“Impossible. Units are tested thoroughly prior to sale.”
He nodded. “I know, but we have plenty here which could have been tampered with or the vitamin regime for that matter. I plan to test both supplies we have on hand. My feeling is these three patients were singled out for some reason. Then again I could be wrong. This could be far more widespread than our V clinic.”
Christian studied his partner’s tired, worry-worn features and offered a single nod. Noah knew as well as he they would have to send the samples to the Vampire Center of Disease Control located in Brunswick. 
The Brunswick VCDC was one of only three vampire research facilities in the world which could provide them answers if they were dealing with, God forbid, an attempted vampire genocide. It wouldn’t be the first or last time humans sought to destroy their kind. But to use pregnant women was an absolute unthinkable evil.
Finally, Christian said, “I guess we send off the samples with a STAT request.”
Noah snorted. “Every request to the VCDC is a rush request. We will get no preference. In the meantime, I’m afraid we’re on our own. We might not be able to solve this mystery overnight, but at least we’re armed with knowledge. My suggestion would be to draw blood from every patient from this point on and monitor them closely so we can discover a common denominator.”
That seemed like sound advice. “Alright, we’ll do that. To your other point though, we already know the common denominator, Noah. Our clinic. All three of these infected patients live thousands of miles apart.” 
“Possibly we are the source but not necessarily. We can’t be rash in our assumptions either way, rather pragmatic.” 
Being pragmatic was Noah’s strong suit. The man was a hundred and fifty some years older than he and very good at thinking logically when rubber met the road. Generally, Christian was too, but answers were needed. Too many babies had died and too many mothers and fathers were grieving the losses of precious children. 
He’d chosen obstetrics because it was generally a happy field of medicine. The fertility drug he and Asa discovered had been a life altering blessing for so many couples desiring children. Christian felt he’d been making a difference in people’s lives. Now, he felt as if the life of every patient who entered this place was at risk and he had no idea how to protect them. 
“Fair enough, Noah. We’ll draw blood on every patient and newborn, but we test the samples ourselves and we keep this information to ourselves. Nothing about this goes into the patients’ charts.”
Noah’s piercing blue eyes widened. “I suspect I know your thoughts. I don’t want to even conceive of the notion, but under the circumstances, I agree, extreme caution is warranted.”
Christian just nodded because he didn’t want to verbalize what they were both thinking--that someone working inside the clinic could have intentionally poisoned these women. It was a heinous notion, but by far the most logical one. 
The next part of the nightmare facing them would be providing answers to their patients. “Have you spoken with either patient yet this morning?” Both mothers had been so distraught last night Noah had ordered a sleep med. A sensible call for both their mental and physical health. He’d done the same for Mrs. Corrigan.
“Yes. I simply conveyed their losses as an act of God. Christian, we can’t tell anyone what we’ve discovered just yet.” 
“I agree all lab results remains between us and Asa. But I don’t like keeping patients waiting for answers, Noah. It’s unethical.”
Noah’s brows furrowed. “You’re right, they deserve to know the truth. We might even be able to figure out a common denominator we haven’t considered by questioning them. I just wanted to wait until I spoke with you before I told them our findings. I suggest we do this together given the gravity of what we believe befell them. However, since we don’t know how they each ended up with those toxins in their system I suggest we keep our hypotheses to ourselves until we discover something solid.”
Christian’s cell began to chime. He pulled it out of his lab coat and frowned. “It’s Katie. I’m sure she’s calling to remind me of my first appointment.” He answered it. Indeed she was and he was late. “I have to go. We’ll speak to the patients this afternoon when we do rounds if that’s alright with you.”
“That will be fine.” Noah’s features clouded with a concern. “Then we are agreed this remains between us and Asa?”
“Of course.” Christian’s brows furrowed because there should be no need for him to question his loyalty to the V clinic. “What are you driving at?”
He cleared his throat, then fixed Christian with a pointed look. “It’s not uncommon to want to share professional difficulties with family or friends. In this instance, it would not be wise.”
That caused the light bulb over his head to glow. He referred to Tiffany and he didn’t like what he inferred. “As I said, this remains between us.” It hadn’t, but what went on between him and Tiffany was personal and none of Noah’s business. 
“Good. I know you have some sort of affinity for the human woman you hired to update our patient filing system. Females, especially humans, can be very loose tongued. You told me she was a daughter of a close friend, but I suspect she is more than that based on the fact her scent has clung to you since the day she arrived here.”
Incredible, but the man was tromping on some frayed nerves. “So?”
Noah’s lips thinned, then he exhaled sharply. “I know this isn’t any of my business, but she doesn’t seem the caliber of female someone of your station should consort with romantically. Of course we all consort with human females if we are not life mated. But she is an employee, Christian and you’ve never been one to breech ethics.”
The mongrel could be so tediously judgmental and such a stickler for rules. He shot him a fierce look, then said, “You’re right. My relationship with Tiffany isn’t any of your business, Noah.”
He lifted his hands in a defensive gesture. “I know that and I’m not telling you what to do, but we have enough troubles without the wagging tongues of staff members.” 
Tongues were just going to have to wag. Tiffany was his and Christian was no actor. He couldn’t pretend she meant nothing to him. However, Noah had a point. “Tiffany is special to me and that’s all I’m going to say. And for your information, she is precisely the sort of woman I choose to consort with and will in the future. This is your first and last warning. If you ever say anything derogatory about her character again, you’ll be visiting a vampire dentist for a new set of fangs.” With that he stormed out of the lab.
No one talked disrespectfully about his woman! He didn’t care how rude or ordinary she came across to other people. He knew the real her and she was brilliant. She just happened to possess a tongue that only a mother or a life mate could love. 
 
 



Chapter 7 
 
Tiffany arrived over an hour late to work. Normally, that would never happen, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to leave Christian. He’d been so angry and despondent. His patient losses were affecting her far more deeply than she could have ever imagined. It killed her to see Christian hurting and to imagine the pain of those poor parents. When he finally excused himself to take a shower, she’d reluctantly left to do the same. 
She dropped her backpack in her office, then headed for the coffee maker. When she entered the break room Blake stood in front of the microwave which hummed as it heated something. “Morning,” she greeted then walked passed him toward the coffee pot. 
“Good morning to you. Just getting in?” He flashed her a friendly smile, edged with a little curiosity.
Man, working in an office situation again was going to take some getting used to, Tiffany thought as she poured herself a cup. She didn’t mind punching a clock proverbially speaking, but she’d always found the whole office socializing thing tedious back before she’d had her own store. “Yeah. I decided to start at home because ya’ll don’t have wifi yet.”
That was a bit of a fib, but she had checked emails for some of the places she’d contacted yesterday for software.
He nodded and gave her an exasperated roll of his eyes. “I know. It’s crazy that it’s taken the doctors this long to do this. Strangely, there isn’t a medical device or machine in the building they can’t use, and all of them have cell phones, but for some reason none of them give much thought to the benefit of communication technology for the clinic.”
Tiffany chuckled. “So I’ve seen. I think Christian can use a computer and isn’t ignorant on how to look up information on the internet. Noah seems to be a different story.” She’d only been in his office that one time, but she had noticed every wall had bookshelves packed to the ceiling with books and medical journals. She couldn’t imagine that man’s number of medical degrees or his chronological age. 
“You’re right on both accounts.” The microwave dinged and he pulled out a cup with the tail of a tea bag hanging over the edge. 
Obviously, not all vampires rolled with the times, but Christian did. Funny, she knew Christian was a hundred and twelve, knew how slowly vampires aged, but he just didn’t act like a guy who was over a hundred years old. He looked and acted like a guy in his mid thirties who smelled incredible. Waking up in his bed this morning had been totally hot. Partially because his yummy scent had been all over the bedding, but also because she’d imagined him lying in it next to her all spooned up to her backside. 
She groaned. Thoughts like that were counter-productive to her stance and she seriously needed to curtail them. Christian’s flirtations were close to undoing her resolve to keep things on a friendship basis. She didn’t need her own wayward thoughts clouding matters.
“You seem a little distracted. Did you have another date with Dr. La Mond last night?”
Tiffany felt her eyes bulge and choked on her sip of coffee. The nurse wore a knowing grin. Apparently, Katie had been blabbing about the bite marks on her neck, which today were hardly visible. Tiffany didn’t want to imagine what he and others thought. Respectable vampires didn’t go around biting their employees and certainly not one as moral and ethical as Christian. So naturally, everyone would assume they were sexually involved. 
“I’m sorry. I guess that was a bit nosy.” He sat the cup on the counter, then dumped in a couple of sweetener packets.
It was nosy, but there was no reason to get all up in his trash about it. She had to work with the guy. “It’s like I told both you and Katie, Christian and I are just good friends. We aren’t dating.”
“Then why did you let him bite you?” He glanced toward her neck with a very pointed look.
Oh really now? Talking about family, friends even dating was within the realm of employee chit chat, but that there just crossed the line and Tiffany’s cork popped.
She sat her coffee cup on the counter and approached him with a face off attitude, her hand cutting through the air as she spoke. “That ain’t none of your business, dude. Whatever goes on between me and Christian is personal. If I catch you or anyone else making up trash they know nothing about, I’m going to yank their tongue out and tie it in a knot. Got that?”
The emotions she’d sought to obtain from him instantly filtered into his features--shock and embarrassment. He backed up and had the good sense to stamper for an apology.
“Y-you’re right. I was curious, but it wasn’t any of my business.”
Tiffany was still too pissed to let up. “For the record I’m here to do a job not to hook up with Christian or anyone else. You can take your wagging tongue and let anyone you want know I said that.”
He stepped back and lifted his hands in a defensive gesture. “You can’t blame me or anyone else for being curious. You’re brand new. No one knows you yet. Plus our two species mate all the time. It’s not unusual.”
Something in his tone told Tiffany he was not cool with that fact. “Sounds like you got a problem with human/vampire relationships.”
“Not at all, Tiffany. I’ve been trained, all of us have been trained to understand the physical, phycological and social ways of their species. I realize they need to use our blood to survive, that it’s a genetic defect. Quite often they take our women as life mates and not all of them turn. Many of our patients or their life mates are human.”
“What? Some of the patients have human life mates?” 
“Or visa versa, yes. But it’s the exception not the rule of course.”
“Wow, I hadn’t known that,” she muttered, steeped in thought. But it explained a lot. If Christian was determined to pursue her, he might be willing to be with her status quo. The notion troubled her because a relationship like that would be a grave unfairness to him. They could never have biological children. Knowing Christian, he’d want some. Tiffany certainly didn’t because marriage wasn’t even on her radar. Still the option should be there. This news made her more determined than ever to make Christian see friendship was their only logical choice. 
“It’s true and so is the fact there are far fewer born female vampires than males. If the males couldn’t turn human women, their species would soon become extinct.”
Tiffany blinked at him and grit her teeth. Oh she’d just bet he didn’t have a problem with vampires turning humans. “Why are you working here? Really? Because despite what you say, you come across like you have a problem with vampires turning their life mates.” 
“You’re misinterpreting my meaning, Tiffany. I have no problem with human/vampire relationships. I was simply relaying facts. I’m completely dedicated to this practice. I chose vampire obstetrics because I have a cousin who turned and life mated with a vampire. She’s always wanted kids and couldn’t until she discovered this place and started fertility treatments. She has twin three-year-old boys thanks to Dr. La Mond.” 
“Well good for her. I mean that.” 
He ducked his head for a second. “But I did cross the line by asking about your personal relationship with Dr. La Mond. I’m very sorry. I hope you’ll accept my apology.”
He appeared sincere, but Tiffany rarely trusted people on mere face value and not at all when they raised her hackles. She’d be keeping an eye on this guy. He had however, revealed an interesting matter she’d not known. “You said some of the V clinic patients are human/vampire couples. Why would they need a vampire OB?”
“For in-vitro. A mixed couple can’t conceive naturally, but one of them can still have a biological child. Depending on their choice they use either human or vampire eggs or sperm.”
She swiped a palm over her mouth. “Wow. I didn’t even know there were married human/vampire couples. I just assumed one or the other had to turn. I wonder why they’d choose not to?” She asked the question softly, more to herself, but Blake answered.
“Many reasons, religion, ethics, but primarily health issues. A doctor won’t agree to conduct a turning if the human has health problems that make them a poor candidate for the procedure.” 
Blake’s information was such a shocker, she almost forgot she’d been hopping mad at him for poking his nose into her personal affairs. She forced a smile. “Look, I have a short fuse. I’m sorry I got all up in your face. What do you say we start over?” She extended her hand.
He smiled and shook it. “That would be great. Tiffany, I’m glad you’re here, a part of our team. All of us are. The last thing I meant to do was make you uncomfortable. I just assumed you were dating Dr. La Mond. Yes, partly because of the bite marks on your neck but also because he spoke of you so highly and said he’d known you for years. No one here would judge you if you were. Vampires and humans mate all the time.” 
Well, she hadn’t known that last fact and right now didn’t care. She’d allowed herself to get way out of control with Blake, but she wasn’t used to people watching her. They were going to and she had to accept that fact. She’d traded privacy for a six-figure income, which meant she would have to put up with people asking her personal questions. Christian questions. 
She picked up her coffee cup and forced a crow-eating smile. “Apology accepted and I’m sorry I got heated. I’m a very private person. I don’t talk about my personal life to people I don’t know well.” This was true and then some. She hadn’t even shared what had happened between her and Christian with her sister Chelsie yet and Tiffany could talk to her about anything. “Understood.” He flashed an apologetic smile, turned and reached into a cabinet over the microwave. He fished out a small paper plate, then extracted some brownies from a foil covered container on the counter next to the microwave. “Well, I have to get these to a patient. Don’t work too hard.”
“Yeah. You either.” After he left the room, she walked over to the plate with the day old homemade brownies someone had brought in. She snagged one. 
Dang it. She did not want people thinking she and Christian had a thing. It would put her in a very awkward position and being brand new, she didn’t need that kind of stigma. She popped the brownie in her mouth and chewed, pondering a solution, but knew at this point there wasn’t one. Thanks to his handy work on her neck, everyone suspected they were involved.
Somehow she’d just have to prove she was here because of what she could do, not who she was to Christian or what they did behind closed doors. Or in empty hallways. The thought of that encounter slammed into her feminine core with the weight of a twelve pound bowling ball barreling down a slick, recently buffed lane.
Lord help me. Tiffany wanted a real romp with that man more than she’d ever wanted anything. Common sense be darned. If she let her hormones have their way at some point she was bound to fall in love with him. That couldn’t happen. 
As far as Blake, Rome hadn’t been built in a day. Relationships weren’t either and honestly she sucked at them, but she intended to get along with her co-workers if it killed her. That meant no matter how mad she got, she couldn’t threaten to kick anyone else’s rear.
She glanced at the doorway Blake just exited. 
“That might take some serious effort.”
Tiffany was waiting for some call backs from software companies she’d scouted out on line with systems designed for medical practices. A couple seemed to fit the bill, but now she was in price negotiation mode and waiting to gain more detailed information from sales representatives. 
She decided it would be a good time to break for lunch. Apparently, so had the many of the staff. When she entered the cafeteria she noticed quite a few occupied tables. Two older ladies wearing street clothes shared one, two men about her age another. Nursing staff she deduced since they wore blue scrubs. Noah sat in the corner eating by himself, pouring over some old book, big and thick enough to be used as a deadly weapon. Katie and Blake sat at a table near the entrance, laughing about something, but they quickly spotted her and Katie waved her over. 
“How was your morning?” Katie asked. 
Blake smiled and gestured at an empty chair. “You can join us if you want.”
“Pretty uneventful. Just hunting down sources for software.” The scene with Blake earlier she’d put behind her and judging from his friendly expression he had too. She might not like the guy’s big fat nose in her business but she intended to get along with him or die trying.
Tiffany glanced between their plates and licked her lips. “Oooh. Burritos? What kind?”
Katie chuckled. “Veggie, bean and rice with lots of avocado, tomato and cilantro. They’re the special of the day and the cheese sauce is amazing. Go get one. We’ll wait for you.”
Tiffany didn’t have to be asked twice. Due to time she’d traded a decent breakfast for an energy bar. A few minutes later she returned with fat, steaming burrito, settled into a chair between them, then dug in.
“So how are you faring? Can you tell us anything yet about the program you have in mind for nursing?” Katie asked, her bright blue eyes curious and excited.
Tiffany swallowed her bite, then grinned at the woman. “Making a little headway. Of course this will be a universal hologram system meaning files can be accessed anywhere, here or at future offices, but as I said, it will take some time.”
Katie nodded and glanced at Blake. “This is the first place we’ve worked that didn’t have such a system. The one we have is workable but tedious.”
“I’ll say.” Blake raised a hand and made a fist. “I think I’m developing carpal tunnel from excessive charting.”
Further small talk was put on hold as her cell began to ring. She pulled it out of her back pocket, pleased to see it was one of the calls she’d been waiting on. “I have to take this.” She answered it while she hurried back to her office to write down information.
                        * * *
Christian stood outside the exam room of his last patient, reviewing the chart. He tried to concentrate, but his mind slipped back to troubles. 
With Asa in Denver, Christian’s patient load had been back to back appointments for weeks with few breaks. Today had been no exception. He’d used his lunch hour to consult with Noah further about this crisis. The blood work on all three cases were on the way to the VCDC. Unfortunately answers beyond what they’d discovered would take time. Time other pregnant patients might not be able to afford if, God forbid, others became victim. The thought sent chills up his spine. 
For now he and Noah were on their own until Asa returned day after tomorrow. He’d been in touch with Asa numerous times to update him on their findings. Luckily, all blood samples drawn on patients today came back negative for what he and Noah now termed, the Vampire Hemolysis Syndrome. So, if he and Noah were right about someone intentionally poisoning patients, at least today they’d chosen to lay low. A good thing. If he caught someone tampering with food, blood, anything, needless to say they’d be deadly sorry. 
When a human or vampire committed a crime such as this against one of their kind the law and human penal system couldn’t be involved because it could put the practice at risk. When the person responsible for this mayhem was caught, they’d go before a vampire court of law with the penalty most likely being death. Vampires had very strict codes of conduct, basic laws of right or wrong with no gray areas. Most humans weren’t aware of this, but when humans sought to kill their kind no mercy would be afforded them. The V clinic needed this person caught and brought to justice. That day couldn’t come soon enough for Christian.
A short while later, Christian left the exam room of his last patient, so very glad to be at a point he could soon snatch a few hours of sleep, a transfusion and some food. He’d pushed his physical limits for nearly twenty-four hours and his body suffered miserably from all of those punishments. 
He stopped at the nurses’ station to drop off the chart from his final appointment and found Katie and Blake with their heads together whispering. Their expressions appeared intense. When he laid the chart on the counter, their gazes shot his way. “Everything okay?”
Katie forced a strained smile and glanced at Blake. “We were talking about Tiffany. She went home sick a little while ago. She said her stomach was really bothering her. We thought it might be a flu bug. I hope it’s nothing serious.” 
“Why didn’t someone inform me?” He had a pretty good idea why she hadn’t. Tiffany wasn’t a whiner and wouldn’t want him worrying. 
“We haven’t had a chance yet. You’ve been with patients.” Blake explained.
Katie added with a chagrined frown, “She’s only been gone about an hour. Blake’s right. We’d planned to tell you the minute you were free. We considered informing Dr. Langston, but he’s resting in the doctor’s quarters. We didn’t want to disturb him either. He’s put in so many hours over the last several days. Both of you have in Dr. Bradley’s absence.”
Christian was concerned about Tiffany but he was also concerned about the guilty expression both nurses wore. Something else was going on and common sense told him it also involved Tiffany. 
“That’s all you know about her condition?” he asked Katie.”
“Yes. She really didn’t say anymore. Promise.”
He pinned Blake with a steely look. “Is there something else either of you might want to share?”
Blake looked down for a second, then met his gaze with a bit of rancor. “I really don’t want to bring this up, but for the welfare of patients, I know I should. Earlier today Tiffany and I had words. It was my fault. I was asking her some personal questions. She got really angry and used quite a bit of loud, foul language. We worked it out, but with the way your kind hears, I suspect the entire waiting room and north end of the building heard what she said. Sorry. I don’t want to get her into trouble. Everyone here likes her.”
“And we’re so glad to have her here,” Katie chimed in, offering him a rather odd forced smile.
“It’s just that she has a very volatile temper and well, her voice carries when she’s mad,” Blake added.
Christian tightened his lips into a hard line to keep from laughing. He would have loved to see her unload on Blake. Knowing the nosy nurse he probably deserved it. However, that didn’t excuse her cussing which could have very well disturbed a patient. “I’ll have a talk with her and hear her side of things. I won’t tolerate rude or inappropriate behavior from anyone in this clinic. Is that understood?”
“Of course,” Katie said.
Blake just nodded appearing chagrined as he should have, Christian thought. “Until Tiffany settles in around her I’d appreciate it if you two would refrain from asking her too many personal questions. Thanks for letting me know, though.”
 Christian pulled his cell out of the pocket of his lab coat and stalked off, calling Tiffany as he went. It rang five times and he thought she was going to let it go to voicemail, but finally on the sixth ring she answered with a weak ‘hello’. “What’s going on, Tiffany? Katie and Blake said you’re sick.”
He heard her huff, then say, “It’s no big deal, just a stomach thing. I can work from the house, and I need to anyway. I have better wifi access here.”
He’d just bet it was no big deal. He knew her too well. She would never go home without telling him just because she was feeling a little under the weather. She could have texted or left him a voice mail. “What kind of stomach thing? Cramps? Are you throwing up?”
“Yes, both. It’s a flu bug most likely. I just need to rest and ride it out.”
“How many times have you thrown up?”
“I don’t know, Christian. I lost count. I’ve got to go. I’m about to lose it again.” 
She sounded irritated, but something felt wrong in his gut. Very wrong. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” He hung up, ignoring her vehement protests prior to disconnection.
When he arrived a little over thirty minutes later due to rush hour traffic, she greeted him at the door wearing a reproving frown and a pair of black sweats and a matching hoody. The clothing seemed a bit much for May, then she shivered and clutched her stomach. A quick perusal of her features solidified the fact she was ill. Her face was flushed, her eyes droopy and glassy. 
This morning she’d been fine. One way or another he intended to find out what nasty thing had her in its’ clutches and strode inside.
She shut the door and faced him. “Look, Christian, no offense, but I really don’t want you here right now. It’s a full-blown flu thing if you get my drift.”
Indeed he did. “Are you still throwing up?”
She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Yes and what difference does it make? There’s nothing you can do.”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Sit.” He gestured toward the couch, then took a seat himself. “I want to ask you some questions.”
She plopped down on the couch and glowered at him. “I’m in no mood for twenty questions, Christian. Make it quick.”
He ignored her caustic response intent on answers. “When did this start?”
She glanced up and blinked slowly a couple of times. “Around two or two thirty maybe.”
“And you felt fine before that?”
“I started feeling a little queazy after lunch around one, one thirty but I’m pretty sure I just caught something nasty. I ate the same thing Katie and Blake had for lunch and neither of them were sick, so I doubt it’s food poisoning.” She paused there and curled her lip in a surly fashion. “Yesterday morning I stopped for a latte on the way to work and this gross dude in line behind me began coughing up a lung all over my backside. Pissed me off. I just about shoved my fist down his throat to give him a hand.”
Christian could easily imagine her doing that. “Tell me everything you ate and drank today and yesterday.”
She let out a lengthy sigh. “You are so wearing me thin.”
He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I care about you and I’m just trying to get to the root of this thing. So help me out and answer my questions.”
“Ow.” She pulled her hand away and rubbed it. “Sorry. My skin hurts and so do my joints and back. I have a mother of a headache and probably a fever. I’m sure that’s why I’m so achy. I took some cold and flu medicines, but I didn’t keep them down.”
So far her symptoms did sound like a virus, but he wasn’t about to leave whatever attacked her body to mere guesswork. “Tell me everything you ate and drank today and yesterday. And have you had any sort of flu symptoms or discomfort prior to this afternoon?” 
She exhaled sharply. “No. Nothing. Alright, if it will get you out of here any faster, yesterday I had pizza for lunch as did the majority of the staff. Lot’s of coffee. Starbucks in the morning and several cups from the break room. Then there was some brownies from the break room, the Mexican food last night.” She hunched a shoulder. “Really, it’s no big deal, Christian. I know vampires don’t get colds and flues, but I’ve ridden out such bugs many times. I’ll be fine. Really.” 
Hopefully what afflicted Tiffany was just a human virus, but he wasn’t yet convinced. “What about this morning? What did you eat for breakfast?”
“Just an energy bar. I was running late. Other than the cafeteria’s burrito of the day, some more brownies and a couple cups of coffee. That’s it.”
He blinked at her and scratched his jaw as his mind flipped through possible diagnosis’s. “Any other symptoms?” 
Her lips thinned and her eyes narrowed with irritation. “Stomach stuff, Christian. Suffice it to say I feel like I swallowed a stick of dynamite.”
 He understood what she meant. Diarrhea and cramping. “What else have you been feeling? Dizziness? Fatigue?” 
She sighed. “Yeah. Normal, nasty flu symptoms. Now do you mind getting out of here so I can go back to bed?”
“Have you been coughing or spitting up sputum?”
“Ooh, yuck. No. You’re grossing me out, Christian. Please just go.”
 He stared at her, worried. Flu viruses generally came on a bit more gradual. He’d been with her last night and this morning. She’d displayed no signs of illness. Without observing her for awhile, he wasn’t comfortable just brushing this off as a bug. Food poisoning came to mind due to the severity of her stomach issues and the quick onset. With the exception of the Starbucks, other humans had eaten the exact same things over the last two days and no one else had fallen ill at the clinic. Yet.
Finally he said, “All right. Go to bed, but I’m not leaving, Darlin’. Not until I’m sure you’re okay.”
“Whatever.” She stood, wobbled on her feet for a second, then plopped on the couch and clutched her stomach with a pitiful moan. “Please, Christian, go away and let me rest. I’m exhausted.”
Not a chance. He’d treated as many humans as vampires in his career. Instinct told him this was not a mere human flu bug. Added to that was this disaster going on at the clinic. 
Christian had a really bad feeling and only hoped what ailed her was either a virus or food poisoning. A treacherous alternative scratched at the back of his brain. “Tiffany, Darlin’, I hate to ask this, but it’s important. Have you thrown up any blood or had dark or bloody stools.”
She glared at him with horror. 
“Tiffany I need you to answer honestly. It’s important.” 
She sighed. “Yes on both.”
“Idiot.” He snatched her into his arms intent on getting her to the clinic pronto.
“Let go of me.” She wiggled, trying to get him to set her down, but her struggles were frighteningly weak. “What do you think you’re doing, Christian?”
“I’m taking you to the clinic hospital. Just to be on the safe side.” He needed answers and he needed to run some blood tests to get them.
She groaned again, then nodded. 
The fact she’d agreed caused another wave of fear to course through his system. Obviously she felt far worse than she let on. 
Once he had her situated in the back seat of his truck, he hauled rear for the clinic. On the way he called Noah and filled him in. By the time he arrived, Tiffany was unconscious. He shook as he carried her the rest of the way to an ICU suite Noah had ready and waiting for her. 
Once they had her hooked up to a vitals’ monitor, blood drawn and a throat culture collected, he glanced at Noah and frowned. “I have a really bad feeling, Noah.” 
“I can see why. She’s unconscious. Her stomach is distended indicating internal bleeding. Her vitals are pitiful. Whatever you plan to do, it needs to be done quickly.” 
Noah was right. Whatever vile thing had befallen Tiffany, gained ground with frightening speed and decisions needed to be made fast. “With the insanity going on here, I suspect poisoning.” 
Noah’s eyes widened with shock. “Dear God. I understand you care for her, Christian. I’m so very sorry.”
Christian handed him the two vials of blood he’d drawn, a urine sample from her catheter and throat culture. “Can you run these fast? I don’t want to leave her.”
Noah took them and nodded. “Is there anything specific you want me to look for?”
Christian swallowed hard, afraid to think it, afraid to say it, but had no choice. “Test for the same chemicals found in our patients’ blood. If the results are negative, test for food poisoning and a flu virus.”
His partner’s eyes rounded with shock. Christian knew if his suspicions were correct, someone had attempted to murder Tiffany. 
“Testing for cyanide takes time.
“I know. Test for the arsenic first.” 
He nodded. “I won’t be long.”
 His partner hadn’t even made it out the door when Tiffany’s body went rigid and began to shake violently. Seconds later she flat lined. 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Christian watched Tiffany breathe, so grateful he and Noah had been able to revive her, yet so terrified she might code again at any moment. His eyes darted between her, the vitals monitor and the doors of her suite repeatedly while he waited for Noah to get back with her test results. 
“Come on, Noah,” he muttered, then reached up and caressed Tiffany’s forehead again for about the hundredth time. He’d never been so soul sick in his life, realizing he’d nearly lost her and that he still could.
He’d begun hemodialysis, a standard treatment for certain poisons and he’d intubated her after she’d coded to keep her breathing. As a preventative measure in case his fears were warranted, he had her on oxygen. He’d also administered hydroxocobalamin an antidote for cyanide poisoning and was in the process of giving her a transfusion.
Test results aside Christian knew she’d been poisoned. He had no definitive proof yet, but it stood to reason because the majority of her symptoms pointed to acute arsenic and cyanide poisoning. Levels as high as those found in his patients would be deadly to any human. He prayed he was wrong, but his gut knew what Noah would find so he was taking no chances. He was doing everything possible for a human poisoning victim, but depending on the levels she’d ingested it might not be enough.
 “For goodness sakes come on, Noah.” 
“Tiffany, open your mind to me. I need in there. I need to see what’s going on inside your body.” He took hold of her hand and squeezed, pushed his way into her mind, but there were no thoughts. Nothing but quiet darkness. The waiting, the worry felt like a coiled spring so tight in his middle, if it exploded, Christian feared what he might do or tear up. 
If this was an intentional poisoning, why Tiffany? Who would want to kill her? Blake came to mind because they’d had words today, but why would he spill the fact they’d argued if he was behind this and the other poisonings? It would only draw suspicion. 
The sliding door to the ICU suite opened and Noah entered wearing a very grim expression. “I’m afraid, you were correct. Her tox screen revealed arsenic. Based on her symptoms, I’m sure cyanide is an additional culprit. I’m so sorry, Christian, but the level in her system would be fatal for any human. I know you’re doing all you can but I’m afraid it’s useless at this point.” 
Christian glared at him as his words sank into his mind like poison themselves. They had a homicidal epidemic in their midst and his Tiffany had just become the latest victim.
Noah glanced at her bed then sighed resolutely. “I think you should call her family straight away. Hopefully they’ll be able to get here in time.”
Christian’s own heart nearly stopped after Noah’s words and the devastating reality of them. He was saying she was on the brink of death and although he knew his partner was right, Christian refused to accept that fact. There had to be something, some other form of treatment she would respond to. 
A world without Tiffany? It made no sense. He wouldn’t accept that. He couldn’t.
He turned and stared at her sweet, beautiful face which was now frighteningly pale while he racked his brain for answers. None were forthcoming thanks to the fog of fear swirling around in his head. 
Noah was right. Those poisons in high doses would have already begun shutting down many of her vital organs. She’d already gone into cardiac arrest. Everything he presently did for her was useless. Unless—
The answer dawned on him with the intensity of a religious experience. But it was a radical one. Christian didn’t give the repercussions of what he was about to do a moment of negative consideration. He wouldn’t let her die. He rushed across the room and began rifling through the cabinets and drawers that held IV supplies. 
“What are you doing?” Noah demanded.
Christian shot him a cursory glance, then proceeded to start an IV on himself. 
Proficient at the task, he had the needle in the bend of his left arm in seconds and began drawing his blood, which he intended to give to Tiffany as soon as he had a full unit.
Noah strode over to him and took the plastic bag out of his hand filling with blood. “I know what you’re thinking. Goodness man, are you insane? What you’re planning to do is completely unethical. Unless she’s given you her permission at some point to turn her, you can’t do this. Turning is not a method of treatment for a human, even when death is imminent.”
Christian snatched the bag out of his hand. “It is when the human is your life mate. Now back off.”
Noah’s eyes widened with surprise. “I had no idea.”
“Yeah, well neither does she yet, but you know as well as I, no mated vampire or one on the brink is going to stand by and let his or her mate die over ethics. Now you can either help, or get out.” 
Noah slipped his hands into the pockets of his lab coat and frowned. “Well congratulations I suppose. However, I hate to continually be the bearer of bad news, but Christian this will most likely backfire.” He glanced at Tiffany. “You know these chemical toxins are far more destructive to the human body. A turning is a violent physical affair. Even healthy humans sometimes perish.”
Christian knew that, but he was out of options. “She’s not responding to anything I’ve tried. Unless you can come up with a better course of treatment in the next few minutes, help me prepare her for a turning.”
Noah’s gaze slid over him with concern. “Very well. Considering the severity of her condition, I would strongly advice we induce a coma. Since she’s your life mate, I understand it must be your blood, but we need to accelerate the turning, which means she’ll need multiple units rapidly, which frankly you appear a bit lean on. You’ll need a transfusion yourself.”
Christian wasn’t thinking about his own wellbeing at the moment, yet he knew Noah had a point. He couldn’t help Tiffany if he couldn’t function. “Fine. We’ll get to that in a bit. For now, just get the process started.” He unhooked the first bag of blood, shoved it at Noah and started filling another.
                        * * *
Exhaustion and worry had soaked into every cell of Christian’s being. He sat in a chair beside Tiffany’s bed, holding her hand, holding onto consciousness by a thread. His need for sleep was a screaming demon in his mind and body, but until Tiffany opened her eyes, his existence would be nothing but her, this room and fear. Lots and lots of fear.
She was twelve hours into turning and her condition was marginally better, but still critical. It terrified him Noah could have been right when he said this procedure might be more than her body could take. A turning caused the human body to undergo radical internal changes. The antigens in vampire blood when introduced into the human body caused every cell to morph into the cell of a vampire altering DNA.
 Because the human body would recognize the antigens as foreign, an immune response would occur producing antibodies to combat the attacking antigens, causing fever, extreme pain and misery for the person if they were conscience. Tiffany would feel nothing. She was still in a medically induced coma and for sanity’s sake, Christian had to believed his blood would win and she would live. 
Normally, a healthy human came through a turning just fine. Despite Noah’s cautionary comments, rarely did a human perish unless they had a serious medical issue, such as heart, liver or kidney problems, a hidden DVT or the like. These days any respectable vampire doctor who conducted a turning for a vampire/human couple ran extensive testing on the human prior to the procedure to make sure they were a viable candidate. 
Christian hadn’t the luxury of time to conduct testing on Tiffany, yet he’d known when he’d made the decision many of her internal organs were compromised. His choice to turn her should rectify that problem. His vampire blood cells would replace and repair her damaged organs and tissues and ultimately all her organs should revive. He hoped. It could just as easily go the other way depending on how close her kidneys had been to shutting down. Also the status of her liver at the time he’d initiated the turning concerned him greatly. Then there was the source of her internal bleeding. He couldn’t allow himself to ponder that one at all.
Never in his career had he made a medical decision as scary as the one he’d made for Tiffany. If it backfired…
He couldn’t finish that thought.
Christian leaned forward in his chair and rested his forearms on his knees, laced his fingers in prayer fashion, then sent another to a God he’d ignored for a very long time until recently. No particular reason. He’d just lived and breathed his practice for years. Decades. Hopefully God wouldn’t hold that against him and would bring Tiffany through this crisis whole and healthy. He’d taken selfish detours here and there on life’s journey and lost sight of his faith. This decision he’d made for Tiffany might have been a fatal one, costing her life and his eternal soul because if she died he’d never forgive himself or God for taking her from him.
He stared at Tiffany and forced himself to see her alive and well, far past this crisis. What would she be like vampire? A force to be reckoned with for sure, but alive. She would undergo substantial physical changes, but she would still be Tiffany on the inside. Over time she would eventually grow in height, attain more muscle mass. Vampires were simply larger mammals. Born or turned. It didn’t matter.
In the brain a new gland would evolve, the V-thalamus adjacent to the hypothalamus, which by the end of her turning would be small and functional for survival, but would grow and develop further over time for enhanced physical strength and physic and telekinetic functions. 
The V-thalamus was a physical marvel with many purposes. It was responsible for their venom and in males a second source of testosterone. It also produced specific chemicals which fired into the right hemisphere of the brain giving vampires those unique mental abilities to enchant humans, move objects and mind speak to a life mate or a vampire to whom that person was blood bonded. 
If God and luck was with him, soon she would be vampire, but she’d never be human again. In fact she’d be a dead human right now if he hadn’t turned her. Presently, her body combated two sets of poisons—the ones which had taken her human life and his blood. By introducing his blood into her system he’d infected her with the disease their kind termed vampire myelodysplasia which all vampires suffered. 
However, his kind’s blood condition was far more complicated than the myelodysplasia humans suffered which affected the reproduction of red and white blood cells and platelets. Vampires didn’t have a spleen. Well, they had one, but it was shriveled and useless, much like an appendix. Since the spleen was an organ which helped generate red blood cells, basically the vampire body needed the pure source of their sire species to assist in regenerating their own blood cells. 
Her white cell count had sky rocketed in an effort to combat his blood. He leaned forward, took hold of her hot little hand and squeezed. Her fever had raged to nearly a hundred and six, but thankfully the ice baths he and Noah had given her had kept it at around a hundred and one for the last eight hours. 
Fever was normal for a turning and wouldn’t have worried Christian if this were just a normal turning. Fear pumped inside him like an off shore oil rig. If this didn’t work, if his blood caused her to die, Christian knew his own life would be over. 
His gaze shot up when he heard the door slide open. It was Noah. He glanced at Tiffany, then offered a tired smile. Christian returned one in kind. His partner had been right beside him through this entire disaster which had started four days ago with Mrs. Corrigan’s still birth. Sometimes the guy could be a real snob, but his dedication to their patients and practice was beyond reproach. He couldn’t have survived this past week without him. 
“Her parents and siblings have arrived. I had no idea her mother was Mia Davenport.”
He seemed impressed. Of course he’d recognized Mia and Nathan too. Because of Nathan’s wealth, they were celebrity status. The paparazzi followed them like hound dogs. Christian didn’t envy their life because a vampires needed to be one of secrecy and theirs could never be. They hid who they were from the world as did most famous vampires, but he couldn’t imagine it an easy endeavor.
“Yes, Tiffany is one of Mia Davenport’s daughters from her human marriage. I’ve known Mia for many years. She’s a beautiful person who raised some pretty amazing women.” He stared at Tiffany who strongly resembled her mother, not just physically, but in spirit. He was counting on that strong, fiery spirit to bring her back to him.
“I see. Mrs. Davenport appears to be a very gentile lady. I am so very sorry for anything I may have said untoward regarding Miss Peebles. I had no way to know she was your life mate.”
He stood and faced Noah. “I appreciate that, Noah. Where are they?”
“Upstairs in the waiting room at the front of the clinic. I didn’t want to bring them here until you were prepared to meet with them.”
Christian’s gut knotted as he glanced over his shoulder at Tiffany. No one looked good during a turning. The sight of her would shock the family, especially her mother. Although Mia had gone through a turning herself and her other daughter Danielle as well, wouldn’t matter when she saw Tiffany and learned she was far from out of the woods. “I’ll go talk with them. Please stay with her until I get back.”
“Of course.”
Christian hated this part of his job. The fact this patient was Tiffany compounded his loathing for what he was about to do. As soon as he entered the little waiting room they all stood and viewed him with varying expressions of fearful anticipation. 
Mia approached him. “Where is she, Christian? How is she? When can we see her?” 
“In a minute. Everyone please sit so I can explain.” He gestured for them to take a seat, took one himself then got to the heart of the matter. “Tiffany was poisoned.”
The news caused gasps from Chelsie and Danielle, a curse from Nathan, but Mia just gaped at him with shock and disbelief.
He’d refused to tell Mia anything about Tiffany over the phone. He felt the kind of news he needed to deliver should be done in person. He’d merely told her Tiffany was very ill and she needed to get here ASAP.
“How did this happen?” Nathan demanded.
Christian shook his head. “I don’t have a clue, nor have I had time to figure out the hows. Trust me. My partners and I are working around the clock to find out. She seems to be doing marginally better, but Tiffany’s condition is still listed as critical and her prognosis is dicey. I’m so very sorry.”
Mia glanced at Nathan then began to cry. He tried to pull her into his arms, but she pushed away and bolted to her feet, her expression fierce, determined. “I refuse to accept that. She will pull through. I want to see her right now Christian.”
He nodded, understanding her angst. “There are a couple things you need to know first. Noah, my partner and I had to induce a coma due to the severity of her condition and the treatment we chose. She’s on life support and when you see her, all of it will seem a bit frightening, but the measures were necessary.” He swallowed hard, loathing what he had to say next. “Mia, the treatment I chose was very radical and I’m not even sure it will save her.”
“Dear God, what did you do Christian?”
“I turned her. Rather, I’m attempting to.”
That news garnered more gasps of shock and “Oh-my-gods” from the family. 
“I estimate the turning to be about a quarter complete, which means she’ll have a couple more days ahead of her. The medically induced coma will keep her from suffering any pain. If she comes out of this she’ll remember nothing prior to coming here.”
Chelsie leaned forward and adjusted her glasses. “What was the poison Christian?”
“It was a cocktail, Chelsie. When time allows I’ll get into details. Right now keeping Tiffany alive is all I have time to think about because a turning is a very vile affair.”
Nathan stood and fixed him with a pointed look. “Whose blood did you use?”
Christian returned a look in kind because Nathan already knew the answer to that question. What he really asked is why. “Mine of course and because she needed it if she were to have a prayer of survival.” 
Mia glanced up at her husband, then back at him and lifted her chin. “Then I thank you for the sacrifice. I know you care about her and I also know you’d lay your life down for me or any one of my children. I have no doubt you’re doing all you can, but rest assured she will survive. I’ve been praying non-stop since you called and God has assured me she will live.”
Christian blinked at her, absolutely stymied by the woman’s monumental faith. He knew from experience she had a direct line to the Man upstairs. “Well, Darlin’, I reckon if anyone could get a prayer answered it would be you and I’m believing with you. Come on. Let me take all of you to her.” 
Christian opened the door to Tiffany’s room, stood back while they filed in, then followed. Silently, all family members, Mia, Nathan, her sisters Chelsie and Danielle along with her husband Dominic encircled her bed. The grief and worry they all shared felt literally palpable, a mate to his own. 
While they did so, Noah had stepped out of the way. “Call if you need me.” 
Christian nodded then watched him leave.
Mia turned to him, tears swimming in her eyes. “Oh goodness, Christian. She doesn’t even look alive. And all this stuff…” She broke off and gestured toward the equipment which monitored Tiffany’s vitals and kept her alive. The suctioning sound of the mechanical ventilator filled the room. He was used to it. They weren’t and hearing it probably sounded very scary coupled with how lifeless she looked.
He went to Mia and took her hand. “Darlin’, I warned you. Please trust me. All of this is necessary and I’m doing everything I know to do.” He looked behind her at Chelsie who stared at him with big, round brown eyes behind her thick glasses. The newbie doctor appeared the most frightened of them all because she’d seen enough to know her sister’s condition was very tenuous. 
The girl adjusted her glasses and approached him. “Whether you choose to hire me or not, Christian, I intend to help here and I won’t take no for an answer. I can tell by looking at you that you’ve gone without sleep for days. You need some relief. Give me a project. Anything.”
He returned a warm smile. “There isn’t much you can do at the moment but be here for your sister. Trust me, if we get in a pinch, I won’t hesitate to take you up on that offer.” 
She nodded, tears swimming in her eyes like everyone else’s in the room. 
Mia gazed at Nathan in the way of life mates and Christian knew they mind spoke. When they finished, Mia took hold of Tiffany’s hand. Nathan approached him, then hitched his head toward the door. 
Getting his meaning, Christian nodded and exited the suite. Nathan followed. 
Once they were alone in the hallway Nathan said, “Is there anything else you can think of that might save her? A specialist of our kind? Further transfusions. We’ll all donate. Mia can’t lose her. It would destroy her. I know she’s believing in a miracle, but if there’s anything I can do to help that miracle along, I will.” 
Christian understood where he was coming from. Nathan wanted to spare his life mate the trauma of losing a child. “Nathan, everything that can be done, I’m doing for her. I took an extreme risk turning her, but it really was her only chance for survival. The poisons were destroying her human body and she would have been dead in a matter of hours. My hope by giving her my blood had been to kill off the sick infected cells which had been in the process of shutting down her kidneys and other vital organs. I don’t generally think this way, but Mia’s prayers, all of our prayers are probably Tiffany’s best line of defense right now. They seem to be helping because she is holding her own presently.”
Nathan shook his head, propped a hand on his hip and stared at the floor for a few seconds. “I don’t know how this happened, but I guarantee you I’ll get to the bottom of it, if it’s the last thing I do. I realize Tiffany’s health is paramount at the moment, but when you have time to spare we’re going to talk. Whoever did this to her will die a slow miserable death. You have my word on that.”
Christian let out a derisive snort. “You’ll have to stand in line for that one, buddy. If I get ahold of the mongrel who did this… Well, trust me they’ll be begging for death before I finish with them.” 
Nathan’s face wreathed with a tired smile. “Fair enough. Just do whatever you must to save her.”
Christian reached up and scratched his temple. “Trust me, I am. If I could think of anything more to do, I’d be doing it. I’d lay down my life for her. She means everything to me.”
Nathan stared at him for a few seconds with a calculating look. “Well, I’ll be darned. Tiffany is your life mate.” 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
Christian frowned at Nathan then released a lengthy breath. He hadn’t meant to let the cat out of the bag, especially at a time like this, but lack of sleep, blood and nutrition had just about rendered him brain dead. “Yes. Tiffany’s my life mate.”
Nathan glanced up and harrumphed. “That woman never misses a trick. Mia has been telling me for years the two of you were destined to be life mates, which gives me confidence Tiffany will survive.”
That comment shocked him speechless. He blinked at him for several moments then said, “She couldn’t possibly know that. I didn’t figure it out until very recently.” 
The look he returned was cagey. “When Mia makes it her mission to pray for someone, she doesn’t let up. You’ve been a spiritual project of hers for years, due to the affection she developed for you when you cared for her after her own turning and Danielle’s.” He paused there and hunched a shoulder. “I thought she’d missed the mark on this one, regarding you and Tiffany, because it’s very unusual for a vampire to take so long to recognize his or her life mate.” 
Christian glanced down and cleared his throat. Nathan was right. Generally, a vampire’s sixth sense aided him or her in identifying their life mate almost immediately once they’d met. 
Something suddenly occurred to him and he speared Nathan with a sharp look. “Has Mia’s been trying to push us together lately?”
Nathan hunched a shoulder. “I don’t know if I’d put it that way. Helping the two of you discover what was already there was the way she termed it.”
He couldn’t be angry with Mia’s meddling. Deep down he’d known for a long-time Tiffany wasn’t just a passing fancy for him. “I don’t know why it took so long to recognize the truth, Nathan. I guess I had my head up my rear.”
“Maybe, but honestly, I think if you’d realized it ten years ago, you’d still be working on her because, well…she’s a piece of work.”
Christian burst out laughing. “You’ve got that one right.” After she found out what he’d done to her it might be ten more years before he convinced her to accept him as her life mate.
 
Nathan laughed too. “More than once, I wondered what she might be like vampire if the two of you ever figured things out. Those imaginations made me cringe with dread.”
Christian’s smile widened. “Yeah, I have a feeling my life is about to change in a few dreadful ways once she wakes up, but I’ll happily suffer the consequences.”
It was so good to be talking about Tiffany in the future tense because his mind had been caught up in the reality of her current state far too long. He sighed then confessed to Nathan, “She didn’t not want to become vampire. She let me know that emphatically. I guarantee her awakening won’t be a cheery one.”
Nathan’s brows quirked. “I didn’t know she felt that way or so strongly. I’m not even sure Mia does. That being the case, I’m sure she’ll make a fuss, but the girl isn’t stupid. She’ll realize what you did was necessary to save her life. I wasn’t born vampire and I certainly wasn’t happy to become one, but the troubles of our kind aside, it’s better than death.”
“I just hope Tiffany draws that conclusion sooner than later when she learns the truth.”
Nathan nodded. “Mia will get through to her one way or another, I assure you. No doubt her sisters will be on the case too. You won’t be alone.”
Christian smiled. It was good to have the reinforcements of friends. “I’ll leave you with her for now. There are some matters I need to check on, but I won’t be long.”
Nathan nodded, slid back the ICU door, then went inside. 
Christian reached inside the pocket of his lab coat, extracted his cell and called Asa. He was supposed to be flying in tonight from Denver. His best friend answered on the third ring. “Where are you? Noah and I are losing our minds here.”
“The airport. I literally just walked off the plane. I’ll be there soon. How’s Tiffany?”
“Holding her own. The Davenports and her sisters just arrived.”
“Christian. I’m so sorry. I’m sure you and Noah are doing everything you can for our patients and Tiffany. We’ll get to the bottom of these poisonings. Keep the faith, brother.”
“Yeah, I’m trying. Just get here.” He ended the call. Christian hadn’t yet told Asa that Tiffany was his life mate, but Asa knew him better than anyone on the planet and understood Tiffany and her family were incredibly important to him. 
He and Asa went way back. Their fathers, both doctors, had shared a practice in San Antonio when he and Asa were kids, still did in fact although now it was located in Houston. Their mothers were best friends. Asa was as close as he’d ever come to a brother because they both had been an only child and practically raised together. They’d shared a practice for years and had even gone to med school together the first time around. 
He stared at the glass doors of Tiffany’s suite, reluctant to leave her, but his body screamed for rest and a transfusion. “Hang in there, Darlin’. I’ll be back soon.” 
Christian made his way to the lab first, hunting Noah. He felt bad Noah was doing all the V clinic patient care and leg work for this Vampire Hemolysis Syndrome because he’d been glued to Tiffany’s side. Thank goodness Asa would be here soon to take some of the burden off Noah’s shoulders.
When Christian entered the lab, he spotted Noah sitting in front of a microscope, scrawling something on a legal pad. Several patient charts were spread across the surface of his work station.
Noah glanced up and laid down his pen. “How did matters go with Miss Peebles family?”
Christian let out a weary sigh then shrugged. “As expected under the circumstances. They’re all distraught, but with her presently. Betty has her covered for the moment. I have a little time, then I need a transfusion before I get back to her.” 
“I understand. You look a little worse for the wear. May I suggest some rest too. Her condition is stable and I’m confident nurse Betty will notify you if anything changes.”
Christian nodded his agreement. He considered Betty his most trusted nurse. She was the clinic and hospital’s DON. Betty had worked for the V clinic twenty two years. Generally, she pulled the twelve hour first shift in the hospital because she had the most training and experience with his kind. Since she created the schedule for the nursing staff in both the clinic and hospital, she placed herself where she wanted, but generally on busy shifts in both areas. He’d noticed she’d pulled several doubles lately. She’d never said a word, but she had to know the V clinic faced crisis, albeit not the specifics. Then of course there was Tiffany. Both were likely reasons why she’d been reluctant to go home. What he wouldn’t give for five more Bettys.
“I was just checking in while Tiffany’s family visits. Any news?” 
Noah glanced at the legal pad, his brows creasing with a frown. “I have and it is not good news. Our three VHS patients are worse I’m afraid. I’ve viewed far more ruptured red cells and clumping in the last two blood samples. The toxin levels have decreased, so I can’t fathom why this is happening. As you were tied up with Miss Peebles, I took the liberty of changing their orders from one to two units of blood per day and ordered hemodialysis on each patient hoping to flush out the remaining toxins and infected cells. I wish to ask your thoughts, but before you answer there’s more.”
Christian closed his eyes and inhaled. “Please tell me it’s good news.”
“Sorry. I wish I could. On a hunch I began to run saved blood samples on various patients. Two of the samples present VHS with arsenic and cyanide present as well. Neither of those patients have reported problems, thank goodness. However, these two women have been poisoned and their babies could be in danger. We have to bring them in and treat them, Christian, but I can’t convey this information over the phone. It would be far too upsetting and I fear the physical repercussions on the mothers. Once they arrive here we can begin treatment and hopefully forestall more miscarriages.”
Christian swiped a palm across his mouth, so sick and tired of this disaster. “Who are they and how many weeks?”
Noah glanced down at the pad, then back at him. “A Mrs. Goodman, your patient, she’s a few days shy of thirty-five weeks and Mrs. Boyd, Asa’s patient who is thirty-two weeks. Both were here last week for a routine checkup, which further proves the dreadful. They encountered it here.”
“Just great,” he muttered, wishing he could plow his fist into something to release some stress, yet too tired to do so. “Call them in the morning at a respectable hour and tell them we want to bring them here because we noted an abnormality in their blood work. I agree that you shouldn’t get into details over the phone. Do they live close to the V clinic?”
Noah nodded. “Mrs. Goodman lives in Baton Rouge. Mrs. Boyd resides here in the city. We’ll have to tell them the truth, Christian.”
“I know. Once we see what’s going on with them, we’ll talk to them about how we think they were exposed.” 
Five now plus Tiffany had been poisoned. Even if no more incidents occurred and everyone else survived, Christian couldn’t imagine the V clinic not facing multiple law suits over this. He should probably care about that possibility more than he did, but keeping the death toll down was all that mattered presently.
Noah picked up the pen and tapped it on the pad, staring at whatever he’d written. 
The poor man appeared as haggard as he, Christian thought, noticing his dark beard coming in much nicer than his own light blonde one. Neither of them had shaved or showered in three days. Noah reeked as bad as he. 
Christian heard the door to the lab open and turned. It was Asa. “Well, about time.”
His friend and partner, a big, tall Texan with shoulder length dark, blonde hair and green eyes flashed a wide smile. He wore jeans, cowboy boots and a plaid western shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Denver must have done him good. He appeared, hearty, hale and rested. 
Lucky him. 
“You two look like trash. Fill me in so I can give the two of you a break.” 
“There will be few breaks for any of us until we discover who is behind these poisonings.” Noah stood and tugged at the lapels of his lab coat. “Come look at this so you can view what we’re dealing with. I know Christian has kept you updated. Unfortunately, tonight I discovered two more infected patients, but they’ve reported no problems. I sent the three previous samples to the VCDC, but they wouldn’t have had time to determine whether we are dealing with an isolated incident or something more widespread happening in other facilities. And the three patients we have here, well I’m afraid their condition isn’t much improved.”
 “I don’t even know what to say, but trash. For the welfare of others of our kind, I hope we are an isolated incident,” Asa muttered, as he made his way to Noah’s work station. He leaned down and stared into the microscope. After several moments, he straightened. “I’ve never seen anything like this in vampire blood either. However, right now it’s more important to figure out not only who put this into these women’s bodies but why in order to catch the person responsible.” He looked at Noah. “I know you’ve been working on this project around the clock. Any luck with motives?”
“No. I’ve been studying charts for similarities. Aside from Miss Peebles, all received a transfusion and a subcutaneous vitamin booster their last visit.”
Christian nodded. “That leads to the inevitable question, how was Tiffany poisoned? We think we know.”
Noah slipped his hands into his coat pockets. “Asa, each of these persons have consumed food or drink here according to their charts including Miss Peebles. It’s the only common denominator because of course Miss Peebles did not have a transfusion or vitamin booster. As I told Christian earlier today, all of the blood units tested normal as did the vitamin vials. These women ingested the poisons. I can see no other explanation.”
Asa scratched his chin. “Did the nurses chart specific foods or beverages?”
“Mostly. Things such as juices, tea, mineral water, snacks we keep in the break room or cafeteria food. Some entries weren’t as specific. No one person gave all of these patients a beverage or snack. Some were nurses, some aides and kitchen staff for the ones who ate breakfast or lunch here. If the person behind this is part of the nursing staff they may have omitted dietary intakes on purpose. We have to consider that as a very real possibility.”
Christian suppressed a chill imagining one of their nurses or aides doing this horrible thing to their patients. “We have to be more vigilant, gentleman. We either have to crack down on staff’s dietary intake charting or maybe we should just be done with it and quit offering any food or beverages to patients.”
Noah shook his head. “We can’t do that. For one thing it would raise suspicions particularly with the person or persons we want to think we’re still in the dark about what they’ve been doing.” To Asa he said, “Christian probably told you, but we felt it would be in the best interest of our patients and the V clinic as a whole if they perpetrator doesn’t suspect we know the stillbirths were caused by these poisonings. As desperate as we are to catch this person, we can’t risk this information being leaked to staff. It will only cause pandemonium and possibly more incidents if the person responsible feels caged or threatened. They have a purpose and a motive in doing this. Granted an insane one, but nonetheless, I doubt fear of being caught will stop them.”
Christian added, “Noah’s right. Plus our patients have come to expect this amenity. To stop it would become suspect. Maybe the three of us need to ask each patient what they consumed here while we’re visiting with them and who gave it to them. That way if there is another incident we’ll know immediately who our culprit is.”
“Good thinking,” Asa said.
“I believe that’s a good start, but I also think we should run tests on food products. Product tampering on a production level is still a possibility. We all know it’s happened many times in the past,” Noah said. 
Asa added, “Well, whatever we do, we’d better come up with something specific cursed quick before we have more losses. I’ll get with you on this immediately, Noah. I think you’re right though. The next order of business is to begin testing every food and drink in this entire building. Some nutcase in a manufacturing plant somewhere could be poisoning spaghetti sauce for all we know.” 
“I’ll help,” Christian volunteered, his voice a little croaky from shear exhaustion. “Based on Noah’s recent findings, we need answers yesterday. I do know Tiffany ate a burrito from the cafeteria the day she fell ill. We can start with the ingredients in that I suppose, but I doubt we’ll find anything there since other employees would have eaten one too.”
Asa frowned at Christian. “We will get answers. Not you though. You have your hands full and although my tail was on fire trying to get back here, compared to you two, I’m locked and loaded with rest. How’s Tiffany holding up by the way?”
“Nothing’s changed since I spoke with you. Turning her was a giant risk under the circumstances but I had no other options to save her. If this backfires…” He swallowed hard, unable to finish the statement. 
Asa stared at him, his expression both studious and sympathetic. “Is she yours?”
The guy knew him far too well, but then he’d been an emotional wreck for days and probably wore them on his sleeve. “Yeah.”
Asa sighed heavily. “I always had a feeling you’d find your woman before I did. Congratulations. That being the case, I can’t believe it would end like this.”
“Thanks. It better not.” He turned and strode out of the lab, his destination the doctor’s lounge for a transfusion and a quick nap before he returned to Tiffany.
A while later when he walked through the open door to her room, he found Mia seated in a chair facing the bed, Nathan in one next to her, but her sisters and Dominic were absent. There was an open Bible on Mia’s lap and she held Nathan’s hand. 
“Hello, Christian,” Mia said.
He tried for a warm smile. “Morning. The two of you look like you could use some sleep. Why don’t you both go on home?” They had a refurbished Antebellum in one of the historical districts, which he’d visited a couple times. However, they resided primarily in New York City because Davenport Enterprises corporate headquarters were located there and so was Mia and Julia’s catering business.
Mia frowned and glanced back at Tiffany. “I hate to leave her.”
He crossed his arms and approached her. “You aren’t going to miss anything. She won’t regain consciousness until I allow it.” Christian studied Tiffany’s monitor and was pleased with what he viewed. Her vitals had been good for some time now. The results of her last round of tests, which he’d checked before coming here had revealed a positive reduction of hemolysis in her blood and strong healthy vampire cells. His blood was killing off the infected human cells—the very thing he’d hoped for. She would pull through. He knew it in his heart and soul.
If he could get one more miracle from God, it would be that their VHS vampire patients would respond to their particular treatments as well as Tiffany had.
“I understand. Tiffany will be okay. I’m sure of it.” Mia’s tone was confident, her smile inspiring.
“So am I,” Nathan added, then squeezed his life mate’s hand.
“Yes, she will. I’m not saying that merely as her doctor, but as her life mate and because well, God always answers your prayers. I never thought after all this time I would finally find my mate. From what Nathan said I guess I have you to thank for it. So, I reckon if God answered that prayer, he’ll bring Tiffany back to us.” There were no secrets between life mates. Nathan would have already told Mia what he’d confessed to him in the hall earlier.
Mia smiled with understanding. “Christian, I had very little to do with it actually. God had this planned for both of you before the foundation of the earth. All I did was pray His will for the both of you, which is all anyone can do. She may not see things the way you do yet, but she will. This horrible thing that befell her, that the Enemy meant for her demise, God will use for His glory, I assure you. Just be patient.”
He nodded. “I have been, but it hasn’t been easy. She didn’t want this.” He made a sweeping gesture toward her bed. “She didn’t want to be vampire and she doesn’t want a life with me.”
Mia sighed and stared at her daughter for a few moments.
The honesty cost him pain and tears stung his eyes. True life mates almost always found their way to one another, but it wasn’t always cut and dry. Sometimes circumstances or differences of opinion and thought processes could cause great difficulties between the two people, and years of unhappiness. Depending on how stubborn one or both were, the couple might never come together. And Tiffany was the epitome of stubbornness. 
Mia stood and approached him, taking his hand. “Christian you’re wrong. She might not yet know she wants a life with you, but she does. Opening her heart to anyone, especially a man, terrifies her. I’ve watched her watching you for years with doe eyes. She practically worships you, but she has so much pain and bitterness in her soul. You and I have talked about her past numerous times. Her wounds will heal. God will see to it and now she has a reason for them to heal quicker. You.”
“Mia’s right on all accounts,” Nathan said, gaining his feet. 
Their words resounded with reasoning and he wanted to believe them more than anything but Tiffany’s determination to avoid a romantic relationship with him detoured hope. “You’re both right. I’m sorry. I should be comforting the two of you right now.” He’d never had such a professional moment of weakness, but Tiffany wasn’t a mere patient and these were two of his closest friends.
Mia still held his hand, squeezed it again and gave him a bolstering smile. “We need to be comforting each other, Christian. God has a plan for both you and Tiffany. Together. She will live and she will love you the way you deserve one day soon.”
He smiled. “From your lips to heaven’s ears.” He’d said those same words to her once before about his unmated situation and apparently she recalled that day many years ago because she laughed softly and winked.
“We’re going home now. However, if her condition should change, I expect a call immediately.”
“Of course. She has approximately thirty more hours before the turning is complete. If her blood work continues to look good, late tomorrow I’ll bring her out of the coma and remove the ventilator.”
Mia nodded, glanced over him and frowned. “Well, get some sleep if you can. It’s apparent you need it.”
After Mia and Nathan left, Christian went to the doctor’s suite to shower and get ready for the long day ahead. Asa and Noah were sequestered in the lab running tests and scouring charts for clues that might to lead them to some definitive conclusions. That left him to do as many monthly exams as time allowed, while checking in on Tiffany every chance he received. 
Fortunately, some or all family members would be at her bedside to watch over her since he couldn’t.
Around dark that evening, he sent her family home and settled into a chair beside Tiffany’s bed with a pillow and blanket. Sometime later a noise woke him and when he looked up Mia and Nathan stood on the other side of Tiffany’s bed. Mia held her hand.
He blinked at the clock on the wall across the room, shocked it was a bit after seven in the morning. Finally, he’d gotten a decent night’s sleep but he could have done without the crick in his neck. 
Christian stood and rubbed a small knot at the base of his skull. “Morning.”
“How is she?” Mia asked.
He felt bad because he didn’t know details, but he knew she’d had a good night or Betty would have woken him. Actually, she looked much improved. Her coloring was healthy, her vitals still strong. “Holding her own. I think I can safely say she’s going to be back to her old snarly self in no time.”
Nathan chuckled. 
Mia heaved a sigh. “I can hardly wait for her to open her eyes. Thank you, Christian. For everything you’ve done to bring her through this.”
He heard the door open. Chelsie walked in followed by Danielle, Dominic and his parents, Julia and Dimitri Chauvinski. All wore grim expressions as they gathered around her bed, but tears welled in Julie’s bright green eyes then streamed down her cheeks. The couple must have just arrived in New Orleans.
“Oh, Mia, Nathan, I am so sorry, my Darlings.” Julie swallowed hard and looked at Christian. “How is she, Cher?”
Julia had been a patient of his for years, she and Dimitri close friends for most of those and Nathan even longer to the couple. He offered her a bolstering smile. “Much better. In fact I’ll remove her breathing tube later today.”
“That’s great news,” Chelsie said, then shared a smile with Danielle and Dominic.
“Mia told Julia she had been poisoned. Do you know how it happened?” Dimitri asked. His silver eyes flickered with concern.
Christian shook his head. “My partners and I are still playing detective, with no success. Unfortunately, aside from Tiffany, at least five of our patients were also poisoned within this last week.”
Mia gasped. “I had no idea. I’m so sorry, Christian. I can’t even imagine what you must be going through.”
Everyone offered their condolences. Christian thanked them. “I wouldn’t have mentioned it, but I want to make sure none of you consume anything here unless it’s from vending machines. At least until we know how all these women came in contact with these poisons. This cocktail of poisons is far more devastating to the human body, than to our species, but it’s affecting our babies. We’re terming this thing the Vampire Hemolysis Syndrome or VHS. The infected mothers’ blood work shows signs of a human condition called hemolysis which are ruptured red blood cells due to excessive fluid buildup. Vampires are supposed to be immune to the toxic chemicals causing this, but for some reason they’re not. We’ve yet to figure out why.”
Chelsie cleared her throat. “Could there be another drug or chemical agent the tox screen failed to reveal which would result in hemolysis?”
Christian offered Chelsie a tired smile, happy to know she’d be a part of the V clinic team very soon. “It’s a possibility. We’ve sent blood samples to the Vampire Center of Disease Control for more advanced testing and to match up our troubles here with any other medical facilities possibly facing this. Bottom line is we just don’t know much yet. The only thing we know for sure is these women and Tiffany didn’t poison themselves and it’s highly likely someone in this building is responsible.”
“Obviously, some sick psychopath around here hates women or vampires in general,” Nathan snarled.
“I hadn’t considered that but you could be right. We’re talking about patients who live hundreds or thousands of miles apart. Why them? They’re pregnant vampires. Why Tiffany? She’s human. All I know for certain is this started the day Tiffany arrived. I’m not saying she has anything to do with it, but I can’t rule out the coincidence. I can’t rule out anything.”
Something akin to fear passed across Nathan’s face. He glanced at Mia and mind spoke to her for several moments. 
“Oh goodness no Nathan!” Mia exclaimed, palming her mouth.
This didn’t sound good. “You two wanna share?”
Nathan inhaled deeply then his violet eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “It’s possible this is my fault. I’ve been at odds with a certain real estate competitor for several years now. Nothing out of the ordinary in my arena. However, he had me trailed by a P.I. recently. I’m afraid he’s discovered I’m vampire and he’s been causing some trouble.”
Christian rubbed a hand across his forehead, confused. “How?”
Mia scowled at her husband, then supplied the answer. “You know Nathan is an old-world feeder. He got caught in the act, but didn’t know it. So of course, he didn’t void the witness’ memories. Pictures were taken and this nasty person has been blackmailing Nathan. He’s threatening to post those pictures online and take them to the media if Nathan refuses to meet his demands.”
“He’s threatened some more violent measures as well,” Nathan added, then faced Mia with apology-ridden features. “I didn’t want to alarm you, but he’s threatened the family.”
Christian shot Nathan a hot look. “Davenport, why can’t you take transfusions like a civilized vampire?”
Nathan returned one in kind. “If this incident with Tiffany and your patients involves this man I will ferret it out, and trust me, the human will end up in the Amazon, the honorary guest of a very hungry cannibal tribe.”
Christian chuckled. So, did the others, but the light mood was short lived with the tragedy surrounding them. “It’s very unlikely this competitor of yours is the culprit, Nathan. The chances of anyone infiltrating our practice is next to impossible. Heck, like you, we mind test every employee. Aside from our natural abilities, vampire medical practitioners are very adept at covering their rears. To the outside world, we’re here to treat human OB/GYN patients. We abide by the letter of human law in every aspect so rarely do we have to deal with a nosey Nellie from some government agency. If and when we do, we deal with them like any vampire owned business. We mine their thoughts and delete anything there that could have a negative impact on the true nature of our practice.”
“But obviously, someone has infiltrated the V clinic or this wouldn’t be happening,” Chelsie pointed out.
“I know it seems that way and I suppose anything’s possible, which is why we’re examining multiple options of contact such as an outside food or beverage source that may have been recalled due to tampering at a manufacturing level.”
Dominic interjected, “Hopefully, you’ll get to the bottom of this soon, but nothing can be ruled out when you’re dealing with the caliber of people Nathan and I often deal with. When a person’s resources are unlimited and their need for revenge insatiable, that becomes a recipe for disaster.”
Christian studied the young vampire’s stern features. He was nearly a carbon copy of Dimitri except his jet hair was styled into a spiked, trendy cut and his eyes were the same vibrant emerald green as his mother’s. 
By trade, Dominic was head attorney for Davenport Enterprises, but actually his role was far more complex. In a nutshell, he did Nathan’s dirty work. He put the kibosh on any person, government entity or situation that chaffed Nathan’s privileged rear or those in his inner circle. 
Nathan’s enemies were legendary. Everyone in this room had nearly been killed by Nathan’s sire, Isabella, so he needed to give credence to the man’s line of thinking. Lives were at stake. “Okay. Say this competitor of yours is behind all of this. Tiffany’s misfortune I can understand, but why would this clinic be a target? Wouldn’t he want to hit closer to home. Meaning Nathan himself?”
Mia supplied that answer, prefaced by a sharp huff. “Christian, you may think you understand our lives, but no offense, you couldn’t conceive it. I can’t tell you how many threats we’ve had such as this to our family and friends. Those awful people make our lives a living prison. Dominic has been extraordinarily dedicated to keeping this family safe. Still it never ends.”
Nathan took her hand. “I’m so sorry.”
“Stop it,” she said and pulled away. “I signed up for this with full knowledge of your crazy and have never had a day’s regret. Irritation, plenty. And for the record I’m not too happy with you right now.”
Nathan laughed. “You never cease to amaze me. I guess my professional life is a bit outrageous at times.” His expression grew sober. “But if it affects our kids, causes any one of them or you to suffer harm, I-I’m not sure I could live with that.” 
Mia stepped forward and regained her husband’s hand. “We will deal and overcome like we always do.”
Nathan pulled her into his arms and planted a heavy-duty kiss on her lips. Christian sighed heavily because this conversation needed to get back to the issue at hand—Tiffany. “Do you two mind? There is a killer at large and we need a direction to head immediately.”
Mia pulled away from the intimate embrace and faced him with a determined expression. “Yes, we do, Christian. This awful thing needs to stop. What can we do to help?”
“Nothing that hasn’t already been suggested.”
Nathan glanced at Tiffany with a troubled frown. “Years ago, I would have had every member of this family under guard every hour of every day if it were up to me, but Tiffany’s fought me tooth and nail for years. Chelsie argued her way out of it too and since she’s been residing on campus at Harvard until recently, Mia and I felt she was relatively safe. However, in the advent of this, all bets are off.” He gave Chelsie a firm look. “Both you and Tiffany, in fact the whole family will be under guard until whoever is behind this is dealt with.”
Chelsie adjusted her glasses and pursed her lips. “I don’t like it, but I won’t argue. If someone’s trying to hurt our family and going so far as to take it out on Christian’s patients and my sister, I understand the necessity.”
Christian’s gaze darted from one serious face to another in the room. He could easily believe Nathan the catalyst in the insanity ruling the clinic and Tiffany’s close call with death. The notion infuriated him. If Nathan’s business dealings had caused all of this for Tiffany and his patients…well that might be a pill Christian could never swallow. “How do you plan to find out if this business competitor is in fact behind all of this?”
He’d asked Nathan the question, but Dominic answered, “All criminals leave fingerprints if you will. I’ll start digging a little deeper with the slime bag Nathan and I have in mind immediately, but should you or your partners discover anything that might lead you to believe someone here responsible, let me know. I’ll do whatever I can to help you nail them.”
Danielle who had been silent, wearing a troubled expression throughout the conversation, smiled at her husband and took his hand. “Dominic won’t fail you, Christian, or our family. If this person is related to Nathan, Dominic will find out.”
 Others in the room chimed in with agreements. Christian said nothing, but he too felt confidence in Dominic. He’d always been driven and successful in whatever he put his hand to. Christian was grateful for any help he could get. 
His gaze slid back to Tiffany. Good luck, Dominic, he thought. Whether he found the person responsible for this or not, Christian wouldn’t rest until the person who tried to kill Tiffany paid in spades. 
 
 



Chapter 10
 
As Tiffany came awake, her body felt weighted and achy. No part of her person seemed to want to function, not her eyelids, limbs, especially not her groggy brain. Eventually she managed to open her eyes, then blinked several times. When she could finally focus, she realized she laid in a hospital bed and that fact was punctuated by a horrendously loud, irritating beeping sound. She twisted her head to the left and saw a heart monitor and some thin, colored cords running from it to her, plus a blood pressure cuff had been wrapped around her left arm. There was an IV in the bend of her right arm and a fat, white close pin squeezed her index finger.
“What the heck is going on?” she muttered hoarsely, wracking her brain for explanations. Her throat hurt really bad and her mouth was so dry she felt like she’d been sucking on cotton balls.
Memories started to quickly surface and she recalled being crazy sick, like nothing she’d ever experienced in her life. She remembered the poker hot, stabbing stomach pains which had ratcheted up to such an insane level, she’d wanted to scratch her eyeballs out of her head. At some point between the pain, vomiting and diarrhea, Christian had shown up, pummeling her with all sorts of doctor questions. The last thing she remembered was Christian carrying her to his truck and placing her in the back seat. He must have brought her here. Wherever here was.
On her next inhalation, she caught wind of his familiar, sexy scent and glanced to her far right. She licked her dry lips and grinned. He was crashed in one of those big, vinyl hospital chairs. His arms were crossed over his stomach and he wore jeans, a Led Zeppelin t-shirt and cowboy boots. He had a pillow propped awkwardly behind his head and looked sweet all snuggled into that chair. 
Unfortunately, she felt too crappy to enjoy the view.
Tiffany had no idea how long she’d been asleep, but judging from her aching muscles and backside, probably a day or two. The mysteries about what had happened to her mounted and she intended to get answers as soon as Christian woke up. She didn’t want to wake him, but she had to pee and didn’t possess the ingenuity to get there on her own. Too much stuff was attached to her body. Well, she had to get free because she couldn’t hold it much longer. 
She lifted the covers and saw she wore a hospital gown, then wriggled her arms out of it and started pulling off the sticky things attached to her chest. That caused the monitor to go AWOL. Goodness! The thing was insanely loud! Her eardrums felt like they were going to burst. “Shut up!” she growled, then swung her feet over the edge of the bed and began tossing the sticky things with the attached wires on the floor. 
“Tiffany! Honey, what are you doing?”
She glanced over her shoulder. Christian stood on the other side of the bed gazing at her with an expression of awe and joy like a man who had just had an encounter with the Virgin Mary. “Getting this garbage off of me. I gotta pee. And please turn off that screaming thing. It’s making my head pound.”
He chucked then came around, punched a couple of buttons on the heart monitor, which thankfully caused the screeching to stop. “Shoo. Thanks for shutting off that noisy thing.” 
“Your welcome. Here let me help you with those.” He pulled up her gown and began to assist her with the sticky chest things, which was kind of embarrassing. Since he’d probably put them there, she needn’t be prudish she supposed. 
Moments later Katie ran into the room with a worried expression, then flashed a bright smile. “You’re awake, Tiffany! How wonderful. Is everything okay, Dr. LaMond?”
Tiffany yanked down her gown and scowled at her. She was just doing her job by checking on her heart monitor, but Tiffany wasn’t too happy she’d picked such an embarrassing moment to do so.
“Everything’s just fine, Katie. I have this.”
She looked a bit suspicious but nodded, closing the sliding glass door behind her.
“That was an odd look Katie just shot my way. She probably thought you were feeling me up.” 
Christian cleared his throat. “Right now, you’re my patient, Tiffany. And I don’t give a hoot what she or anyone else thinks. Neither should you. It’s your health I’m concerned with at the moment.” He righted her gown the rest of the way then gazed down at her with a worried look. “How do you feel, Baby?”
She winced, still so miserable the nice endearment barely registered. “Like death warmed over. I ache so bad, my head’s pounding and my throat feels like I swallowed a package of razor blades. What the heck happened to me?”
He swallowed, his adam’s apple bobbing, his expression guilt ridden. “Christian? What happened? How long have I been here?”
“I had to intubate you and that procedure is rough on the throat.”
“Intubate? What’s that mean?”
“We’ll discuss everything in a moment. Let me get you to the bathroom.”
Her bladder wasn’t going to argue with that. He unhooked the line running to the needle in her left arm, ripped off the blood pressure cuff, then helped her stand. “Are you dizzy?”
“No. Sore and stiff is all. Just get me to the bathroom before I explode.”
He chuckled, then obliged. Once relieved, she exited the tiny rest room and found him pacing outside wearing that weird guilty expression again, which stymied her because she’d never seen him like this. Whatever bug had gotten the better of her, must have been bad. 
She walked back to the bed and plopped down on the edge. “So, what happened? How long have I been here?”
He stared at her for several moments, swallowed hard, then replied. “Four days. Tiffany, you were poisoned.” 
She gawked at him, unable to wrap her mind around the words he’d just spoken. “You can’t be serious.” But his expression was dead pan, which explained why he’d been acting so strange. “How? With what?”
“A cocktail of sorts, primarily arsenic and cyanide. I suspect you ingested it. At some point, I’ll need to go over in detail everything you ate or drank the day you fell ill and several prior. When you feel up to it.”
She raked a hand through curls as tangled as her brain then glanced at the floor. This made no sense. She was a nobody. A computer geek. Who would want to kill her? Then again, maybe there was no logical reason. The V clinic’d had three mysterious miscarriages. Were they connected? “Has this happened to anyone else?”
Christian nodded. “Several of my patients who miscarried were also poisoned with the same substances.”
“Oh, my goodness,” she breathed. No wonder he looked so exhausted and serious. He had a homicidal epidemic on his hands. It made no sense. Who in their right mind would want to harm pregnant ladies? Or her for that matter. “Do you have any idea who could be responsible?”
He shook his head. “Noah, Asa and I are trying to get to the bottom of it, but unfortunately we have no solid leads yet. Nathan feels the person responsible could be connected to him, but I doubt it. I think it’s someone here. Did anything unusual happen the day you got sick?”
Tiffany blinked a few times as she thought back to that awful day. “Well, I had an episode in the break room with Blake that morning. He was asking me way too many personal questions, particularly about us and I blew up on him. I can’t say it was my finest hour, but he’d been asking for a jerk chewing.”
Christian chuckled. “I heard all about it from him. Tell me your side. What did he say to you?”
Tiffany didn’t really want to answer because Blake’s questions had embarrassed her, but she also knew where Christian was going with this and if Blake had poisoned her she’d see him hung out to dry for it. “The gist of it was that he thought we were an item. I told him we were just friends then he asked me why I let you bite me in a real judgmental way. That’s when I lost it.”
Christian nodded. “I figured it had to be something like that. Was there anything else he said that bothered you?”
Tiffany tapped her chin, thinking. “Yes, he said vampires and humans sometimes marry without the human becoming vampire. I didn’t know that so I asked questions. I just got the feeling he wasn’t cool with that. Maybe I’m wrong. You think he could have done this to me and to the others don’t you, Christian?” 
He gave her an indecisive frown. “I don’t know. You must have consumed the poisons here. At any time did he bring you food or drink or did you leave a plate or beverage alone with him?”
She didn’t have to think hard on that one. “Yes. I sat down to lunch with both Blake and Katie. I was about halfway done with my veggie burrito when I got a call back from a software dealer. I left to take the phone call in my office, but when I got back to the lunchroom both Blake and Katie were gone. In fact, everyone was gone. Christian, if he messed with my food— If he did this to me and to those patients of yours I’ll kill him.”
Christian’s features darkened. “You’ll have to stand in line, Darlin’. But I don’t want to jump to any conclusions just yet. I have a surefire way to find out if he’s responsible though.”
“What’s that?”
“Enchantment.”
Tiffany didn’t know much about that particular vampire gift because her mom and sister Dannie had never learned the skill. “Are you sure it will work?”
“Positive. I’m very proficient at the task and he’ll never know or rather remember that I probed his thoughts and asked him pointed questions. He’s off today, but he’ll be here tomorrow. I’ll deal with him then. Right now, you’re wellbeing is all I’m concerned with.”
“I’d have to say I feel pretty darn good for someone poisoned with arsenic and cyanide. Am I going to be okay, Christian?” She didn’t know much about the poisons other than somehow, they ate up a person’s insides. She didn’t feel sick to her stomach any longer, just sore in her joints and muscles. 
“Right as rain, Darlin’, but there’s more I need to tell you.”
“Sure shoot. I want to know everything that happened.”
He paused there and squeezed his eyes closed for a few seconds. “Darlin’, you were dying and I uhm…” He paused again and cleared his throat. “I had to make a drastic, split second decision in order to save your life.”
He appeared both guilty and despondent which scared her. Her heart began to thunder in response. “Drastic how? What did you do?” 
“I turned you.”
 Tiffany’s mouth popped open and she glared at him. He couldn’t have. She didn’t feel any different. She lifted her arms and looked herself over, not even sure what she was looking for. Then it dawned on her why her hearing seemed so amplified. Christian’s voice although low and soft sounded louder than normal and her head still throbbed from that screaming heart monitor machine. “No. No it’s not possible.”
“It is, Tiffany. I’m so sorry. I know how you felt about—”
She cut him off. “If this is true— It can’t be. It just can’t.” She darted back into the bathroom and stared at herself in the mirror. “Oh my goodness! No!” Her eyes were now a rich shade of amber and they had that weird sparkling thing going on common to all vampires. Fear and anger shot through her body like a rocket. How dare he do this to her when he knew how she felt about becoming vampire.
She heard Christian sigh and approach her. “Tiffany I had no choice. You were dying. It was the only thing I could do to save your life. Just let me explain what was happening to your body in that crucial moment.”
She didn’t care what had happened, because right now because she felt like she had died. Inside. Christian had betrayed her, turning her when he knew full well where she stood on the subject.
She slowly turned and faced him wanting to haul off and belt him more than she’d ever wanted to hit someone in her life. “Who do you think you are playing God with my life? You had no right!” She shoved him out of her way and began to look for her clothes, yanking out drawers of a utilitarian dresser with a speed and strength that definitely wasn’t human. 
“Tiffany, I couldn’t let you die.”
She stopped her search and swung toward him, finger pointed. “Yes, you could have. If it was my time to go, then it was my time. You knew how I felt about becoming vampire. It was not a life I wanted. I’ve accepted the fact my mom and Dannie were turned and my whole frickin’ family are pretty much vampires, but that didn’t mean I wanted to join the club.”
“Calm down, Tiffany and look at this thing logically. You’re still you, okay? In a slightly altered body, yes, but if I hadn’t taken the measures I had, the body you had that night would be laying in a morgue right now.”
Tiffany glared at him, so angry at the moment she didn’t know what to believe, what to feel or think. The only real thing in her head right now was getting the heck out of this place.
She stalked over to a little closet, pulled the door open and spotted on a shelf the sweats and hoody she’d been wearing the night he’d foisted this nightmare on her. She grabbed the pants stepped into them, then ripped off the hospital gown and replaced it with her sweat shirt. 
He sighed again, then came around in front of her. “Tiffany, I can’t let you leave. You’re nowhere near ready to go home. You aren’t fully recovered and I have more tests--”
She shoved him in the shoulder and strode off toward the door, saying as she went, “Save it. Just try and stop me, buddy. You’ll be spitting teeth like sunflower seeds.”
There was a whooshing sound, then Christian stood in front of her, his expression as fierce and determined as she was to get the heck out of this place. “Nice move, vampire boy, but you’d better get the heck out of my way. I ain’t playing here.”
“Neither am I. Now you either get your rear back in that bed or I’ll put you in it and tie you to it.”
Rage and the need for freedom to go home lick her wounds and try to make sense of all this built inside her like a perfect storm. “One last warning, Christian. Get the heck out of my way.”
He reached out and braced his hand on the door jam. “I know you’re confused and angry, Tiffany, but there is no way I’m letting you leave. I can’t. I have many more tests to run on you because you’re not fully recovered. Now get your butt back in that bed and let’s talk about this. Give me a chance to explain why I made this decision.”
He was right about one thing. She wasn’t prepared to face this, but she was done arguing with him and in no mood for explanations because they didn’t matter. She had been in bad shape no doubt, but he’d turned her to eliminate what he thought was his biggest problem keeping them from a romantic or sexual relationship. Tiffany couldn’t figure out what he’d hoped to gain by doing this to her. Well, he was about to find out he’d destroyed their chance at any sort of relationship! Including friendship. 
With lightening quick moves, she didn’t even know she possessed, she grabbed him by the shoulders and drove a knee straight into his crotch. He let out a groan, then a second later his body folded forward and slumped to the floor. She hated what she’d just done, but he’d been begging for it. Not knowing how quickly vampire males recovered from being racked, she yanked the door open and fled down the hall like a bat out of torture. 
Katie hollered at her to stop as she ran by the nurses’ station, but she didn’t spare her a glance. At the end of the hall she spotted an elevator, but decided that means of escape too risky. Her gaze darted about and she spied a stairwell. She dashed inside and up two flights, rather amazed by how quickly and efficiently she’d covered the distance. 
Once she reached the V clinic level she knew she was home free. As soon as she hit the sunny New Orleans street her eyes began to burn like someone had doused them with acid. She went blind instantly and began to scream in agony. Simultaneously, her head exploded with a deafening roar. A myriad of excruciatingly loud sounds pummeled inside her head like bullets being discharged into a barrel, with her inside. 
Traffic, blaring car horns, voices, music and other city racket beat her eardrums into pulp. The torturous system overload brought her to her knees faster than she’d brought Christian to his and made her realize why Christian had been trying to force her to stay. Vampires couldn’t go into daylight without sunglasses and she had just stupidly done one of the very things that terrified her most about their lives.
Seconds later, some external force grabbed her off the ground and whisked her away. Her sight and sound were so compromised she had no idea who had her or where they were taking her. The intense pain in her eyes and head had weakened her, but she still had her tongue. She used it to curse her abductor and his lineage all the way back to the Mayflower. 
* * *
Christian was sick at heart as he assisted Noah in fighting Tiffany into vampire restraints on her hospital bed. However, Noah had been right in insisting upon them. She was completely out of control. When Noah recovered Tiffany from the street and brought her back into the hospital, she’d been viciously fighting and cursing him. He’d joined the fray to help Noah and received a bloodied nose for his efforts. 
Her strength was incredible, born of her new, stronger body and the adrenalin rush of fear and rage. However, as much as he hated this, neither of them could afford another episode similar to the one that had just occurred. The entire hospital was in an uproar. Patients were firing questions at staff about what was happening, while nursing tried to calm and corral patients and their family members to wherever they were to be. 
He supposed it could have been worse. It was Sunday. There were no patients or staff present in the V clinic, just a handful in the hospital where Tiffany resided.
“Let me go!” she screeched, bucking against their hold like a wild bronc. “I swear to heaven, Christian, when I get ahold of you I’m going to skin you alive with a very dull, serrated hunting knife.” Her blazing gaze shot to Noah, and she ground out through clenched teeth, “As for you, jerk, you’ll be wishing for a very dull knife before I get done with you.”
Noah glared at her and yanked the ankle restraint in his hand taunt as a bowstring. “Shut your mouth you stupid, little guttersnipe. What you did just now could cost us this practice if the wrong people were witness to your stunt on the street. We’ll be lucky if none of our patients go into premature labor after the chaos you just caused here.”
Christian understood Noah’s outrage, but he wasn’t about to let him hurt Tiffany. “Stop that!” He shoved the man back and gave the restraint some slack, then covered her with a sheet and blanket. 
She trembled with rage. Tears swam in her eyes and he was sure they weren’t just from the painful results of the sun. “I’m so sorry, Darlin’. As soon as I can, I’ll take these off, but until you simmer down and listen to reason, I can’t risk it.”
She ceased fighting the restraints and stared at him, her new, beautiful amber eyes filled with desperation. “Please, Christian, I won’t try to leave again I promise and I know now that I can’t without sunglasses. You have to get these things off of me or I’ll lose my mind.”
Her tone was pleading, her expression sincere. He hated this decision worse than anything he’d had to do as a doctor in his entire career. He wanted to believe her desperately. Christian took hold of the ankle restraint to unbuckle it, but Noah grabbed his wrist.
“I know how hard this is for you, but this is necessary and you know it,” Noah said.
Christian glanced between Tiffany’s pleading features and Noah’s stern, determined ones then settled on Tiffany’s. “Do you promise to stay in this bed and cause no further trouble? And will you simmer down and finally listen to me so I can explain why I did what I did?” 
“I know why you did what you did. You thought if I was vampire nothing would stand in your way—” Her furious gaze cut toward Noah. “You need to get the heck out.”
Christian nodded once and Noah complied without a word.
Once he’d closed the door to her ICU suite, Tiffany said, “No doubt I was in bad shape when you made the decision to turn me, but nothing you can say will ever convince me that it was my only option for survival.”
“Tiffany that’s not true. You coded. Your organs were shutting down. You had severe internal bleeding. You really would be dead right now if I hadn’t given you my blood.”
Her eyes narrowed menacingly. “Your blood? Now I know beyond a shadow of a doubt you did this for your own purposes. I know what a blood bond is. We share one, right?”
She did have him there and he could see the very sad place she was going with this and that nothing he could say would sway her to believe the truth. “Yes, Tiffany, but that doesn’t mean I would connect to your thoughts without your permission.”
“You will never have my permission!” she exploded. “Get these restraints off of me. Now! I’m calling Mom or somebody to come get me. I can’t stand to be tied down and I can’t stand you either right now.”
“I can’t do that, Tiffany.” Noah was right. She’d just received a reeling revelation which few people could take without unleashing volatile emotions and actions. Tiffany’s temper was hair trigger on a good day. 
“I’m so sorry, Tiffany, but I have to think of not only you but the V clinic and other patients. You can’t imagine the ruckus you caused just now with patients and staff. The restraints stay until I determine you’re stable enough mentally and emotionally for me to remove them. But I will call your mother for you.” Maybe Mia could knock some sense into her head.
She pressed her lips together in a hard line and stared straight ahead at the wall, breathing hard. “I’ll never forgive you for this. Any of this ever!”
“Tiffany, I’m sorry, if you just let me finish explaining things—”
“Forget you! Bother your explanations. Just get the heck out.” She shot him another scathing look. “I mean it. Get out!”
He’d known she would probably take the news poorly, but he hadn’t expected her reaction to be this bad. He felt soul sick for everything she’d been through and all he’d done to put her in this state of mind. 
More than anything, he wanted to set her free, take her in his arms and never let her go. That inclination was not an option. The girl had been a wild thing as a human. Now as a new angry and frightened vampire she was a raging force of nature. 
“I hope to heaven you can get through to that wild child,” Noah snapped once they were in the hallway alone outside Tiffany’s room.
“Me too,” Christian replied hoarsely, then fingered his nose and winced. Man, she packed a punch and a knee--his balls still throbbed, his pride too. He’d be hugely pissed she’d gotten over on him if he didn’t feel so sorry for her. “But you know this wasn’t a normal turning, plus someone tried to kill her. She’s scared and confused, angry at me because she made it emphatically clear she had no desire to become vampire. Who could blame her for acting out?” 
“Be that as it may, you had better find a way to reign in that little hellion when you do take those restraints off of her. All of us have put far too much time, money and effort into this practice to watch it implode over the foolish actions of some untamed brat parading around like a lunatic throughout and in front of our clinic. We will be lucky if we don’t encounter the police and who knows what other human entities over this incident.”
“I know she’s a handful, but she’s my handful and I’ll keep her in check. Why don’t you go home, enjoy the rest of your Sunday and quit worrying about Tiffany’s display in front of our clinic. For goodness sakes, this is one of the seediest parts of New Orleans. Every other day there’s some drunk, prostitute or tweaker parading around in front of our building half naked or all jacked up.” 
Noah actually laughed at that. “You have a point. Very well. Do what you feel you must with her and while you’re doing so, know you have my deepest sympathies.” 
Christian shook his head as he watched him stride off down the hall. He didn’t care that the man found Tiffany uncouth. He loved her and had never realized that fact so clearly as those long days he’d tread on the cusp of losing her to eternity. God spared her. Mia said as much. He’d like to think it was for him, for them, but that seemed premature given her current state of mind. 
By nightfall, Christian realized he needed a heck-of-a-lot more than sympathies. He needed a miracle. He stood in the door to her room, his shoulder resting against the jam as he watched her sleep. A short while ago he’d given her a sedative. Otherwise she would have laid awake all night brooding and staring across the room at the wall as she’d been doing most of the day since he and Noah had wrangled her into bed. 
He’d removed the restraints, but gave the staff strict orders to treat her as a flight risk. He’d told her if she tried to leave again, the restraints would go back on. However, if she did make another attempt, she wouldn’t be able to get out of the building. It was locked down tight from the inside and outside for her protection. 
Christian had no idea what to do to get her to listen to reason. Tiffany had gone inside of herself and his explanations for why he’d turned her had gained him nothing more than a grunt or a ‘screw you’. 
When her family arrived this morning, she’d begged them to take her home. When they refused she clammed up. She was angry with them too for insisting she needed to be under medical supervision. Specifically, his. Had she endured a mere turning, Christian probably would have sent her home with her mother, but he needed to monitor her and continue running tests until he was certain she was one hundred percent healthy. Just like his patients, she had VHS, a residual result from the poisons. The results kept getting better with each blood sample he drew from her, but until her blood was clean he didn’t want to let her go home. 
He’d spoken with Mia a short while ago before she and the rest of the family left for the night. All of them were grasping at straws for ways to bring Tiffany out of this funk, but their efforts had failed. Tiffany was angry with the situation, but mostly with him. Although he understood, it still hurt him that she thought his motivations for turning her in any way profited him. Yes she was his life mate and of course if given the choice he wanted his life mate to be vampire, but those thoughts never entered his mind that night he gave her his blood. He’d been too busy doing what needed to be done to keep her breathing. Why couldn’t she see that? 
Christian left her to hunt down a snack. He’d just bit into a stale sandwich he’d scrounged up in the break room fridge when Betty walked into the room. She’d come back on shift for the night about an hour ago. 
She gave him a concerned look and said, “How are you holding up?”
He laid the thing on the countertop and rolled his shoulders trying to work out a couple knots embedded deep in his back muscles. “I’m okay. What’s been going on?” He’d been so consumed with Tiffany, he had no idea the status of his maternity patients.
“It’s been a joyful, but fairly uneventful evening. Four deliveries. Mothers and babies are all fine. Dr. Langston finally went home to get some rest. Dr. Bradley is on call as you know. He’s retired for the night in the doctors’ suite.”
Christian nodded, grateful his partners were getting much needed rest. 
“How is she?”
Christian hunched a shoulder. “Mad at the world at the moment and even madder at me.” 
Betty laughed softly then gave him a compassionate smile. “She’ll come around. She can’t stay angry forever.”
Christian rolled his eyes. He would lay no bets on that one.
Betty glanced at his sandwich and frowned. “Let me find you something better than that to eat. Julio is the prep chef tonight for tomorrow’s meals. I’m sure I can talk him into making you one of his amazing chicken taco salads.”
That did sound good. He was starved for food and blood. He smiled. “Well, if you can wrangle one out of him, I’d be much obliged.”
She returned a grandmotherly sort of smile and patted his forearm. “It would be my pleasure. Go rest. I have things covered.”
Christian knew sound reasoning when he heard it. “Thanks. I’m going to take a transfusion, then I’ll be in the doctor’s suite.”
Betty beat him there with the taco salad which was sitting on the coffee table when he arrived along with a glass of iced tea. The doctor’s quarters were swank. He and Asa had spared no expense when they’d remodeled an old warehouse into the clinic, figuring they’d be sleeping here more nights than their respective homes. 
There were three bedrooms with king beds. The common area had a kitchenette, bathroom, a couple leather sofas and recliners, a 60” holoscreen with cable, and a work out area. 
Christian made quick work of the salad. Exhaustion set in so hard, he didn’t even make it to his bedroom, but fell asleep sitting upright on the couch.
Someone shaking him rousted him out of a deep, sound sleep. He gave a start and looked up. It was Asa and he looked seriously pissed. “What’s wrong? What time is it? Did I oversleep?”
“Five in the morning. Time has nothing to do with why I woke you or why I just about strangled a certain incorrigible female.”
“Tiffany?” Shoot! What had she done now?
“Yeah. I met your lovely life mate,” he growled through clenched teeth. “You must have done some really bad things in a past life for God to have saddled you with that one.” He thrust out his right arm. Just above his wrist were two nasty looking puncture marks. “She figured out one thing her fangs are good for.”
“She bit you? How did that happen?” He gained his feet and glared at his furious partner, feeling bad for him and pissed at that brat life mate of his.
“She bolted again. Me and two of the male CNA’s caught up with her in the upstairs waiting room. She was trying to break the bullet proof glass front doors by pummeling them with a metal chair.”
Unbelievable. However, given everything he’d witnessed her do in the last twelve hours, perhaps not so much. “Did she?”
“No, she’s strong, I’ll give her that, but not that strong.”
“Goodness, I’m sorry, Asa. What happened next?”
“I tried reasoning with her, but that didn’t work. Next the three of us tried corralling her back toward the elevators. That just pissed her off more. She charged me and tried the same number on me as she did you the other day, but I was a little quicker. I grabbed her, we wrestled for a few minutes--and by the way, she could get a job with the Navy teaching sailors how to cuss--then I got hold of her around the waist and thought I had her…” He broke off and muttered a curse he’d heard Tiffany use a number of times. “She sank her fangs in my arm and I hit the floor like a sandbag, then it was on between her and Billy and Jason. They’re big boys, but she scared the heck out of them. Both have multiple bruises and contusions. Jason’s nose is broke.”
“Shoot!” 
“Oh wait, I’m not done yet. It got even uglier from there.”
“Uglier how?”
“Let’s just say we need to go shopping for furniture this week. She tore up every piece we had in the waiting room by throwing them at me and Billy and Jason. It took the three of us, but we eventually wore her out and got her back into bed and restraints. I’ve never seen Betty so mad in my entire life. It’s the first time since I’ve known her that I heard her cuss.”
Christian had had it. He was done feeling sorry for Tiffany. She needed some sense knocked into her. He stormed off, while a storm of outrage gained hurricane proportions inside of him. 
He slammed back the door to her room, literally shattering the glass within its’ frame. Her gaze immediately shot his direction. For a brief, second he witnessed fear in her eyes, but defiance and anger quickly swallowed the emotion. “I’ve had all of your trash I’m going to take, woman, and so has everyone else in this place. You want to go home so bad? Fine. Go home.” 
He strode to the bed and began ripping off her restraints. “But keep in mind you’ll be walking there barefoot at night, through the streets of New Orleans which this time is ripe with thieves, thugs, hookers and every foul element of person imaginable, including feral vampires. I know you know what those are.”
She sat up in the bed and rubbed her wrists, still glaring at him with fury and resentment. “I don’t care. I can take care of myself.”
Christian slammed his arms over his chest and glared back. “Just because you killed one feral vampire doesn’t mean you’ll be so lucky the next time. The males are ten times worse, the stuff of nightmares. If one catches you, let’s just say your life would be easier as slave in a human trafficking ring. But if that doesn’t bother you there’s the door.” He pivoted and gestured.
She stared at it and swallowed hard, her bravado seeping out of her like water through a sieve. “Fine. I’ll call Mom to come get me.”
“Oh no you won’t. You’ve disrupted enough lives tonight. No one in this place is going to give you access to a phone.” He rounded her bed, grabbed the land line off the bedside table and ripped it from the wall. “But you have my word you’ll be going home with your mother tomorrow, well or not. This place couldn’t take another day of your destructive rear.”
She didn’t respond, but he could see the wheels turning in her head. He just hoped they turned in the direction of common sense. He’d done all he could and he was done pandering to her brattish behavior. Of course she couldn’t get out of the building, but if she wanted to give it another shot, he’d let her. 
Christian tossed the phone on the floor and stalked out. 
 



Chapter 11
 
After Christian stormed out, Tiffany leaned forward and dropped her face in her hands. Tears began to stream down her cheeks, wracking sobs followed. She’d never been a bawl baby, but the dam holding back the semi load of torturous emotions had burst and there was no stopping the ensuing tidal wave. 
When the tears subsided, she grabbed a couple tissues off the bedside table, blew her nose, then curled up on her side. Shame began to overshadow her anger and self-pity. She’d behaved outrageously earlier, but at the time, all she could think of was getting out of this vampire hospital. 
She didn’t feel safe here. Someone in this building had tried to kill her and failed. If they tried again, which was a very real possibility, they might be successful the next time. She was terrified and it had come down to an innate flight or fight thing. Flight had seemed the sensible option because she had no idea who had tried to kill her. 
She reached down, pulled the covers over her, then let out a miserable whine. This was all such a mess. She felt horrible she’d caused such a scene and bit Christian’s partner and threw down with his staff members. Why couldn’t anyone understand she just wanted to go home where she felt safe. 
Well, let people think of her what they may. She’d been poisoned, turned into a vampire against her will, then tied down in a bed like a lunatic in an asylum when she’d tried to flee. Her own family had sided with Christian which made her feel even more betrayed and alone. Blake or someone here had tried to kill her. Wouldn’t it make sense that this should be the last place on earth she ought to be? And everyone thought she was the crazy one!
She heard a crunching noise and looked up. It was that older nurse, Betty stepping across the glass shards on the floor at the entrance to her room. Judging from the tight-lipped expression she wore, she was none too happy with her either. 
“Dr. La Mond has a transfusion ordered for you. However, he told me any treatment you receive from here on out is PRN, meaning it’s up to you.” 
Tiffany noticed she held a unit of blood and could smell it. The fact it smelled delicious sickened her, but she suspected her body needed it. “Fine. And you don’t have to worry. I’m not going to hurt you. I’m sorry about earlier. I just couldn’t stand being here another moment. Someone here tried to kill me. You know that, right?”
The nurse offered her a small smile. “Dear, according to your chart it was food poisoning. I doubt it was intentional.”
Tiffany stared at her, trying to wrap her mind around the nurse’s statement. For some reason, Christian must have omitted the truth of her near demise from her chart. For a brief second she wondered if her illness had been spawned by a food born pathogen, but then she remembered those pregnant ladies who had lost their babies due to the same poisons that had nearly killed her. She knew Christian spoke the truth on the matter. It was becoming apparent he also spoke true about her near-death experience. She hadn’t wanted to believe him or that someone hated her enough to want her dead. Then again maybe someone hated Christian enough to want the people he cared about dead. That made the most sense and her blood run cold. 
Oh goodness. If that was true, she’d been so unfair to him. “What have I done?” she whined.
“What nearly anyone would have done when they woke up to discover they were no longer the same person. I understand everything that’s happened to you has been frightening and overwhelming.” She approached her bed, then hung the bag of blood on the IV pole and began hooking it up.
As she worked, she said, “Many years ago, I took care of your mother and sister after they turned. At first it was very difficult for your mother. She too had troubles adjusting to vampire life.”
She knew that to be true. Her mother had told her the same thing this morning, but it went in one ear and out the other because she’d been so furious with Christian for putting her in this position. Her mother had not only been dealing with a scary new life, but a way to keep from freaking out her children. Yeah, she had it a heck-of-a-lot easier than her mom. “Now that you mention it, I remember you from back then. Again, I’m really sorry for my ‘vampires gone wild’ scene a while ago. I just couldn’t deal with being in this place one more minute.”
Betty let out a soft laugh. “Understandable, but Dear, you might feel fine, but you’re not ready to go home just yet. Dr. La Mond knows how badly you want out of here and I assure you he’ll release you the minute he’s confident you’re healthy enough to go.”
Tiffany nodded. Betty was right. Of course Christian was concerned about her health which made her behavior even more deplorable. Christian tried to explain things, give her answers, but she’d tuned him out, too angry to listen. She hadn’t been fair in her thinking or reasonable. Why would Christian turn her to give a romantic relationship between them better advantage for him? He’d have to be beyond diabolical to do something like that and she knew Christian better. He was good, kind and ethical. He’d built a thriving practice on those virtues. If he’d said he’d turned her because she was about to bite it, then she truly had been at death’s door. 
Goodness! What had come over her?
She owed Christian a huge apology. Poor Asa and those nurse aides, orderlies, whatever they were. She might never repair that damage.
“Are you hungry, dear? You wouldn’t eat your dinner. I’ll be happy to go to the cafeteria and bring you some breakfast.”
“Thanks for the offer, but I’m not hungry.” Her stomach felt as if it had rocks rolling around inside. She’d be eating nothing here. She’d starve first. 
Betty reached out and gave her hand a pat. “If you change your mind let me know. And for what it’s worth, remember you have so many people who love you and want to help you through this. Let them.” She glanced across the room littered with bouquets of flowers.
Tiffany followed her line of sight. She’d noticed them of course, but could have cared less who had sent them until now. Betty was right. She had an amazing family. An outrageously huge bouquet of at least twenty-four roses interspersed with fern leaves and baby’s breath sat on the bedside table to her left. Had to be from her mom and Nathan, she thought. There were at least eight or nine other vases holding beautiful arrangements scattered about the room on available surfaces. One in particular caught her attention, a very nice arrangement of mostly wild flowers; white daisies, cosmos, larkspur, baby’s breath, purple irises and several more species she couldn’t identify. It was breathtaking and stood out among the rest. 
When she was a kid her mom gave her and her sisters tiny garden plots to plant whatever they wished. Practical Chelsie generally planted vegetables. Dannie possessed an affinity for herbs and edible flowers. Tiffany had used her plot for wildflower mixes. She’d always been partial to them. Some years they spouted and did great, some years they didn’t, but when they did, she’d spread vases of her pride and joys about the house.
She looked back at Betty and asked, “Would you mind getting me the card off of that wildflower bouquet over there?” She pointed.
“Of course, dear.” She walked across the room retrieved it then handed to her. 
Tiffany opened the tiny envelope and pulled out the card. It read, ‘I’m so happy to have you back in the land of the living. I hope you’ll enjoy these. I don’t know why, but they just seemed like you. Love, Christian.’
She swallowed back a huge lump in her throat and looked up at Betty. “Thank you. If it’s alright, I’d like to be alone.”
Betty gave her an understand look then said, “Of course, Honey.”
Once she left, Tiffany began to bawl again. This time not from self-pity, anger or fear, but from humility and a couple of other emotions she wasn’t ready to put a title to. 
                        * * *
Tiffany sat down on the edge of the bed to pull on her Ropers. She’d just finished a long jacuzzi bath in one of her mom and Nathan’s guest rooms, which would be her home away from home for the next week or so. 
Nathan had more private residences than a major sub development, but this one in New Orleans was her favorite of those she’d visited. Located in a historical part of the city, the house was a rambling, pristine white antebellum mansion with a wide porch wrapping across the front, sides and back. The inside had been outfitted mainly with antiques, most of which were older than Nathan himself and that was saying something. 
As nice as the home’s amenities were, she wasn’t particularly pleased about staying here. 
The house teamed with the Davenport/Peebles clan and friends, all gathered here to pray and support her. She’d much rather be at her apartment, sleeping in her own bed, alone without people asking her how she was doing every five minutes, but it was nice to know so many people cared. 
Christian had released her from the V clinic hospital early this morning, but with several conditions. He wanted her to stay with her mom and Nathan both for her protection against this lunatic and to have them help her adjust to vampire life. 
Tiffany couldn’t wait for him to arrive. Tonight, she hoped to discover if indeed Blake was behind her attempted murder. Christian had told her upon her awakening that he would enchant Blake at first opportunity which would be today, Monday. He hadn’t said anything about doing so this morning and she hadn’t asked. He’d been in a mood since the night she’d made that scene with Asa in his waiting room. She could hardly blame him. She’d destroyed furniture, the drywall, bit his partner, punched and racked Christian and caused a ridiculous amount of mayhem for his staff. The person who did all that wasn’t the real her. Christian couldn’t understand how angry and terrified she’d been to wake up as a vampire. Then to find out someone tried to murder her—well it was too much.
She sighed and tugged on her left boot. She expected him to arrive shortly. He told her this morning as part of her after care he would be giving her nightly transfusions and drawing blood to make sure she continued to test okay for whatever cocktail of poisons had nearly killed her. 
Once they were alone, she’d apologize. Hopefully he’d cooled off enough to hear her out. If not, then maybe it was for the best. Problem solved regarding whatever thing had been developing between them. She couldn’t have handled an ongoing sexual relationship with Christian anyway. 
Tiffany went back into the bathroom to apply a little make-up. She sighed as she took in her appearance in the large gilded frame mirror. Her eyes, the one thing most vibrantly different now, were a shiny shade of dark amber, just like her mom’s and Dannie’s. She shivered as they glittered in the soft track lighting above the sink. No need for bright lighting in a vampire bathroom or anywhere for that matter. She could see better in the dark than broad daylight with sunglasses. A hunting adaptation—one she would never need. She’d sooner die than drink blood from a human being. 
On the tail of that thought, a knock sounded at her bedroom door. She sniffed, catching wind of both her mom’s and Christian’s scent. Her sense of smell was incredible now. Her hearing too. There were a few benefits to this life she’d never wanted, Tiffany supposed. She sighed, dabbed on a bit of lip gloss then went to answer the door.
“Honey, don’t you look lovely tonight?” her mother chirped brightly as she entered the room. Christian followed her with a large, blue plastic box which she suspected held transfusion supplies. “Doesn’t she, Christian?”
Christian flashed a friendly smile and said, “You look great, Tiffany. How do you feel?”
“I’m fine, Christian. What did you find out about Blake?”
His smile faded. “He isn’t behind this, Darlin’. I enchanted him, but found no duplicity in him. No memories surfaced during the time I had him in my thrall that would lead me to believe he’d harmed you or any of the V clinic patients.”
This was not good news. She didn’t particularly want Blake to be guilty she just wanted whoever was behind this caught. “So, what’s next then?”
“I wish I knew. Noah and Asa are working on the case around the clock. I’ll be talking to them later tonight. Whatever I learn you’ll know, I promise.”
She nodded. “So, how are you?”
“Fine.”
His expression was still cordial enough but there was a chill in the air emanating from him. He was still mad at her, Tiffany could tell. He had every right to be, she supposed. 
“Look, Christian, I’m sorry for making that scene with Asa and messing up your waiting room. I’m also sorry for upsetting your staff and patients when I bolted. Both times. And I’m sorry I wouldn’t listen to you when you tried to explain why you felt you had no choice but to turn me to save my life.”
He nodded once. “Apology accepted.” 
No. She wasn’t buying that. Her words hadn’t made much of an impression on him at all, judging from his tight-lipped expression, but this was the finale in her rear kissing repertoire. If it wasn’t good enough, he could kiss hers. She shot Christian a hard look and thrust out her arm. “Let’s get this done.”
Her mother sighed heavily and shook her head. “I know things are strained right now, Christian, but please don’t give up.” 
“Yeah,” is all he said, with an edge of sarcasm.
“Well I should go check on dinner. I made lasagna. Will you join us, Christian?”
“Sure. Sounds great.” He gave Mia a kind smile then began extracting supplies for Tiffany’s transfusion.
Tiffany frowned as she watched her mother close the door. “What did she mean by don’t give up?”
“It doesn’t matter right now, Tiffany.” 
It did to her. She knew her mother well and she wouldn’t have made that comment unless Christian had said something to her about the two of them. “What have you been saying to my family while I was lights out?”
He shot her a stony look then walked over to an IV pole next to her bed and hung a saline solution bag along with a unit of blood. “Nothing we need to be discussing right now. Give me your arm.” 
She obliged and he tied a rubber thingy around her upper arm. Next, he pulled on some latex gloves and opened a package that held an IV needle. He remained broodingly silent as he worked, which irritated Tiffany. She understood his side of things. Why couldn’t he understand hers? 
“You know what, Christian? You’re being a real toe. When’s the last time someone tried to snuff your rear? Then imagine waking up from that nightmare only to find out you aren’t even you anymore, but something else entirely. Then when you get a little upset, people tie you up like an asylum lunatic. FYI, your bedside manner sucks a big one.”
He stopped what he was doing and glared at her. “A little upset? The fact is you can be hell on wheels; stubborn and childish without a lick of self-control. When you get like that you drive me crazy. I understand how devastating all this has been for you, but you pushed away every person who reached out to help you understand and cope. Especially me.” 
His speech hurt her feelings, but he was right about one thing. She had pushed everyone away, wouldn’t talk about her feelings and wouldn’t listen to any advice. “I said I was sorry. I don’t know what else I can say at this point.”
“Like I said, apology accepted.” He inserted the IV then placed some surgical tape on her arm to keep the needle in place. Finished, he sat next to her on the bed and studied her with an aggravated frown.
“What are you fixing to ream me about now?”
“I’m not going to ream you, Tiffany. I forgive you. You hurt me too, you know. I tried to talk to you, explain why I had to make the decision I did in a mere split second, but you wouldn’t listen. Since I couldn’t gauge you’re state of mind, because I’d never in a million years probe your thoughts, I had no choice but to restrain you. You were out of control. I don’t think you realize what could have happened in the waiting room that night. Asa’s a big guy, but you could have seriously injured him. The human CNA’s you could have killed. Literally. The strength and power you have now is ten times the human Tiffany. I know you didn’t realize that at the time, but it didn’t make the incident any less scary for everyone involved. One of the CNA’s quit.” 
“Oh goodness,” she murmured against fingers pressed to her lips. She’d had no idea it hadn’t been a fair fight. Nor had she a single clue of the danger level even when she’d been pummeling the human guys and hurling solid oak and leather furniture at them.
“You—you’re right. I wasn’t in my right mind. Protecting myself was the only thing real in those moments, so I fought. I had no idea it wasn’t a fair fight, particularly with the human guys. Can’t you understand how scared I was to be there? Especially tied down when the person who did this to me could be anyone and could have made another attempt on my life?”
He reached out and took her hand. “I understand that completely, but Darlin’ you were safe. I swear. Throughout every moment of your turning, I was there or one of your family members. Other than Betty no one administered blood or meds to you but me and I trust Betty implicitly. I would never put you in harm’s way.”
She squeezed his hand. “I believe you now.”
I’m glad, but what I don’t understand was why you wouldn’t believe me when I told you a turning had been the only choice I had to save your life. We’ve had our ups and downs since our relationship took a turn toward intimacy, but through it all, I believed you trusted me. It hurt really bad when I realized how little you did. Maybe still do.”
His honesty cut deep, made tears sting her eyes. She couldn’t say anything to that because she hadn’t trusted him or she wouldn’t be scared to death he’d hurt her if she opened her heart and gave this relationship a shot. Sadly, she was still too scared to consider that option, but she very much wanted to trust his professional judgement. He’d saved her life. She knew that now. How did she get a thank you through to him that would make an impression when he was still so disillusioned with her? 
“You okay?”
“I will be. That was a lot to digest, but I understand things better now. I believe you did what you did to save me. I really do and I’m very grateful to be alive. Thank you. I mean that from the bottom of my heart.” She squeezed his hand again and sniffed. 
He squeezed back. “I’ve been hoping to hear words like that from you for days. You can’t imagine how grateful I am you are alive and your family is too. We all love you and none of us would be the same without you in our lives.”
Whoa. Back that comment up. He loved her? In what regard? “What do you mean, you love me?”
Embarrassment crept into his features, but he covered the emotion with a patient smile. “Just what I said. I love you. As a friend, of course first. I just didn’t realize exactly how deep those feelings went until I nearly lost you. No pressure. I’m not expecting any declarations on your part.”
No pressure, heck! He’d just dropped the relationship A-bomb and Tiffany could hardly draw a breath, let alone think about her own convoluted feelings for him. “Christian, I don’t even know what to say to that. I love you too as a friend, but I can’t give you what you really need and want.”
“What is it you think I really need?”
“How about for starters, a person who is solid in themselves. I don’t know who the heck I am anymore. I’m now Tiffany Peebles the vampire. What does that mean? How dare you tell me you love me when you can clearly see I’m messed in the head right now?”
He closed his eyes for a few seconds and sucked in a sharp breath. “I’m sorry, Tiffany. I was just being honest. I didn’t mean to add insult to your injury.”
“Well you did. Even if I wasn’t such a hot mess right now, I still feel the same way as I did before about getting emotionally involved with you. It wouldn’t be a good idea for either one of us.”
“Why?”
“Does it really matter?”
“Yes, it matters a great deal to me. I just told you how I felt.”
“But I don’t feel the same way, Christian and probably never will. You deserve better than that.”
“I don’t believe that for a second. I know you have feelings for me. What’s the real reason you won’t give the two of us a chance?”
“That’s my business and I don’t want to talk about it. Look I know this is going to take awhile.” She glanced up at the IV pole. “Why don’t you go hang out with the others so I can watch my show.” She grabbed the remote off the bedside table and punched the on button. It’s a stupid sitcom. I’m sure you wouldn’t be interested.”
Apparently, he got her brush off message loud and clear. He stood, his expression tight, his tone too. “Enjoy. I’ll be back in about thirty minutes.”
She watched him leave, knowing she’d hurt him. Once again. She punched the off button on the remote as soon as the door closed, and drug a hand through her hair. “Incredible, Christian. Are you trying to drive me crazy? If so you’re doing a bang-up job.” 
She’d just had a trust breakthrough with him regarding why he’d turned her, but she was nowhere near ready to entrust her heart to him. He wouldn’t mean to hurt her, but one day he would. Tiffany may be a newbie vampire, but she did know a few things about their species. Vampires sought life mates and one day Christian would find his. If she was a part of his life when that happened it would kill her. Truth was it probably would anyway. The thought of him with another woman caused an ache so severe in her heart she groaned aloud from the intensity. 
God help her. Was she already a little in love with him? 
 
 



Chapter 12
 
Christian descended the stairs, berating himself for confessing his true feelings to Tiffany. He’d known she hadn’t been ready to hear them so he had no right to be angry, but he was nonetheless. Those rancorous feelings she’d been projecting toward him may have softened some and she probably was grateful to be alive, but she still didn’t understand the real reason he’d turned her. He loved her too much to stand by and watch her die. 
When he reached the landing in the foyer he paused, deciding where to go while he waited. He could hear women’s voices and laughter coming from the back of the house where the kitchen was located. He was in no mood for gayety or socializing. Instead, he chose the parlor and found Dimitri sitting on one of Nathan’s elegant, antique Victorian sofas. The man held a folded newspaper in one hand, an iced highball glass of vodka in the other. Christian could smell it and although he wasn’t partial to vodka, alcohol sounded good at the moment.
Dimitri lowered the paper and offered a cordial smile. “How are you and the lovely Miss Tiffany this evening?” he queried in a thick Baltic accent.
Dimitri was a Lithuanian immigrant who had come to the states around the turn of the last century. His English was nearly perfect, but he’d never lost the accent of his mother tongue.
Christian snorted then went over to a fancy buffet which had been set up as a bar and took advantage of some of Nathan’s ridiculously expensive aged scotch. “She’s fine. I’m just killing time while she finishes her transfusion.” He took a seat on a matching red velvet sofa opposite his friend.
Dimitri laid the newspaper on the coffee table between them. “Nathan told me Tiffany is yours. Congratulations.”
Christian harrumphed, then tossed back the contents of his glass. “Yeah, well congratulations are a little premature at this point. She’s struggling to come to terms with life as a vampire. She’s nowhere near ready to think about me or life mating.”
Dimitri nodded, leaned back into the sofa and took a sip of vodka, his expression contemplative. “Understandable. Of course I don’t know Tiffany as well as you, but I realize she’s a bit temperamental and often tries to hide her true emotions behind sarcasm and dry humor. Perhaps she just needs some time?”
Christian snorted again and slammed his empty scotch glass on the coffee table. “Time? Try a century. She’s a emotional Fort Knox, Dimitri, and she’s driving me crazy. Not to mention she has the temperament of a cornered rattler when she’s riled. Before all this happened, I thought we were making some progress. Now? All I know for sure is she’s nowhere near ready for a relationship. Based on things Mia’s told me about her past and her father, I’m not sure she’ll ever be.”
Dimitri chuckled. “I understand your frustration, my friend. When a male vampire finally discovers his life mate, his singular goal is making her his and quickly. Unfortunately, obstacles can stand in the way of that goal. Let me assure you, fate will have her way, and Tiffany will not be able to evade fate’s course. However, life mating is not something one should rush. It is a delicate endeavor, a dance which can be both frustrating and enjoyable. It requires patience and often a great deal of seduction, which also can be very enjoyable.” He flashed a knowing grin.
Christian stared at him, considering his words. Seduction, huh? Well, he’d tried that and where had it gotten him? He had to be the most sexually frustrated vampire in the good state of Louisiana.
He sighed, knowing emotions ruled his head. Dimitri was right. He needed to exercise patience and he needed another drink. He walked over to the bar and poured three fingers of scotch, saying as he walked back to the sofa, “She’s not ready for seduction at this point, Dimitri. It’s probably best I just give her time and a wide berth.”
He chuckled. “She will need time to become vampire. Her thinking is still very human, I’m sure. However, you’ll not reach your goal by giving her berth. That’s probably what she expects of you right now. To leave her alone to build a case about why she shouldn’t be with you would be counterproductive for you. I believe what she really wants is your patience and understanding. Meanwhile, a few good pushes on your part in the romance arena couldn’t hurt.” He flashed a sage smile.
Christian made a scoffing sound, then downed his scotch in a single gulp. “I’ve been ripping my hair out trying to be patient with that woman. Night before last she bit one of my partners and tore up my clinic waiting room. I wanted to strangle her scrawny, little neck for that one.”
Dimitri burst out laughing. “Julia told me of the incident. I’m sorry for your partner, but not surprised by her behavior. We both know she’s a very spirited girl.”
“True and I’ve always admired her fire. Her hissy fits are a different story.” However, Christian knew the real reason she acted out had been due to lack of trust in him to keep her healthy and safe. The restraints hadn’t given her much reason to trust, he supposed. 
“Tiffany aside, how are you faring? I know Nathan and Dominic are working on a theory regarding the troubles at your clinic. Hopefully, there have been no more incidents?”
 He shook his head. “Fortunately, no. My partners, Noah and Asa have been working themselves into an early grave trying to figure out how these women and Tiffany came into contact with these substances. I hope Nathan and Dominic can shed some light on the identity of our culprit, but my gut is telling me our killer is an employee of the clinic.”
“True, but perhaps one hired by Nathan’s enemy to cause this horrific chaos in your life.”
He nodded. “Anything’s possible I suppose. I can tell you this, I won’t rest until this person is caught and neither will my partners.”
Dimitri sighed and shook his head. “I cannot imagine what you must be going through, Christian. I’m so very sorry. I hope you get to the bottom of this soon.”
So did he. He’d placed the brunt of this disaster on the shoulders of Noah and Asa far too long because of Tiffany. Her blood work had been negative for VHS for two days. Now that she was safe and healthy, it was time to redirect his focus and help his partners solve these crimes.
                        * * *
Tiffany was bored. She’d spent the first few days at her mom and Nathan’s place in bed, sleeping or watching TV, avoiding family, phone calls, emails—basically the world in general. The stress over her attempted murder, her turning and Christian’s declaration of love had left her emotionally and physically drained. 
He loved her? Why would he say something like that? Wherever he had in mind to see their relationship go, it could never be permanent. She was so stupid, thinking she could handle a fling with Christian. The two of them hadn’t even had real sex and already emotions had gotten out of control between them. 
Christian, her turning, the attempt on her life—all of it was too much. Tiffany just wanted life to go back to the way it had been before Christian made her a vampire. In order for that to happen she had to be proactive. So, this morning she decided it was time to emerge from her cocoon of self-pity and do some more software research online, maybe return some phone calls from reps. She headed downstairs to the kitchen for a cup of coffee to kick start some productivity. She found her mom and Julia at the sink talking and loading the dishwasher. They turned toward her with welcoming smiles.
“Hi, Honey. You missed breakfast but I made you a plate. It’s in the microwave. Let me heat it up.”
“Don’t bother. I’m not hungry. I just need some coffee.” Tiffany had barely eaten anything since she’d woke up vampire. She’d refused to eat hospital food so her mom had brought in her favorite foods but she’d had no appetite. She still didn’t. She was just too depressed about this new unwanted life she now had. Every time Christian gave her a transfusion, it was another reminder of the freedoms she lost when her human life had been stolen by that maniac. 
She’d spent the last few days wracking her brain for likely V clinic suspects, but kept coming up empty because she was still too new there to judge anyone’s actions or motives. Christian was having no better luck himself. No more incidents had occurred, but sadly it appeared it would take further ones to catch this person in the act.
Tiffany walked over to the cup cabinet, pulled out a mug and poured herself some joe.
“Did you sleep well, my Darling?” Julia asked.
“You bet. Like the living dead.” 
Silence followed her lame vampire joke. Normally her sense of humor even edged with sarcasm gained a laugh, but it was hard to be witty and jovial with this unshakable cloud of gloom hovering above her head. 
Her mother and Julia shared a strained look, then her mother sighed and dried her hands on a dish towel. “Look, TJ, I know you’re struggling to deal with what’s happened to you, but Honey, you’re alive and you need to start acting like it. You’ve barely touched food for days and you’re spending way too much time in your room, brooding. It’s time to let those of us who have gone through this same thing help you deal with things. Me, Julia, Dannie, all of us have been right where you are as new vampires. I can’t speak for them, but for me turning was horrible at first. I was so angry. I didn’t want this life and for a brief time I even wished Nathan had allowed me to die, but thank goodness he didn’t. Look at my life now and how full and rich it is. Your’s will be too one day. I promise. Just give it time.”
“Your mother is right, Cher. The beautiful girl that is within you has not changed. You will always be Tiffany. Yes, there will be some difficulties, but you are a strong young woman and you will learn to cope. Every turned vampire struggles at first. It’s only natural.”
“Look you guys, I appreciate the vampire life pep talk, but right now it’s falling on deaf ears, because I’m pissed and frustrated. I’m pissed someone tried to kill me. I’m frustrated with the fact too many people have been in charge of my choices recently. I can’t stand it.”
“Honey—”
Tiffany held up her hand, interrupting her. “I love you, Mom. You too Julia, but I just want to go back to the life I had. I know why you, Nathan and Christian feel I need to be here, but I miss my apartment. My job. The freedom to get in my truck and drive wherever I want to go without a babysitter.”
Nathan informed her he’d assigned a bodyguard to follow her everywhere she went outside this house until this was all over. Yea! More garbage-tacular news. At least she still had her job. Christian assured her once the crisis at the V clinic passed, her position would be there waiting for her.
Her mother let out a little sympathetic tsk and approached her. “I completely understand. I too felt like a prisoner after my turning while I was under Christian’s care. I wanted to go home so badly, but I couldn’t have survived without him. At the time, he was my lifeline because…well I didn’t trust Nathan at that point. However, the point I’m trying to make is you not only have Christian to help you through this, but your entire family. 
She understood where her mom was coming from and was grateful for the concern, but she needed time to mourn the loss of her humanity. Her mother hadn’t been human in over twelve years. Julia over eighty. Apparently, they’d forgotten what is was like to take the sun for granted or to not worry about blood lust or how loud noises set her nerves aflame because she’d only had vampire hearing for a mere week.
Julia stepped up beside Mia and offered Tiffany a sweet smile. “We will all do whatever we can to help you. Everyone in this house loves you so much. Christian too. How blessed you are to have a man as wonderful as Christian as a life mate. His love for you is so evident.”
Tiffany felt her eyes go saucer round and her mothers did too a second before she elbowed Julia in the ribs. Julia slapped a palm over her mouth and glanced between them with a guilty look. 
Apparently, Julia realized she let the cat out of the bag. She could be a bit dingy at times and she definitely sucked at keeping secrets. The cat she’d just released was the size of a cougar and had Tiffany seeing red because that information could have only come from Christian. 
Why would he say something like that? She knew he cared about her and when she’d nearly died it had affected him deeply. Heck, he claimed to love her, but for him to make such a leap in judgement didn’t seem Christian-like at all. It scared her.
“Tiffany, let me explain,” her mother said.
“Yeah. One of you had better get to explaining real quick.” 
Neither replied immediately, just continued to look guilty which only fueled her fire. “Who told you Christian and I are life mates? Never mind. That’s obvious. We had a couple dates, but it was no big deal. If he’s been telling you we’re life mates, I can assure you it’s a load of garbage.”
Her mother scowled at Julia with reproof, then turned a stern look her way. “Look T.J., I know you and Christian have been intimate in the way of vampires. I also know you well enough to realize that wouldn’t have happened if you didn’t have strong feelings for him.”
Oh, this was completely screwed up. Her family knew more about her and Christian’s relationship than she did! What had he been telling people?
She backed up a few steps and pressed her fingers against her temples where a rage headache built momentum. “What did Christian say about us?” 
Her mother sighed heavily then crossed her arms, her expression firm, but a bit sympathetic. “The truth without details. Tiffany, you’ve been part of a vampire family for over twelve years. How does a vampire recognize his or her life mate with unquestionable certainty?”
She blinked at her mother for a few seconds as her brain gathered data. It didn’t take long to compute. Thoughts and emotions became one when life mates fed from one another. She had experienced that melding of mind and soul with Christian when he fed from her. At the time, she’d thought it just a vampire thing; Christian projecting his thoughts and emotions and picking up hers. Now looking back, Tiffany realized they’d sealed the deal. At least in Christian’s mind. 
Right now she didn’t care if they were life mates or not. If he thought he could go blab to everyone about their relationship status while leaving her clueless, he was about to have his rear chewed and handed to him on a platter.
She stormed out of the room. 
“Tiffany, wait!”
She ignored her mother’s attempts to stop her. Tiffany’s destination was the clinic, but a big burly human in a monkey suit stood at the front door and she skidded to a halt. One of Nathan’s goons, she surmised, having dealt with these kind of guys before. She sized him up while figuring out the quickest way to disable him if he chose to be a toe and not let her pass.
He flashed a pleasant smile then said, “Good morning, Ms. Peebles. I’m David Townsend, your bodyguard. If you wish to go somewhere, I’ll be happy to escort you.”
She slapped her forehead and muttered, “Dear God, save me. I’m gonna kill Nathan.”
She’d known this was coming, but preparation didn’t make acceptance any easier.
He chuckled. “Well, I can’t help you with that because Mr. Davenport signs my checks, but I’ll drive you wherever you need to go.”
Okay, a goon with a sense of humor. She could work with that. “Fair enough, David. I need to go to work. I’ll give you directions.”
“No need. I’ve been briefed on your regular destinations.” He turned and took a step toward what she termed the sunglasses table. A basket with dozens of sunglasses sat on top so any vampire exiting the house had access to a pair. David picked up one that was decently feminine then extended them to her. “Will these suffice?”
She blinked at him for a second, then took them. He seemed like a cool enough guy and good looking in a gym worshiper sort of way. His light brown hair was short, neatly styled and he had kind, pretty silver/blue eyes. Not vampire pretty, but nice for a human.
“They’ll work. Thanks. So I wonder how long this babysitting gig’s going to last?” She said aloud, but more to herself than him.
David hunched a shoulder. “I couldn’t say. Mr. Davenport has assigned me to watch over you indefinitely. I think I can say, it will be an interesting, if not enjoyable duty.”
Tiffany rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Oh David, don’t be counting chickens just yet.”
                        * * *
Tiffany allowed David to escort her inside the clinic. “Wait here. I won’t be long.” she told him when they entered the empty clinic waiting room. Or what was left of it. The front doors had been locked and Grace was absent too which probably meant they were routing patients in and out of another clinic entrance. Thanks to her.
David’s brows bunched with concern. “I’m afraid I can’t do that Miss Peebles. My orders are to never let you out of my sight when you go outside the Davenport household.” 
“What I have to do is private, David. And non-negotiable. I won’t be long.”
“I can’t allow that. I take my orders, directly from Mr. Davenport. Wherever you go I go.”
“Oh yeah? Watch this.” She wrangled her cell out of her purse and called Nathan, gave him a brief explanation of what she was about to do and where he could go if he didn’t like it, then shoved the phone at David.
He took it and blinked at the hologram of Nathan above the screen. Uh, good morning Mr. Davenport.”
“Good morning, David. You have my permission to give Tiffany her privacy this one time. I know you can hear me Tiffany. Don’t take this incident for granted. David has been assigned to you for your safety. Go find Christian and do what you need to do, but go nowhere else in that building. Do you understand?”
“I get it, Nathan. I know my would-be assassin is somewhere in this building most likely and I have no desire to run into him. I won’t be long. Promise.”
“All right. I’ll see you at home later.” He disconnected.
David chose the settee missing two legs for a seat, settling on the unbroken end. Slowly he began to slide down the buttery brown leather toward the end missing legs until he was scrunched against the armrest. 
Tiffany tsk and glanced about the room which looked like a tornado had whirled through. The sofa and arm chairs were in far worse shape than the settee. The walls were going to need some serious work. There were a couple of major gashes in the drywall. A result of a chair and end table she’d thrown at Asa, but missed. 
She really did owe him an apology. The CNA’s too. 
At some point, she’d ask Christian to take the damages out of her next paycheck. That is if she didn’t choke him out first.
She waved her security card over the scanner, then headed to the V clinic’s nurses’ station. Katie and Blake were there seated at opposite ends writing on some charts. Both of their heads shot up when she walked into the large cubicle.
“Oh my goodness! Tiffany, how are you?” Katie exclaimed gaining her feet. She flashed a welcoming smile.
“Peachy. Where the heck’s Christian?” She was in no mood to be making chit chat over her health and new species status with her co-workers. She was here to read Christian the riot act and she had her speech well honed. 
Blake stood and stared at her for a second, his expression as shocked as Katie’s. “Uh… He’s with a patient. As soon as he’s free I’ll tell him you’re here.”
“Thanks. Please do that. I’ll be in my office.” Before either nurse could reply, she took off down the hall immediately feeling bad for her curt tone and attitude.
“There go two more apologies on my ever-increasing list,” she muttered as she opened the door to her office.
Once inside she began to pace. Goodness, she was pissed and so ready to give it to Christian. How dare he go flapping his lips to her family about their relationship! If one could even call it a relationship after everything that had happened since the night they’d made love. Hopefully he’d wised up and realized she’d be the last person he should be thinking about spending the rest of his life with. 
Sure, they’d experienced something tremendously hot that night at her apartment, but not that sacred emotional bond every vampire prayed would happen when they drank from a person they were attracted to. Or had they? How would she even know?
What if Christian was right and it was real? That possibility was daunting and one she couldn’t contemplate right now. She was simply too angry. 
She paused from her pacing and tapped on her mouth with her index finger, thinking about the crush she’d had for him all these years. What if it wasn’t a mere crush? What if it really was love? How would she feel if she walked away from this job, her life in New Orleans and never laid eyes on him again? The answer that came to mind caused a deep internal ache between her stomach and heart which scared her back into concentrating on the mission that had brought her here today. After an hour passed and still no Christian, Tiffany was about to tear her hair out. Respect for his patients and practice was all that kept her from tracking his rear down and unloading on him with both barrels. By the time, he finally arrived she was seething with anger and impatience. The fact he strode into her office with a big grin, looking all curious and innocent was like tossing diesel on a flaming round bale. 
“You big mouthed toe!”
That sobered him up right quick. 
“What’s wrong?”
Tiffany gapped the distance leaving mere inches between them to give her reply. The only thing she regretted was he was a good six inches taller than her and she couldn’t put her face in his. She used her finger instead. “Who do you think you are, telling my entire family that I’m your life mate?”
He backed up a step and had the good sense to appear chagrined. “Tiffany, it just came out one night with Nathan when you were still in critical condition. From there it just spread and I had too much on my plate to worry about gossip. I was exhausted, dying inside, fearing I’d lose you.”
That doused a bit of her fury, but it by no means excused his loose lips. “Okay, you had a weak moment. Fine. So, explain to me why I’m the last to know? I know when you figured it out. The night we had vampire sex. Now let’s see, how long ago has that been?” She paused there and tapped her chin for punctuation. “Almost two weeks. Yeah, I think that’s plenty of time to say, ‘Hey Tiff, I figured out you’re my life mate.’”
He slammed his arms across his chest and glared at her. “Had I told you immediately when I discovered the truth, what response would I have gotten?”
“That’s beside the point.”
“No, it isn’t. It’s exactly the point. What would you have said?”
Tiffany didn’t want to answer that question. Truthfully? It probably would have scared the garbage out of her and she would have told him he was crazy. She hadn’t been ready for forever with Christian. 
“Well?” he pressed.
“I don’t know. Probably that I’m not ready for that yet. Dang, Christian, we haven’t known each other that long.”
He took another step back, gaped at her and shook his head. “Are you kidding me? We’ve known each other for twelve years. What? That’s not long enough for you to figure out who I am, your feelings for me?”
“That’s not what I meant.” She pointed a finger back and forth between them. “I mean the way we know each other now as somewhere between friends and not. I honestly don’t know how I feel about that. You knew I never wanted to be vampire, but now that I am…” She broke off and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m too mad to even think about us right now.”
An irritated scowl claimed his features. “What haven’t you been mad about recently? What are you doing here anyway? You could have called me to chew my rear. If you recall, someone here tried to poison you which is why I never had a chance to tell you we have the life mate connection.”
That made some sense. He couldn’t very well tell her while she’d been unconscious, but he’d had ample opportunity recently. Then again what would she have done if he had told her? The answer wasn’t difficult to determine.
“You had no intentions of telling me, did you? Not until something happened between us the way you wanted it to happen. Am I right?”
His jaw clenched and she knew she pushed him, but didn’t care. She wanted honesty.
“Yeah, you’re right. I didn’t want you or anyone else to know until you admitted your feelings to me, but it didn’t work out that way. I know you love me, Tiffany. I also know you won’t admit that to yourself, but you did allow me into your mind for a few minutes. I felt your desire for me, the heat, the passion, everything that was you in those moments. I know you’ve had a thing for me for years, same as I have for you. I know you aren’t ready to admit even to yourself how deep those feelings go, but I knew one day you’d have to address them. That was the day I’d planned to tell you. The day you told me you loved me. In my mind to tell you when you were confused and scared about us would have been selfish. I’d go so far as to say cruel because it would have only confused you more. Obviously, I’m right. You weren’t ready for me to tell you my feelings when I did so the other night.”
“I suppose you’re right.” She couldn’t have handled it back then. She still couldn’t. But he made a good point about why he’d said nothing.
She blinked at him, suddenly realizing she’d been a class tough on wheels since the moment she came awake as a vampire. The knowledge made her sick to her stomach. What was wrong with her?
“I need to ask you something.” She pivoted and took hold of the arm of a chair in front of her desk, then sank into it. “Could I be having a reaction to your blood or am I losing my mind? I mean that. I feel like I’m going crazy. I don’t even think I know who I am anymore.”
He was silent so long she had to prompt him. “Christian?”
He heaved a loud sigh and propped a hand on his hip. “Neither. What you’re going through is completely normal. You died Tiffany. You’re human body anyway. That’s a loss which would bring a tidal wave of emotional trauma even the strongest of individuals couldn’t take in stride. Denial. Anger. Fear. Pain. All of those emotions are normal and necessary before you can get to acceptance. And I’ve been no friend or any kind of doctor by allowing my emotions to be moved by yours. I should have been far more patient. I’m so sorry.”
Tiffany didn’t know what to say. She had been an emotional cauldron, acting out ridiculously. She hadn’t been herself. Christian hadn’t been himself either. He was the most laid back person she’d ever met in her life, which was part of why she’d been so mad at him for not being more understanding. “I think you’re way wrong about us, Christian. Life mates feel each other’s emotions especially when they’re running forth gear high side. But you obviously didn’t. You reacted to my emotional outbursts and rightfully so. I was awful. Out of control.”
He stepped around her and took a seat in the empty chair beside her, turning it so they were face to face, knees nearly touching, then took hold of both her hands. “No, Tiffany, it’s just the opposite. I’m realizing now why you were making me so crazy. Through all this, I was feeling volatile, raging emotions that I’m not used to feeling because most of that time the emotions weren’t mine. They were yours. That’s something only a life mate can do. You are mine. If I ever had an inkling of a doubt, this realization just knocked any trace of it out of the ballpark.”
The range of emotions she’d gone through since walking through the V clinic doors had left her drained. Tiffany didn’t know what to believe. “I don’t even know how to respond to that. I believe everything you’re saying. It actually makes perfect sense, but it leaves me feeling without choice in the matter. It’s like—like I don’t get a say. You say I’m your life mate due to some connection we shared that I don’t understand and what? I just have to say, ‘Oh cool?’”
He squeezed her hands remaining far calmer than she would have if the shoe had of been on the other foot. “Of course you have a say. Everyone has the God-given right of free choice in life. Humans and vampires alike. Life mating is a gift from God, not an obligation or yoke to be put on a person. Look at it like this if you will.” He reached over to his desk and grabbed a pen. “Pretend this is a little black velvet box and that I’m just any human guy, you’re any human girl and that guy pops open the box. Inside is a beautiful ring and he asks the girl to marry him.”
Tiffany gulped. “Okay. Point?”
He smiled and extended the pen. “The girl has one of two choices. Right? She can accept it or say no thanks. Same goes for vampires. The only difference is we’re guaranteed, and I firmly believe by the heavens, that the relationship is for life if we choose to take it on. How’s that really any different than this?” He waved the pen at her. “Or if you really wanna get deep, how is that any different than the gift of eternal life given to all men by the heavens? The only thing you have to do to get that gift is believe and take it. I used that analogy because your momma’s been pounding that theory into your head since you were knee high. Well, and because I’ve done more praying since the day you came into my life than I have in the last fifty years.
She laughed. “She has and I can only imagine how hard you prayed for me to come through this alive. Thank you for that.” She’d lost sight of that truth he’d spoke of though, and the reason had nothing to do with her new species. She’d been mad at God for years because she felt cheated of what everyone should be entitled to, yet few obtained—an un-fractured family unit. 
“I’m using God as a relationship reference here so you can understand we’ve been given a gift, but no laws say we have to take it. Whatever our future holds, as far as I’m concerned it’s up to us both.”
“I don’t know what to say, Christian, except I really love your deep side. I don’t know if I’m ready for that pen there right yet, but after everything you just said I know you’re worth the challenge.” She meant it. A romantic relationship with Christian scared her to death, but a life mate thing was completely different. As a vampire, Christian naturally wanted a life mate and he would never do anything to screw up the relationship with the woman he believed was his. At least she hoped.
“Come here.” Christian pulled her into his arms and held her close, chest to chest, knees interlocked. It was the first true comfort she’d felt since the day she woke up vampire. Yet it was far better than mere comfort. His embrace was soul warmth that touched a place so deep, she started to cry. Good tears, cleansing tears came out which had needed shedding for days. When all emotions were spent, what remained in her heart felt suspiciously close to love.
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 
After Christian left Tiffany’s office, he went to his own and took a seat on a couch, feeling emotionally drained. Patients were waiting, but he needed a moment to collect himself after that amazing episode between him and Tiffany. 
The breakthrough he’d been hoping and praying for with Tiffany had finally happened! They’d stopped bickering long enough to stare into each other’s hearts and not see an enemy there.
“Well that was nothing short of a miracle,” he mused aloud. Especially considering the way she’d stormed him in her office chomping at the bit to throw down with him. She hadn’t said yes to a future with him, but she’d stopped saying no. This was huge progress and the notion made him smile. He looked at the ceiling and sent up a thank you, then headed back toward the exam rooms. 
He rounded a corner and almost ran into Asa, who stepped aside just in time to avoid being plowed into. Christian skidded to a halt and faced his friend.
“Whoa. Where’s the fire?”
Christian grinned. He had been in a hurry, but he was stepping a little lighter too. “I just left it. Or rather her.”
Asa let out a knowing laugh. “Wow. That good, huh? Lucky mongrel. What did the two of you just do or do I want to know? Never mind. Yeah, I wanna know.”
Christian laughed with him. Asa knew he’d been going through heck with Tiffany for days. Everyone knew. Since he’d began channeling her emotions, he’d been depressed, irritable and snappy to just about everyone but his patients. At the moment, he felt a thousand pounds lifted off his shoulders. “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe it.”
“Try me.”
Christian wasn’t going to dish on that amazing experience with Tiffany. Some things were meant to stay between life mates. “Well, let’s just say I think she’s about to take off the hit she placed on me.”
“I get it. You finally kissed and made up.” Asa patted him on the shoulder. “Good for you. After watching you this last week, the single life was sounding better and better.”
Until today Christian had parallel thoughts. “I will admit she didn’t come here with intentions to kiss and make up. Just the opposite. Someone in her family told her we were life mates.”
Asa’s brows furrowed. “She didn’t know? You mean you never told her?”
He hunched his shoulders. “When have I had time? She nearly died. You know the heck I was dealing with once she woke up. Plus, from the beginning she made it clear she never wanted to be vampire or get involved with me. Until today.”
“That’s great. Keep in mind the girl hasn’t been turned a full week. She still has human thinking going on in her brain so you might wanna wait to send out wedding invitations. On the other hand she obviously wanted some involvement with you or she would have never let you fang her in the first place.” He flashed a wistful grin. “Lucky mongrel. Bell bottoms were in fashion the last time I fed from a human I thought might be a potential life mate. Since she wasn’t you can imagine how that went. Flat and disappointing.”
Indeed, he did. Nearly every unmated vampire experienced that at least a few times in their lives. 
“What was it like when you discovered she was the one?” 
His partner’s expression was a mixture of embarrassment, curiosity and a bit of sadness. He paused to choose his words carefully. “Shocking. Joyful. Frustrating. All you could expect when your life mate finally drops into your life. It will happen for you, buddy, and I’m sure it won’t be as complicated of a mess as the one I’ve been facing.”
He nodded. “I’m glad for you. Very glad. Stay patient, Chris. You may have petted the tiger, but my guess is she isn’t tame yet.”
Christian laughed at that. Oh yeah, Tiffany would always have bite left in her, but she was one pussy cat he couldn’t wait to have bite him.
“Hey, have you talked with Noah yet this morning?”
Christian shook his head. “He’s in delivery. Still no word from the VCDC as far as I know.” 
“What about Tiffany’s step father? Have you spoken to him?”
“No, but I know when Nathan discovers something definitive, he’ll call. If I don’t hear from him today, I plan to talk to him tonight when I give Tiffany her transfusion.”
“I’m assuming her blood work is still negative?”
Christian nodded and crossed his arms. “Yeah. You know I’d still have her here if it wasn’t. It’s odd the hemolysis cleared up so fast with her, yet our other patients have had little better than marginal improvement. I don’t know what to make of it.”
Asa tapped a finger on his chin. “Neither do I. It could be we’re treating these patients all wrong. Tiffany’s turning killed off all of her infected human blood cells, right?”
“Every cell in her body period because she’s now vampire as you well know. What’s your point?”
“What if we were to give our patients vampire blood? Their life mates of course. I’m not sure it would work, but it couldn’t hurt. I think the three of us need to meet and discuss this and other additional treatment options.”
“Good idea. Let’s do it tonight as soon as the clinic closes.”
“Fine by me.” 
“Wait a minute. We might have to do it a bit earlier. We have a meeting today at four thirty with Tiffany’s sister Chelsie Peebles.”
Asa smiled. “Oh yeah, the new little doctor. I look forward to meeting her. What’s she like?”
“Shy, but brilliant. A Harvard graduate. She’s loyal and sweet. I think she’ll do great here.”
“Why in the world would a human girl want to work for a V clinic?”
Christian hunched a shoulder. “I guess we’ll find out this afternoon. Pays better.” He grinned.
“Dr. La Mond! Help! Debra’s fainted.”
Christian’s gaze shot to the right. Greg Thomson, the life mate of his last appointment ran down the hall toward them. He gave Asa a ‘this cannot be happening again’ look then bolted past Greg for the exam room where he’d left his patient with follow up instructions for the nursing staff.
The six-month pregnant woman lay on the exam table, her arms dangling off the sides. She wasn’t breathing. Christian dropped the back on the table to get her flat and immediately began CPR. 
He heard Asa enter and bite off a curse. The husband was in the hallway behind him firing questions between pleas for them to save her. Seconds later Katie and Blake rushed in, asking what they could do to help. 
“Out. Everyone out, please,” Christian yelled. He and Asa could handle this. He needed the nurses to handle Greg right now more than he needed their help with Debra.
“Katie, Blake see to Mr. Thompson, please,” Asa instructed them as he stepped into the hall. 
“Please, Dr. Bradley, what’s happening? Will she be okay?”
“I don’t know. Just stay out of the way and let us do our job so we can help her. Okay?”
“Okay. Okay. Do whatever you have to do.” He shook his head briskly.
Christian watched Asa rush off. Seconds later he was back with a crash cart. He shut the door and they got to work like the well-oiled team they were. Sadly, they’d done this many times over the eighty some years they’d practiced together, often with disparaging results. This time proved to be one of them. 
They worked on the patient for over twenty minutes. Finally, Asa said, “We need to call it.”
Christian shot him a furious look and stepped back from the table. He didn’t want to give up, but he knew they’d done all they could. Debra was gone. 
He smacked a palm on top of the crash cart and spun around, wanting to pound something, but grabbed the sides of his head instead. “Idiot! How could this have happened?” The question was rhetorical. They both knew she was a victim of whatever was going on here. The woman was a fledgling vampire, only twenty-one years old. She hadn’t been a vampire a full year. But she was young and healthy. The ultrasound he’d given her showed the baby doing well. Granted she’d complained about extreme fatigue, but Christian had chocked it up as normal because she was so close to her due date. Apparently, he’d been very wrong there. Had he taken the symptom more seriously, asked more questions he may have saved her life. Spared her from whatever had entered her body since she’d walked through the doors of the clinic. Dang it! Who was doing this?
Christian was determined to nail the mongrel responsible today. He had drastic measures in mind. He intended to enchant every human who’d had contact with her and maybe every employee in the building, an act he would have never considered if their patients and unborn babies weren’t dropping like flies. 
“Ten twelve,” Asa said as he came around the table to his side. He gave Debra a remorseful look then folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t know why this is happening or how, but I intend to get some answers pronto. Who followed up with her after you left?”
“Katie.”
Asa grunted. “Did you order any meds? Did she eat or drink anything here? A snack from staff or the cafeteria?”
“Just the standard transfusion and vitamin booster and I don’t know if she ate or drank, but I intend to find out immediately from Greg.” He scowled at the door and swiped a hand across his mouth and jaw. “I don’t care what it takes, but this ends today.”
Noah, thorough as usual, along with Asa tested every food and drink source which would have been in the building the day Tiffany fell ill since she’d been the last victim until now. Nothing came of it which led Christian and his partners to the conclusion someone was lacing food, blood, meds or all with the cocktail. 
“I agree,” Asa muttered, looking as soul sick as Christian felt. “Katie?” 
Christian stared at him knowing what he meant by the way he asked her name. “Impossible. She wouldn’t hurt a fly. She’s no angel of death, if that’s what you’re implying.”
Asa nodded and stared at the door. “Someone is though. And they’ll be praying for some angelic help before I get through with them.”
“Nursing staff seems the most logical to accuse, but it could just as easily be someone from housekeeping, the lab, dietary services, who knows. We have to keep an open mind, but we have to act quickly.” Christian glanced at the dead woman sick for her life mate who most likely would not survive this loss. The couple had no living children. Usually the only reason a widowed vampire pressed on with the business of life was for his or her children. 
“What did you have in mind?”
“No human staff member leaves this building today until you, Noah or I enchant them.”
Asa cocked his head to the side then looked at Debra. “Yeah. Absolutely. That’s exactly what we do. I’ll call human resources and have them announce a staff meeting. Mandatory attendance for every soul. Noah should be the one to enchant. He’s proficient at crowds. Then you and I take them one by one and ask them straight up if they know anything about these deaths.”
“That’s perfect. If someone on payroll is responsible we’ll know by day’s end.” Christian left the room with a heavy heart because he was about to deliver news which would break Greg’s.
***
Tiffany floated on fluffy high clouds after Christian left her office. She was in love with Christian and although not willing to admit it to him quite yet, the admission gave her some relief. She was still scared though. Not so much that Christian would hurt her, but that she might hurt him if she found in time a forever thing too scary. She had to try because if she was truly Christian’s life mate destiny wouldn’t allow her to thwart the inevitable. Neither would Christian. She stayed a few minutes longer to check on the status of a few things she’d left loose-ended that day she’d gone home sick. Since she hadn’t been here in nearly a week, she returned a few phone calls and checked in house emails, which were merely `welcome aboard’ letters from department heads. 
She was happy to see the wifi had been installed as promised. She itched to return to work full force. Maybe next week. She just left her office and locked the door when she heard a big commotion somewhere down the maze of hallways. She followed the sound to the patient exam rooms wing and saw Asa dragging a crash cart down the hall like a bat out of torture. He yanked open an exam room door and pushed the thing inside.
Katie and Blake stood outside talking with a male vampire who appeared horribly traumatized. He was crying, wailing really. Katie laid a hand on the man’s arm and said something to him in a hushed tone.
 “Oh no. Not again.” The logical conclusion to what she’d witnessed was another patient had been poisoned. 
She didn’t know what to do, but she knew she needed to stay out of the way. Still she couldn’t bring herself to leave. Her intense sense of smell told her Christian was in that room with Asa or very close by. She wandered into the nurses’ station, closed her eyes and began to silently pray for the woman’s life. 
A few minutes later she heard footsteps and glanced up. It was Blake. “What’s going on?”
He walked inside the small area, gave her a grim look and swiped his hand across his military-style buzz cut. “A patient coded. I don’t know the details, nor would it be appropriate for me to share them anyway.”
“I understand. Is Christian with Asa?”
He nodded, then pulled out a swivel chair and sat down. “This is so crazy.”
“I’ll say.” And terrifying. A few days ago, Tiffany had been exactly where that woman was now. 
“I was out of town over the weekend, but I heard what happened to you. Your chart said food poisoning, but.…”
“But what?” Did he know the truth about the poisons that led her to death’s door?
He shook his head. “Nothing. I’m really sorry for everything that happened, Tiffany, but I’m glad you’re all right.” 
“Thanks.”
He glanced over her with a speculative expression, which annoyed her, but told her what was on his mind. “Yeah, I’m a vampire. Not happy about it, but I’m breathing.” She held out her arms in case he wanted to stare a little harder. 
A strained silence ensued for over a minute. Blake finally broke it.
“I had no idea your mother is Mia Davenport. None of us did.”
“Yeah, well I try to keep that fact on the QT because I have no desire to be a part of the media circus which is my mom and Nathan’s life.” Very few people knew she was a member of the Davenport family and she liked keeping it that way. Her mother and Nathan took extreme measures to keep the press from discovering her and Chelsie’s whereabouts. How Nathan managed it, Tiffany didn’t know. Didn’t care. She was just glad for it. 
He grinned. “I would have never guessed that in a million years, despite the fact you’re almost a physical carbon copy of her. I had no idea she or her husband were vampire. Their eyes look as human as ours—mine.”
She hunched a shoulder. “Contacts.” Her family was none of his business. As a nurse for vampires, he should know their people lived a life of secrecy and respect that fact by not asking personal questions. Apparently, he couldn’t help himself. He just wouldn’t quit.
“You look good, though.”
“Thanks.” 
“How do you feel?” He glanced over her, his expression curious and a little too scrutinizing for her liking.
She knew what he really picked at. What did it feel like to be a vampire? “You want a pint of my blood? Then you can find out for yourself how it feels.”
“Sorry. I’m being nosy.”
“Yeah, your kind of good at that, but don’t sweat it. I realize I’m the village freak at the moment. It’s cool.”
At some point, she would have to face these questions with co-workers. Might as well get some of it out of the way. “I still feel like me. My hearing is on steroids and a bit annoying at times, but I’m beginning to get used to it. Other than my senses, it’s really not any different.” Not true, but she didn’t want to tell him the ugly truth. She didn’t even want to admit it to herself. At times, especially late at night, she wanted to taste blood so badly the need literally shivered through her while simultaneously turning her stomach. Transfusions didn’t totally obliterate blood lust. 
He flashed a sympathetic smile. “I sat in on report Monday morning when you were still here. The strain of food poisoning listed in your chart is often deadly. You don’t know how lucky you are to be alive.” 
“I have no doubt that’s true.” She blinked at him, trying to get a pulse on his last comment because something felt off about the way he’d said it. Maybe she was just being overly suspicious, but babies had died and now another person’s life and that of her child might be hanging in the balance this very moment. Who wouldn’t be suspicious? But Blake was clean of suspicion. Christian had enchanted him. Could he have thwarted Christian’s enchantment somehow? 
Blake glanced at the floor and shook his head. “Something strange is going on around here. Multiple still births. You getting food poisoning. Now a young, healthy pregnant vampire coding? It doesn’t add up.”
“What do you mean?”
His lips thinned into a tense line before he spoke. “Until recently I’ve only witnessed three vampire stillbirths in my life. I’ve worked for V clinics and V hospitals for nearly ten years. Their kind rarely have problems during pregnancy. Problems conceiving yes, but once they do, unlike humans their complications are few. Keep in mind that hasn’t always been true, but vampire modern medicine and their good health in general keeps stillbirths to a minimum.”
“I didn’t know that.”
He nodded. “The staff is beginning to think these incidents are connected.”
“Really? I don’t see how. What happened to me couldn’t be related.” It was but she wanted to keep him talking. See where he might go with this.
He gave her an arched look. “Hopefully you’re right, but if you’re wrong…” He broke off and sighed. “…any one of us could be next. Katie’s considering tendering her resignation and about half the CNA’s. I know the clinic is in the midst of a crisis, and none of us want to bail, but people are terrified for their own wellbeing.”
Tiffany understood and agreed. No one here was safe. Humans or vampires. The likelihood of another attempt on her life or anyone else’s for that matter was a very real and present danger. 
Obviously with what happened down the hall, Christian and his partners were getting no closer to answers. Maybe it was time to have a talk with her stepfather and find out if he and Dominic had discovered something. Everyone in the Davenport house was talking about some competitor of Nathan’s possibly being the creep behind all of this. “When you see Christian, ask him to give me a call when he has time, please.”
“Sure thing.” He gave her a warm smile and a wave as she hightailed it out of the nurses’ station, her destination Nathan. 
Tiffany found him in his home office flipping through something on his holotop, exactly where she expected him to be. Dominic was seated on the other side of the desk studying the screen of his own holotop. Both men looked up as she walked through the open doorway into the room.
“Tiffany. Is everything okay?” Nathan asked, glancing over her with concern.
She wasn’t at all and probably exuded sick worry from her very pores. She took a seat next to Dominic across the desk from Nathan. “I’m fine, but Christian isn’t. Another incident occurred at his clinic this morning. I don’t know details, but I know something happened to one of his patients and I think it was bad. I know the two of you are trying to help him figure out who’s behind this. Any luck?”
Nathan pushed his chair away from his desk and released a ragged breath. “So far it’s been a series of dead ends in this investigation.”
“Who is this guy?”
Nathan leaned into his chair and crossed his arms. “Probably no one you’d know. His name is Damien Alexander.”
Tiffany rolled her eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding me? That name makes him sound like a cross between Satan’s spawn and marauding Roman dictator.”
Both men laughed. Nathan said, “Pretty close.”
“So, what’s his beef with you?” She crossed her arms and leaned into the chair.
“About a year ago I outbid him on a very desirable commercial property.”
Dominic added, “It was a little more complicated than that. Actually, the seller screwed him by accepting a sizable deposit from Damien and refused to return it when Nathan paid the seller above full asking price.”
She snorted. “Then he ought to be pissed at that guy, not you.”
“He’s embroiled in serious litigation with the seller, but that’s beside the point. I’ve been a thorn in his side for years. That wasn’t the first property I yanked out from underneath him. He’s been investigating my personal life and he knows I’m vampire.”
Tiffany leaned back into the chair and rolled her eyes again. Drama was Nathan’s middle name. If vampires could develop ulcers he ought to have one the size of Cleveland. “Do I even want to know how he figured that out?”
“You do not,” he replied with an arched look.
From that comment, she knew at some point he’d been caught feeding from a human because Nathan didn’t transfuse. What astounded her most was the fact her mother put up with Nathan’s late night blood sucking rendezvouses. As a Christian woman, she’d sooner die than drink human blood. So Tiffany didn’t get why her mother tolerated Nathan’s activities, but then her mom adored Nathan and he her. Really, that’s all that mattered.
“Okay, whatever. So, what’s your gut telling you? Do you think this guy is behind this mess at the clinic or what?”
Nathan shook his head. “I really don’t think so, but I’m not ruling it out yet.”
Dominic turned in his chair and faced her. “We’ve done all we can to try to connect him and we’ve come up empty. Most likely what happened to you and what’s occurring within Christian’s clinic is something entirely unrelated to Damien.”
“Well, that’s just great. This puts everything back to a no progress mode, because if Christian or his partners had a mere inkling of who was behind this, they’d have stopped this psychopath by now.”
Nathan gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s not a bust yet, Tiffany. I think we might have discovered a way to help Christian. Dominic and I have been discussing some ideas to catch the person or persons responsible assuming they’re operating within the four walls of clinic.”
“Well, it’s obvious they are.”
Dominic laid a hand on her forearm. “Possibly, and it’s as important to us as it is to Christian that the person responsible for these crimes is caught and dealt with, Tiffany. We nearly lost you. This jerk will pay. I promise.”
She knew he meant that because protecting those within the family fold was everything to these two guys. “Thanks. So, what do you have in mind?” 
“We want to install an audio/video surveillance system at the clinic. Christian may have something in place, but the system I have in mind would be far more sensitive and—”
“Undetectable?” she interjected. Knowing Dominic, he’d been online purchasing state of the art, CIA-type stuff that would track a person’s every sound and movement at any point in the building. Good for him. Anything that could help the clinic and save lives was worth any lack of privacy. “I wonder what Christian will think of that?”
Dominic gave her an edgy look, leaned into his seat and crossed his arms. “Of course, the devices are intrusive, but such measures are necessary when people’s lives are at stake.”
She waved a hand at him. “You will get no argument from me there.”
Nathan picked up his cell phone and tapped the screen to display holotime. “I’d planned to talk to Christian tonight to discuss details after his visit with you. Now that he’s had another incident, I’m not going to wait.”
Tiffany didn’t say anything while he made the call. She glanced toward the ceiling and sent up a little prayer that the patient he’d been with when she’d left, was still a living, breathing one.
Fortunately, Christian picked up. 
“Tiffany is here with me. She just came from your clinic and told me there was a problem this morning with a patient.”
With holotime, she could hear and see Christian, but the hologram image faced Nathan so he couldn’t see her.
He made a sound that was part sigh, part groan, which made her insides cease.
“Yes. We lost a patient.” 
“Oh goodness no.” She leaned forward and dropped her face in her hands for a few seconds. 
Nathan cleared his throat and gave Dominic a fierce look. “You have my sincere sympathies. Dominic and I have been working on some ideas. We may be able to help stop this…person, if you could call a baby murderer a person.”
Nathan told him their plans, then they discussed a meeting with his partners to figure out a time this system could be installed. They scheduled it for five thirty. At one point Dominic took the phone and added some details about the how the surveillance equipment worked, but Tiffany had tuned out by that point. Crazy maybe, but she swore she could feel Christian’s pain as if it were her own along with deep sorrow for that poor, innocent pregnant lady whose life had been stolen by some maniac. 
The unfairness and evil of it all began to make her boil inside. 
“Tiffany?”
She glanced up at Nathan. “Yeah, I’m sorry. What?”
He held out his cell. “Christian would like to speak to you.”
She blinked at him, then reached across the desk and took the phone. “Hey. You okay?”
“Not really. You?”
“Don’t worry about me.” Man, what she wouldn’t give to be with him now, to say or do something that might shave away even a fraction of his pain because she could feel his agony, see it in his eyes and it literally pummeled her soul. 
“Right now, I’m just so angry I want to tear up something, rather someone.”
Tiffany knew anger was just one ingredient in his nasty casserole of emotions. She didn’t know what to say. Instinct told her she just needed to employ her ears more than her mouth, which caused a gap in the conversation. 
Christian bridged it. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. Talk to me.”
“We’re good. Right?”
She huffed. “Of course, Christian.” She wanted to say more, but they had an audience.
He let out a soft, sad sort of laugh. “Good. Just checking. I feel so nasty at the moment, I wasn’t sure I might have dreamed our visit earlier.”
She sucked her lower lip between her teeth wishing back those amazing moments and feelings.
“No dream. Do you have any idea what time you’ll get off?”
“It’s going to be a very full and complicated day. And as always it’s up to the babies. I have two mothers in labor presently, a host of appointments and meetings. It may be nine or ten before I get there tonight.”
“Do what you need to do. If you need anything, even an ear, call.”
“I will. Thanks, Tiffany.”
“I’ll talk to you later.” She ended the call then handed Nathan the phone.
 He sat it on his desk and stared at her with a troubled look. “I’m so deeply sorrowful for all that’s happen to Christian and to you, but Honey you have my word I won’t rest until whoever is behind this is stopped.”
She tried for a grateful smile. “You rock, Nathan. You too, Dominic. Thanks guys. And when ya’ll nail this jerk, do me a favor and make him suffer in ways that would shock and awe the employees of the Spanish Inquisition torture chambers.”
Nathan chuckled then grinned at Dominic. 
Dominic stared at the hologram and swiped. “Googling methods of torture and the Spanish Inquisition.” He glanced at her with a wicked little gleam in his green eyes.
Tiffany rolled hers. So did Nathan. 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
Tiffany ran into Chelsie on the way to her room. Chelsie’s bedroom door was open when she passed by and Chelsie called out, halting her.
“TJ! Do you have a minute?”
“Yeah. What’s up?” she asked as she walked inside. 
Four dresses were laid across the end of the bed and Chelsie stood there staring at them with angst. “I have an interview this afternoon with Christian and his partners and I don’t know what in the world to wear. Which one would you choose for a job interview?”
“Are you serious? You need to be talking to Dannie, not me. I know less than you about fashion.” Their younger sister’s artistic talent extended to many other things including couture threads. 
Chelsie’s eyes rounded with horror behind her thick glasses. “Oh goodness, no. You know how she is.”
Tiffany giggled. “Yep. She’d drag you to every high-class clothing place in town, then later to some fancy salon that only employed people with accents.”
Chelsie burst out laughing. “Exactly. Now please help me.”
“All right.” She walked over to the end of the bed and examined Chelsie’s choices. She picked up a long sleeved, high neck, tea length, navy blue dress that a nun might wear when she took her final vows. “Seriously? Is the Pope going to be present during this interview?” She tossed the nasty thing aside and picked up the next one in line, a grey turtle neck, full length thing that reeked of decades gone by. “Okay. That just needs to be burned.” She shivered, looked over the next two which were equally as hideous, then sighed. “Maybe we do need Dannie.”
“No T.J. She’d want to go shopping and the places she buys clothes don’t even sell my size.” Chelsie grabbed her forearm, led her across the room to the closet and yanked open the door. “Help me pick out something professional. Something nice.”
“Why is working for the V clinic so important to you?”
She glanced up, her expression a little wistful. “I envy vampires. Your species have benefits humans don’t. Like longevity, superior physical strength, psychic and telekinetic abilities. I just find it all so fascinating and I want to learn all I can about their bodies and minds.”
“Well I don’t find it at all fascinating. Direct sunlight scalds our eyeballs and human blood keeps us alive. Those are not benefits.”
“Cancer and the myriad of diseases that plague humans aren’t benefits to our species either. We could argue this all day. Just get in here and help me pick out something.”
Tiffany stepped into the closet and began pilfering. She paused, pulled out a very disturbing item and held it up. “Dear Lord. Denim Coolocks? You’ve got to be kidding me? Forget this.” Tiffany grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her out of the closet. “Let’s go shopping. Maybe do lunch if you have the time. When’s your interview?”
“Four thirty.”
“Perfect. Let’s go.”
Chelsie was impossible to shop with. Women’s clothing stores sold garments designed to make women look attractive. Chelsie seemed clueless to this fact. She was after some outfit that would just hide her body because she was a bit overweight and it bothered her. It was in all the right places though, but there was no telling her that. Women paid good money for belly and a jerk like hers and her long, flowing auburn hair was literally envious.
They trekked through dozens of clothing shops at two Malls and nothing seemed to be working for the girl. Tiffany was about ready to buy her a burka and call it a day, but when they hit The Gap, Chelsie finally managed to find a cute shirt/skirt combo that perhaps even Dannie would have approved of. Once that headache was out of the way, they stopped at an Olive Garden for a late lunch.
Unfortunately, this sister outing had a third and fourth wheel. David and another security guard, Tyler, who had been assigned by Nathan to Chelsie. They tried to stay out of the way most of the time, yet within a reasonable distance should a threat arise. Tiffany wanted to talk to Chelsie in private. So, when the hostess called their name, she told the two guys to bounce to the bar. Once they were seated with menus, Chelsie said, “So tell me how you’re really doing? We haven’t had five minutes alone since you came home from the hospital.”
“I know. Sorry, but I was hiding out in my room because I just wasn’t ready to talk about things yet. I didn’t mean to shut you out.”
“That’s okay. I can’t imagine how difficult this has been for you. You look great by the way.”
Tiffany gave her a grateful smile. “Thanks. I feel fine. Christian still has me on daily transfusions. He’s been drawing blood too. I’m assuming the last test was okay or I wouldn’t be sitting here.”
“That’s good news. Goodness, TJ, we were all so scared for you. I know you were really angry with Christian for making the decision to turn you, but there’s not one of us sorry he did. I hope you aren’t still brooding about it.”
Tiffany set her menu aside and released a long breathe. “No. Obviously this wouldn’t have been a life I’d chosen for myself, but it’s better than pushing up daisies. There are a few advantages I suppose.”
“Like Christian? Maybe something could happen now?” She flashed a knowing grin.
“Maybe.” Chelsie knew intimately how she felt about Christian. At least when it had just been a crush for her. “You know I care for him. I care about the things he cares about too. I probably shouldn’t say anything, but Christian lost a patient today. I went to the clinic this morning to see him and when I was leaving I saw his partner Asa dragging a crash cart into an exam room. Later I found out the lady had died.”
Chelsie’s eyes rounded and she palmed her mouth for a second. “Oh my goodness. Do you have any idea what happened?”
“No, but I’m pretty sure she was murdered and probably with the same trash that nearly offed me. Christian and his partners have to be losing their minds. Someone inside that clinic is poisoning people, Chels, and I suspect upping the ante. That poor lady. And the baby. She’s the first adult who’s died.”
“That’s awful.”
“I know. It’s insane. Luckily, Nathan and Dominic are working on some ideas to help the V clinic. Maybe you might want to rethink this interview. At least for the time being.”
Chelsie shook her head. “No way. This news makes me more determined than ever to help Christian and the V clinic. You’re right. I can’t imagine how Christian is holding it together. It’s evident people are at risk walking through the doors of that building. Case in point.” She gestured her direction.
The server arrived to take their order. After she left, Chelsie affected a much-needed subject change, but it ended up being the previous hot topic.
“You skated the Christian issue a few minutes ago. So, what’s really going on between you two?”
Tiffany stifled a sigh, still reeling from the mornings events. “He claims we have the life mate connection. I’m thinking he’s right.” 
Chelsie’s eyes grew round behind her thick glasses. “What? When did you guys, you know, do it?” Chelsie understood vampire mating dynamics as well if not better than she. She’d like everyone to think her interest stemmed from a scientific point of view. Maybe it mostly did, but Tiffany knew if Chelsie had been in her situation and woke up vampire, she’d have dealt with that reality far better than she had.
“It happened the first night of my first day on the job. I can’t even explain why, but I wanted him to bite me.”
“Was it awesome, scary, what? Was it hot? It was hot wasn’t it? You’re hiding a smile.”
Tiffany let that smile bloom. “It was,” she allowed. “It would have been nice if he’d told me he felt the connection before he went and blabbed it to Mom, Nathan and everyone else in the house.” 
“Well didn’t you feel it too?”
“Of course, but Chels, I was a human virgin. It was mental sex and it was mind-blowing, but how could I have possibly known what we experienced wasn’t the norm for human/vampire feeding experiences? I was so pissed at him for keeping that from me, yet spilling the beans to Nathan. Can you even imagine my embarrassment? Everyone in the family knew Christian and I had done the vampire deed and I didn’t know that they knew.”
“Well, I get your point, but you need to cut Christian some slack, TJ. The man loves you and it’s incredibly obvious especially now after what happened. He rarely left your side while you were critical. It was obvious long before that. Everyone in the family has known for years the two of you were meant for each other.”
That made her jaw drop. “What do you mean? What’s been being said behind our backs?”
“No one has said anything specific that I can recall. It’s just been a given for years. Everyone knows you two belong together and I’m having a hard time believing you don’t. Tiffany, you two are glued at the hip during the holidays. And think about that for a second. He has family in Texas, yet he chooses to spend the majority of the holidays with our family? Trust me it isn’t for Mom’s pecan pies.”
“Okay, but he’s been friends with Mom and Nathan for years.”
“Give me a break. He spends far more time with you than Nathan or Mom.”
This was true. 
“T.J., the way you look at him, the way he looks at you, that’s love or something pretty darn close. When you were human no one wanted to say anything, or encourage whatever was going on. You know as well as I, human/vampire relationships are complicated.”
“You’re right. Relationships are complicated period and I suck at them. I don’t want Christian to have to settle for a relationship Scrooge like me. He deserves better and I’m not sure I can give it.”
“Isn’t he worth the effort? I mean, if you don’t want him to settle for less than best, be the best. All relationships take work.”
Chelsie was right, all the way around. “He really is hot. That alone would make the effort to tackle a forever thing worthwhile.” 
Chelsie laughed. “Most definitely. When I first met him I had a hard time keeping my eyes off him. I had to continually remind myself he was vampire.”
Tiffany couldn’t fault her there. She’d always had the same problem herself and no wonder. Goodness, he was pretty! That might not be a term to attach to a guy, especially one as masculine as Christian, but it was true. His honey gold eyes were beautiful and he had light brown lashes longer than hers. She liked that he wore his hair long, but she’d love to see it loose, falling across his broad, tanned shoulders. Better yet, skimming hers as he laid over her and kissed her. And his body—oh my goodness—was a work of art. She’d often imagined peeling off one of his tight, t-shirts and letting her fingers enjoy all that sculpted male perfection.
“Hel—llo?”
Tiffany glanced back at her sister who now wore a grin probably bigger than her own. “What? Sorry. Did you say something?”
She shook her head. “That must have been one delicious sex day dream you were just having. I haven’t seen your eyes light up like that since the day Mom and Dad bought you your first computer.”
She laughed. “It was nice. He’s nice and fine.”
“Yes, he is and lucky you. So, don’t be an idiot. Snatch him up while the snatching is good. I’d give anything to be in your shoes. Not regarding Christian of course, but love in general. Someday I want what Mom and Dannie have and what I hope you and Christian will have soon. A real life happily ever after. I can’t wait to see how it unfolds between the two of you. As it does, I expect juicy details.” She flashed a cute, excited grin.
“I do care about him, a lot but…” She broke off, picked up her silverware wrapped in a white, paper napkin and began to fiddle with it. Tiffany knew she was falling in love with Christian. Still those same crippling fears she’d dealt with since her teens taunted her. 
Christian was a straight up, true blue, good guy. He’d never hurt her on purpose, but what if he strayed one day? Her dad had been a good guy too. He’d worked hard, been a deacon in their church, had always been there for her and her sisters while they grew, then one day out of the blue, he cheated. Maybe the hardest thing for Tiffany all these years was understanding how a man so devoted to family could turn on a dime like that.
Chelsie reached across the table and took the silverware roll from her. “Give me that. But what?”
She scowled at her because she didn’t want to admit she was a big fat chicken when it came to romance. 
“Look, I know what you’re thinking and it’s stupid. Not every man is like Dad, okay? There are some good men in this world and you’ve found one. Besides, Dad’s apologized twelve dozen times to all of us for what he did. He’s changed T.J. He really has and it kills him that you won’t speak to him or that you’ve never seen our brother.” 
Tiffany shot her a scathing look. “Good. I hope he rots in hell. Reanna too. As for Zane, I feel bad, but I wouldn’t exactly be a very good influence on the kid the way I feel about those two.”
Chelsie gave her an equally hot look. “Shame on you. All of us were raised with Christian values and forgiveness is one of the cornerstones of our beliefs. Mom’s said it a million times and it’s true. Forgiveness is for the person who was wronged not the person who did the wrong. Forgiveness sets you free to go on with the business of life. Tiffany you aren’t living life to its fullest. And if you stay cowardly, you’ll miss out on a joyful experience and one of the most wonderful men God ever created.”
“You suck.” She said it softly and didn’t really mean it because every word of Chelsie’s speech was truth. Christian was amazing and well worth the risk of a broken heart miles down a road they may travel together someday.
Just then their server arrived with their salad and breadsticks causing a gap in the conversation. Once she left, Chelsie said, “Tell me you’re at least going to consider giving Christian a chance.”
Tiffany pulled a breadstick out of the basket and inhaled its garlicky deliciousness. “You know I will.”
A small sage smile tilted her lips. “I knew you would at the word hot. I’ve never heard you call any guy hot, but Christian.”
She hunched a shoulder, but said nothing. To give Christian everything he deserved she did need to exercise some demons from her past. More to the point she needed to forgive her dad and Reanna. Tiffany had no idea how to do that or how to be what Christian needed. She knew how to be his friend and he obviously needed one after losing that patient today. Maybe instead of waiting for him to come by tonight to take care of her needs she could take care of him by bringing him some take out. He probably hadn’t eaten a thing all day. Later maybe she could listen to his troubles if he was up for talking about them.
That’s exactly what she would do. It was time to show him just how caring and giving she could be. 



  Chapter 15
 
Tiffany arrived at the clinic around five fifteen with David. His company was a plus tonight. Her security swiper got them into the building which presently felt eerily quiet, so dark and dismal. The atmosphere creeped her out and even during the light of day it held an ominous tone now. Death had claimed way too many lives here, her human one included. It could never be a happy place for expectant parents and staff until this demon of death was exorcised. 
She made her way to Christian’s office first, knocked on the door but there was no answer so she opened it and peeked inside. Empty and dark. Next, she pulled her cell out of the back pocket of her jeans and texted him while scenting for him, which worked quicker than the text. Her nose told her he was in a room just down the hall. Chelsie's body guard, Tyler, equally as buff as David, and also partial to dark, sharp tailored suits, stood outside the closed door.
Christian either read her text or scented her. He walked out just as she opened her mouth to ask Tyler if the doctors were still interviewing Chelsie.
Christian’s expression was both curious and pleased. “Tiffany? What are you doing here, Darlin’?” 
“I hope I’m not disturbing your interview with Chelsie.”
He offered a reassuring smile. “No. Noah and Asa had a few more questions for her, but she should be out any minute.”
“I’m not here for Chelsie. I’m here for you.”
He quirked a brow. “Oh?”
Obviously, he didn’t expect that answer. He appeared perplexed. “I brought you dinner.” She smiled and held up a plastic Olive Garden bag. “Chicken Scampi. I had a feeling you might not have had much of an opportunity to eat today. You’ll have to nuke it though. It’s probably cold.” The offering surprised him based on the way his beautiful gold eyes lit up with both delight and hunger.
“That was very sweet of you, Baby, but I’m afraid I don’t have time right now. I have a meeting in about ten minutes, but I’ll definitely get to it later. Thank you.” He looked at the sack and inhaled with appreciation.
“I know. I heard you and Nathan setting the time when you were holotiming with him this morning. As you know, Dominic has a great audio/video system in mind that may be able to track this person down, which sounds very interesting. Any chance I could sit in on this meeting?”
He frowned. “Asa and Noah won’t like it. They were none too happy I drug Nathan and Dominic into this mess, but they understood the necessity.” He glanced at Tyler. “I know Nathan’s men are discreet but I’m not happy about the growing number of people discovering our issues here.”
She chewed on her lower lip, disappointed, but she understood where he was coming from. “Neither am I, but honestly, Christian how could this have been avoided? You had no choice but to be honest with me and my family about how I nearly died. You know how Nathan is. When he feels someone in the family is in danger he brings in the goons en mass.” She glanced at the two present. Lord only knew how many more he had waiting in the wings. Her younger siblings and the other kids would be flying in this weekend with Jazerra, their nanny for the Memorial Day Celebration. He’d probably have more security guards on hand than any given day at the White House. 
Christian rolled his eyes. “I know.” 
“Also know no one in our family would dare jeopardize this investigation or your practice. Am I not now a part of it?” 
He huffed then took her hand. “Of course you are. Alright, you’re in. Besides, I know you’d end up wheedling the information out of me at some point.” He flashed a teasing smile.
“Thanks.” She squeezed his hand.
He glanced behind her at David with a curious expression. “Your body guard I presume?”
“Yes. Christian, this is David Townsend. David, this is Dr. Christian La Mond. He’s my dude.”
David extended his hand to Christian. “It’s nice to meet you, Dr. La Mond.”
“Nice to meet you too.” Christian shook his hand then faced her with a big grin. “So, I’m your dude, huh? Officially?”
She inhaled deeply and made a little groaning sound for the upcoming confession. “For certain. I’ve been doing some hard thinking about this life mate thing and what you said this morning. I’m willing to see where things lead. I care about you, Christian. I always have. But nothing could have come of those feelings before all this happened to me. Blake told me about interspecies marriages, but that sort of deal wouldn’t have been fair to either of us. Anyway, I meant what I said. I never wanted to turn. But here I am. A full-fledged vampire. So, I guess that fact finally opens a door for us.” 
He glanced down, his expression a bit guilty. “I suppose it does. Tiffany I have to be honest with you. The fact I knew you were my life mate played a big hand in my decision to turn you. Even before I knew you were my life mate I probably would have done the same. I could never imagine living in a world where there is no you.”
His sweet, honest words hit her heart like a one two punch. Her eyes began to sting with tears. She looked at the floor and blinked rapidly. 
“Are you okay?”
“Of course,” she hurriedly replied. There was only one thing Tiffany hated more than crying—someone witnessing her doing it. “I have to ask you this one last time. Could I have survived that poisoning?”
He shook his head slowly, his eyes sad. “Not a chance. I will tell you one thing, though. If this had never happened to you, I would have been willing to be with you, the human you.”
Tiffany scratched her neck, pondering that possibility based on how she felt about him now. She meant what she’d said. It couldn’t have worked, but his admission spoke volumes to the depth of his desire to be with her. “Well that would have probably sucked. Guess it doesn’t matter anymore.”
“No, it doesn’t.”
An awkward silence hung between them for a bit. Tiffany broke it.
“Okay. I guess it’s settled then. We’ll give us a shot. Oh, and we need to discuss the perimeters of this new relationship when we have time. I have some ground rules.” 
“Oh boy.” He rolled his eyes. “Such as, short version?”
“I do what I want to do when I want to do it. No one controls me. I’m nothing like my mom domestically. I don’t cook nor do I clean up after people. You’re a total mess maker. Best be hiring more housekeepers.” 
“Anything else?” Humor sparkled in his eyes.
“Well, I’m extremely opinionated, moody at times and often just a pain in the rear jerk for no reason. Oh, and I always control the scepter. Meaning the remote.”
He lost it. When he finally stopped laughing he said, “This is supposed to be news to me? I know what you’re made of Tiffany. I know who you are, all your little quirks, the sarcasm and foul language. Has it scared me off so far?”
She glanced over his shoulder and noticed David and Tyler had wandered off down the hall at some point to give them privacy. “No.”
“And nothing will.”
She nodded, believing him. “I had lunch with Chelsie today. You can thank her in part for my decision.”
“Believe me I will. What did she say?”
“Apparently, she as well as the rest of my family think we uhm…” She paused, seeking the right words. “…have a connection of some sort and that I should explore it with you.”
His expression ripened with male satisfaction, then he slid his arms around her waist. “Yeah, I think we definitely have that and more. So, let’s explore.” He leaned down and kissed her.
And a bone melting kiss it was. Everything in her went liquid as he plundered her lips. She wove her fingers around his silky ponytail and pressed her body against his, loving the sensual heat sparking between them. His unique, spicy scent fanned her hormones into a frenzy. She groaned wanting to get lost in the frenzy. In him. 
How many times had she fantasied about kisses like this with Christian? His mouth taking sweet control of hers, the gentle brush of his hand against her cheek while the other, far more wicked, snaked beneath her shirt to pinch one of her lace covered nipples into a taunt, hard bud. Too many times to count for sure. This was no fantasy, but pure heaven. She groaned her approval into his mouth, eager for him to do naughtier things. Unfortunately, the door behind them opened interrupting the awesome moment. 
Christian released her and backed up. Chelsie walked out, Asa behind her. They were looking at each other and laughing about something, seemingly oblivious to her and Christian’s heated moment. 
She swiped a hand over her tingling mouth and glanced at Christian with quirked brows.
“Seems as if Asa likes her. She’s hired as far as I’m concerned.”
“Oh, she’ll be thrilled.” 
Both Chelsie and Asa turned toward them with surprised expressions.
“What are you doing here, TJ?”
She hadn’t told Chelsie her plans to attend this meeting because she hadn’t been sure Christian would be okay with the idea. “I’m here for this meeting with Nathan and Dominic.”
Asa frowned at her. “I’m sorry Tiffany, but this meeting is for partners only.”
Christian’s response was quick and firm. “She will be a part of it.”
Asa did not look pleased, but offered no further argument. He faced Chelsie and extended his hand. “It was a pleasure to meet you Dr. Peebles. We’ll be in touch with you soon. Have a pleasant evening.”
Chelsie shook his hand and thanked him. She slid Tiffany a quick ‘ouch’ look as she passed.
Ouch was an understatement. From the irritation aura Asa beamed her way, she suspected he not only didn’t want her in this meeting, but his zip code and she could hardly blame him. 
She took a step toward him and tried for an apologetic expression. “Look, Asa, I’m really sorry about what happened that night and I won’t even attempt to make excuses. I just hope we can put it behind us and get along.” She gulped because he was an overwhelmingly larger man than she’d considered him to be the night she’d went crazy on him. Lucky, she hadn’t gotten a broken neck in the deal. 
He frowned at her first then behind her at Christian. After a few seconds, he sighed then pinned her with a stern look. “Water under the bridge, but anything said here tonight is private, okay?”
She lifted her hands defensively. “I get that totally. Try to understand I’m as furious as you and want answers as badly as you. I was after all a victim. Quite honestly, whether I’m in this meeting or not, I’ll learn details at some point. Either Christian or Nathan will cough them up. I can be very persuasive.”
Asa sighed resolutely then frowned at Christian. “I can just imagine. But good luck with Noah.” He turned and entered the room he and Chelsie had exited.
Tiffany turned and faced him. “Noah’s going to be a jerk about this?”
“Undoubtably. Luckily a practice such as ours is a democracy and you have the majority ruling in your favor. So no worries. Come on.” He took her hand and led her inside a large conference room. 
When Tiffany entered, she saw Noah seated at the end of a long rectangular wooden table, surrounded by a dozen tall-backed, black swivel captain chairs. His head was bent over some paperwork, probably Chelsie’s credentials since her interview had just wrapped up. Noah glanced up, his piercing cobalt blue eyes honed on her and filled with disdain. 
Before he could fuss--and Tiffany knew he was fixing to--Christian said, “I need her in on the meeting.”
“Whatever for?” he snapped. 
“She may have information that could us help. Information she doesn’t even know she has because she’s been working here since all this started. And mainly because I want her in on the meeting. Period.”
Noah pursed his lips, clearly disapproving of Christian’s decision. “It would be best to question her at another time privately, but I realize arguing her presence would be futile.” He snatched up the paperwork in front of him then stalked out of the room.
“How do you deal with him? I mean seriously. Is he always so uptight?” 
“Not always, but he was born in a time and place where class differences were a huge thing. And women were—well not like you. He has no desire to change with the times. Noah is Noah and you’re going to have to accept him as is Tiffany. You may have to work closely with him one day when I eventually need you at another clinic.”
She nodded, hoping if that day ever came it would be later rather than sooner. “For you I’ll try harder with Noah. But all bets are off if he starts dissing me or women in general. Everyone has to change with the times whether they want to or not.”
“Just do your best. That’s all I ask.” 
Asa who had been standing behind them during the exchange began chuckling. Both she and Christian turned and faced him. 
He glanced between them, grinning. “I wouldn’t lay any bets on Noah accepting you around here, Tiffany, but for the record I’m glad you’re here. I think you’re going to be perfect for Christian.”
Tiffany wasn’t quite sure what brought him to that conclusion, but she appreciated Asa’s approval. She knew how important Asa was to Christian. 
Christian grinned at him. “Why do you say that?”
“Because you love a challenge, Chris and I think Tiffany will be the biggest of your life. A good challenge though.” 
Tiffany smiled a thanks. She knew she wasn’t the easiest person to get along with. She liked very few people, but those she loved she’d die for. She might not always get it right with Christian, but she’d never give up on him no matter how crazy they made each other.
Christian’s phone pinged. He pulled it from the pocket of his lab coat and looked at it. “Nathan and Dominic are here. I need to go let them in.” 
Tiffany nodded. Of course Nathan or Dominic could have let themselves into the building. No locked door or security system in the world could thwart the telekinetic and physic abilities of a mature vampire. Truth be told, she kind of looked forward to the day when hers kicked in. She made a mental note to quiz Christian on that subject at some point.
Once he was gone, she walked over to a roll away cart by the door which held a tray of upside down coffee cups and some sugar, Splenda and creamer packets. She sat Christian’s dinner on top. When she turned, Asa was watching her, with a contemplative expression. “Something wrong?”
Asa walked over to her and crossed his arms. “Have you really accepted him as your life mate?”
Ah. He was worried about his friend. She couldn’t blame him. All he’d viewed from her thus far had been crazy behavior. “I have.” She meant that. She’d resolved within herself to step off into new unknown territory with Christian. He was an amazing man worth the risk. 
He nodded once, slowly. “Then I wish you both the best. However, if you ever screw him over, you’ll answer to me. And it will get far uglier than that night I wrangled your wild rear back into bed.”
Tiffany laughed. Respect for the man shot to the top of her admiration meter and his threat didn’t faze her in the least. She’d have given a similar speech to some guy one of her sisters was in love with. In fact, she’d been very mistrusting of Nathan in the beginning. Dominic too. “Fair enough and bring it on if I do.”
Footsteps coming down the hall stalled further exchange. She glanced toward the door. Moments later, Christian entered followed by Nathan and Dominic who as usual were dressed like the Wall Street executives they were, wearing silk ties and designer suits. Noah brought up the rear. All three doctors wore lab coats over their street clothes. 
Christian made the rounds of introductions for those who hadn’t yet met, then asked everyone to be seated. He turned to Nathan and said, “I briefly filled in Noah and Asa on this security system we discussed earlier. Can you explain what you have in mind and how this could help us catch this mongrel?”
“I’ll let Dominic field that question.”
Dominic picked up a briefcase he’d brought in, sitting beside his chair and laid it on the table. He opened it, extracted some papers and handed them to Nathan who in turn distributed them to everyone in the room. Tiffany flipped through the paperwork with pictures and descriptions of tiny black devices she assumed to be what Dominic had in mind to install.
“So, this system outlined for you in the handout has both state of the art audio and video capabilities. The devices are incredibly small and can be installed in HVAC vents or fire alarms and some light fixtures for instance. The audio is so sensitive it could pick up whispers. If you choose to do this, I would need to know how many rooms are in the building and other areas such as hallways you want monitored so I can order accordingly. Also, a base station will have to be set up somewhere, preferably within the building, but it can be done mobile or in any building within a two-block radius.”
Tiffany was impressed. She’d set up a few spyware systems for clients in the past, and could have easily managed this assignment with a couple of tech support guys to help with the installations. Under normal circumstances as the IT she should have headed the project, but nothing had been normal since she woke up in that hospital room five days ago.
Noah was the first to offer an objection. “This system sounds as if it could pose serious patient privacy violations. I’m not comfortable with that at all.”
“Agreed,” Asa said. “But we can field that issue. The most important one on the table is protecting lives. If this can help, I’m in.”
Christian added, “Me too. However, I agree with Noah, we can’t violate patient privacy. One of us would always need to be present in this base station. I don’t want anyone besides the three of us watching patient procedures. It wouldn’t be ethical.” 
Dominic nodded. “Understandable and not a problem. Actually, I’d planned to suggest that. I’m assuming you still think a staff member responsible for what happened to these women and Tiffany?” He cast her a brief, sympathetic smile.
Christian glanced between Asa and Noah. “Yes, most likely, but we can’t narrow down one source tying all these incidents together. Before this happened to Tiffany, we thought our blood supply or vitamin booster shot might have been compromised because the mothers who tested positive for what we call the Vampire Hemolysis Syndrome or VHS all received those shots and transfusions here. After Tiffany was poisoned we realized those patients most likely ingested it. We offer beverages and snacks to our patients while they’re waiting to see one of us. We’ve always done that. Also, it’s not uncommon for patients and family members to eat in our cafeteria. Bottom line, we believe each woman ingested the poisons somewhere in this building and in the case of our vampire subjects possibly more than once. What we don’t know is if the victims were targeted specifically for some reason or if we’re looking at arbitrary mayhem. We have seven victims at this point. Six vampires. One human.” He sent a sympathetic glance Tiffany’s way.
“Are there any common threads between these victims,” Nathan asked.
Christian focused on Noah. “Can you think of anything we haven’t already discussed?”
Noah laced his fingers together on the table top. “I’m afraid not. Our last fatality was a fledgling vampire at twenty-six weeks gestation. The other five pregnant vampires were all over the age of two hundred. Then of course there is Miss Peebles who at the time was neither vampire or pregnant. It leads us to an inevitable conclusion no pattern exists in the mind of this killer with the exception of all victims were female.”
Nathan shared a troubled look between Dominic and Christian. “This is really disturbing. After a rather thorough investigation, I no longer believe the man Dominic and I have been dealing with is the mastermind behind these crimes.”
“I never have, but why do you feel that way?” Christian asked.
“We’ve discovered nothing to tie him or any associates to the V clinic and we’ve been very thorough with our investigation. It seems more likely your culprit is someone closer to home. I assume you’ve done background checks on recent employees?”
Noah answered. “Yes and they are always very extensive.”
Dominic added to Nathan’s previous comment, “I agree with Nathan. It seems more logical you have a rogue staff member completely unrelated to our man, Damien Alexander. Have you learned anymore about this drug that was given to these women?”
Christian replied, “This was a cocktail of arsenic and cyanide, poisonous to humans but not vampires. We aren’t sure why these women present a condition called hemolysis when it’s not one given to our kind. We suspect there could be a toxin or drug our testing failed to identify. We’ve shipped these patient blood samples to the Vampire Center for Disease Control for more detailed testing. Unfortunately, we’ve yet to hear back from them.”
Asa injected, “So for now all we can do is treat these women based on symptoms and what we viewed in their blood. The problem is they aren’t responding to the treatments we’ve chosen as well as we’d like. They aren’t worsening either, but to sum up, they shouldn’t be having this problem at all. We all agreed at a meeting earlier today they might respond better to vampire blood. It’s a stab in the dark, but one without risk. As you know life mates ingest each other’s blood all the time in small amounts.”
“What sort of knowledge would a person need to figure out how to do this to our kind?” Nathan asked.
 Noah answered, “A sick person, obviously, but one with medical and scientific knowledge of our species. We believe a human employee responsible for infecting our patients and Miss Peebles. We all know our own history well. We have been hunted and hated by humans since we evolved from them. However, to answer your question, a person capable of figuring out a cocktail of poisons to break through the antibody barrier of our kind would need to possess the knowledge of a scientist of our kind.”
“Have you spoken with any other clinics, hospitals or doctors to see if they might have experienced similar incidents?” Nathan asked Noah.
“No. As Dr. La Mond said, we’ve sent blood samples to the VCDC, but we have no answers yet. What’s happening here might not be an isolated incident. Once they review our samples, it’s possible they could pair our problem with other hospitals and clinics suffering similar troubles, meaning a widespread attack on our kind. I find it unlikely, but one never knows.”
Tiffany couldn’t help herself, she had to jump in here with questions, which she addressed to Christian. “What does this VCDC do? And how long do you think it will take them to get back to you with something?”
“I don’t know. Soon I hope. The VCDC’s job is to find causes and cures for our diseases and in cases such as ours reasons for why these poisons have affected our patients. Testing can take time but we can’t afford to wait, which is why we took some measures of our own today. All three of us.”
Nathan crossed his arms and leaned into his chair. “Such as?”
“We enchanted our entire staff and questioned them about the incidents, the poisonings. Unfortunately, we learned absolutely nothing.”
Nathan released a ragged breath. 
Noah said, “I’ve headed this investigation because Asa was absent and Christian was tending to Miss Peebles shortly after the incidents began. As far as Miss Peebles, she obviously consumed the substance here and we’re assuming the same occurred with the other women. Even under enchantment few people could remember what each of those patients ate or drank the days they were here. None had any traces of duplicity in their minds when asked if they’d administered an unordered drug or spiked drink or food.” 
Nathan released a frustrated sigh and looked at her. “Tiffany, I have to ask you a hard question, Honey. Take your time and use your gut instinct which I know to be solid. Who present here the day you were poisoned might stand out to you as suspicious?”
She didn’t need time. A person came to mind instantly and had been setting off her weird meter from the day she’d met him. She swallowed hard and looked at Christian. “Sorry. It’s still Blake.” 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 16
 
Noah stared at Tiffany with a mixture of horror and indignation. “Blake responsible? Impossible. He and Katie were employed by my mother over five years and there were no such incidents at her clinic. Your life mate is mistaken, Christian.” 
The resentful look Noah sliced her way didn’t escape Tiffany’s notice.
Christian scowled back at him. “I’d like for her to be mistaken, Noah, but we don’t have the luxury of sweeping conjecture under the rug. I want to hear Tiffany’s reasons.” Christian took her hand and squeezed. “It’s okay, Darlin’. Why is it still Blake? Has he done something else that seems suspicious?”
She hated the fact she might be offering up a sacrificial lamb who might be guilty of nothing more than nosiness. “It may be nothing, but this morning I spoke with Blake. Long story short, I found out that he as well as most of the staff aren’t buying these incidents as coincidence. Because of me they think people are being poisoned.”
“That’s true,” Asa said. “When I enchanted him, I felt fear and worry for himself and others. But when I questioned him he claimed innocence and I sensed no guilt. 
Christian nodded. “I enchanted him myself several days ago. Same thing, fear without guilt.” 
“Well, see there? Maybe I’m making mountains out of molehills. He and others are considering resigning because they’re afraid they might be next. But he did say something that didn’t set right with me. He said I was really lucky to be alive.”
“Tell me verbatim what he said.”
“That was really about it, Christian. It was just the way he said it, like he was indicating I should be dead. I don’t know if he said that because of the food poisoning diagnosis in my chart or if he believed something else was responsible for my near demise and he really is afraid he might be next.”
“None of the staff know about the arsenic and cyanide being responsible for our patients’ miscarriages or Tiffany’s event,” Christian told Nathan and Dominic.
Both just nodded.
Tiffany continued, “What creeps me out the most about him is the fact he asks too many personal questions but I’m not suggesting that makes him capable of murder. You enchanted him, Asa. You were in his mind. You would have seen something, sensed something if he were behind this, right?”
Noah answered her question. “Normally yes. However, there are humans with strong minds who can block an enchantment. Before transfusions and blood banks when we all had to feed naturally, occasionally I encountered a human whose mind I couldn’t penetrate and control.”
Nathan added. “So have I. If a human knows they’re being enchanted and that person has a strong mind, they can block the enchantment. They can even fool us into believing they’re under enchantment when they’re not if they’re a skilled enough actor. Normally that doesn’t happen because humans are oblivious to our existence and have no idea they’re being enchanted.”
Christian said, “But our employees know enchantment is always a possibility particularly in a case such as this. Upon hire, they sign a form consenting to enchantment as part of the hiring process.” He paused there and glanced at Tiffany. “We have to do this for the privacy and wellbeing of our patients.”
“I know, but please realize I’m not trying to hang Blake out to dry. Yeah, he’s a weird guy, but that doesn’t make him a murderer. Let’s not jump the gun before we have some facts.”
“That’s a good idea,” Nathan said. “Before we pronounce anyone guilty, let’s get this system installed. Whether the perpetrator is Blake or someone else, you’ll know as soon as this person attempts to make their next move.”
“How long will it take to put it into place?” Asa asked.
Dominic answered. “Forty-eight to seventy-two-hours depending on how many rooms need monitoring. I would suggest no staff or patients be present. It would defeat the purpose. Do you think you can make that happen?”
The three doctors shared a concerned look, then Christian said, “I think so, but the soonest would be this Saturday. We can close the clinic and move maternity patients to my country lodge. I suppose we could come up with some story. Repairs, maintenance, utility issues. I don’t know, we’ll figure it out.”
Dominic nodded. “I’ll leave that to the three of you. Call me in the morning with a room count and I’ll place an order, then give me a suitable time I can bring in the installation crew.”
“Will do.” Christian stood, and the meeting ended. 
Christian and David flanked Tiffany across the parking lot to Nathan’s Navigator. She checked her cell, surprised to see the time a little after eight. “Wow. Time flies when you’re planning to net a psychopath.”
Christian glanced down at her with a concerned look. “Tiffany, until this guy is caught I don’t want you here. David or not. It’s not safe and I can’t be with you every minute to protect you.” He turned his attention to David. “I’m sure you have Tiffany’s best interests at heart, but you won’t always know who or what could be a danger to her.”
David nodded. “I understand, Dr. La Mond.”
“I’m coming back to work soon though, Christian, whatever the outcome of Dominic’s surveillance system. I need to work and I can only do so much from home.” 
“I understand. We’ll discuss this later.” Christian opened the passenger door while David got in on the Navigator’s driver’s side. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours. I still have some things to wrap up here.”
She hunched a shoulder, then slid into the tan leather seat. “No hurry on my account. Do what you need to do, Christian.”
“I won’t be long. Just a couple hours.” 
He leaned inside, gave her a quick, but smoking hot kiss.
“That’s no fair, leaving me in such a state,” she complained. 
He chuckled devilishly. “I see no reason to play fair with you. I’d never win. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He tweaked her cheek then closed the door.
She stuck her tongue out at him, then smiled. Christian pressed his hand against the window on the outside, she did the same on the inside. They kept eye contact until David pulled onto the street and made a right turn. 
What a day. Poor Christian. With a heavy heart, she closed her eyes and thought, I love you, Christian. That might not be much comfort under current circumstances, but I promise I’ll be here for you anyway I can. 
She heard his voice in her mind reply, Thank you and I love you too, Baby. 
“Shoot!” He’d heard her! She jerked around in her seat, but couldn’t see him. They were too far away from the clinic parking lot. How could he have heard her? Had he been in her mind snooping?
No, Tiffany. I wasn’t in your mind. You’re projecting your thoughts to me. I know you didn’t intend to, but strong emotions push a vampire’s thoughts toward their life mate when they’re blood bonded, which of course we are. I told you I’d never invade the privacy of your thoughts and I meant it. 
She believed him. He probably waited for her to reply, but she had no idea what to say. The incident kind of irked her because the first time she told him she loved him should have been face to face.
Tiffany? We don’t have to speak like this unless you want to. Okay?
Fine. Just hang up or whatever. 
He chuckled. No problem. I’ll see you soon.
Okay.
Seconds later she felt him leave her head and felt oddly bereft. She sighed again realizing she’d just encountered another aspect of this life that would take some getting used to. 
***
About midnight Tiffany received a text from Christian to let her know he was on his way. She was still up waiting on him while worrying about this new development in their relationship. Knowing she could accidentally project her thoughts to Christian when her emotions ran high really bothered her. She still had a host of bitterness to exorcise from her soul before she could feel comfortable letting Christian into her thoughts.
A knock on her bedroom door startled her. She inhaled, catching her mother’s scent. “Come in.”
Her mom opened the door and stepped inside wearing a concerned expression and a fancy red silk robe. “I noticed your light on. Is everything okay?”
“Yeah. Just waiting on Christian for my transfusion. He’s had quite a day.”
“I heard. I’m so sorry. He must be devastated. When you see him make sure you convey my sympathies.” She walked over to the bed. “May I sit down?”
“Sure.” Tiffany propped some pillows against the headboard, leaned into them, then crossed her legs yoga style. “What’s up?”
Her mom sat on the edge and faced her. “Nothing really. I just wanted to know how your day’s been. You hardly said two words at dinner. Is the loss of Christian’s patient what’s troubling you?”
She nodded. “Of course. I just felt awful for him and the poor lady and her husband.”
Her mom shook her head. “I don’t know how Christian deals with things like this. I certainly don’t envy his work. I’m sure you’re feeling his pain, but is that all that’s bothering you? You’ve had so much to deal with this past week. Is there anything you’d like to talk about?”
Tiffany opened her mouth to say no, but realized her mom might have answers to questions she wouldn’t feel comfortable asking Christian. “Tell me something. What was it like when you and Nathan first mind spoke? Did it freak you out?”
Mia laughed softly. “No, not at all. I remember it well and it was wonderful. I take it you and Christian had your first experience mind speaking?”
She nodded. “Yeah and I wasn’t ready for it. Get this. I projected my thoughts to him and not on purpose. When he answered me I about jumped out of my skin. He told me strong emotions can set off mind communication without the person realizing they’re pushing at their life mate’s mind, which was what happened earlier. How does a vampire prevent that from happening?”
Her mother smiled wisely. “He’s right about the emotional connection being difficult to control. Especially when you’re a newly turned vampire. In time, you’ll learn to block your thoughts. It helped me to visualize sitting in a sound proof room where I could think whatever I wanted, believe no one could hear me and no one could get inside. Not even Nathan. Honey, we all need privacy. Christian understands that.”
That offered a little relief. She trusted Christian. He would never eavesdrop.
 “I wouldn’t let this bother you. It’s only natural to be overwhelmed by all these changes occurring in your mind and body. Try to work on accepting them because you can’t stop them.”
“I know you and Dannie accepted all of this easy enough, but some days I’m not sure I ever will.”
“You can and you will. You’re one of the strongest people I know. Did you ever stop to think that perhaps God had this planned for you? This began as an evil, but I have no doubt in my mind, the Lord will work it together for your good.”
She nodded, not entirely convinced. Her mom had a point though. She’d never have peace if she didn’t stop stewing over things beyond her control. “I’m trying to accept things. Just a lot of stuff happening at once. You’re right though. I’ll get through it.”
“Of course you will. You’ll come to terms with everything in your own time, I promise. Just remember you can talk to me anytime. Dannie too. Your entire family is behind you and especially Christian.”
Before she had a chance to answer, her cell chimed with an incoming text message. She picked up the phone and smiled. “Christian’s here. I’d better go let him in.”
Her mother stood then gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Have a good night, honey.”
“Thanks for listening.”
“Anytime.”
When Tiffany opened the door, Christian stood on the porch with a sexy grin and the box containing her transfusion supplies. “Evening, beautiful.”
The endearment touched her, but tongue tied her too. These feelings growing in her heart were big, exciting and scary. They went far beyond the crush she’d had on Christian. There were so many unknowns to this new life and their burgeoning relationship. The one thing she knew for certain, what she felt for Christian would never go away.
“Um, may I come in?”
“Oh. Yes of course.”
As he strode inside he said, “Sorry it took so long. I had a delivery.”
“No worries. Everything go okay?” she asked as they ascended the staircase side by side. Surely the mother and baby were okay because he seemed his old cheerful self.
“The delivery went just fine. How was your evening?”
“Good. I played poker with Nathan, Dominic and Dimitri.”
Christian chuckled and rolled his eyes. “How much did you take them for this time?”
She giggled. “Collectively, a little over thirty two hundred.
“Sorry I missed that. I love watching your ruthless side come out.”
She bit back a smile as they entered her room because she was a competition junky, but he never let her win at any game or sport on purpose. She respected that about him.
Tiffany crossed the room and plopped down on the bed. Christian stood in the middle of the room staring at her. “What?”
“I don’t think I ever saw you in shorts before. You look cute and those long legs of yours are sexy.”
The comment pleased her and warmed her cheeks too. She glanced down at the purple and pick trace shorts she wore and matching camisole, normal bedtime attire for her. “Thanks. I love it when you flatter me, but it’s late and we should probably get this over with. I can tell you’re tired.”
“Sure. I know you must be tired too. I’ll try to make it quick. Why don’t you crawl in bed and get comfortable?” 
Tiffany felt bad keeping him up on her account. As she burrowed under the covers she said, “You know maybe it’s about time you teach me to do this myself. You’ve got way too much on your plate right now and I know this takes at least two hours out of your sleep schedule with drive time and all.”
“I’ll be happy to teach you, but I’m not giving you your daily transfusions because I have to. I want to be here. Heck, every vampire in the house plus Chelsie can start an IV. I enjoy this time with you. After the day, I’ve had I could use some quiet wind down time.” 
“I appreciate that. I enjoy this time too.” She offered him an affectionate smile.
He returned one in kind then resumed setting out the supplies for her transfusion.
Minutes later he had her hooked up. Soon she felt the cold blood enter her vein, which always made her chilly, but infused her body with a weird sort of lethargy. She felt her eyes droop and knew she was about to nod off. 
Sometime later Tiffany woke, her head still groggy with sleep. When she tried to move, she felt a strange weighted sensation across her ribcage. She lifted her head she saw a large male arm draped across her middle. Tiffany smiled then rolled over. Christian grunted then batted sleepy eyes at her.
He glanced about looking as surprised as she’d been to discover him lying in her bed. “Wh-what time is it?”
“That’s your first question? Seriously?” She sat up and it became obvious what had happened. The IV was still in her arm, the bag of blood history. He was fully clothed, boots and all, lying atop the covers. He’d crashed beside her in the middle of her transfusion. Ah, how sweet.
He gave her a crooked, sultry smile and sat up. “All right. Let me try this again. Was it good for you?”
She cracked up and smacked his arm. “Wise rear. It was beyond good. You rocked my world.”
“Keep it up woman, and I’ll rock your world for real.” His pretty eyes danced with mischief. 
“Promises. Promises.” Wow. They’d slept together last night. Not in the biblical sense, still it felt awesome to wake up in his arms.
“I have some promises of things to come, but hang on a minute.” He sat up and took the IV out of her arm, then covered the injection site with a band aide he’d placed on the bedside table the night before. 
“Come here,” he whispered as he returned to the bed. Then he reached for her, wove his fingers into her thick curls and brought her mouth to his.
Tiffany gasped at that first sweet contact, a slow, leisurely kiss, with him brushing his lips back and forth against hers. His tenderness, the gentle stroke of his hand up and down her arm caused a weighted sensation to bloom in the center of her chest. 
Soon desire throbbed in her lower belly and spread through her body like a rapidly rising creek. She moaned into his mouth, reached up and palmed his cheeks, taking the kissing to tongue sucking and lip biting mode. He took her cue for more, eased her backward into the pillows, covering her body with his. 
His kisses became possessive, hungry, wildly passionate. Tiffany couldn’t restrain herself. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, used her fingers to explore the taut, hard muscles across his back. Eager for so much more, she tried to arch her hips into his, which ended up as wiggles because he was so dog gone heavy. She didn’t mind. The kisses, his fingers exploring and caressing everywhere he could reach felt so good. 
He pulled back abruptly with a grunt then let out a deep, rumbling vampire growl. “Dang, Tiffany. If we don’t stop now we’re going to be truly life mated before this morning’s done.” 
She didn’t want to stop. She chuckled softly, reached up and pulled the pony tail holder from his silky, golden hair. It fell across his shoulders, framing his perfect face. She let loose a long, breathy sigh. “I’ve been wanting to do that for years.” 
“You’ve thought about that a time or two, have you?”
“Oh yeah. Hundreds of times. I lost count years ago.” She wound a section of his hair around her first two fingers and pulled gently. He leaned down and she pressed her mouth to his, then took his lower lip between her teeth and sucked. 
After a few glorious seconds, he pulled back with a groan of pleasure. “What am I going to do with you?”
She hunched a shoulder, playing with the blonde strands hanging chest level. “I don’t know. We’re both smart people. I’d say between the two of us we can figure something out.”
He shook his head and laughed. “I’m sure we could, but not this morning. When I do make you mine there will be no people anywhere around for miles.”
“Why’s that?”
He leaned forward, kissed the tip of her nose, then flashed a teasing grin. “Because I don’t want anyone to hear you scream.”
She wiggled out from beneath him, then propped herself on her elbow. “Oooh! So, you’re that good, huh?”
“We’ll see.” He jumped up and began to take apart her IV. 
Yum. I can’t wait.
I heard that!
***
After breakfast with Tiffany and the Davenports, Christian headed home for a shower. On his drive to work, Noah called him and asked him to meet him in his office as soon as he arrived. Miracle of miracles, Noah had heard from the VCDC!
Asa was already in Noah’s office when he rushed inside. “What have you heard?”
Noah gestured for him to take a seat in front of his desk next to Asa. Grim expressions clouded both their faces. Obviously, the news wasn’t good, but they all knew it wouldn’t be no matter what information they received.
Noah took a seat behind his desk and got right to the point. “The VCDC found a foreign compound in our blood samples unidentifiable by an ordinary toxicology screen. They have no idea what it is or the far-reaching effects on the vampire body. They’re still trying to compare the compound’s molecular structure to similar drugs that have damaging effects on our kind. No other medical facilities have reported anything like this. It appears we’ve been singularly targeted.”
No one said more for a few moments as the news sank in. Asking themselves ‘why us?’ was futile, Christian thought. It was obvious someone wanted to prevent vampire babies from being born and they’d chosen the most renowned vampire obstetrics and fertility clinic in the world to unleash their evil. Tiffany’s case still didn’t make sense, but one problem at a time.
Asa asked, “Do they have any ideas why one mother died and some aborted, but the others didn’t?”
“Nothing definitive, but they feel this mystery toxin enhances the effects of arsenic and cyanide and somehow prevents the body’s natural antibodies from rapidly ridding the mother and child of the poisons. This of course explains the abortions. For some reason the fetus’s blood shows an abnormal amount of human red blood cells. Almost eighty percent of each fetuses’ red blood cells were human. The hematologist I spoke with had never seen anything like it. He of course could only speculate. He seems to think the arsenic and cyanide were used to destroy the mother’s red cells while the yet unnamed drug is responsible somehow for robbing the mother of the necessary human red cells to generate her own reproduction. Basically when she transfuses, the drug blocks the mother from getting her proper supply of human red cells sending the majority to the fetus, which is too much and the child spontaneously aborts from a system overload of human blood and the onslaught of the arsenic and cyanide. Again this is speculation. They have nothing to compare these findings to.”
“They believe the drug also has something to do the hemolysis, correct?” Asa asked.
Noah shrugged. “They don’t know. It could just be the high levels of arsenic and cyanide causing the destruction of red cells or the combination of the three. Again they have never seen anything like this deadly cocktail of toxins. There is obviously a purpose in the mind of the person responsible for concocting this, but whether it’s achieving the results they’re after is anyone’s guess.”
Christian put in, “There’s a purpose all right, and I think it’s murder. We have a dead mother and child. Three dead babies and three living mothers who are doing much better since we administered their life mate’s blood. Three other patients have been exposed, yet mothers and babies have suffered no serious side effects other than hemolysis. You add all that together and get no sum to any equation. The drug has different results in almost every case, which brings us back to the question of the hour: what results are they really after?”
“Destruction of lives. I think we can all agree on that,” Asa said. 
Noah stared at the faxed paperwork in front of him, appearing as desolate as Christian felt. “Perhaps the fetuses are the common thread in all this. Each have high levels of human blood. Maybe we should investigate the possibility that the three exposed patients without troubles have babies with high levels of human red cells.”
“Amniocentesis? That’s pretty invasive.” Christian said.
“True, but we could start with your patient. I have samples of her blood and the deceased fetus’s. I’d planned to run tests on them this morning, unless you’d rather.” 
“That’s all right. Go ahead and run them then let us both know what you discover.”
“Did the VCDC say anything else? Forms of treatment maybe?” Asa asked.
“They suggested no other forms of treatment and can’t yet, but they aren’t giving up on our plight. Our patients’ life mates’ blood does seem to be working. They suggest we continue with that course of treatment and closely monitor each patient’s blood results until they return to normal. Of course they’ve asked to be kept abreast of our findings, whichever way they should go.”
Christian nodded his agreement, still wishing for more definitive information or at least a less ambiguous motive.
“One last very important thing,” Noah began. “The hematologist suggested the poisonings weren’t singular events. He feels they’d received the toxic mixture multiple times due to several factors. First, we know each patient had only been within the walls of the clinic for mere hours before they aborted or died. That wouldn’t have been sufficient enough time for the fetuses to metabolize that much human blood or for the mother’s vampire red blood cells to rupture, the high levels of poisons aside. The poisonings were probably ongoing for months.”
Christian could hardly digest that heinous theory. “If that’s true these particular patients and maybe others have been regularly receiving this trash during checkups right underneath our very noses. That’s what you’re saying, right?”
Noah glanced at Asa then back to him. “Maybe. I’m loathe to suggest this, but the poison could be contained in our prenatal vitamin regimen. I did check every vial in the house, but that doesn’t mean an RN who gave one to a patient for home administration didn’t tamper with it first. It certainly explains why each of these women complain of extreme fatigue and nausea.”
Asa cursed. “And we each blew off those complaints as symptoms of pregnancy. Goodness, hindsight really is twenty twenty.”
“This is so blatantly insidious,” Christian snarled. “What this actually means is we have a staff member who is both mentally disturbed yet smart enough to fake their way through an enchantment and intelligent enough to concoct this toxic cocktail. If you’re right Noah, this does narrow down our list of suspects considerably.”
Noah’s lips made a thin, terse line before he said, “Yes, it does to Blake, Katie and Betty. They’re the only three nurses who work in the V clinic. No one on the hospital staff has had regular access to these affected patients. Perhaps your life mate’s sixth sense was spot on about Blake. I’m sure we can all agree to rule out Betty. Katie simply doesn’t strike me as a person capable of murder. I could be wrong.”
Asa added, “A nurse wouldn’t have the knowledge it would take to create something this chemically devastating.”
Noah replied, “True, but it’s obvious now this person isn’t working alone. Whoever they’re working with quite frankly has a frighteningly vast knowledge of our physiology.” 
Christian said, “Whatever the case, I don’t believe murder is their sole objective in all of this. There are far easier ways to kill a vampire than a mix of arsenic or cyanide and whatever this other drug happens to be, given the vast differences in these patient’s reactions.”
“Then what are they after?” Asa asked.
Noah shook his head. “Your guess is as good as mine.”
Silence ruled the room for a spell as well as a heavy blanket of despondency. Christian hated bringing this topic to light but felt it needed to be said. “I don’t want this to sound self-serving, but I think we need to retain an attorney. These patients have every right to sue us down to our last dime. And deservedly so. We’re responsible for their care and safety and although none of this wasn’t our fault, we let this menace into our facility.”
No one argued that point because Asa and Noah had to know he was right. 
“Dominic is the best attorney I know. As soon as I speak to him today I’ll ask if he’s willing to take the case should we need him.”
“Fine,” Noah said. “It’s a good preventative measure although if it were to go that far with any of these patients I’d be hard pressed to fight a lawsuit given the circumstances.”
Asa clamped a hand on Christian’s shoulder. “Contact Dominic, Chris, but for now I think we all concentrate on today’s disaster not tomorrow’s.”
The meeting ended soon after and the three of them went their separate ways to begin their day. 
Once Christian finished with his first patient, he went to sit in the nurse’s station to do some quick charting. The large cubicle was empty, and so was he. He leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms over his throbbing head. 
Christian loved being a doctor, but today the job felt like a curse. The V clinic used to have such a light, joyful aura. Now he felt as though a dark, evil cloud hovered over this building and his heart was so heavy he could hardly draw a full breath. Of course the noxious feelings stemmed from the fate of the clinic, but mostly a soul sick sadness for the lives lost. These were people he was supposed to care for, protect from harm while under his care. He and his partners had failed to do that again and again. Worst of all, more patient losses and fatalities may occur if they didn’t catch this person and fast. 
Tears stung his eyes, a product of overwhelming grief, regret and helplessness. He rapidly blinked them away and forced himself back to business. He didn’t get far because he felt Tiffany push at his mind with a soft, worried-sounding, Hey, Christian. Can you hear me?
He let her in immediately. Tiffany? What’s wrong? 
I’m okay. Are you?
Christian smiled. Tears stung his eyes again, but this time for a different reason. Tiffany had just channeled his riotous emotions which meant she was going to be a very empathic life mate. That made him very happy. In fact, it made his day.
Christian? You there? Are you okay?

He couldn’t lie to her. Not really. Noah got a call and fax this morning from the VCDC. It’s not good news, but our patients are doing much better. No worrying. Okay? We’ll talk about details tonight. 
Okay. Earlier I thought I was losing it. I felt depressed and miserable for no reason. I kept thinking of you and imagining you hurting. Suddenly, I realized you were. How bad is this news? 
It just wasn’t as hopeful as we’d wished in order to help our patients. However, I am hopeful where Dominic is concerned. I really do believe his surveillance system will help us catch the killer.
If it’s possible, it will happen. Dominic rocks in his areas of expertise. 
I know. He chuckled. I was thinking that earlier. Thank you for checking on me.
Your welcome.
I’ll see you tonight.
I can’t wait.
Neither can I. I love you. Until tonight?
Tonight. And I love you too, Christian. Call me if you need to. 
Will do.
He closed his mind to her and tapped the pen he’d been using to chart against his chin. The thought of Tiffany picking up on his mood had never crossed his mind. The enigma of life mates was new to him too. He understood the mechanics and spiritual aspects of life mating and as a doctor more than most vampires. Being a life mate proved much different than base knowledge. 
As much as he hated to do it, he engaged a mental block against her because he didn’t want Tiffany feeling the tentacles of this major funk that had him in its grip. However, knowing they were so in tune to each other before he’d marked her and they became one made him very happy. It meant she wasn’t afraid of committing to him anymore. 
A permanent commitment might come sooner than either of them imagined. This morning, he’d barely restrained himself from sinking his fangs into her shoulder and burying himself inside her, making her his until the day they died. When a male bit his life mate in this marital fashion, his venom would mix with a male hormone produced in the V-thalamus changing the female’s scent forever. His would change too after he fed from her. Eons ago this act had been needed for survival because their combined scent told other vampires, particularly ferals, that person was life mated. The act protected their females against those heinous ones of their kind. 
Vampires had evolved just like humans, but they were far more instinct driven. If a feral male tried to abduct a life mated vampire female for mating purposes, he signed his own death warrant. His natural born instincts for survival prevented that from happening because if any vampire caught him with a female that didn’t bare his scent, another of their kind would kill him on the spot. And that primeval act still reigned true today. 
He wondered if Tiffany had any idea what the term marking meant. Had she been born vampire her parents would have explained the semantics and purpose of marking about the time human parents explained the birds and bees to their kids. One would assume living in a vampire family she understood what happened between a vampire couple when they made the choice to life mate. Then again Mia may have never saw the relevance in explaining it to her since Tiffany had been human. 
A noise stirred him from his musings. He looked up as Katie walked into the nurses’ station. 
“How’s your morning going, Dr. La Mond?” she asked in a cheerful tone.
He forced a smile. “Fine. I’m finished with this chart.” He handed it to her. “Who’s next?”
“Mrs. Roberts. She’s in room four and ready for you.”
“Thanks.”
He stood, intending to head that way when the patient call light board began to buzz. Christian whipped around to look. When he saw it came from exam room four his heart nearly stopped. 
 



Chapter 17
 
Katie went over and turned off the call light, then faced him with a perplexed frown. “That’s Mrs. Roberts wanting to tell me what flavor of tea she’s decided on. Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
He let out the breath he’d been holding, but his nerves sparked and sizzled like a downed power line. “I’m fine. I’ll get her the tea. Take care of preparing the next appointment.” 
Christian hurried to exam room four. All was well with Mrs. Roberts. He let out the breath he’d been holding and took her tea order. As he stood at the microwave waiting for the water to boil Christian realized he was a mess. If he were consulting with a patient exhibiting these symptoms, paranoia, exhaustion, depression, anxiety he would have prescribed several days of rest and maybe an anxiety med. He didn’t have the luxury of rest and wouldn’t until this building was once again a safe place for every person who walked through the doors.
He’d wondered all morning how Dominic progressed with this security system. A few hours later when he had some time to himself, he went to his office and called Dominic on his cell.
He answered on the second ring. “Hello Christian. Is everything all right?”
He was in Nathan’s office at the Davenport home. Christian could see Nathan in the background of the hologram sitting behind his desk staring at a computer displaying some hologram of its own. “Mostly. How are you coming on our project?”
“You’re partner, Dr. Langston called early this morning with the exact number of areas needing surveillance. Everything is ordered and on its way here as we speak. In fact, I was about to call you. The team I’ve organized will be here tonight to begin installing the devices and setting up the command center. What time will be good?”
“Any time after six. We’re in the process of moving mothers from this labor and delivery facility to my lodge which is much smaller but has eight suites. The hospital will be empty by mid-afternoon. The rest of the staff have been told to go home by five. The building will be vacant the entire holiday weekend.” 
“Fine. I’ll call you this evening to let you know when we’re on our way.”
“Good. Um, there is another matter I need to discuss with you if you have a moment.” 
“Certainly. What’s on your mind?”
“Noah received word from the VCDC this morning. They’re beginning to get answers about another drug involved in these poisonings. Of course we’ll have to pass on this information to our patients. Currently they don’t know whether they may have come in contact with this drug here because initially we weren’t one hundred percent sure they had, but we have to tell them what we suspect, Dominic. Every detail. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you what could happen if they believe they were poisoned at our clinic by a staff member.”
Dominic rolled his eyes. “No. Consider me retained.”
Christian didn’t like the grim tone of his voice. “Any advice?”
“Got a Swiss bank account? Maybe one somewhere in the Caribbean?” 
Christian laughed. “I wish, but no. My partners and I are responsible for this. I’m almost willing to say let the chips fall where they may. They lost their children, Dominic. One man lost a life mate. No amount of money will make up for that, but a good size chunk of change might help vindicate their losses.”
“Incredible. You really do need a lawyer with that thinking process. Look, I know you feel guilty, but what you have to keep in mind is none of this was your fault. This is a criminal matter. The crimes may have happened at your facility, but you weren’t being negligent. You and your partners couldn’t have foreseen this or prevented it from happening. Now that you know the facts you’re taking preventative measures to forestall further poisonings.”
Christian drug in a ragged breath. “Sound advice, but it doesn’t change anything.”
“Of course not. I understand you’re grieving your patients’ losses, but don’t let emotions rule your head and don’t you dare say a word to any of them without me present. My other line is ringing. We’ll talk about this later in detail.”
Christian hung up the phone and sighed. Dominic was right. He couldn’t let emotions override good sense. But without compassion and empathy for those patients and families, he wouldn’t be much of a doctor.
He leaned back in his plush office chair and punched his cell’s home button, bringing up his wallpaper hologram, a small collage of pictures of him, Tiffany and her family last Christmas. Holly and bows surrounding the edge of the combined, overlaid pictures. Danielle had created the collage and sent it to him last January. She was as good a photographer as she was an artist. The memories and emotions the picture evoked made him smile, but worry quickly trailed those happy thoughts.
Christian trusted Dominic. He rarely lost a case. But what if a patient or patients chose to sue and they lost? Christian had wealth, but not Davenport’s level of wealth. He had no fear of losing his medical licenses because as Dominic said, no crime had been committed by the partners. Negligence however could be argued in a civil case in a vampire court. If they lost the case, he and his partners could lose the practice, patients, everything they’d worked for their entire lives.
His next thought—premature perhaps—how would he take care of Tiffany? Christian had melded his thinking patterns with the times throughout the years, but he still felt a man should be able to provide for his mate. Nothing, not even poverty would prevent him from being with Tiffany. Granted she was a simple girl, but he wanted to give her things she didn’t even yet know she wanted. 
“I really am getting the cart before the horse here,” he muttered and slipped his cell into his lab coat pocket. He headed out the door and back to work before more morbid ‘what ifs’ began to root in his addled brain.
***
“Tiffany, do you mind filling these eggs with the stuffing I prepared in the pastry bag?” Her mom handed her a plate of boiled egg whites shells then dashed off to check whatever she had brewing in her ovens. 
“Sure.” Tiffany glancing around the kitchen counter tops. What was a pastry bag? Tiffany was no cook. Her mom had tried to teach her growing up. Try as she might, she sucked at it, but then she’d never had any real interest in learning. 
It was late Saturday morning and the kids and Jazerra were due to arrive any moment. Nathan, Julia, Dimitri and Dannie had gone to the airport to pick them up in a limo. Her mom had a huge lunch in the making and Tiffany didn’t seem to be providing as much help as her sister, Chelsie. 
She glanced across the kitchen’s island where Chelsie worked on some cold, ham and cheese sandwiches for the kids. The adults would be having some fancy dishes which had made her mother and Julia famous. 
The last hour or so in the kitchen had been fun, filled with light conversation, laughter and memories of days spent just like this one in their farm house kitchen. Those days seemed a lifetime ago. But they’d taken her mind off Christian and his woes, which had been bringing them both down the last two days.
He’d spent the night again, but it had been nothing like the previous two nights. Such heaviness engulfed him. He tried to hide it with a smile, joke, idle conversation, but he hadn’t fooled her. He’d told her about the VCDC’s findings, but she suspected there were some things he’d left out to keep from worrying her. She’d tried to get him to open up, but it wasn’t happening. She even tried to push at his mind like before, but he wasn’t taking ‘psychic' calls. Apparently he’d blocked her, which could only mean matters at the clinic were far worse than he let on. She’d finally given up trying to get him to open up and turned on the TV. They’d silently watched an old movie cuddled in each other’s arms until they both fell asleep. 
Christian wouldn’t be here today for this little family reunion. For the next two or three days he, the partners and Dominic would be at the clinic working non-stop until the security system was up and running. What she wouldn’t give to be a fly on the wall for that.
“Tiffany, please get on those eggs,” her mother chided. She stood at the stove stirring the contents of a pot, shooting her an impatient look over her shoulder.
“Sorry.” She glanced at Chelsie for help. “Psst. Chels.” Her sister looked up. “Where’s the pastry bag?” she mouthed.
She pointed at the middle of the island, littered with the tools of her mom’s trade, and several finished dishes, but she still couldn’t figure out what item Chelsie had indicated. “Which one?” she whispered.
“Oh for Pete’s sake,” her mother said as she turned from the pot she’d been stirring on the stove. She grabbed a long white tapered tube off the island counter top and handed it to her. “This is a pastry bag. And why are you whispering? I may be older than you, but my hearing is just as keen as any vampire’s.”
“Right. Sort of habit, I guess.” She tried for an innocent smile.
“I appreciate your help, T.J. but could you please hurry. I want to be done with lunch when the kids arrive. I haven’t seen Nate and Beth in weeks.”
“Sure. Sorry. You know I suck at this culinary stuff.”
“You wouldn’t if you gave it half as much attention as you do your computers.” She returned to the stove and her pot.
“I’m on it.” Tiffany studied the apparatus in her hand. Once she figured out which end the egg goo was supposed to come out of, she went to work. 
“Do you think Christian will be here for dinner?” Chelsie asked.
“I don’t know, but I kind of doubt it. He has a lot on his plate this weekend.” She hadn’t spoken to anyone about what had been discussed at that meeting or what really occurred this weekend at the clinic. She’d made a promise to Christian. Asa too. Nathan had made no such promises and had told her mother what he and Dominic were doing to help Christian. Of course Dominic had told Dannie since he would be at the clinic all weekend. Now the whole family knew. 
“How was last night with Christian?” A sly smile spread across her sister’s face.
“There’s no romance to report. These troubles at the clinic are starting to get to him big time.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“Me too,” her mother said, turning from the stove and directing her attention Tiffany’s way. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to say about Christian’s overnight stays.”
“I know. You don’t want him staying the night when the kids are here. That’s fine.”
“Good. I don’t mind Christian staying here with you at night otherwise. In fact, I feel better knowing he’s by your side. But I hope the two of you will wait to become life mates until this mess in his world is a distant memory.”
Exasperated, Tiffany laid the pastry bag on the counter top. “Mom, seriously. I’m barely used to the idea of a me and Christian in a forever light. It isn’t like we’re planning our honeymoon. Whoa. Back up. What do you mean wait to become life mates? I thought we already were life mates?”
That question seemed to take the air out of her mom’s sails. She glanced at the floor and if Tiffany wasn’t mistaken she actually blushed. “Mom?”
Her mother turned off the stove and approached the island. “Of course you’re life mates, but right now you’re not life mated. Let me try to explain. The term life mate has multiple meanings. Nathan is my life mate. That’s a title, who he is to me and was prior to us actually life mating, an action, a verb if you will.”
“What is this? English 101? What do you mean?”
“Can the sarcasm, T.J. Explaining this to my thirty-five-year-old daughter is hard enough as is.”
Tiffany slid Chelsie a ‘do I really wanna hear this look’. There was no help to be had there. The girl’s expression seemed mesmerized by what their mother might say next.
Then Tiffany got it. “Oh my goodness! Mom, we are so not having the sex talk if that’s what this is about.” She backed up a couple steps and planted her fists on her hips. “I think when the time comes me and Christian will figure things out just fine.”
“This isn’t just about sex. There’s more.” She turned toward Chelsie. “Honey, if you don’t mind, could you leave us alone for a bit?”
“No way. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.”
Her mom grasped her forehead and groaned. “I really don’t have time for this. The dining room table isn’t even set.”
“Too late now. Spit it out.”
She cleared her throat, then said, “Vampires consider marriage in a different light than humans. It’s not vows before God or a piece of paper that truly unites our kind as one although most do observe a traditional union. It’s an act called marking which occurs once the couple is physically intimate. It’s a beautiful experience and the bond unbreakable except by death.”
Tiffany raised her hands, palms out. “Whoa. I think I’ve heard enough. I don’t need the picture of you and Nathan’s beautiful marking thing forever branded on my brain.” She shivered.
“Then don’t think of me and Nathan. Think of you and Christian.”
“I don’t want that in my head either. I’m kind of a fan of a mystery.”
“In this instance, a mystery would not be a good thing. Obviously, Christian hasn’t discussed this with you. So, it’s up to me.” She sighed. “Marking is a bite from him to you in your shoulder. Once that’s done you’ll have a new scent. So, will Christian the first time he drinks from you. Eventually, you’ll do the same to him because, well because it’s the way of our kind.”
“Okay, that’s enough, because that ain’t happening. I don’t mind him doing it to me if that’s what turns him on, but I can’t conceive of biting someone and drinking their blood. Even Christian’s. I’m about to gag here. You’re gonna have to finish these eggs. I’ll set the table.” She turned to go, but her mother grabbed her arm.
“I know this subject is a bit daunting to you because you’re approaching the notion of intimacy from the mindset of a human. When the time is right, none of it will seem scary or weird at all. It’s completely natural for us and so is drinking from your life mate.”
Shaking her head and at a loss for words she looked at Chelsie. 
She shrugged. “Mom’s right. Better to hear this now from Mom than Christian having to fumble through an explanation at some point down the road. He’ll mean well, but no doubt he’ll put the explanation in more clinical terms than romantic ones.”
This was so messed up. “Why are there no books written on this subject? I think I’m gonna go google this.”
Her mother chuckled. “Google away if you wish, but I doubt there’s much on the internet about the sex lives of real vampires. When the time is right, the semantics will not matter. It will happen and it will be wonderful, natural and one of the best experiences of your life.”
Tiffany opened her mouth to reply, but childish squeals of delight echoed through the house like a trumpet announcing an army. Seconds later the midget squadron burst into the kitchen. Her little sister, Elizabeth ran to their mother and gave her hug while the other kids chattered and helped themselves to Chelsie’s sandwiches. 
“Oh, Momma, I’ve missed you!” Beth cried.
“I’ve missed you too, Darling.”
Her sister was the most beautiful eight-year-old child she’d ever seen. She had her father’s brilliant violet eyes, a thick head of coal black curls the color of Nathan’s hair and an absolutely cherubic face.
Seconds later the adults arrived. Greetings were exchanged and most went for the antipasto appetizer tray including two of Nathan’s security guards who had apparently escorted everyone to and from the airport. About a dozen more of them surrounded the house and entrances. She couldn’t imagine what the neighbors must be thinking. 
Last to enter the room was her brother, Nate. He gave the crowd a cursory glance, leaned a shoulder against the door jam, and went to texting on his phone. Geez! He must have grown a foot since Christmas.
Tiffany noticed Beth staring at her in an odd way. She went over and gave Beth a hug. “So, what’s new with you, Cupcake?”
She blinked at her several times then asked, “Why’s Tiffany a vampire, Momma?” Beth glanced between her mom and Nathan who rolled his eyes.
Her mother just smiled. “We’ll talk about that later. You and the rest of this gang go get washed up for lunch.”
Jazerra, nanny to all the kids including Julia’s daughter, gathered them up and took the kids out of the room, save Nate.
Her brother walked over to her and snapped a picture on his cell phone, then proceeded to text some more.
“What was that for?” she demanded.
“Jacob wants a picture of you. I told him you just got turned.”
Tiffany blinked at him. “Who’s Jacob?”
“His best friend. A vampire boy a bit older than him,” her mother supplied.
Nate stared at the device for a few seconds, then gave her one of those disgusted looks only a pre-adolescent could pull off. “He says he thinks your hot. Gross.” Still texting, he turned and sauntered out of the room. 
“Brat!” she yelled after him. That was one incorrigible kid there, but she loved him.
Adult laughter filled the room.
Her mom sighed. “Enough, T.J.. Let’s get this food to the table everyone.”
***
Christian was bone tired, but grateful the installation of the surveillance equipment was finally complete. The five men Dominic hired had installed fifty-three cameras and voice activated recorders and were now finishing up testing the monitoring equipment in the command station. 
They had chosen a large, rarely used storage closet on the first floor where he and his partners, Dominic and all the techs stood watching the head technician, Dave, type on a master keyboard. Numerous holomonitors rotated live feed of every spot in the building where cameras and audio sensors had been placed.
“That should about do it, Mr. Chavinski,” Dave said to Dominic, then scooted his chair away from the desk and stood. “Everything seems to be working fine. Have a look.”
Christian watched Dominic swipe a finger across one of the holoscreens, causing eight separate feeds to jump from area to area across the clinic. The technology was amazing!
“Your right. Everything seems to be working perfectly,” Dominic said then straightened and faced Christian and the others with a smile. “Dave, thank you. You and your people have done an amazing job. Invoice me at your earliest convenience and I’ll cut you a check.”
“Thank you, sir. I’ll have one for you tomorrow morning.”
“Fine. You and your people go to the hotel and get some rest. Dinner and drinks are on me. Live it up, but not too much because I want you back here at seven a.m. sharp.”
“Yes, sir.”
The young human appeared college age as did most of his staff, which amazed Christian. Dave and the other kids were nothing short of virtual geniuses, accomplishing a monumental task these last three days. He and his partners finally had hope of a rapid closure for the V-clinic’s deadly dilemma. 
Christian, his partners and Dominic, thanked each of them and shook their hands as they filed out the door. Tomorrow the crew would fly home, save Dave who would be staying on to make sure the system continued to work properly. Once they were gone, Asa let out a lengthy sigh. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m going home to sleep.”
“Sound thinking,” Noah replied on a yawn.
Sleep beckoned Christian too, but the need to be with Tiffany beckoned more. He hadn’t seen her in two days and missed her. He hadn’t even had time to give Tiffany her transfusions so Chelsie had volunteered. The mental block he’d erected against her was still in place, which caused him some guilt, but he didn’t want her tuning in and discovering his overwhelming worry and exhaustion. There were some things life mates shouldn’t share with one another for the other’s peace of mind. 
Nathan and Mia had a family picnic planned for today, Memorial Day. Tiffany had invited him, but he hadn’t promised her he’d be there because the crew couldn’t provide an exact ETA on the completion of the job. He’d considered texting her to tell her he was on his way, then decided he’d rather surprise her.
After going home for a quick shower and change of clothes, Christian headed to the Davenport home. Dominic accompanied him since he was Dominic’s ride. 
When they pulled into the Davenport driveway, a security guard stopped them. Dominic waved at him and the man let them pass. He parked behind Nathan’s limo and glanced about, spotting a half dozen more security guards wearing black suits posted along the front of the house, two by the front door. He looked across the cab of his truck at Dominic and frowned. “What’s going on?”
“Nathan flew in all the kids and Jazerra on Saturday.”
He said no more and no explanations were needed. Nathan obviously wasn’t convinced these threats to the people in his life stopped at the V clinic doors and they weren’t. Nathan had plenty enemies of his own. 
Dominic opened the door and said, “I just mind spoke with Dannie. She and the rest of the family are in the back yard. I need to take a shower and change. I’ll be out shortly.” 
“All right. And Dominic?”
He looked back at him. “Yes?”
“Thanks for sacrificing your holiday weekend for me and my partners. I expect an invoice soon. I appreciate you and Nathan fronting the cost of all this, but the V clinic will pay for Dave and his crew and the devices.”
He smiled. “Think nothing of it. Let’s go enjoy the little weekend we have left.”
Christian smiled back, then got out of his truck. 
***
Weather wise, Memorial Day turned out perfect with temperatures in the mid-eighties and plenty of sunshine, which of course Tiffany and the rest of her vampire kin could only enjoy through heavily tinted sunglasses. Funny. The inability to go into the sun without special glasses had been one of her greatest concerns about life as a vampire. How she wished these current problems Christian faced could be so simply solved. 
She, Dannie and Chelsie were seated in some wicker lawn chairs on the back veranda enjoying a beer, Dannie a glass of Chardonnay. In the middle of the back yard she watched the kids rocking a bounce house Nathan had rented for the occasion. Her mom, Jazerra and Julia were under the pop up tent organizing the food on the banquet table. Nathan captained the grill while talking to Dimitri. The burgers smelled great, but at last check from her mom, Nathan gave them about ten more minutes. 
It would have been a picture-perfect day if Christian and Dominic were here. Tiffany hadn’t heard from Christian since late last night, hadn’t seen him since Saturday morning. He told her he’d hoped to be here today but hadn’t made any promises. Tiffany understood. The surveillance system had to be done today and that was far more important than a party.
“You’re awfully quiet,” Chelsie commented.
Tiffany glanced at her and hunched a shoulder. “I’m just chilling. No big deal.”
“You miss him,” Chelsie stated softly.
Tiffany nodded and took a sip of her Corona. 
She heard her sister sigh and looked her direction. “What?”
“I don’t think Christian’s absence is the sum of what’s eating at you.”
“You would be correct.” She took another sip and stared off across the yard. 
Dannie reached over and patted her forearm. “I know you’re as worried about Christian’s problems as he is, but I promise you Dominic and his men will come through for the clinic. He’s the best there is at this sort of thing. Second to you of course. You aren’t upset Christian didn’t ask you to do the security installation, are you?”
“Goodness, no. It would have been a good distraction but when Dominic and Christian started this project I was in no place mentally to execute such a monumental task. Dominic was. I’m just glad he got it done and so quickly.”
Dannie nodded. “Good. Just remember as soon as someone makes a move to hurt another person, it will be over, T.J.”
Tiffany forced a smile. Unfortunately, she wasn’t as optimistic as her sister. Christian told her there could be more than one person involved and Tiffany feared he might be right. Based on what she’d learned, poisoning vampires seemed far too complicated a task for one person to create and execute. 
Mercifully, her sisters discontinued questioning her about her sullen mood and struck up a discussion between themselves on new movie releases they each wanted to see. 
The other issue eating at Tiffany was this strange vampire mating ritual her mother called marking. All these years she thought she understood most everything about vampire life, but there was an alarming amount of facts no one had bothered to mention. Tiffany considered herself resilient, able to handle most any difficulty life threw her way. Despite her initial reaction to waking up as a vampire, she’d accepted it. Because of Christian and the fact they were true life mates, she now actually embraced her new species status.
These last few days she’d felt adrift, confused and alone even in the midst of all the people who loved her. She even felt disconnected from Christian. Tiffany suspected he’d placed a mental block against her so she wouldn’t sense his troubles. She hadn’t been a fan of mind speaking in the beginning and she understood why he done it, but the fact he’d shut her out hurt.
Tiffany chugged back the last of her beer then went to the kitchen for another. She’d just opened the fridge door when she caught Christian’s scent. Seconds later he strolled into the room and when he saw her, his face lit up with a brilliant smile.
She was sure hers did too. “You’re here! To stay I hope?”
“Here to stay as long as you want.” He gapped the distance between them and wrapped her in his arms, kissed her cheek, her head and finally her lips, gently at first then with purpose and passion.
His presence, his touch, washed over her like warm summer rain, eradicating fears and worries, leaving her weak with gratitude and relief. His busy mouth, exploring hers, started a roaring little fire low in her belly and in other places she couldn’t wait for him to tend. 
I love you, he whispered in her mind.
I love you too and I’m so glad you’re finally back. I’ve missed you. I’ve missed this too, she whispered back in his thoughts. He’d disengaged the block and she couldn’t have been more relieved. Mind speaking may have initially scared her, but somewhere along the line that honest, personal and private communication had become so sweet and important to her. It made her feel a part of Christian’s heart and soul.
When he finally released her, she said, “Please don’t shut me out again. I don’t like that. It’s as if you don’t trust me to handle your troubles. If we’re going to be a couple we have to share each other’s troubles. You know what I mean?”
He nodded, his expression repentant. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I was just trying to protect you. I don’t often get upset, depressed or angry like this and I didn’t want it spilling over onto you.”
“I don’t need you to protect me. I need you to be honest. I’ll try to do the same. My moods can be pretty nasty at times and because I can’t block you yet, you’re bound to pick up on them. But fairs fair, Christian. We share the good, bad and the ugly. It’s honest.”
“Okay. No more blocks.”
“To a point. If either of us pick up on a bad vibe from one another and we say it’s private, we back off. Okay? But no more blocking.” 
“Agreed. We all want to be alone with our thoughts sometimes especially when we brood, but all bets are off if it becomes a chronic issue. At that point, we talk about it face to face.”
He made a good argument, but there were some dark things in her soul she wasn’t ready to talk about to anyone. “If it’s an issue I can talk about, I will.”
His lips made a thin line, his features pensive. “I guess I’ll have to take that for now. I’m just glad to be here because you can’t imagine how much I’ve missed you. Speaking of missing things. Have I missed lunch?”
She laughed. “No. You’re just in time. Nathan’s probably pulling the burgers and dogs off the grill as we speak. How about a beer?” She opened the fridge again and pulled out two. She handed him one. “So how did it go? Is everything done?”
“All done. Fifty-three devices were installed along with the base station. So every area which has potential for people traffic is covered. Asa, Noah and I plan to take turns monitoring the base station.”
She nodded. “Good. What a relief this will be over soon.” At least she hoped. “For the rest of today no more thoughts or talk about the V clinic. Let’s go eat.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” He popped off the cap on his beer, then took her hand escorting her out the back door to join the others for what turned out to be a spectacular Memorial Day. 
 



Chapter 18
 
Tiffany woke the next morning six thirty sharp. Seconds after the alarm, she jumped out of bed and headed to the shower, so excited to finally return to work. While she let the dual, pulsating shower jets in her mom and Nathan’s swank guest bathroom, work their magic, Tiffany recalled the fuss which had occurred last night at supper when she’d announced to all she intended to return to work tomorrow.
She’d expected such a reaction but she’d convinced Christian and the other worriers in her family the importance of keeping things at the clinic running as normal as possible in order to avoid suspicion about the real cause of her near-death experience. After all that was Christian’s wish. He and his partners didn’t want the person behind these poisonings to know the extent of knowledge they’d gained since the inception of this nightmare. 
Anyway, she was fully recovered now and that would have been apparent last week when she’d popped in to confront Christian, which prompted Nathan to bring up the presence of her body guard, David. 
She’d been prepared for that question. As far as the employees of the V clinic were concerned, David would be introduced as her new personal assistant. It took some grand standing on her part but eventually both Nathan and Christian agreed to let her work as long as her armed ‘personal assistant’ stuck to her side like glue.
Tiffany finished putting herself together for the day then headed downstairs for a quick breakfast. David drove her to work in one of Nathan’s SUV’s. Last night she’d called and told him about his new position and her expectations. When he showed up at the front door a short while ago, he’d outfitted himself in a pair of tan slacks, white socks, a yellow, short sleeve button up shirt and to complete the ridiculous ensemble, a pocket protector and over-sized glasses. The get up was glaringly retro geek. It wasn’t exactly what she’d had in mind, but it would work.
They arrived at the clinic a bit before eight. The waiting room was over half full, completely repaired and decorated in a colorful, modern motif, much brighter than the dark leather and ocher paint which had once graced the room. Maybe her little fit had propagated a much-needed decor change—one she still intended to pay for.
Katie was at the sign in desk with her head bent writing something. Apparently, Grace ran late. She glanced up and smiled. “Good morning, Tiffany. Dr. La Mond mentioned you’d be here today. It’s good to have you back and you look great by the way.” 
“Thanks and it’s good to be back. This is David Townsend my new personal assistant. He’ll be helping me push this project along with data entry and such. David, Katie Nettleson. 
“A pleasure to meet you Miss Nettelson.” 
Katie offered him a welcoming smile. “You too. Please call me Katie.”
“Katie then.” He returned a quick, pleasant one, then glanced about the room of patients and spouses with his usual acrimonious suspicion of people who could be a potential threat to her person.
Tiffany elbowed him in the ribs and gave him a terse look.
“See you later, girl. Don’t work too hard.” She swiped her security badge across the card scanner then headed to her office, with her new ‘personal assistant’ trailing her.
When they were in her office behind closed doors, she faced him and said, “Listen, dude, you need to lighten up with the secret service agent looks around here. You’re playing the roll of a nerd now. After what happened to me lots of eyes are going to be on me the next few days. You too. So, no more frisking people with your eyes, and no more scowls and suspicious looks. Okay?”
He pursed his lips with disapproval. “I understand, but I have no idea how to behave like a nerd.”
A sly grin spread across her face. “I hate to break it to you, but you are one. Just not the Sheldon Cooper kind.”
His brows knit. “Shelton who?”
“Never mind. Google this old sitcom called The Big Bang Theory and stream about five or six seasons. Consider that your homework for today. Oh, and when you speak to a woman keep your eyes on the floor and mumble your words. If you can muster a blush in the situation, that would be even better.”
David gave her a disgusted look and shook his head. “Mr. Davenport and I need to have a talk about my wages.”
Tiffany chuckled, then took a seat behind her desk and got to work.
***
Christian had hit the ground running when he arrived at the V-clinic. It was almost ten a.m. before he had time to pay Tiffany a visit. He knocked on her door and a few seconds later, an unfamiliar human male opened it, who reminded him of a buffed version of Pee Wee Herman. 
“Good Morning, Dr. La Mond. Please come in.”
“David?” He sniffed, instantly recognizing his scent, then glanced at Tiffany who wore a sneaky, little grin.
“He’s undercover. I couldn’t very well have him dressing like a body guard.”
“Right. About your safety. I know we’ve been over this before, but nothing in this building passes your lips. Food, water, coffee, I don’t care. Oh, I bought you a cappuccino machine.” He pointed at the unopened box and six bags of coffee on a shelf unit behind her desk. “I haven’t had time to install it yet, but if you or David can get it working, you should be set for any caffeinated drink of your choice.”
“Aaah. That was majorly sweet. Thanks, Christian. I wondered where that had come from.” She winked because she had to know he’d been the gift giver. 
“When you and David leave this office, lock it behind you. And we’ll go out for lunch. I certainly don’t want you eating in the cafeteria. That goes for you too David.”
“No problem, Dr. La Mond,” he replied from across the room where he stood at the ready by the door.
At ease, soldier,” Tiffany said to David.
He offered up a sheepish smile then took a seat in a chair next to the door.
Tiffany picked up a medium sized cooler behind her desk and sat it on top. “I’ll tell you what. You can join me here for lunch. Mom packed enough food and beverages for a small army. She had the same idea as you.” She opened it and extracted a Tupperware container. As soon as she popped the top, he could smell Mia’s amazing cinnamon rolls and his empty stomach grumbled. 
“Good.” He smiled, then went to her and gave her a peck on the cheek. When he pulled back she appeared disappointed. So was he. He had a few minutes and would have liked to use them exploring some of her desirable assets, but eyes watched.
“Big brother?” She pointed at the ceiling.
“Yeah. Speaking of which, Noah, Asa and I are taking half day shifts in the base station. A schedule’s been worked out among us, which has caused appointment mayhem.”
“Sorry to hear that. Cinnamon roll?” She held out the container and he picked one.
“Thank you.” Having missed breakfast, he polished it off quickly, then said, “There’s something else we need to talk about.”
“What’s that?” She took a seat and Christian followed suit in a chair in front of her desk.
“I realize it will be impossible for you to avoid staff altogether, but try as much as possible, Darlin’. They’re bound to ask all sorts of questions about your health, your turning. The more you say, the easier it will be to slip up and say something you shouldn’t. Like the real reason I had to turn you. As you know, you’re chart says you acquired a very deadly strain of food poisoning and many of your vital organs were in the process of shutting down when I made the decision to turn you. I’d like to keep people thinking that’s true. So if anyone presses the issue, the best thing to say is: “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask Christian why he made that medical decision.” Okay?” 
“I know how to be discreet, Christian, but I’m not going to hide out in my office. That will just start the rumor mill grinding. I’m going to pretend I’m fine, that I’m cool being vampire because I am glad to be alive. I’ll hit the break room for coffee several times, which of course I won’t drink, and make normal, friendly chit chat like everyone else around here. But I agree with telling people who ask why you turned me that it’s none of their business.”
He sighed, recalling the incident with Blake. “Try not to get angry if someone pushes your buttons. You already got off on the wrong foot with Blake.” She opened her mouth and he held up his hand. “I’m not chastising you about it. I know he’s nosy and now suspect, but play nice. On that I’m not asking. I’m telling. No more chewing out people no matter how mad they make you. As you know vampires have big ears and I can’t have you upsetting patients.”
She poked her tongue out at him. “I will do my best. But I can’t promise I won’t tell someone off who won’t let up on being nosy.”
Why had he wasted his breath? “And what about your secretary there? What’s with the get up?” He glanced at David sitting in a chair by the door staring at a small holotablet and grinning. He gave Tiffany a questioning look. 
“I’m training him to become a geek.” 
Christian blinked at her for several moments, then decided it would be better to avoid the crazy details she had in mind. “Well I think you need to take your geek in training to human resources and make him an official employee of the V clinic for the time being.”
“Excellent thinking. I’ll do that right away.” 
He stood to leave. “Please stay out of trouble. And um…” He glanced back at David again and stifled a laugh. That guy was never going to pull off the role of a geek. He had the body of a linebacker and the personality of a blood hound on constant hunt. “Never mind. This afternoon I’ll be in the command station. Text me if you need me.”
“Will do. Have a good day.”
“You too.” As he exited her office he spared a quick glance at David chuckling now as he watched some comedy show on his device. 
No doubt about it. With Tiffany as a life mate, he would never know boredom again.
***
The next five days at the V clinic fell into a comfortable routine for Tiffany. No one was buying her food poisoning diagnosis anymore. Her hearing being so keen now, she’d overheard several conversations between nursing personnel discussing their suspicions about her near-death experience being connected to the mysterious, multiple stillbirths. Blake had been telling the truth about the staff’s fears. Many believed what happened to her could happen to them. At least there had been no more incidents this week. Questions regarding her wellbeing and how it felt to be vampire were asked by many, but she’d kept her answers simple without elaboration and they’d tapered off after the first two days. Finally, she felt like a member of the V clinic staff and not a freak science project for everyone’s viewing pleasure. 
Tiffany thoroughly enjoyed her job. Being back to work this week had been so cathartic and she and David had accomplished much. Unfortunately, David never managed to pass geek training. The man just couldn’t help himself. Tiffany discovered he actually had been a secret service agent. Accepting defeat in that arena, Tiffany decided to put him to use as her personal assistant. He’d proven a great help installing hardware. Together they’d set up the reception area, the nurses’ stations and the lab. None of the programs were live yet because it would take weeks to scan in patient files and work out glitches in the software. She wanted to make sure what she set in place was as user friendly as possible for the convenience of both staff and patients.
Christian visited each night to give her transfusions, but no longer slept over per her request. Tiffany loved waking up next to him in the morning, but there were the kids to consider. Evenings with Christian had been wonderful, relaxing. They’d shared stories of their pasts, watched movies and ate way too much junk food. And there had been kisses, lots of passionate kisses and caresses. Just thinking about his touch, his mouth making love to hers, caused heated shivers of excitement to dance along her nerve endings. 
Tiffany was falling hard for Christian. She’d worshiped him from afar most of her adult life. Fantasies were now reality and so much sweeter than she’d ever dreamed possible. He loved her. Prickly her. The sweet reality of their new budding romance excited her. Not too long ago such a thing would have scared her to death, but she was ready for a future with him.
Tiffany glanced at the time on her computer, noticing it was a little before noon on Friday. She had a lunch date with Christian at twelve. Since she expected him to show up anytime, she saved what she’d been doing; creating a new patient intake form. David sat in front of her desk scanning files into the patient database system she’d finally completed day before yesterday. He appeared extraordinarily bored.
A few minutes later there was a knock. Christian opened the door, walked over and gave her a quick kiss. “Hey beautiful. Ready to eat?”
“You bet.” And ready to be alone with you.
He smiled. I’m taking you out to eat so keep that thought on hold until tonight. In fact, maybe you could take your transfusion at my place.

Her stomach did a little somersault of anticipation. “Just let me save what I’m working on here.” She glanced at David. “Why don’t you get out of here for a while, David. Go treat yourself to a steak or something on Nathan’s dime. I’ll text you when we’re heading back.”
He glanced between her and Christian, his expression unsure. 
“It’ll be fine, David. No offense but I’m better equipped to protect Tiffany than you. Besides, I’ll be doing it the rest my life. I best get used to it I suppose because I have a feeling trouble is going to find her whether she’s looking or not.” He winked at Tiffany.
She stood and playfully smacked his arm. “Keep that up that kind of talk and I’ll show you some real trouble.” 
“Okay. I’ll take a quick lunch, but I’d appreciate it if this stayed between us.”
Tiffany knew what he meant. “No worries. Neither of us will say anything to Nathan. Besides, Nathan wouldn’t get upset with you for leaving me with Christian. Unlike me, he’s a mature vampire. Show him what I mean Christian.”
He appeared taken back. “Show him what?”
“Show him something that will convince him his concerns are in vain. You know, like enchantment.”
He pinned her with a chastising scowl. “Are you out of your mind? I’m not going to enchant him. That’s ridiculous not to mention invasive.”
Tiffany huffed. “Christian, it would really help us both. The guy’s so paranoid about leaving me alone, he only goes to the bathroom once a day. If nothing else do it for his urinary track.”
Christian chuckled and looked toward David. “That’s not my call.”
“It’s fine. Maybe she’s right and whatever you can show me will set my mind at ease when you’re with her and she’s supposed to be on my watch. I know you’re capable of protecting her, but I’d really rather not leave her.” 
He sighed. “Very well.” Tuning his focus on David, he stared hard at him for several moments, then asked, “Would you stand up and bring me those papers there on Tiffany’s desk?” He pointed.
David didn’t move, but after a few seconds, his eyes grew round with fear and his breaths came out hard and ragged. “All right. I think he gets it, Christian.”
Christian blinked then took a step back. “I’m sorry. Are you okay?”
David stood and rubbed his forehead, his expression a combination of discomfort and irritation. “I’ve been briefed on the capabilities of your kind. I-I just never experienced any first hand. Uh, why couldn’t I move?”
“I planted a physic suggestion in your mind convincing you that you couldn’t along with a telekinetic hold on your muscles.” 
 David nodded. “Well, I suppose you proved my concerns are in vain. Enjoy your lunch. If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the restroom.”
After David shut the door behind him, Tiffany cracked up.
Christian shook his head. “Poor guy. I think I embarrassed him worse than I scared him and it’s not funny, Tiffany.”
She shrugged. “You’re right, but at least you put his mind at ease about my welfare when I’m with you. And hey, can you teach me to do that? I sure could have used that trick this morning when I was in line for my latte. This old guy in front of me would not shut up about his wait. I sympathized with him, then it was on, about the weather, his dog, the merits of chocolate verses white chocolate coffee drinks. When he started in about politics I nearly lost my mind.” 
Christian groaned and rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “It’s not a teachable talent nor to be used on irritating humans. You’ll get there when you get there. I just hope for the the sake of the humans in your world, it takes you longer than most vampires. Come on.” He took her hand and headed them toward the door. 
On their way out of the building, she and Christian dropped by the nurses’ station, finding Betty alone charting. 
“We’re on our way to lunch at Casa de Jacoma. Would you or the others like us to bring back something?” Christian asked.
She offered them an appreciative smile. “Thank you, Dr. La Mond, but I brought my lunch today. The aides chose to dine in the cafeteria on their lunch breaks and Katie plans to go out with a friend later.”
“Call if you need me, then.”
“Of course. Enjoy your lunch.” She shared a warm look between the two of them.
Tiffany thanked her, then proceeded to follow Christian out of the building. 
Christian knew her penchant for Mexican, so he took her to an authentic Mexican eatery a mere ten minutes from the clinic. The tone was casual, the decor and furnishings bordered on dive-like, but Tiffany felt confident the food would rock. She loved little mom and pop ethnic places like this because in her experience they usually had amazing food.
They seated themselves in a booth at the back of the restaurant. Minutes later a teenage latino boy brought them menus, chips and salsa, then took their drink order.
“So how’s your morning been?” Tiffany asked Christian, then dipped a chip in salsa and took a bite.
“Uneventful.” 
His brows knit as he spoke the word and Tiffany was pretty sure she knew why. Last night he’d told her the investigation had reached a stalemate. For the last four days surveillance hadn’t revealed any suspicious activity. Christian and his partners felt like the person or persons knew they were being watched. It had prevented further poisonings, but hadn’t gotten them closer to catching the killer. 
“Well, uneventful is good in some respects, right?”
He hunched a shoulder, lifted a chip out of the basket and stared at it. “Certainly. None of the patients we’ve seen this week have tested positive for VHS. The ones who have are all doing great and going home today. I thank goodness for both of those things, but it’s as I told you last night, considering the frequency of poisonings in the beginning it leads me to believe the criminal or criminals suspect they’re under surveillance.” 
“That’s impossible, Christian. Even I can’t tell where the little boogers Dominic had installed are located. The command station is under lock and key. You told me not even maintenance can get in there now because ya’ll changed the lock.”
“True. I can’t help wondering why they’ve stopped. It seems odd.”
“I know. Why do you think they have?”
“I’m not sure, but I have a really bad feeling they’re planning something even worse than what we’ve experienced thus far.” He dipped his chip in the salsa and popped it in his mouth.
“Well maybe they’ve stopped because you and your partners decided the only food and drinks served to patients had to come from vending machines or you three. You also told me you and the partners were personally giving patients their transfusions and vitamin shots. Smart moves, but both of those things seriously limits this creeps ability to tamper with stuff.” 
“Maybe or due to the fact the entire clinic now suspects foul play, they’ve decided to choose more cautious methods of terror.”
Tiffany could feel the worry rolling off him in waves. She worried too because most likely he was right, but that didn’t necessarily mean the bad guys had the upper hand. “Maybe they are regrouping. That might not a bad thing for us.”
He scoffed. “How do you figure?”
“Well, it could give us time to regroup too. We have every person’s move and word video and audio recorded over the last five days. Perhaps nothing’s stood out as glaringly apparent, but that doesn’t mean the perp hasn’t displayed guilty or suspicious behavior. Such as body language, expressions, slipping something into their pockets from a purse, back pack or locker. Who knows?”
Christian chuckled. “Talking like a cop now, huh?” He plucked another chip from the basket and ate it.
“No, just talking this thing out. Maybe fate has given us a reprieve for a reason. And maybe you should have someone who’s very good at spotting guilty, nervous people review the footage over the last week. Say someone like David?”
Christian rapped his fingers on the table top. “That’s not bad. Not bad at all. You think he would do it? It would have to be at night after you’ve gone home. That might make for some long days.” He reached across the table and took her hand, giving it a squeeze.
Tiffany squeezed back. “Not only will he do it, he’ll be thrilled to have something to do that’s up his alley. He’s been bored to tears these last few days, scanning paperwork and literally acting in the capacity of my personal assistant.”
Christian laughed. “I’ll bet.”
The young server returned with their drinks then took their food order. After the boy left she picked up her glass and took a sip of soda contemplating whether to open the can of worms which had been on her mind the last few days. She put down her glass and stared at him for a few seconds. “Have you thought about enchanting staff again? Maybe the person responsible for all this can thwart an enchantment, but knowing that maybe you can flush them out.”
He frowned and scratched his chin. “Asa, Noah and I talked about it and we think it’s futile. If a person can beat an enchantment once they can do it again.”
“I’m sorry, Christian but I still think Blake is connected to this somehow. It’s not just about him being nosey. He was sitting beside my plate of food the day I became sick. And we’d had words that morning. Plus, he’s had access to every patient that has that VHS thing. He’s the most logical suspect in the building.”
Christian sighed. “Be that as it may, he’s been enchanted twice. You may have to accept the fact he’s innocent.”
“I suppose that’s possible. By the way, where has he been all week? I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him.”
“He’s been working at my mothers’ retreat this past week. Currently, we have three mothers staying there who are several weeks from their due date. There were others, but they delivered and were discharged throughout the week.”
Tiffany gasped because she hadn’t known that. She just figured Blake’s absence this week meant he’d been working second shift in the hospital beneath the clinic. “What are you thinking? That’s like putting the fox in charge of the henhouse. Are there security cameras there?”
“No. Look, I know it seems more sensible to have him under surveillance at the clinic, but I assure you he’s under a different more effective surveillance there. We told those patients and their spouses what’s been happening at the clinic. Of course they were shocked and scared, but after Noah, Asa and I explained things in detail, they agreed to a plan we proposed to both protect them and possibly ferret out the killer if indeed it’s Blake.”
Tiffany shook her head and touched her temple. “Sorry, Christian, I’m not following you. How could they possibly be safe if Blake is working there?”
“Rest assured I’m not turning a blind eye. The couples each agreed to allow us to replace their male life mates during the day shifts with security personnel like David so the men can watch over the women and keep an eye on Blake and other staff members. They’ve been briefed on what to look for, what staff should not be giving patients, such as food, drink or meds.” 
“Fine. What about at night?”
“Betty’s there and one of us. So are the male life mates. Betty is the only person we all agree is completely trustworthy. She’s been through thick and thin with us for over twenty years.”
“All right. How are these guys supposed to protect them against poisoned food or meds?” She munched a few more chips while he continued.
“Transfusions are given at bedtime and none are on any meds, which eliminates those means of poisoning. I’m having all their meals catered in order to avoid food tampering.”
Tiffany was hurt Christian had kept her out of the loop on something this big. “Okay, you have them guarded, and all the poisoning bases covered. What if Blake or whomever decides to change his or her M.O. and do something more hands on to snuff the lives of these women? I’m guessing you talked to Nathan and Dominic about this.” But not me. The rat.
“Of course. How do you think we secured the guards? As to your concern, remember Nathan and Dominic’s men are top notch, ex-navy seals and such, trained for combat and undercover work. Plus, the women are all mature vampires, well able to protect themselves with their physic and telekinetic abilities. Trust me Tiffany those women are far safer there than they’d be at the clinic. Each of them live out of town and are very close to their due date. They have to be housed at the mother’s retreat in case they go into labor, which they each will do very soon.”
She shook her head, unconvinced the decision was a good one. “I still can’t understand why you’d allow Blake to be there when he’s raised eyebrows more than any staff member.”
Christian sighed and took her hand. “It’s very simple Tiffany. There he has access to only three patients right now who are well guarded. At the clinic over this last week he would have had access to dozens who weren’t. I believe in Dominic’s surveillance equipment. I really do, but I also believe this person is sneaky.”
His explanation made good sense, but why he’d kept this from her made none at all. Their food arrived just then. She used the interruption to consider her next question.
“This smells great,” Christian commented and forked a big bite of a cheese enchilada into his mouth.
“So, when did ya’ll decide to do this?” She dug into her own plate of carne asada tacos.
“Saturday when we moved them from the clinic to the mother’s retreat.”
She put her fork down and glared at him “In all this time since, you never thought to mention this to me because you thought it would worry me?”
Christian set his own fork on the edge of his plate and sighed. “No. Of course I didn’t want to worry you, but that’s not the reason. I didn’t feel comfortable talking to you about it at work, because I didn’t want to take the chance someone might have big ears. At night, I want to spend time with you, not talk about problems. If I don’t put this away for at least a few hours a day, I’ll lose my mind.”
She understood, but wasn’t happy he’d neglected to tell her. “I get that. You’re reasons aside, you still should have told me.”
“Maybe so, but you have no idea the burden this whole mess has been not just on me but Asa and Noah too. If I fail to talk to you about issues regarding these matters it’s only because I want to dwell on some sane thoughts for a while. Being with you is a huge reprieve from the stress.” 
She agreed he could definitely use a break. “Well then tonight let’s take a reprieve together. At your place like you suggested.”
Heat filtered into his gaze and he drug in a ragged breath. “You’re tempting me to be completely vampire with you. Meaning as soon as we’re alone, really alone, we’re going to make love for real, Tiffany. I’ve been a good, chaste boy way too long.”
Tiffany let out a dark chuckle. “Threatening to ravage me are you? Whatever will I do?”
“That’s exactly my plan because I’ve lost patience with this teenage dating scene we have going at your mother’s house. I need you and we’re too old for this. Well, I am anyway.”
Tiffany smothered a grin, happy and excited she had him riled and ready to take this thing all the way home. She’d been ready for real sex with Christian for years. But she wanted him to know unequivocally she was on the same page so she scooted out of her booth and joined him on the other side. “I need you too, Christian. I’m ready for whatever comes next.” She paused there to take his hand, threading their fingers together. “You know you have my heart. Truth is you always have. I’ve just been too scared to admit it until recently.” 
“You scared? I’ve always been scared to show my real feelings to you. The first time I tried, you shot me down if you recall, told me things could go no further because you didn’t want to be vampire. You sliced down every overture I made after that. But it was more than you not wanting to turn, wasn’t it?”
She knew what he was asking and although she hated bringing up the subject of her father, it was probably time. “Yes. Much more. I’ve always avoided intimate relationships. I don’t trust them or people.”
“Because of your dad?”
She nodded. 
“You were afraid I’d cheat on you. That’s it isn’t it?”
She nodded again. “Remember in the beginning I had no idea we were life mates. Even if I’d known early on, I still would have feared you’d change your mind about me some day.”
He snorted. “I can’t believe you thought I would cheat on you. That bothers me on many levels, but mostly that you don’t really know the depth of my character. You couldn’t make me mad or crazy enough for that to happen first off. But the main reason it would never happen is because I have more respect for myself than to do something like that.”
She knew that now. His morals and ethics were impeachable and if she’d been thinking straight at the time she would have known what he’d just said to be true back then. “I believe you now. The reason I didn’t in the beginning is because my dad was so like you. That’s why it was so shocking and hurtful when he cheated on my mom. He really was the perfect father until the day he wasn’t anymore. I never saw it coming. None of us did. It’s led me to the conclusion that anyone is capable of anything whether they want to be or not.”
He shook his head. “That’s not true. It goes back to choices. We all get them and we all make them. A person can choose in any situation to do the right thing or the wrong thing. But I believe if you have respect for yourself, you’ll always do the right thing.”
He was correct as usual. She ducked her head, embarrassed she’d actually thought so poorly of him when deep down she knew what he was made of. “I’m going to say this and then I want to drop the subject. It’s a tender one for me. I’ve never forgiven my dad. I can’t see him beyond the mistake he made. It makes it hard for me to see others beyond the mistakes they could make to hurt me. But you have to believe me when I tell you, I do trust you, Christian. Maybe that seems hard to believe based on all I’ve just said, but I wouldn’t be ready to go forward with you if I wasn’t willing to take a chance. You know what I mean?”
“I do. Look, I want forever and it can’t come soon enough, but what I want more is for you to be completely ready for the next part of this journey we’re walking together. It won’t hurt my feelings if you need more time.”
Tiffany realized he wasn’t just talking about riding the cowboy and saving the horse. He wanted to mate in the way of their kind, a bite that would alter their scents and bind them as one flesh. The thought was a bit daunting after that life mating speech from her mom, but she was ready to take the next step leading to forever. She loved him that much. 
She rubbed a hand down his denim covered thigh. “Tonight sounds perfect, Christian.”
He covered her hand with his as he leaned in for a kiss. It was one of his sweet, melting ones that lit an instant fire and went on for several long, delightful moments until his cell phone began to wail with a loud siren-like sound. She jerked away, startled. Christian cursed and snatched it from the back pocket of his jeans.
“Wh-what’s wrong. What is that?”
He glared at the thing and she noticed his Adam’s apple bob and his lips thin. “It’s an alarm sent from the mother’s retreat, my country lodge. It’s only to go off in the case of an emergency.” 
Tiffany didn’t like the way he stared at the thing as if it were a snake in his hand about to strike. “Uh, like a mother went into labor kind of emergency or a natural disaster, fire emergency?”
“The latter. I have to go, Tiffany. Call David and tell him to pick you up here immediately.”
“Whoa. Back up. What do you think’s going on?”
“I don’t know, but it can’t be good. Call David now please.”
“Sure. Why don’t you call the retreat and see what’s going on?”
He sighed. “I’ll try.”
They both made their individual calls. Tiffany reached David on the first ring, but Christian’s call attempt wasn’t so successful. 
“No one’s answering. Darlin’, let me out. I really have to go. David’s on his way right?”
She nodded as she exited the booth. He was scaring her. “Why don’t I go with you?”
He scooted out and stood, pulled his wallet out and withdrew a couple bills. “Not a chance. I have no idea what I might be getting into. It could be a fire. It could have something to do with this trash happening at the clinic. Worse it could be a trap for you. You’ll be safe with David. But I want him to take you home, not back to the clinic. When I know something, I’ll call you.”
She didn’t want him going by himself. “Please let me go with you. I’ll worry myself sick until I know you’re okay.” 
“Baby, I don’t want to leave you, but I can’t take you. Not once since I had this app installed on my phone has anyone ever used it. I don’t know what’s happening there, but it’s likely at catastrophic level. As soon as I know something and I have a moment, I’ll contact you. Promise.”
 “That’s fine, but catastrophic level is ample reason for you to take me. You may need help.”
“Tiffany! I don’t have time to argue. I have to go. Do what I said. Stay inside and wait for David.” He slapped the money on the table, then rushed out of the restaurant. Tiffany followed and watched him at the door until he disappeared around the corner of a building. 
Her mind rifled through so many various catastrophes that could be happening at the mother’s retreat her stomach began to sour. However, she did what he’d asked of her. She stayed inside and watched for David. She’d yield to his edict to go home too. She’d be useless at work until she knew what went on at the mothers’ retreat.
Almost thirty ulcer producing minutes later Nathan’s Navigator pulled up to the curb in front of the restaurant. Tiffany couldn’t believe it took David so long. He must have gone to lunch halfway across town.
She slipped on her sunglasses and headed for the SUV. Usually he got out to open the passenger door for her, but when she saw the crazy amount of traffic buzzing past, she realized he couldn’t, so she hurried and got inside. 
“Thanks for picking me—” She broke off when she looked over and realized the driver wasn’t David. “Katie? What in the world are you doing here?”
Her face was void of the cheery smile she usually wore, replaced by a weird, calculating smirk. “Giving you a ride.” 
“Uh, okay.” What was up with that? “Where’s David?”
“Otherwise engaged.” She reached between her legs and picked up a small, black rectangular object and jabbed the thing into Tiffany’s ribcage. 
She knew instantly she’d been tazed. The voltage was so painfully intense her entire body began to seize and quiver. She couldn’t cry out because her jaws were locked. Seconds later she felt Katie stab a needle into her upper, left arm which began to burn like fire when she depressed the syringe.
Terror raced through her system jacking up her heart rate and assisting the drug to race through her bloodstream like a rocket. She fought to stay consciousness with every ounce of mental strength she had, but moments later her body went limp and darkness swallowed her whole. 
 
 



Chapter 19
 
Christian violated so many traffic regulations getting to the mothers’ retreat it was a miracle he didn’t have a swat team on his tail by the time he arrived around twenty minutes later. With preternatural speed, he rushed inside the Adirondack style lodge and upstairs to the third floor where the three V clinic patients resided. 
The maternity ward seemed eerily quiet. There were no voices, no laughter, nothing but the sound of a T.V. coming from one of the patient rooms down the hall. Christian paused in the family waiting area. Everything appeared normal. The cheery surroundings, outfitted with light green Berber carpet, wallpaper with babies asleep on fluffy white clouds had always been a happy place for parents and family members, staff too. Now a feeling of doom hovered overhead like clouds ready to unleash deadly twisters. His staff would have never sounded that alarm unless someone was critically injured or worse. 
On his next intake of breath, he scented blood. Human blood. His own ran cold, because the smell was fresh and very strong. Steeling himself for what he might find, Christian followed the scent trail to the nurses’ station but found it empty. He rushed toward the wing occupied by the three patients. As he rounded a corner, the sweet, metallic smell engulfed him and he saw someone lying face down, half in, half out of a patient’s room wearing blue scrubs. He knew with a sinking heart it was Blake. Surprise along with regret and anger boiled up inside him at the sight of his nurse lying face down in a large pool of blood. He could hear no heartbeat but he knelt down and checked his pulse anyway. There was none. 
A ring of deep crimson, almost the size of a basketball, covered the back of his scrub shirt and Christian knew he’d been shot. Now he picked up the faint scent of gun powder, previously masked by the smell of human blood which always overwhelmed a vampire’s olfactory abilities when it was fresh and abundant.
His nose told him Blake was not the only casualty in the building. Since there was nothing he could do for the man, Christian hurried on following the blood smell. In the other two patient rooms, he discovered Nathan’s three security guards and two female humans on the floor, face down. Friends or family members he surmised. All were dead, shot in the head or chest. The scene was like a rabid execution style killing. Unfathomable. Surreal. 
He knelt and gently turned the head of the woman closest to the door in the last room he checked. The girl couldn’t have been much older than eighteen, nineteen years old. What possible reason could there have been to take her life or any of these lives? 
The senseless horror before his eyes spawned fury born of grief. His brain synapses must have taken a brief hiatus because nearly a minute passed as he stood there taking in the irrational, heinous scene before he realized his three patients were missing. 
He knew they were gone, taken by whoever did this because their scent was ambient, not prevalent. He searched anyway but the floor was void of people, except those three rooms bathed in blood from the bodies of six unfortunate souls. He found no signs of a struggle. Nothing seemed out of place. Patient’s beds were unmade as if they’d merely left them to use the restroom or take a walk. Personal belongings on bedside tables, drawers and closets were untouched. None of what he viewed made any sense. There should have been signs of a struggle. All three pregnant females were mature, possessing strong physic and telekinetic abilities. Each of them could have thwarted a human abductor with a gun, unless fear had gotten the better of them. A distinct possibility with so much carnage. He could think of no reason the women would have left willingly. Their mates and children were nowhere near this place. Perhaps they complied to save the lives of the humans, but the six dead bodies suggested otherwise. 
Still Christian held to a thread of hope that his patients had found a way to escape this horror. He was about to continue the search downstairs when he heard a vehicle approaching the house. Having no idea who might be arriving, he raced down the stairs into his great room just as the front doors flew open. Asa and Noah rushed inside.
“What the heck’s going on?” Asa demanded as he stalked toward him.
Noah followed. “Both of our cellular phones sounded the emergency alarm. We came straight away. I attempted to call you while Asa drove. Obviously, your alarm sounded as well?”
Christian had been in such a rush to get inside, he’d left his phone in the truck.
He met his partners near the middle of his great room seeking words for an explanation that simply didn’t exist. “Yes it did. I’m afraid there is no easy way to say this. The three body guards for our patients along with Blake and two human females have been murdered. Shot. Each of them. They’re upstairs.” 
“Shot? My goodness! This is inconceivable!” Noah exclaimed. “What about our patients?”
“Blake?” Asa spoke his name as a question. Bewilderment claimed his features along with horizontal lines of distress across his forehead. “This—this, I don’t even have words. Our patients? Are they okay?”
“I think we’d better sit.” He gestured toward couches and chairs made out of sassafras with southwestern-style upholstery situated in the center of the room. 
Once they were all seated he got right to disaster number two. “Our three patients are missing.”
Both men appeared tongue-tied and shocked. Christian knew them well. They were devastated and like him trying to hold it together in order to make sense of this slaughter and kidnapping.
Asa swiped a hand across his mouth and chin. “I don’t understand how this happened. Dominic and Nathan’s men were professionals. How could whoever did this break in here to begin with, then overpower three armed humans with combat training and three mature vampires?”
Christian wondered the same things. His gaze slid toward the wide oak staircase, his thoughts to the sick, inane scene upstairs. “I have no idea how they got in without keys or tripping the alarm unless they were let in. If I were to guess the body guards and the human visitors initially tried cooperating with the killers hoping to save the women and themselves. Otherwise the body guards would have returned fire. That seems the most logical explanation since there were no signs of a struggle.” 
“Pregnant females of our kind are not helpless. Why didn’t one or all enchant the killer or killers? All were mature vampires. Any of them could have used their preternatural abilities to disarm whoever threatened them. We all know the human body guards were really just a second line of defense. None of this makes any cursed sense,” Asa ground out. 
Noah disagreed with Asa’s line of thinking based on his next comments. “What if initially they didn’t perceive the person or persons as a threat? We believe the killer or the cooperative of the killer to be a staff member. Who has keys to this place?”
Christian answered. “Us. Blake, Katie and Betty. Since we can rule out Blake that leaves Katie and Betty. I think we can all agree Betty isn’t our killer. Katie seems improbable too, but I’m beginning to think about anything is possible at this point.”
Asa cursed. “I agree both nurses are improbable murders, but we haven’t checked the place for points of a break in. Right now, I’m more worried about finding our missing patients.
We need to contact their life mates immediately. There’s no possible way to guess where they’ve been taken, but via their mating bond, the women might be able to give their men information to lead us to them.”
“We need their cell numbers. The clinic will have them,” Noah said.
“They should be in their charts upstairs,” Christian pointed out. 
Asa said, “Okay, we’ll get to that in a minute, but I think we need a few minutes to breathe here and figure out how to break this to them. We’re upset and not thinking as clearly as normal. When the men get this news, upset and won’t even marginally describe what they’ll be feeling. Let me call Betty and have her round up those numbers that way I can casually ask about Katie. If she’s there we can rule her out as a suspect. Onto the other disaster of the hour, how are we going to tell these men their life mates are missing?” 
Asa was right. Christian wanted to rip limbs from the person responsible. Especially in light of the fact all three of them had assured the couples this plan would protect them from the danger occurring at the V clinic. 
He and Noah waited as Asa made the call then he placed the phone on the couch next to his thigh. “She’ll call back in a few with the information. Now we can rule her out because she’s still at the V clinic.”
“We could anyway,” Christian said.
Noah concurred with an, “Of course.”
 “Betty said Katie took a late lunch. When Betty calls back she’ll let us know if she’s returned.”
“There is another very real possibility we’ve never discussed,” Noah began. “Which might explain why the women weren’t able to fight their assailant.” 
“What possibility?” Christian prompted.
“Here’s what we know so far. Six humans, three of which were skillfully trained body guards are dead, our patients are missing and according to your findings, no signs point to anyone putting up a fight. We’ve always assumed the killer is human. What if he’s not?”
Christian glared at the man as his words sank in. “One of us?”
Noah shook his head. “No. One of our species, but definitely not one of us.”
“A feral!” Asa spat. All were silent for a spell as that horrible possibility sank in.
If that were true it would explain much, Christian mused. Most vampires were no match for a feral who by a cruel twist of nature had superior physical, psychic and telekinetic abilities. One could have easily thwarted the security system. Moving with preternatural speed and armed with a gun, they could have shot every human before any of the guards were able to draw a gun and return fire. To thwart the women and the guards, all they had to do was throw up a telekinetic barrier. In the space of seconds all of the carnage and mayhem he’d witnessed upstairs could have been easily accomplished by a feral vampire. This possibility was the first thing in a long time that made some sense. There was only one problem—motive.
Christian continued his line of thought out loud. “If you’re right Noah, why would a feral male or female be interested in pregnant women? Males want young healthy females of our kind to impregnate. Feral females love creating legions of male fledglings for sexual purposes. So, what would either sex gain by kidnapping our women?”
Noah hummed. “That is a mystery. Ferals rarely kill their own kind unless threatened. However, ferals are insane, so sky is the limit on motives. Besides, what other creature on the planet could kill three armed, combat trained men and abduct three mature vampires? The fact we have six bodies upstairs screams feral to me.” 
Christian said, “I’ve been doing some thinking late at night when I can’t sleep. Noah, the other day you suggested the perpetrator might have created this cocktail for the purpose of some sort of experimentations. I’m beginning to think you’re right. Whether the person responsible is a feral or not, I think the killer wants to use our three patients for further testing. We know we’re dealing with what appears to be some sort of genocidal drug here, so it only stands to reason they’re searching for a way to destroy us en mass, which means they need test subjects.” 
Noah stared at him with a troubled expression. “Sadly, you could be correct and I can only deduce the killers aren’t happy with the results they’ve viewed thus far from their drug. We’ve only had one adult casualty and not all of the affected patients aborted. Even if they had been more successful, killing a handful of pregnant vampires and their unborn children are like—”
Asa interrupted. “Like trying to put out a forest fire with a squirt gun.”
Noah cleared his throat. “An apt description, yes. We still have no idea the far reaching effects of this drug. But I think we can all safely say these bloody mongrels want to destroy vampires.” 
Christian scratched his temple as a motive dawned. “You could be right. We are unquestionably the leading vampire fertility specialists in the world. Destroying our practice and our patients’ faith in us would result in a huge contraceptive measure for thousands of couples unable to conceive. Tiffany’s poisoning still makes no sense to me. Why her if our killer wants to destroy vampires?”
“Who out of the three of us has a life mate?” Noah asked.
Christian got his point. He looked away hoping to disguise his tangled emotions, namely guilt. If Noah was right Tiffany nearly died because of him. Anyone she encountered at the V clinic those couple days after he fed from her would have recognized his bite marks for what they were. Staff probably assumed he had designs on her as either a human lover or a life mate. Either way they’d have known killing her would hurt him and seriously distract him from his work and ferreting out a demented killer of vampires. If that were the case, they were dead wrong. Christian wouldn’t rest until this murderous mongrel was caught.
Asa’s phone buzzed with an incoming call. It was Betty. Christian rushed to get paper and pen for Asa, who took down the numbers of the life mates. He heard the whole conversation. His gut pitched when Betty confirmed what none of them could believe. Katie had been gone since twelve thirty and it was now nearly two thirty. If she was taking an extended lunch hour she hadn’t told Betty or any of them.
“If Katie’s behind this,” Asa began. He just shook his head, his expression thunderous.
Noah said, “We can address that issue in a moment. We must get in touch with the life mates to see if the women have spoken to them.”
Asa proceeded to call their patients’ life mates. As expected, all three men’s reactions were explosive when they learned their pregnant spouses were missing. Not a one had heard from their life mates in the last hour nor could any mentally reach them when Asa asked them to try. Asa calmed them the best he could and told them to get here pronto.
While they waited for the men, he and Asa took off, first to examine the crime scene for potential clues, then they searched the house for break in points. They came up empty handed on both accounts. All exterior doors were intact. No windows had been broken. With the exception of brute force or keys no human could get in without approval from nursing, making Katie more and more the likely suspect because she worked here from time to time and had a set of keys. Christian couldn't see her doing all this mayhem by herself. Someone had to be working with her. But who? Could Noah also be right about a feral vampire being involved? It was almost too much to conceive that Katie worked with one. But at this point Christian could believe about anything.
Noah volunteered to make calls. First Betty to reschedule their afternoon appointments, then human resources for Blake’s contact information and finally the police. They were going to have to be very careful involving law enforcement agencies, but it had to be done. Six snuffed human lives were not something that could be covered up, even by a vampire. 
Christian would break the news himself to Nathan about his men. How he and his partners would explain the other deaths to families, Christian had no clue. A bridge to cross in time.
 When he and Asa returned about a half hour later, Noah sat where he’d left him, staring at the phone in his hand. Their gazes locked and Christian’s stomach plummeted when he viewed Noah’s stricken expression. “What now?”
He inhaled a sharp breath then cleared his throat. “I first called Betty to reschedule our appointments, but I didn’t even get that far. We have another disaster happening right now at the V clinic. Miss Peebles body guard, Mr. Townsend has been shot. It occurred in our parking lot, about an hour or so ago, shortly before she returned my call. A bystander called 911. Betty has been on the phone with me the whole time, updating me. She said Mr. Townsend is being transported to Ochsner Medical Center. Witnesses claim it was a carjacking and that a woman shot him and stole Mr. Davenport’s SUV.”
Asa scraped his fingers through his hair, his other hand knotted into a tight fist as he let loose a litany of curses. “Why didn’t she say something earlier?”
“She didn’t know until the police came into the building to question potential witnesses.”
Noah’s words sliced through Christian’s soul with the brutal force and accuracy of a Samurai sword, nearly buckling his knees. Oh my goodness. Tiffany! “Where is Tiffany?” 
“I have no clues there, Christian, but I’m afraid it gets even worse. I called the security company who monitors our outside entrances and parking lots and had them check the footage for the last couple of hours. The shooting was videotaped. I’m afraid we were correct in our assumptions. The car jacker was Katie.” 
 
 



Chapter 20
 
“Katie?” Christian exclaimed.
Asa’s shocked expression surely mirrored his own. “If she shot David, then who did all of this here? Noah, are you sure it was Katie and not just a blonde who looked like her?”
“It was Katie. The technician’s description was very detailed. If you recall, today she wore a very unique set of pink scrubs with toddlers riding unicorn ponies, which is exactly the garment the man I spoke to described the woman wearing. I know. It is quite a shock. If she’s capable of such a violent crime, it’s obvious she’s been our angel of death all along.” Noah shook his head, his eyes closed, clearly as disturbed as he and Asa.
“How for goodness sake could we’ve not recognized her behind all this? Something should have tipped us off about the little snake,” Asa snarled.
Noah scoffed. “Seasoned criminals rarely display overt tells. She must be seriously deviant to have pulled the wool over our eyes for this long. My mother’s as well, although there were no problems with her at my mother’s clinic. She had nothing but good things to say about her. Seems very odd.” 
Christian rushed toward the couch, terror gripping his heart like a vice. “I don't care about Katie right now. What about Tiffany? Did Betty say if she was with David?
Asa approached Christian, his green eyes ripe with concern. “Calm down, Christian. Take a breath and lets figured this out. Noah, did Betty say anything about a passenger in the SUV.” 
“She did not. She was clearly upset, but thorough. I’m confident our nurse Betty would not have omitted the fact Miss Peebles had been abducted if someone had witnessed her in the vehicle. She’s in the process of speaking with an officer. She’ll call back to relate more news when she’s able.”
Christian glared at him, breathing hard, but began to calm. Noah was right. If Betty knew Tiffany had been in that SUV she would have told him. Of course the police may have omitted that information. But he had to consider Tiffany herself. She wouldn’t stand idly by and let Katie abduct her at gunpoint, frightening as that possibility might be. No, she would have raised a fuss and someone would have noticed. 
Asa patted Christian’s back. “Okay, this is good news. No one saw Tiffany in relation to the SUV. When was the last time you saw her?” 
“At the restaurant where we had lunch. David had taken a lunch break too. Where I don’t know, but Tiffany called him so I know he was on his way to pick her up minutes after the alarm sounded. Of course I raced here.” 
Christian grabbed the sides of his head, pressing both palms against throbbing temples. He wanted to plow his fist into something. What he really wanted to do was rip out the throat of every sorry soul involved in these crimes. Unfortunately, he didn’t have the luxury of falling apart at the moment. He needed to know Tiffany was okay.
“Goodness!” he exclaimed, clenching his fists so tight his hands hurt. “This can’t be happening. Not again.” Nearly losing her once about capped his existence. He squeezed his eyes shut, unable to finish the gruesome thoughts.
Asa came to him and clamped a hand on his shoulder. “Simmer down, Chris. You’re allowing today’s horrid events to have a field day with your imagination. You don’t know anything at this point. You could call her but if the two of you have ever mind spoke that would be quicker.” 
 “Shoot! Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?” Because my brain is frozen with fear, that’s why.
Asa shrugged and affected a sympathetic smile. “Try.”
Christian closed his eyes and pressed at her mind, calling her name repeatedly, but only received silence. He couldn’t even sense her mental energy, which could only mean she was asleep or unconscious. 
Christian walked over to his massive hearth, framed four feet wide on both sides by inlaid river rocks stretching all the way to a cathedral ceiling. He stared at the impressive eight point, bull elk mount above the mantle, while trying to get control of his rabid emotions and thinking. Every tragic loss he and his partners had experienced from the beginning of this assault on their clinic until today paled in comparison to imagining Tiffany as his final, fatal one. 
“Where are you, Tiffany?” Then the whole ugly picture dawned on him. “Jerk! Katie has her and I know it in my gut. After she shot David she must have drove to the Mexican restaurant where we were having lunch. It’s only ten maybe fifteen minutes from the clinic. The time line stands to reason. It’s only been a little over an hour since I left Tiffany. I’ll bet when she saw the SUV pull up she just got in, thinking it was David.”
“Christian, we know Katie’s neck deep in this somehow, but how could she have known where you were having lunch with Tiffany?” Asa asked.
“I told Betty where we’d be. She must have told Katie. I’ll bet she’d been looking for an opportunity to get Tiffany alone and snatched it up when she saw David in the parking lot on his way to pick up Tiffany.”
“I still think that’s a long shot because she wouldn’t have known David was on his way to pick up Tiffany. She rode with you, Chris.”
“If that little murderous jerk could pull the wool over our eyes for months, how easy do you think it would have been for her to get David to tell her where he was going? All these abductions happened virtually simultaneously. She knows about the mother’s retreat alarm and you can bet she probably had her cohorts sound it in order to get me away from Tiffany.”
Asa sighed. “It’s possible. After everything that’s happened, anything’s possible.” 
“That jerk!” Christian swiped a hand across the mantle sending every picture and item of decor flying across the room. “That murderous jerk! If she hurts Tiffany I’ll kill her!” 
 He shook with raw fury imagining unspeakable things happening to her, while berating himself for leaving her at that restaurant. 
Noah spoke, but Christian didn’t turn, afraid his face would reveal his meltdown in progress.
“You don’t know that to be the case, Christian. I take it you can’t get her to respond to your push?” 
He shook his head. “She’s unable to know I’m trying.”
“You’re saying she’s unconscious?” Asa asked.
He marshaled his emotions the best he could and faced him. “Yes. That’s why I know Katie has her. Or someone working with her.”
Noah let out a disgusted grunt. “That’s not good.”
“You think?” Christian snarled, itching to unleash his rage. Sanity prevailed. If they had a ghost of a prayer to find their missing patients or Tiffany, each needed their wits and needed to work together. Right now his wits were scattered to the four winds.
“I’m only trying to help.”
“I know and I’m sorry. She’s alive. I’m sure of that.” A life mate instantly knew when his or her other half exited planet earth. 
He would find her. If he had to tear apart New Orleans and Lafayette county searching for her he would. He’d question or if necessary enchant every human at the V clinic, every possible witness in or outside that restaurant. No stone would be left unturned until he had her back safe and unharmed.
He stalked off toward the front doors, saying as he went, “The life mates will be here shortly. Brainstorm with them. Encourage them to keep reaching out to their females. One of you probably needs to go back to the V clinic and try to sort out that mess with David Townsend. As far as the police, I’d hold off calling them as long as possible.”
“Where are you going?” Asa asked.
He grabbed a pair of sunglasses from a table near the door and covered his eyes, then yanked open the double doors. He paused to glance back at his friends, “Forgive me, but the two of you are going to have to do what’s needed without me. I have to find her.”
Asa nodded once, his expression resolute. “Do what you have to do. I’ll be on standby to help, brother.” 
Christian appreciated that. “If necessary I will take you up on that offer.”
Noah’s determined look mimicked Asa’s. “I too will assist any way I can to help you find your life mate.” 
“Thank you both. I’ll be in touch.” He left them, intent on turning New Orleans upside down in order to find Tiffany. 
Once inside his truck he placed a call to Nathan, loath to break such news, but he had no choice. Christian needed all the help he could get to find Tiffany. Nathan’s love for both Mia and Tiffany and his unlimited resources made him the perfect ally. True to Christian’s expectations, Nathan in conjunction with Dominic immediately began a plan to track down Katie Nettleson. 
***
An ear-piercing scream pulled Tiffany out of a deep, gripping dark fog of sleep. It took every ounce of energy she had to get her eyes open, but when another shriek of pure agony rent her cocoon of drowsiness, fear and self-preservation became potent motivation for alertness. 
By the time she gained a portion of her wits, the screams had ceased. Were the screams hers or someone else’s? Hard to tell. Her thinking was mush, but she did remember where she’d last been—in Nathan’s SUV with that crazy jerk, Katie.
She began to take inventory of her surroundings. Best she could tell, she was in a hospital room. Her mouth felt arid as desert dunes, her vision as fuzzy as her head. When she attempted to raise her arm to rub her eyes, she couldn’t. In fact, she couldn’t lift either of her arms or legs.
Her blurry gaze slashed across her body mostly covered by a cotton sheet and white blanket. Her next discovery turned out to be gut wrenching. Brown, leather restraints shackled her exposed wrists and ankles to a hospital bed. She felt drowsy and weak as a ninety-pound anorexic, but terrified enough to cuss heartily and fight her bonds. That didn’t last long. Energy ran out of her like water through a sieve.
She glanced about. Tan curtains, suspended by round grommets fastened to a drop ceiling rectangular metal track, had been completely drawn around the hospital bed. Stationed on the left, an IV pole supporting a blood unit and saline solution bag with plastic tubing linked to a needle in her forearm. She’d also been trussed up with heart monitor connectors. To her right the unit beeped wildly with each erratic beat of her racing heart. To make this physical violation complete, she felt a catheter tube between her legs, taped to the inside of her thigh. 
Where had that sick, psycho nurse taken her and what had she been doing to her while she’d been unconscious? Worst yet, what next was on her agenda? 
Pitiful sobs coming from some woman beyond her curtained cell said there was at least one more unfortunate captive wrapped up in this ghoulish nightmare. Obviously, she’d been the screaming woman needing help. Tiffany needed something too. Answers. Maybe they could help each other.
“Hello,” Tiffany called out. “Are you okay?”
“Wh-who are you? What d-do you want?” she returned, her voice both suspicious and breathless. 
“I’m Tiffany. No offense, but it sounds like you’ve had better days. What’s the matter? Is someone over there hurting you?”
She scoffed. “You and your demented friends know exactly why I’m screaming!”
Tiffany winced because it didn’t sound like she’d be making an ally with Ms. Iceberg anytime soon. What the heck were they doing to her? Was she next on their torture format?
And what did she mean by ‘you and your demented friends’? Katie had to be one of them. Who else was in on this and what did they want from them? The chilling possibilities made her shiver. One way or another she had to convince Ms. Iceberg they were both on the same losing team. 
“Look, I know you’re in a bad way. I really am sorry for whatever’s happening to you. I’m in no mood for twenty questions either because I was kidnapped, drugged and now I’m tied to a bed with all kinds of medical stuff connected to my body. Believe me, all I care about is getting out of here. I want to help you too.”
Again, she scoffed. “If you’re confined by restraints as you say, you won’t be going anywhere or be of any help to me.” Her last three words ratcheted up in volume till she let loose a shrill high pitched sheik.
A frigid chill slithered down Tiffany’s spine. What happened for her to be screaming like that? Restrained she could do nothing to help the woman or herself. Tiffany closed her eyes and tried tugging free of the bands. Twisting and shimmying her wrists rubbed them raw; an all too familiar experience thanks to Christian and Noah. Then she’d been madder than heck at them both, but now just plain terrified, wishing Christian here, even Noah. How pathetic was that?
She sighed, accepting the fact she was no Houdini. She’d have to figure another way out of this.
Wait a minute. Christian! He could get them out of here. Maybe. If she could discover where Katie had taken her. She closed her eyes and willed herself to push her thoughts and emotions toward his mind the way she had before.
Christian! Christian, can you hear me? I need you. I’m in some serious trash here, dude. Please answer me. 
Nothing. Not even a hint of an emotion followed her mental push and pleas which were filled with desperation and despair. Tiffany tried again over and over with the same results. Hopelessness set in so hard she began to bawl and shake. Tiffany ran out of options and that woman’s intermittent cries and sobs just kept jacking up her fear and despair.
“Why are you crying?” she demanded.
Tiffany craned her neck the direction of the woman’s voice, laden with mistrust. She ground her teeth, itching to unload on her, on anyone because her despondency had morphed into rage after that ridiculous question. On a good day, she loathed feeling vulnerable. What she wouldn’t give to be free so she could exact retribution. Not on the lady, but whoever put them both in this position.
“Hello? Are you alright?”
She sniffed hard, wishing she had a tissue and furious she couldn’t wipe her tears or blow her nose. “You can seriously ask me that? I told you I was drugged and that sick person has been doing heaven knows what else to me while I’ve been unconscious. Yeah, sure, I’m just peachy.” 
A long silence ensued. Tiffany knew her words and tone had been scalding and was surprised she finally did answer.
“I’m Teresa and I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. I was drugged too and the effects are making it very hard to think clearly, not to mention I’m scared to death. I still don’t know why they brought me here or what they want from me.”
Tiffany breathed a small sigh of relief because the woman finally believed her. “I’m so very sorry. I do recall how I was abducted, but I couldn’t tell you if I’d been here for minutes or days.”
“Neither can I. The last thing I recall was napping in my room at the mother’s….at the resort where my husband and I were residing. Some noise woke me, sounds like gunshots and sadly they were. Seconds later a nurse came into my room and shot my friend who was visiting me. I have no idea who else was shot or killed. Before I could react, a man ran inside and stabbed a needle in my arm. Soon after everything went dark.”
Tiffany was without words. She couldn’t imagine Katie a murderer, but that nurse Teresa mentioned had to be Katie. Who were the other shooters? Obviously, some sick partners of Katie’s. 
Now she was dealing with multiple captors who thought nothing of murdering people? Oh yeah, she was in really hot water here. Teresa too.
“Are you still there?”
Tiffany snorted a laugh. “Yes. I’m sorry. Sorry for the loss of your friend. I’m just trying to make sense of all this. Maybe if we knew why we were here it would help us negotiate a way out.”
Teresa sighed heavily. “Thank you. I don’t know how long I’ve been here either because I’ve been under a potent anesthesia of some sort, I was told. About thirty minutes ago I woke in excruciating pain and realized I’d gone into labor. Another nurse…” She paused there and scoffed again. …if one could call her that told me the baby would be here very soon. She assured me she would help deliver my baby. She’s supposed to be preparing the delivery room right now, but I’m terrified of what they may do to us. She’s insane. She’s the woman who shot my friend.”
Tiffany shot an open-mouthed gawk at the curtain separating them, not just because Teresa had recognized the shooter and nurse as one in the same person, probably Katie. Teresa was pregnant and in labor. Tiffany felt like a heel. So caught up in her own problems, the notion Teresa was in labor hadn’t even occurred to her, despite all the moaning and screaming. 
With an unborn baby in the mix, Tiffany was more determined than ever to get them both out of here. Physically, both were seriously freedom inhibited, but information might be a good start to a plan. “Look, Teresa, fact is we’re both in serious trouble. If we have a prayer of getting out of here we have to pool our resources.”
She sighed then released a soft groan. “You sound like a very brave lady, but I can’t leave because my contractions are mere minutes apart and you can’t help me if you’re restrained. This is my third child and I assure you he’s minutes away from entering this world.” More heavy breathing, moans and cries punctuated her last words.
“A boy, huh? Well, congratulations. A hollow comfort at this point. I’m sorry.”
There was no answer and Tiffany understood. “You can’t deliver that baby on your own! Scream louder. I’ll help.”
“No!” Lamaze style breathing followed her exclamation. “Please hush. Just let me get through this contraction. I do need help, but I’m so terrified of what they may do to me and my baby.”
Tiffany had no problem believing that, but she obliged despite the fact terror screamed like a banshee through her own soul. Like herself, Teresa had been drugged and kidnapped. Why wouldn’t she be scared to death about what these people had in store for her and the little life inside her trying to make its way into the world? Tiffany had no idea how to help either of them. Right now she needed Christian more than she’d needed anyone in her life. She mentally screamed his name over and over in her head, told him every detail of her situation and Teresa’s, but received nothing but silence. “Curse you, Christian La Mond! Answer me!”
“Tiffany? You know Dr. La Mond?
“Uh, yeah. Why?” She couldn’t wait to hear this.
“How do you know Dr. La Mond?”
Tiffany gazed in the direction of her voice as two and two began to equal four. This woman knew him which could only mean she was vampire, one of the V clinic patients. So why had her olfactory senses failed to pick up the scent of one of her kind? Tiffany had never felt so weak. Her strength was nil and it appeared her hearing and sense of smell had been damaged by whatever drugs Katie had given her. The thought of what else those drugs were doing inside her body made her stomach plummet.
“Tiffany? Please. How do you know Dr. La Mond?”
She swallowed hard because she was sure Christian wasn’t making it a practice to tell his patients he had a life mate. According to her mother, since they hadn’t done the deed, she wouldn’t have the scent of a life mated person. Would Teresa believe her? “Christian is my life mate.” 
“You’re human, but you’ve chosen to life mate with a vampire?”
“What?” Tiffany felt her eyes bug. “You’re mistaken. I’m not human. I was turned by Christian less than a month ago.” Boy she wished she could see this woman. Look into her eyes and vice versa. Teresa’s nose was obviously as messed up as hers, but if Teresa could see her eyes she’d know the truth.
“I apologize, but your scent is human. It’s faint for some reason and a bit different than most humans, but you definitely don’t have the scent of a vampire.”
Tiffany swallowed hard, wishing she could use her hands to rub the throb gaining momentum under her right temple. “That’s not possible. The majority of my family is vampire. Even my kid vampire half-siblings immediately recognized my scent as vampire. The drugs must be messing with both our noses because I can’t smell you either. I had no idea you were vampire.” 
Now it all made sense, the resort, the shooters, Teresa’s kidnapping. She’d been at Christian’s mothers’ retreat and someone working with Katie had taken Teresa and maybe others. Blake? Possibly, but she said the shooter was female. Katie had to be one of those others. 
Teresa let out a high-pitched sob. “Oh my God my water just broke. He’s coming Tiffany. Now! I need to push. Dear God, someone help me!”
Oh Lord, have mercy. Time ran out! “Teresa don’t push. Not yet. Are you restrained?”
“My arms are, but not my legs. They took them off shortly after I woke and discovered I was in labor. I can’t remove the restraints. I simply don’t have the psychic energy with this ungodly pain ripping through me.”
“Okay that sucks. There’s gotta be a plan B or something. Let me think.” Genius struck seconds later. “Okay, have you been in touch with your life mate? You know, mind speak?”
“Yes, of course. He’s losing his mind, but doing everything he can to help me through this. He’s completely tuned in and I just told him who you are and your situation.”
“Christian, uh Dr. La Mond is your OB right?”
“Yes.”
“Ask your life mate if Christian is with him.” Oh please be there. Please.
“Just a minute.” There was a lengthy pause then, “No. Jesse, my life mate is with Dr. Bradley and Dr. Langston at Dr. La Mond’s retreat, but he isn’t there. He’s searching for you. I can’t tell him where we are because I have no idea.”
Tiffany got that. Katie and her crew had been thorough in their attempts to keep them in the dark to their location. “If that’s the case why isn’t he answering me? I know I’m just a newbie vampire, but we’ve mind spoke several times.”
“I wish I had answers for that but I—” She broke off and let loose another long moan that kept ratcheting up in volume.
That was it! Asa or Noah could phone Christian, her family even and let them know what was happening to them through Teresa’s life mate. “Teresa, ask Jesse to have one of the doctor’s phone Christian, my family, someone.”
“He says they tried contacting Dr. La Mond just now, but he isn’t answering. Someone, uh, wait.” Another lengthy pause then, “Dr. Bradley is going to where he is. He-he said you should be hearing from Dr. La Mond s-soon. They’re going to keep calling—aahh! He’s coming now, she screamed. I need to push.”
“Don’t, don’t do that yet! Oh goodness!”
Tiffany had enough. She tossed consequences to the wind and began to scream at the top of her lungs. Between the two of them, someone had to come help Teresa. They might be insane monsters, but no one could be so cruel they wouldn’t help a woman deliver a baby.
It worked because moments later she heard a door open and slam against a wall. Fast, running footfalls followed with urgent voices all talking at once. One sounded very familiar. 
“Hurry up you two. That baby’s coming.”
Katie!

 



Chapter 21
 
Katie started barking orders at whoever was with her. “Get her to delivery now! Give her another of round of the serum first just to be safe. We’re taking no chances on this one. Go. Go!”
“You two! Oh goodness! No! Get away from me with that needle!” Teresa let loose an ear-piercing scream. Loud clanging followed like metal skittering across the floor. Cursing followed from some man. 
“Shut up you stupid jerk. Neither of us have time for this trash. You keep screaming and fighting, that vampire brat’s gonna die before you make it to the delivery room,” the male said.
“Please no more drugs. I want to be awake for the birth of my baby. Please,” Teresa pleaded.
“This isn’t a sedative. Now just shut your mouth before I choke you out, you cursed freak of nature.”
Tiffany heard Katie say, “That’s enough, Terry. Settle down before this child becomes another casualty of your stupidity.”
“I’d be calmer if you’d shut your trap, jerk.”
“I said, enough, Terry.”
Tiffany could hear the squabbling duo doing something over there. Clicking sounds, Teresa doing Lamaze breathing, movement; things that convinced her Teresa finally got the help she needed even if it was subpar. Tiffany prayed they wouldn’t hurt Teresa or her baby, but the very fact she’d been kidnapped didn’t bode well for either mom or baby’s good health. 
Terry said, “No it’s not near enough. I have a lot I’d like to lay on you. For starters, I’m sick and tired of this vampire trash, but mostly your condescending mouth.” 
“So you’ve said countless times. Talk about impeccable timing for a jerk session, Terry. This poor creature is about to have a baby. You and Chrissie need to get her to the delivery room ASAP. By now everything should be ready for our sister and our subject here who as you know is very important to our cause. We don’t need her anymore upset than she already is.”
“Cause? What cause? What are you planning on doing with my baby and who is your sister? Is she going to deliver my baby?” Teresa demanded. 
Tiffany wondered the same thing and didn’t like the emphatic way Katie said the word cause or the term subject they’d used to describe Teresa. They completely ignored Teresa’s frantic questions and went on arguing.
“Your cause! That’s all I ever hear. Your cause is what got those people killed. I tried to stop her, but she went into a killing frenzy. You know how unstable our sister can be.”
“Unstable? Is your sister going to be delivering my baby? Answer me!” Teresa demanded.
Katie and Terry again ignored her and went on arguing.
“She’s not unstable. She suffers from PTSD as you well know,” Katie snapped.
“Yeah, I know it alright which is why I’m sick over what happened. She should have never been there and you know it. You should have been with me that day, but you just had to have that one from the V clinic. When is this trash going to end? Huh?”
“When I say so. That’s when. If things had happened the way we planned there would have been no casualties!” Katie snarled.
Terry returned an attitude as sharp as his sisters. “Well, it didn’t work out that way, did it?” 
“Quit talking, get your rear in gear and get our subject here to delivery!”
“I’m going. Shoot! I can only work so fast here.”
“Oh for heaven’s sakes. Chrissie, get the IV untangled from the bed rail and move the saline bag to the bed’s IV pole. He can’t do anything right.”
At this point, Teresa was wailing with agony, obviously in the throes of another vicious contraction. Goodness, the poor woman. “Heartless mongrels! If you hurt Teresa when I get ahold of you, you’ll find out what real torture is like.” Big words for someone who couldn’t defend themselves, Tiffany thought. She didn’t care. It sounded as if they wanted to use Teresa and her baby like some experimental animals for their cause. 
Katie said from the other side of the curtain, “The other one’s finally awake. Good. I’ll deal with her. You and Chrissie get going.”
Tiffany reeled from everything she’d just heard. On top of all this with Teresa, their sister apparently murdered some people. Inconceivable. Everything happening scrambled her brain and she couldn’t pull her thoughts together for a sensible answer to the million-dollar question: why they were doing all of this?
Seconds later someone yanked back the curtain. It was Katie. 
“I’m sorry about what you just heard. Good help and all,” Katie stated with a shrug and a little giggle.
“You,” Tiffany hissed. “What are they going to do with Teresa after that babies born? What’s this cause of your and what does that baby have to do with it?” 
Katie, dressed in blue scrubs walked inside, pulled a hypodermic needle from her pocket and went directly to her IV pole. 
“Don’t you dare jack me up again. I deserve some answers here.” She struggled against the restraints, knowing it was a useless endeavor, but pure will to live would let her do no less.
Katie ignored her, inserted a needle into a rubber cap on the IV line, then depressed the plunger. Done, she turned and faced her with a strangely empathetic expression as she capped the needle and slipped it into her pocket. “Don’t worry, Tiffany, this is not a sedative. I want you fully awake from here on out so we can monitor your progress and do some additional testing.”
Tiffany didn’t know where to begin. Everything happening since she’d opened her eyes had been a scientific horror show. “What progress? Why am I here and what do you want from me?”
Katie gave her an ambiguous smile, scooted a white padded folding chair next to her bed then sat down. “I’m sure you have dozens of questions which will all be answered in time. Let me assure you if things go the way I’m hoping, you’re going to be very pleased. In fact, the life you once knew depends on the drug I just administered. You’ve been receiving these treatments since you arrived three days ago and you’re doing marvelous.”
“Marvelous? Are you kidding me?” This jerk belonged in a padded cell with cattle prod happy cowboy. “What do you mean three days ago? I’ve been unconscious for three days?”
She let out an exasperated sigh. “Yes and be glad you were. A turning is very painful in the beginning stages. You’re through the worst of it. There will be no pain from here on out, just some general fatigue for a few days.”
“Turning? What do you mean by that? And what about Teresa? What are you planning for her?” Tiffany was sick to her stomach with terror. She was worried about Teresa too because she could hear squeaky wheels on a hospital bed rolling away, Teresa still intermittently crying and moaning. She lifted her head, hoping to see something out of the small opening Katie had made in her curtained prison, but she could tell by sound, the cart or bed traveled the other way, curtesy of that nut entourage. 
Katie chuckled softly. “I think you have some idea. She’s about to birth a child. A human child we hope. If not—well it will be unfortunate for her and her child. The world certainly doesn’t need more vampires.”
Chills slithered down Tiffany’s spine and she couldn’t suppress a shudder. They planned to kill Teresa for certain and maybe the baby. “Who’s tending to her? You’re sister? Is she going to deliver her baby?”
“Don’t concern yourself with that. I have people very capable to deliver the child.”
“Why would you do this? Any of this? How could she deliver a human child? In vitro?” Blake had mentioned mixed species couples often chose in vitro to conceive a child. Was he wrapped up in all of this too? 
“No, that scenario isn’t the case at all. She and her life mate were born vampires and are mature specimens. I’m sure you have a million questions, so let me cut to the chase. You, Teresa and a number of vampire subjects have received a very special drug designed to do the exact opposite of what Dr. La Mond did to you when he gave you his blood while you were human. We counted on him turning you. And he didn’t disappoint.”
She appeared inordinately pleased, but all Tiffany could perceive in her cornflower blue eyes and smile was abject insanity. None of what she said made a lick of sense. “So, you poisoned me, in hopes Christian would save my life by turning me vampire?”
Her sick, smug smile widened. “Yes. Exactly. We’ve come very close to turning vampire fetuses human and newly made vampires too. In the beginning our serum caused numerous vampire casualties, but a couple of the stillborn infants were born with a very high rate of human blood, which gave us hope. So we adjusted the serum a couple months ago then began to test on V clinic subjects and a few new fledglings we have here. As you probably know, we aren’t getting a hundred percent success rate, but some of the blood work from the stillborns at the V clinic showed excellent signs of a turning. Best of all, some of our V clinic test subjects are handling the serum quite well and have had no complications which means in theory they should birth healthy human babies, but unfortunately the doctors intervened with my trial studies so I’ll never know. I’m hoping that Teresa and the two other pregnant vampire subjects here suffer no complications and turn out beautiful human babies.”
The woman was crazy, but Tiffany couldn’t help wonder how she knew all this? Christian said the VHS thing was top secret. 
Katie continued, interrupting further thoughts. “Certainly, there were losses along the way with both pregnant specimens and fledgling vampires such as yourself who we’ve been testing here at our facility. Any drug has side effects. Consider it collateral damage for the greater cause if you will. That’s only natural when testing a new drug, but the good news is we’ve almost perfected the formula and it’s beginning to work. I have a couple other test subjects like you, newly made vampires, but a bit more mature. They’re responding slower to the treatments, but they are responding. You however are turning much more rapidly.
“Beginning to work? You’re trying to make me human with some non-approved drug that could be doing anything to my body?” Tiffany knew her mouth was agape. All this was too much to comprehend.
“Yes. Tiffany all new drugs are non-approved. That’s the purpose of testing. Surely, you’ve heard of research facilities that do that sort of thing. But that’s beside the point. Our goal is to stop vampires from turning humans and stop as many vampire births as possible.” 
This was no testing facility. This was frickin’ Frankenstein's lab!
“Anyway, we found that fledglings and fetuses are our key to success. Our study proves about fifty percent of treated vampire mothers birth near human babies and the number is rising with the new version of the serum. Fledgling vampires respond to a re-turning at about a seventy percent rate. The newer the turned vampire the better the results. You’re blood work shows you have about eighty percent human red blood cells and only twenty percent vampire. Soon all the vampire blood in your system should be gone. Isn’t that great news?”
Goodness! She’d been using her as a guinea pig, a lab rat. Teresa and her unborn baby too! It was beyond conceivable! Who was this woman she’d once thought sweet and caring, a girl next door type?
Spewing the rage boiling inside her onto this lunatic wouldn’t propagate answers. And Tiffany had a lot more questions. “You still haven’t explained why you’re doing this, Katie. What’s the point? Why are you trying to make vampire babies human or me for that matter?
 Katie nodded, her expression actually sympathetic as she regained her seat. “Let’s back up a bit. First, my name is not Katie. I’m Charla Nettleson. Katie is my twin sister, whom you’ve never met. About nine months ago, a feral male vampire turned her. What he did to her—” She broke off, shuddered and grit her teeth. “—well, it was unimaginable. The horror she went through, along with the male vampire’s infected blood he forced her to drink turned Katie into a feral vampire.”
“I met one once. I get that they’re insane and evil, but so are you. What you’re doing here, this-this experimentation on innocent people is definitely in the same league. It’s a human rights violation of monumental proportion.”
Charla stood and slapped her hard across the cheek. It smarted like mad and tears stung her eyes, but Tiffany refused to give her the satisfaction of so much as a peep.
“They are not people and there is nothing innocent about a vampire! They are all a danger to mankind. Just because ones like you and that sick disgusting Dr. La Mond and his partners take blood transfusions makes you, him and the rest of them no less a danger to society. Vampires are predators, plain and simple. Oh certainly, they can appear civilized, but take away their blood supply and I assure you no human would be safe around them. Like a starving wolf, they’d rip out your throat and drain you dry. That’s what almost happened to Katie and the only reason she’s alive is the vampire who attacked her chose to keep her as a pet. A sex slave. What she suffered at that mongrel’s hands doesn’t come close to anything her brother and I have done to try and save her life.”
“You’re trying to turn her. That’s it, right?”
“Yes, but we had to make sure the drug was safe first.”
“How long has she been vampire?”
“Eight months. Her brother and I were beside ourselves. We’ve had Katie back for only seven months. During that time, her mental state has been quite fragile, but she’s getting better. In the beginning, given the chance, she’d have killed anyone, even us, her own siblings if we’d upset her enough.” 
You go, Katie, girl. Get pissed off and drain their crazy rears dry.
“Her state of mind is much better these days, but under stress she can be dangerous. Her brother and I foolishly exposed her to a volatile situation a few days ago and she snapped and killed some people but that wasn’t her fault. Memories of the trauma she suffered returned and she acted out. That’s why we’ve been working so hard to get the formula right. We were beginning to lose hope until the last few case studies showed copious amounts of human red blood cells in the stillborn infants. Same with the fledglings we’ve treated. Anyway, that success rate gave her brother and I the confidence Katie would pull through the procedure. About two weeks ago we began giving her the serum. She exceeded our expectation and now she’s in the final stages of turning human.”
“How do you know she’s in the final stages? Aside from her blood being primarily human. Does the serum cause loss of senses, strength?”
“Yes, once your blood cells are one hundred percent human, you’ll feel like a human again because you will be.”
“That may be true, but right now I feel weak and dizzy.”
Charla patted her arm. “That’s due mostly to the anesthesia which will wear off soon. The serum will affect your vampire senses and strength somewhat too.”
“Like how? And how soon?”
Charla hunched a shoulder. “Based on the fledging subjects here who have lost the majority of their keen senses and abnormal strength, I’d say you’ll find yourself somewhere in between human and vampire abilities for a while. Katie seems to be a bit of an enigma. Her blood work shows her at about eighty five percent human, yet for some reason she retains the speed and agility of a vampire. Then I have to consider the fact her sire is a feral vampire and they are by nature a much heartier beast physically and telekinetically. We’re hoping once Katie’s turning is complete her abnormal abilities will decrease and her mental state will improve. I believe the feral vampire’s blood caused Katie to experience a psychotic break along with her captor’s abuse of course. Once we gave Katie the serum and she started to respond, we stopped the experiments at the clinic. I can’t say we’re sorry the V clinic’s patient and fetuses didn’t survive the serum. As I said before the world doesn’t need more vampires. But we’ve discontinued experimenting there for obvious reasons.”
“They were on to you,” Tiffany hissed.
She let out a scoffing laugh. “They have no idea I’m behind this and they never will until all of us are far away from this place.”
“Oh they will figure out you kidnapped me and Teresa. You stole Nathan’s SUV.”
“Yes, well that was necessary to get you here. It doesn’t matter if they do figure out I’m behind the testing at the V clinic. They’ll never find me. Or you.”
“Dear God. Where are we?”
“Never you mind.” 
Tiffany didn’t figure she’d get very far there, but other questions fired through her head so fast she struggled to pick one. “How did you do it? How did you pois—put the serum into the food or drink without being noticed.”
A sly smile spread across her face. “You were the only person whose food I tampered with. The other test subjects received the serum in their vitamin booster vials they were each given per their doctor’s order. I simply removed some of the vitamin serum and put the correct amount of my own serum in the vials. The subjects did the rest when they added the vitamin regime to their daily blood transfusions. It was absolutely perfect. See the serum doesn’t work unless the test subject is taking daily human blood transfusions along with the serum. A mature vampire doesn’t need to feed but once or twice a week, but a pregnant vampire needs human blood daily.” 
Oh goodness! How many more of Christian’s patients had this woman poisoned? She had to know because Christian had to know in order to help them. “How many of the V clinic patients were part of your study?”
“The number is irrelevant now. The doctors discovered my final subjects and began reversing my treatment with vampire blood. Thus the reason you and the three pregnant females are here. If we achieve success and all test subjects turn human the trial studies will cease. We’ll begin offering the drug to vampires who truly want to be human again or vampire parents who want to save their child the horror of a life wrought with blood lust. For a price, naturally. No charge to you of course. Your thanks will be enough.”
Thanks? The woman truly was mad. “Well, lucky me, I guess. You keep saying we. Who’s we?”
“My brother, Terry, Katie and I and a few successful test subjects who are now a part of our team. They reside here at the lab and assist wherever necessary, like Chrissie. She was an OB nurse like Katie before some sick vampire turned her.”
Tiffany would just bet those test subjects weren’t here helping Charla’s cause of their own volition.
“So is Blake your brother too?” It would make sense with his suspicious behavior and nosy questions. 
“Blake my brother?” She let loose a dark, yet somehow feminine trill of laughter. “Heavens no. He was an idiot. I don’t even know how he graduated from nursing school.”
“What? Wait a minute. What do you mean was an idiot?”
“He happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Terry is my only brother. He has no medical background but I’ve trained him to be a decent lab assistant for our test subject fledglings. None have tested one hundred percent negative for vampire blood, but I give them a few more weeks.”
“Wait. Back up. What do you mean Blake was in the wrong place? What happened to him?”
“Hon, he’s dead. Look, I know you have many concerns and questions, but if you want me to get through this story you need to quit interrupting. I have other patients to see soon.” 
“Uh, sure.” Oh my goodness. Blake was dead! And she conveyed the information as if she were merely telling her the time of day.
“Anyway, while I worked for the CDC in California this happened to Katie. She was an OB nurse for Dr. Langston’s mother in Los Angeles. One night she encountered the feral vampire who destroyed her life, but we knew nothing about why she disappeared at the time. Weeks passed then finally one night she was able to escape and get to a phone. We rescued her, tried everything to help her mentally and emotionally deal with the attack and repeated rapes. Nothing helped. She slipped further and further into insanity.”
Oooh! That’s a shocker. Obviously, the nut case gene ran strong in that family. Tiffany could muster little sympathy. The real Katie was in on this too. And God, she was a murderer!
“So, long story short we moved here. Katie was to take the RN position at the V clinic, but she was in no state of mind to do so. I did instead. Katie and I have been working on the cure for her, here at our laboratory for about five months now.” 
Tiffany swallowed hard and tried to wrap her mind around what Charla told her. It all seemed so improbable that a pair of psychopaths were smart enough to come up with a cure for vampirism. “Why Christian’s facility? What does the V clinic have to do with Katie getting attacked by a feral vampire?” 
“Questions. Questions. Then I suppose in your position, I would be asking a bunch too.” She resumed her seat. “The particular reason had to do with Katie applying for a position there last summer when her job in Los Angeles ended. When I learned the V clinic was a renowned vampire fertility clinic, I knew it would be absolutely perfect for obtaining specimens. So, I became Katie and went to work for the V clinic. Mrs. Langston’s recommendation got Katie or rather me the job. I easily fooled Dr. Langston who tried to enchant me prior to hire and failed. When we had the new serum finished and were seeing good results here with captured subjects, we began more aggressive testing at the V clinic. Had I not worked for the CDC in a special department that lets just say knows vampires exist, I wouldn’t have gained the knowledge to create the serum. But that’s a long story and rather top secret.”
Oh sure, protect the secrets at the CDC. We wouldn’t want to do anything smacking of no ethical behavior, now would we?
Tiffany needed to keep her talking. She had to find a way to get her to tell her something about this location so she could tell Christian. “Sorry. I’m still not understanding why this only works on fledglings and babies? What’s up with that?”
She sighed and crossed her arms. “I think eventually it will work on mature vampires, but our success rate is best with very young fledglings such as yourself. And babies of course. In the beginning, we merely stumbled onto this fact. If you can find one, fledgling vampires are very easy to catch because they don’t develop physic or telekinetic abilities for at least a year or two after they’re turned. None of them responded to the early version of our drug.” 
“What happened to them?”
“Unfortunately, they were victims of collateral damage. As I said, at that point we hadn’t perfected the serum.”
Tiffany really wished her hands were free if for no other reason than to grabbed the sides of her head and shake out some of the crazy going on inside her skull. “Okay, but why the poisons like arsenic? Wouldn’t that kill the mothers and babies or cause major side effects? Obviously, it did, there were multiple miscarriages at the clinic. A mother died too.”
“There’s a rather complicated answer to that question, but I’ll give you the short version. Basically, those poisonous substances we mixed with what we call the human turning serum, or HTS, when administered to pregnant vampires kill off their blood cells, giving a way for human blood to dominate. However, with a mature vampire it doesn’t work as well and I don’t know why. At this point the serum seems to only be affective on very immature fledglings like yourself or vampire fetuses who have limited antibodies. 
But in answer to your question, we’ve had so few test subjects we simply haven’t been able to figure out exactly how much HTS is too much. We’ve learned a great deal in the short time I’ve worked at the V clinic. Dr. Langston who in my opinion is a most arrogant creature and not too bright, did a poor job of keeping his findings in a safe place. He stupidly left them in the top drawer of his desk giving me access to where they stood on their little investigation and what they were doing to reverse the effects of my serum.”
“Well, I can agree with you on the arrogant part. Noah’s a class A snob.” She meant that, but she wanted this woman to think she was beginning to understand the purpose behind her cause. It might give her the leverage she needed to get out of these restraints and this freak lab. 
Charla laughed and gave her arm a friendly pat. “You’re funny. I really am fond of you, you know. Believe it or not, just because you’re a brand-new fledgling isn’t the entire reason I brought you here to test the HTS. You were so upset after Dr. La Mond turned you. I felt so terrible for you. Eventually, you seemed to come to terms with it, but something tells me that’s not really so. Is it?
Tiffany stared at her, so glad Charla couldn’t read her mind. What she envisioned doing to her and her brother and anyone else embroiled in this mad science going on here would get her far worse than a slap across the face.
“Well? Surely you can’t accept the horror that doctor inflicted upon you. I know you have a thing for him, which I find disgusting, but your violent reactions spoke volumes.”
Tiffany nodded and answered honestly. “I was beyond pissed, yes. At first I wanted to tear up anything I could get my hands on or anyone who came near me. I accepted it though. What choice did I have?”
“None. It was unfair what Dr. La Mond did to you, seducing you. It was bad of you to allow it, but both vampire sexes have very seductive sexual powers. I can see how you were lured into his web. Anyway, that’s neither here nor there. Once I realized he actually had romantic feelings for you, I knew you’d be the perfect candidate for the HTS. He would have never let you die. And you would have died had he not had the insight to turn you, but I knew he would.”
“How could you possibly know that?”
Charla looked at her as if she were nuts. “Because he’s in love with you, or as close as one of those beasts can come to feeling such an emotion. I caught the way he looked at you. Tell me it’s not true.”
“It’s true.” The jerk was so stupid. Her actions had removed one of the critical barriers for her and Christian to be together. Tiffany was okay with it now, but not the way it had all happened. “So why try this HTS on me if it’s been working on your sister? It makes no sense.”
Charla smiled and reached over to pat her arm. “Because you didn’t want to be vampire. I’m doing this for you, Tiffany. To right my wrong by giving you the drug initially in order to make you a test subject and to right Dr. La Mond’s wrong. He should have never tried to seduce you while you were human.”
“You should have never poisoned me to begin with. I could have died before and during the turning. Do you even care about that fact?”
She hunched a shoulder. “You’re young and healthy. I expected you to live and of course I wanted you to live. I needed you. Fledgling vampires are not all that easy to come by.”
“Bull Charla. You were righting no wrongs. You needed a lab rat and chose me.”
“Fine. I did,” she said, obviously exasperated.
“You still haven’t answered my question. Why me if this has been working on your sister?”
“Because my clinical trial studies aren’t over yet. My original plan was to treat you immediately after your vampire turning, but Katie didn’t want to wait any longer. The other fledgling test subjects were coming along nicely and well, honestly, I was so caught up in Katie’s treatment, I had no time to take you here and administer the HTS until the day we commandeered the pregnant females. You see we still need to do this further testing because someday my hope is to get the formula to work on all vampires no matter their age or if they’re turned or born. You however, although a most surprising subject are more of a charity case born of my guilt. You see what I mean, right?” 
“Oh, yeah. Makes perfect sense.” If you’re Josef Mangele! “Okay, so explain to me why I’m restrained if you feel sorry for me because of your mistake and Christian’s. You said I’m responding to the treatment, which is obvious. I’m tired and weak. My senses are dulled. I certainly don’t feel vampire any longer. I’m no physical threat. All that should be a good thing in your book. Right?”
“Of course.”
“Then when can I go home?”
“When your turning is complete.”
“When that day comes, will you release me?”
She pursed her lips and frowned.” I don’t know yet, but I do know how you feel about Dr. La Mond. If I were to let you go with the mind set you have right now, I know you’d run right back to him and beg him to make you vampire again. I’ve seen the way the two of you look at each other. You even allowed him to bite you, drink your blood. I can’t understand that. It’s sick. I’m not about to release you so he can jeopardize everything I’ve worked so hard to do for you, Katie and others like her. You’ll see things differently once you regain your humanity.”
“So, I’m basically a prisoner here? Wherever here is. Are we still in New Orleans.”
Charla stood took hold of her hand and squeezed ignoring her last question. “I have no intention of keeping you tied up the duration of your stay. Just long enough to trust you’ll cause no trouble. In fact, later this morning I’ll allow you a walk outside the facility prior to daylight. You can even take your breakfast outdoors if you’d prefer. Under guard of course.”
Tiffany battled tears of desperation and lost. She couldn’t help herself. How would she survive being in this place for days, maybe weeks? She didn’t think she could endure another hour. Human, vampire—she didn’t care. She just wanted to go home.
“Tiffany, please don’t be upset. I know right now this seems overwhelming, but in the end, you’ll be you again. Isn’t that what you’ve wanted? To be human? Certainly, a little time inconvenience is worth that?”
“Yeah, sure.” This could not be happening. It had to be a dream, a really bad dream. 
Charla stood and gave her hand a pat. “Try to get some rest. I have other patients to attend to. I’ll be back in a couple hours. Okay?”
“Wait. If you don’t trust me not to tell someone what’s happened to me here, why would you ever let me go?”
Charla shrugged, her expression sage. “When Katie is whole and all of us can safely relocate you can go home. But if you do anything to jeopardize this facility or Katie’s treatment the only home you’ll be going to is your Makers.”
Her threat didn’t make that much of an impression because Tiffany already knew her life dangled by a thread. Nothing Charla said could be trusted.
Charla turned and started out of the room. 
“Wait.” 
She faced her, clearly agitated. “What now?”
“What about Teresa and the baby? Please don’t hurt them.”
She sighed. “Do you honestly think I could let her walk out of here with everything she’s witnessed? The baby has a very good chance of having a normal human life and it needs its’ mother for a while, so quit worrying about Teresa. Someday perhaps the HTS will save millions of vampires from their sorrowful disease. It’s my mission, my greatest hope that some vampires will thank me for all the work I’ve done and the sacrifices I’ve made. In the meantime, the only thing you need to concern yourself with is your own wellbeing. Get some rest.”
“I can’t. You still haven’t explained this place. Where are we?”
She laughed softly and wagged a finger at her. “You’re smart, but not smarter than me. Where you are is none of your business. Rest. Consider your stay an extended vacation. You might not think this way right now, but one day you’ll thank me when blood lust no longer dominates your every waking thought. Tell me I’m not right?”
She couldn’t because she’d had her moments, but she’d never considered attacking someone. She’d break into a blood bank before that ever happened. 
“I thought so.” 
Tiffany watched her leave so sorrowfully sick. For herself, but also Teresa. At some point, Charla intended to end her life and probably the lives of every test subject she had here. She began to shake imagining the ghastly horror of Charla’s veiled threat. 
“Lord, if you’ve got a miracle handy, please save Teresa. Please. If you can give another, help both of us to get out of here in one piece.”
Tiffany knew with prayer she needed to believe and look beyond the circumstances. Actually, she should even pray for Charla and the lot of those murderers. She couldn’t. She just couldn’t. Scripture also talked about the whole eye for an eye thing. Tiffany liked that line of thinking much better. 
 
 



Chapter 22
 
Nathan and Dominic worked fast. By the time Christian arrived at the Davenport home a little over an hour after discovering Tiffany missing, Dominic had a good start on a dossier for Katie Nettleson.
Christian didn’t bother ringing the bell and security gave him no grief when he pulled into the drive, then dashed inside. Everyone was expecting him. He bolted down two adjoining hallways and rushed into Nathan’s home office where the entire clan was gathered, save the kids and nanny.
“Any news?” Christian was shaking. Tiffany still wouldn’t respond to his repeated mental pushes. Before coming here he’d stopped by the Mexican restaurant to question staff, but got nowhere with that. He enchanted every single employee and came up empty. No one remembered seeing her leave.
Nathan called him right after he left the restaurant and told him to come over right away. Dominic had scrounged up some information on Katie. He prayed it led them to Tiffany. He also hoped Noah and Asa were making headway with the male life mates to find their missing patients. That avenue might lead him to Tiffany too if Katie had taken all of them.
Mia who had been sitting on a brown leather sofa, got up and went over to him. Without a word, she slipped her arms around his waist. While they hugged, his gaze scanned the other faces in the room, her sisters Chelsie and Danielle, Julia and Dimitri and of course Dominic and Nathan. All their countenances were entrenched in gloom and worry. 
Tiffany’s abduction was the single worst event of his entire life. As bad if not worse than her turning. At least then she’d been in his care and he’d known what he dealt with. Now having no idea where she was or what had been done to her felt like pure torture. 
Mia pulled back and Christian viewed tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Mia.”
Christian couldn’t help but feel guilty for leaving Tiffany at the restaurant. 
“It’s going to be okay, Christian. We will find her. I promise.”
He nodded and hoped those words were not from an optimistic mother, but rather from God who often spoke to her heart. The only good thing in this whole mess was having friends like Nathan, Mia and the others to help find Tiffany and lend support to each other in the midst of crisis.
“Come sit by Dominic, so you can see the hologram more clearly. He’ll show you what he has so far on Katie Nettleson,” Nathan requested.
Christian took a seat and stared at the 3D screen projecting Katie’s V clinic application. “What did you find, Dominic? And just cut to the chase.”
“Per your request, your human resources director sent me every page they had on Katie. Nathan, Dimitri and I have called all personal references. Every single one of them said the exact same thing, “Where is she? We haven’t heard from her in months.” Nor have they heard any word from her family members. Previous employers know nothing of her whereabouts and were never called by your HR for a reference. No offense but whoever checked her references needs to be fired without severance.”
Christian swiped a shaky hand over his mouth and jaw. “Yeah. I’ll definitely deal with that later.” Starting with Noah who had given both Katie and Blake high recommendations because his mother’d had nothing but praise for the two of them. That fact was probably why HR hadn’t been as thorough with Katie’s reference checks. On second thought, he couldn’t be too hard on Noah. Tiffany hadn’t been background checked or enchanted before he’d hired her. “Tell me what you do know. Not what you don’t.”
Dominic nodded his expression grim. “She doesn’t live at the most current address on file and never has. Bank accounts, credit cards, utility services are non-existent for our Katie Nettleson anywhere in the New Orleans area. Los Angeles is the last blip on her radar. She closed out a savings and a checking account at a Bank American on September thirtieth of last year to the tune of eight hundred and seventy-six thousand four hundred and twenty two dollars and fifteen cents.”
“What the heck?” He shared a pop-eyed glare between Dominic and Nathan. “A nurse couldn’t save that much money in a vampire’s lifetime.” How had he discovered that information so quickly? Dominic’s investigative abilities stymied him.
“It was an inheritance. Apparently, her parents were quite wealthy. In fact, she and two siblings still own the estate left to them located in Hollywood.”
“Does anyone live there?”
“I don’t know. I’m still working on family leads. She has a brother and sister and I’m digging into their past, but I haven’t had enough time to find many answers just yet. Chances are they inherited a bundle too.”
“Wait a minute. She came to work for the V clinic in February. Where was she living from September through January?”
“That’s the eight hundred-thousand-dollar question.” Dominic raised his hands in a ‘wish to perdition I knew’ fashion.
Nathan who had been silent throughout Dominic’s dissertation said, “Let’s take a moment to breath and back track. Today’s events may lead us to Tiffany quicker than a mystery on the whereabouts of a crazy nurse for the last four months. You told me you left Tiffany at the restaurant to wait for David.”
Christian could sense a smidgen of condemnation in Nathan’s tone and expression. “I did. Like I told you over the phone, my emergency alarm for the mothers’ retreat sounded. That alarm is only to be used in case of an emergency involving loss of life to patients or staff. I couldn’t take Tiffany with me because I had no idea what I would be walking into. In retrospect, sure Tiffany didn’t need to see that carnage, but I’d rather that than what we’re dealing with now.”
“Why wasn’t David with Tiffany when you two went to lunch?”
Christian felt more than a smidgen of guilt over that question. “Tiffany and I wanted privacy and under normal circumstances I would have never left her alone. I made a bad call Nathan and no one feels worse than I do.”
Mia walked up to Nathan’s large mahogany desk, and placed a hand on Christian’s shoulder, while glaring at Nathan. “I know you’re furious that David wasn’t with Tiffany and Christian left her, but we won’t find Tiffany by playing should of, could of, would of’s.”
“Mia is right,” Julia said. She got off the couch where she’d been sitting between Dimitri and Danielle and came up to Nathan’s desk. “Christian, you must have faith, Cher. We will find her. My son will track down this miserable Katie woman I assure you, and all of us will not rest until we find our Tiffany.”
“Yes, we will find her,” Nathan said, his tone staunchly confident. “We have to start at the beginning, though. We need to know everything Katie and Tiffany did before the two of you left for lunch. That may require a good deal of questioning of your employees.”
“I’ll get on that. David would know Tiffany’s every move this morning. Has anyone called the hospital regarding his condition?” Christian asked Nathan.
He nodded. “He’s stable. That’s all I could get over the phone. When we’re finished here Dominic and I plan to go question him.” 
Christian inhaled a ragged breath. The man may not have been with Tiffany when he was shot, but he’d taken a bullet for her anyway. He’d wondered a number of times how Katie managed to get over on David. Then he’d thought, why not? She’d gotten over on him and dozens of staff members for months.
“Dominic and I have worked out an itinerary so that everyone here has a job to do in an effort to locate Tiffany. You have the most important job. You need to mentally reach out to her until she answers.” 
“You know I will.” His heart told him Tiffany was in grave danger. Every possible scenario had raced through his mind, from someone knocking her unconscious, drugging her or worse. But she was alive and that unquestionable fact kept him afloat.
“My greatest concern is why she doesn’t answer.” Nathan tapped his chin with a pen.
“I’m loathe to say it, but there’s no brain activity. She’s silent because she’s unconscious. But I know in my gut, my soul she’s alive.” Christian patted his chest. “You know I’d know if she wasn’t.”
Several nods went around after that comment. Everyone here understood the blood bond of life mates. Christian’s assurance that Tiffany was alive seemed to bolster the spirits of those in the room a wee bit. 
“Alright. Everyone gather around so I can give you your tasks.” Nathan picked up a pile of papers off his printer tray and began handing them out.
***
Christian sat in Nathan’s office, in the plush leather chair behind his desk staring at piles of papers spread across the shiny wood surface. All regarded Katie, a woman who for all intent purposes ceased to exist last September. He and the other men had been pouring over them repeatedly for days and Dominic and Nathan just kept adding more papers to the piles. The information went back to last fall. Yet they had not one iota of current information. For all their intense work and research they still were no closer to finding Tiffany, Katie or this brother and sister of her’s.
Dominic felt certain the three siblings had obtained aliases. Christian believed him because none of the three had rented, purchased or put anything in their names like utilities here in the New Orlean’s area. So, it was like looking for a needle in a haystack.
He was alone. The time was a little after four a.m. and the entire household slept. He, Nathan and Dominic had only snatches of sleep these last three days, but tonight the two men turned in around two. The coffee just wasn’t working anymore on anyone, particularly himself. 
Sleep was out of the question, though. It courted him and he was close to being seduced, but if he slept, he wouldn’t be able to hear Tiffany when she woke and called to him. She would wake. He’d kept telling himself that over and over for three long days. When a tiny thread of doubt reared its ugly head, it became a reminder to call out to her one more time. He’d lost count of the number, but he must have pushed at her mind over a thousand times. The jackhammer boring through the top of his skull was agonizing proof. 
Expending extreme psychic energy caused migraine headaches and mental exhaustion, which might explain why he could no longer read the words on the papers in front of him. They were just blurry black squiggles, pieces of a puzzle about Katie and a sister and brother, who had also fallen off the face of planet earth. None of the puzzle pieces fit into a sensible explanation or had led them any closer to finding Tiffany or the V clinic’s missing patients.
Christian closed his eyes and rubbed the lids, an effort to abate the itchy dryness. Eye drops had quit working about a day ago and so had his deodorant. He hadn’t showered, he’d barely eaten and had only one transfusion this week. Bottom line, he was a wretched mess because they were getting nowhere. 
Two conclusions everyone could agree upon were the missing mothers were in the same place as Tiffany. The other conclusion, well more a theory, Katie and whomever she’d conned into helping her execute these kidnappings hated vampires. It stood to reason, but no one could understand how she’d fooled everyone around her into believing she was a Pollyanna in scrubs.
Katie’s acting skills were the least of Christian’s worries presently. Like him, the other men couldn’t connect to their missing life mates. This fact led him and his partners to the conclusion Katie had all the women under heavy sedation to prevent them from using their God given skills of survival, enchantment and telekinetic manipulation. The danger in that, especially for the pregnant females made him boil. 
Dominic had tried everything imaginable to track the women, GPS coordinates on Nathan’s SUV, which had led them to it alright and Tiffany’s cell and purse. They found both in a Walmart Super Center parking lot, the truck abandoned. Video surveillance had shown Katie dropping off the SUV and getting into a parked black Jeep Cherokee alone. Even though they’d caught the license plate number, she’d been hours ahead of them and disappeared without a trace. Dead ends. Nothing but dead ends. No surprise. They might be dealing with psychotic people, but they were smart psychos. 
Dominic dug deeper still, checking hotels and resorts for four or more women, three very pregnant. Dominic even checked hospitals just in case by some long shot a mother had gone into labor and Katie had a moment of conscious and took them in for medical treatment. Absolutely nothing had panned out. It was as if they actually had left the planet. 
Christian and his partners again enchanted every employee of the V clinic, yet came up empty handed. The people closest to Katie, like Blake were also thoroughly investigated. Dimitri went to his apartment, but found no clues Blake had any connections to Katie other than work. 
Adding insult to injury was the lost lives at the retreat. He and his partners had been dealing with that too. They told the victims’ family members there had been a break in which of course had involved the police. Thankfully, Noah handled the matter but it became a god-awful explanation he’d planted in the minds of the detectives handling the case. Noah told them it had been a murder suicide executed by a man which Noah said had been an ex-lover of a patient. Thankfully, the enchantment had worked and no one including family members were asking difficult questions. 
Noah also spoke to his mother about Katie. She had shed a bit of light about Katie’s siblings because they’d been listed as emergency contacts on her employment application. Dominic investigated further and learned her sister, Charla Nettleson worked for the CDC as a research analyst, but quit about a month after Katie came up missing last September. It was the same story with the brother, who’d been a UPS driver. He’d quit his job the exact same day his sister quit hers. There had to be a mountain of information to uncover in those few clues, but no one couldn’t link a reason to the three sibling’s sudden disappearance. 
None of it made any sense. His mind was fried from exhaustion. No wonder he couldn’t think. He leaned forward and crossed arms on the desk then rested his head on them. Immediately he started to nod off. He lifted his head, shook it and sunk forward once more, then sleep claimed him. 
 
 
 



Chapter 23
 
True to her word, Charla released her from the restraints and medical devices, allowing Tiffany to go outside in a caged cell. The time was shortly before daybreak when her brother Terry, packing a pistol in a hip holster, escorted Tiffany through the building into a fenced courtyard. The little space was surrounded by twelve, maybe fifteen-foot-high iron bars. A huge iron grate had been welded to the top. The reason was obvious—to keep in weakling vampires, such as herself. Before Charla drugged her, she could have easily scaled a fifteen-foot fence or maybe even bent the bars enough to squeeze through. The way she felt now she could barely lift a kitten.
The only thing besides grass in the courtyard was a picnic table.
Terry led her to it by the arm, none to gently, then gave her a little shove.
“Sit down. Someone’s bringing you breakfast.”
He planted himself about four feet behind her and crossed his arms, glaring at her as if she were some gross looking bug he’d like to stomp on. She’d like to stomp on him, but that wasn’t going to happen.
Tiffany obliged his edict because she could barely stand, partially from hunger. That HTS drug and the sedatives Charla doped her up with were the real culprits. They had nearly sucked the life-force out of her body, which became abundantly apparent when she got out of bed and started to walk. Until now she hadn’t realized just how hale and hearty she’d been as a vampire. Her strength and vitality had been ten times what it had been as a human. 
Now her sense of smell, hearing, even her night vision seemed seriously warped, no longer vampire sharp, yet a little better than they’d been human. Tiffany could feel the tips of her fangs behind her incisor teeth, but for the life of her couldn’t release them. Days ago she had only to think about them and they would extend and retract at will. Charla had reduced her to a freak hybrid; her blood and body lurking somewhere between vampire and human.
Everything in her wanted to cry, wail and rage with the indignity of all that Charla women had put her though, but self-pity would get her nowhere. She had a job to do. She had to find out where this building was located. For certain it was somewhere deep in bayou country. A moss covered forest of trees and Louisiana native brush surrounded the yard and building which was a machine shed appearing about a hundred-foot-long, maybe fifty feet wide. It had a forest green roof and off white corrugated metal siding that did not look new from the outside. Apparently, they’d bought the barn and turned it into this unholy laboratory. 
The musty, muddy smell of swamp water made her wrinkle her nose, and wonder how far snakes and gators lurked beyond her iron prison. Frogs croaked and katydids did their nighttime calling routine, but she could hear no sounds of humanity. No cars. No voices or music; nothing mankind related. All she could see was murky gray/black wilderness, clues which made her feel like a tiny needle in a big ol’ haystack in retrospect of how much swampland actually surrounded the New Orleans area. If she was in Louisiana. Heck, she could be in a bordering state for all she knew. 
She looked at the building again, but just couldn’t figure it. Somehow, these crazy people had built a lab and makeshift hospital in a matter of months. She supposed with enough money and manpower it could be done. From what she’d viewed on her way out of the building these people had plenty of dough. 
Terry took her down a hallway through an area which reminded her an emergency room. Along the way she passed six or eight cubicles like her own little slice of prison. The hall emerged into a huge laboratory of some sort with all manner of medical equipment. She’d thought she was in the confines of a medical facility similar to the V clinic until she walked outside and realized the building was actually a giant metal barn. 
All this would be information she could relay to Christian once he reached out to her. He’d probably been trying endlessly for the last three days. She couldn’t imagine what he must be going through. But if she were to take a wild guess, he slept. She didn’t resent the fact he did because he probably desperately needed it and Charla still needed her. Hopefully, her twenty percent vampire blood would buy her time.
She heard a noise and turned on the bench toward the door she and Terry had exited. A young girl who appeared barely eighteen brought her a food tray and sat it on the wooden table in front of her. She had light brown hair and wore blue scrubs like the ones provided to her by Charla. The skin on her arms and face bore a grayish tint, same as her own. She was rail thin and unhealthy looking. If the girl felt anything like she did, Tiffany pitied her. 
No words were exchanged. Their eyes met briefly before she walked off, but it was like seeing into her soul, what was left of it anyway. She was a half breed and prisoner like herself with eyes that were neither human or vampire. A slight sparkly ring surrounded brown irises so big, so sad, it was soul wrenching. Tiffany suspected her own eyes looked similar. 
The girl’s subservient demeanor told Tiffany she’d been warned against talking to her. However, scrawny little snake boy standing behind her probably hadn’t. Charla controlled him, that was obvious from their earlier bickering, but she could easily imagine him getting angry enough to go maverick if the mood struck. Hatred and anger seemed to seep from his very pores.
Once the girl went back inside, she turned and looked at him, sizing him up. If he weighed as much as she, Tiffany would be surprised. His dark blonde hair was short, but neatly styled and he was clean shaven. He wore jeans and a nice blue button up shirt. On the streets of New Orleans he’d be just another guy, but because she’d heard his foul mouth and west coast street dialect, he reminded her of a cleaned up meth head. His eyes were a bit sunk back into his head and he’d once had acne which had left visible pox marks. She wouldn’t have pegged him as Charla’s brother. Evil she may be, but she was pretty.
“Yo, jerk. Whatcha looking at?”
Humph. There would be no buddying up to this one like she’d attempted to do with Charla. No, the only way to get this skinny ended trash to talk would be to piss him off. Luckily that was her forte with people she didn’t like. “Terry is it?”
“Yeah, whatcha want?”
“How about some salt and pepper for my eggs here?” She pointed at her tray.
He gaped at her and scowled. “Where do you think you are? Denny’s? Eat your eggs before I pick them up and shove them down your throat, stupid jerk.” He snorted, uncrossed his arms, then crossed them back, shaking his head.
Man, even as a human she could have whipped his gnarly rear. “Okay, fine. No salt or pepper. How about some coffee? The juice here’s a real nice touch, but you know how it is. Gotta have that morning cup of joe.”
He looked at her as if she were nuts, then snorted again. “You’re lucky Charla likes you. If it were up to me I’d starve your rear to death.” He stalked off toward the door, saying as he went, “This thing is so stupid, turning vampires into humans. A bullet is a whole lot cheaper and a heck of a lot less work.”
Tiffany smiled as he opened the door and went inside. Now she had him pegged dead to rights. He was not on board with Charla’s whole vampiratarian, let’s turn the evil wretches into humans for the sake of mankind and all that rah rah she’d been spewing earlier. He wasn’t just irritated and hating vampires, the guy probably got wrangled into this mess because of Katie and presently was madder than a hornet at Charla. 
Ooh, good information to have. She’d pick at that sore a little more when he returned, but right now she needed to look around for a landmark, anything that could lead Christian to her. She rushed over to the left side of the cage and began slowly walking the perimeter, scanning the darkness for anything that stood out as different. When she arrived at the right side of the cage next to the door she spotted a dark colored driver’s side panel of what looked like a Jeep. She’d missed it before because of the way it had been parked in front of the building and the shadowy surroundings of brush and forest.
Hearing footsteps beyond the metal door, Tiffany high tailed it back to the picnic table and took a bite of scrambled eggs just as Terry re-entered the courtyard area. 
He strode over to the table and slammed down a ceramic mug. Hot coffee sloshed onto his hand and he cursed. “You’re gonna be nothing but trouble, aren’t you?”
Tiffany affected her most innocent expression. “Me? No. I just need my morning coffee like any civilized person. What’s wrong with that?”
Terry might be a hideous excuse for a human being, but he wasn’t dumb. The look in his eyes said he had her number as well. 
“Look, let’s just be honest here. You’re only doing all this for Katie. You aren’t a cheerleader for Charla’s cause, right?”
“What I’m here for is none of your business,” he snarled. 
“But it’s obvious you hate vampires. I guess that’s reason enough.”
“You’re right I hate vampires.”
“Katie’s a vampire, though.” She spoke the words softly hoping to pick at that sore spot without riling him into a fit of anger.
He snorted again and started breathing heavy, fists pumping at his side like he was getting ready to haul off and hit her. Or shoot her. “Look, jerk, you don’t know what you’re talking about. She was kidnapped and tortured like an animal, had sick vicious things done to her like the things serial killers do to young girls. Only worse because the mongrel made her like him.”
“I don’t know what to say. That’s so awful.” 
“There’s nothing to say, but I’ll tell you one thing if there was a race of serial killers out wandering the streets, who wouldn’t want to smoke every last one of them?”
“You have a valid point, Terry. I agree with you one hundred percent.”
“Incredible. Like I believe that. You are a vampire.”
“Not for much longer it looks like. I can assure you neither I or any vampire I know personally has ever attacked a human. But I have a point here. Look, I too had a run in with a feral vampire once long ago. She tried to kill both my mom and sister. If not for their spouses and Dr. La Mond they would have died.”
“They’d have been better off.”
“That’s not true. My mom is hands down the godliest Christian woman I’ve ever met. So, I’m thinking God wanted her and my sister around and wasn’t too picky about their earthly vessels. She’s done much good for many people her entire life. Both as a human and a vampire. As far as the feral vampire, yeah, she needed to die. I took a recurve and planted an arrow straight through her heart.”
“No way. You’re kidding me? You killed a feral like that?” He looked amazed and impressed, exactly what she was shooting for.
She lifted her arm, palm out. “Hand to heaven. I did. So, see I can understand where you’re coming from with the vampire hate on. I despised every one of them in the beginning. I wished all of them would die and burn for what that one did to my mom and sister. Time passed and I realized if my mom, who is a saint if there ever was one, could be a good person with fangs, so could others of their species.”
He stared at her with perplexity, his mouth agape and Tiffany knew in that instant he’d received her point. She suspected the wheels turning in his head were probably smoking with contradicting thoughts. He didn’t hate Katie. He loved her. Tiffany hoped she could make him see most vampires weren’t foul, evil minions of torture. 
“Think about this, what you said a minute ago about serial killers. They’re sick and twisted people, but they don’t represent the human species. They’re the exception not the rule. You know what I’m saying?”
“Yeah.” His shoulders slumped a bit and he crossed his arms again, staring at the ground. “You don’t seem like one of the bad ones. There’s a couple others around here Charla treated with that serum I don’t particularly hate.”
“Well, I assure you I know dozens who are salt of the earth people who’d never hurt a fly.” 
His gaze shot up and met hers. “What’s your point in all this? If you’re trying to make me like vampires, that’s not going to happen.”
Maybe not. Tiffany knew for sure he loved Katie, and probably felt sorry for the ones Charla held hostage. He’d already said he wasn’t a fan of turning vampires human. If she could just find a way to make him think for himself, she might actually gain an ally here—something she’d thought impossible. Tiffany wasn’t kidding herself though. It would take some convincing to get him to see what his hatred was costing him.
“Look, I’m not trying to tell you what to do or feel, but if you aren’t on board with Charla’s cause why are you letting her call all the shots? I’m pretty sure you’re not here for her cause. You’re here for Katie. She can’t help what happened to her. We both get that. You seem like a savvy guy. So you know as well as I not all humans are good or all vampires bad. Right?”
“I suppose. And Katie didn’t deserve any of this.” 
“And deep down, her pain aside, whatever bad things she’s done as a vampire she’s a good person at heart, right?” Tiffany didn’t necessarily believe those words. Once upon a time Katie probably had been a good person, but she was feral now, which meant her mind was fractured. Enough so she’d killed at least six people that she knew of.
“Yeah. A brother couldn’t ask for a better sister.”
“I’m sure that’s true.” Once anyway. “Look, what I’m really trying to say here has nothing to do with vampires. This is about what you’re feeling, the stuff in your soul.” She patted her chest for emphasis. “What’s in yours, Terry? Peace and happiness? Or rage and hatred? I know you’re pissed over what happened to Katie. I’ve been in a spot like that before. Actually, until recently I’d been full of bitterness for a very long time. I do know this though, true peace comes from one place and one place only. Goodness. So really everybody has to eventually ask themselves are grudges, anger and hatred worth the price? Those feelings get you nowhere but miserable.”
He snorted. Seemed he loved to do that. “You sure are a preachy little thing. I bet you’re sitting in the front row of church every time the doors open.”
Tiffany gauged his mood and was almost certain his rage-o-meter had gone from a ten to a two or three. Progress. She couldn’t blow it, but she knew if she pushed him to do what she really wanted, to let her drive out of here in that SUV, he’d bull up on her so fast, her head would be spinning like a bobblehead doll.
“No, I’m not much of a church person, but I do believe everything I just said. Thing is, I don’t get it right very often. I’m mad a lot. I cuss like a sailor. Stupid people irritate the heck out of me and I let them know about it.”
He burst out laughing. “Me too on all that. You’re funny.”
She shrugged. “Sometimes. Mostly I’m sarcastic, which makes it really hard for people to get close to me. But I guess what I’m realizing now talking to you is that it’s okay to be me. God understands my failures, my bad side, but he puts up with me anyway. That there brings to me anyway, a big chunk of peace.”
“My mom used to talk like you all the time before she died. She was a saint too and put up with far more than most mothers would. I gave her a lot of grief as a kid. Gang banging, drugs, that sort of thing.”
“I’m sorry for your loss.”
He shrugged and spit on the ground, his expression pensive, contemplative.
She’d pegged him right as a reformed drug addict. What she hadn’t counted on at all was him actually opening up to her. Or that he’d had Christian upbringing. Neither had she considered bringing God into the conversation. It just happened, but she knew it was the right course. She’d got him thinking about the decisions he was making as a participant in Charla’s grand scheme. He knew right from wrong and she could tell by the misty look in his eyes, he realized some things about himself that he didn’t much like. 
An awkwardness hung between them, but this sudden turn of events gave Tiffany hope. If he could see what Charla had done to her and these other poor vampires in the same light as what that feral had done to Katie, maybe he’d finally stand up to the jerk and get on board with their own collective cause—freedom. 
Terry’s whole countenance was somehow different, lighter, thoughtful. Maybe deep down he really wasn’t such a bad guy after all. Just a really angry one. 
Tiffany had no pity for Charla or Katie, but Terry was another matter. He’d done awful things, yes, but he hadn’t cultivated any of this. His central cause was noble. However, his actions on both sisters’ behalf had been spineless and cruel. That fact was impossible to forget. 
“I guess I’d better be getting back to my room.” She turned, picked up her cup of coffee and took a sip.
He appeared surprised. “Aren’t you going to eat? I don’t mind if you want to stay out here a little longer.”
She shook her head. The little outing had made her nauseous and food no longer sounded good. “I just need the coffee. Truth is I’m really tired. Odd I know after sleeping for three days. It’s probably the stuff, you know.” And dawn was minutes away. Tiffany had no sunglasses and didn’t know if her turning was at a point her eyes could endure sunlight again. The conversation with Terry had zapped her energy. All she wanted to do was lay down.
“Yeah. The sedatives. They’ll wear off. Come on.” He gestured for her to proceed him. Once back in her cubicle, Tiffany finished off her coffee then crawled into bed expecting him to replace the restraints. He looked her over with a suspicious gleam in his eye and said, “You going anywhere?”
“Where would I go?” She pulled the covers up to her chin and crossed her arms over her chest.
“Good answer. You stay here and I mean that. You go to wandering around this place you might find some things you don’t want to find.”
“Like what?”
“Like Katie.”
Tiffany didn’t quite know how to interpret that. “Charla said Katie’s turning was almost complete, that she’s like me I guess, stripped of strength and abilities.”
Terry gave her a sideways look. “Not quite. Her lust for human blood hasn’t diminished. She’s used to the others, but you being new and if Charla’s right, nearly human, well it just wouldn’t be a good idea to encounter her without me or Charla around.”
“Okay. No argument there.” 
“Good. Charla will be back in a while to check on you and you’d better be right here. If I find out all that stuff out there was an act, especially bringing moms into the mix…well I’d just better not.” With that he strode out, closing the curtain behind him.
“That was strange,” she muttered, wondering why he’d given her the reprieve on the restraints. 
Her gut told her to heed Terry’s warning. Even if she had the strength to escape, Tiffany knew the place was locked down like a prison. That young girl was not here by will. Nor had that cage been built for aesthetic pleasure. Add to that a feral vampire wandering about somewhere in the building. Plus for some reason she didn’t want to lose Terry’s trust. It would feel as if the stuff she’d mentioned regarding his anger and resentment had been manipulation. She’d meant every word of it.
Huh. Was all that out there just about getting Terry to see how wrong he was about his hatred for vampires? Or was it really about her hatred for the blood suckers in her own life who had drained her dry of trust? She knew the answer before the question finished forming in her mind. 
The experience gave pause for thought. Maybe she could work on forgiving her father. She thought back to what Chelsie said to her that day at the Olive Garden, about forgiveness being for the person hurt not the person who had done the hurting. She’d known it was true at the time. Forgiveness wouldn’t come overnight, but Tiffany would give it a shot. Maybe it was time to let go and let God as her mom loved to say.
She snuggled under the covers, worn out from her little excursion. The coffee had kicked in just enough to take the edge off slumber. Staying awake was paramount so Christian could contact her. At least she had a little information to give him regarding her location. Maybe more if she could keep Terry allied. He might give up information which could lead Christian to her. Wishful thinking perhaps, but he might do it willingly if she could get him to realize Charla played him like a master puppeteer.
Voices coming down the hall slid the brakes on her hopeful thoughts. It was Charla and Terry and the two were arguing again. She couldn’t hear everything being said, but when Charla said her name, Tiffany knew she was about to get thrown into the mix.
Charla yanked back the curtain and brother and sister walked inside. Charla took one look at her and swung around.
 “You idiot! You forgot to put her back in restraints! Can’t you do anything right? Sometimes I wonder if all those drugs didn’t permanently destroy every last brain cell you have. You’re absolutely useless. Everything I ask you to do you screw up. I have important work to do here and no one seems to care except Katie.”
“That’s because they don’t, you stupid jerk!” Terry exploded. “Not me, not them vampire chicks, none of us want to be here working on your stupid cause. The only reason I’m here is for Katie. The only reason I’ve gone along with any of this crazy trash you’ve been doing is to help Katie. And it’s not working. She looks like trash. She may be turning human, but she’s getting no better mentally.”
“That’s not true! I don’t know how you can say that. She’s gained amazing ground. Look how much she does around here to help out now when in the beginning, she was virtually catatonic.”
Terry’s jaw slipped. “Goodness, you’re crazier than her if you can say that. She killed six people in cold blood the other day. That serum hasn’t tamed her vampire speed and agility one iota or her insanity. She went on a rampage, moving with demonic speed that my eyes couldn’t even follow. Those people were dead in seconds and there was nothing I could have done to stop her. If she’s doing so great why did she snuff those people like some homicidal maniac?” 
Charla hauled off and slapped him hard across the cheek. “Don’t call her that! You put her in that position by letting her have access to the gun cabinet, you imbecile. What did you expect to happen? She was scared and obviously having a PTSD episode.”
Oh, she should not have done that, Tiffany thought, sitting upright for a better view of the fireworks. If looks could kill Charla would be dropping dead any second now. Apparently, she didn’t realize she’d pushed Terry too far because Tiffany could tell by the wild hatred boiling in his eyes, he was about to unload on her big time. Tiffany just didn’t figure it would be literally.
He yanked the gun from its holster and pointed it at Charla. “Yo, girl, get out of that bed right now.” 
He never took his eyes off Charla who looked a whole lot more mad and haughty than a person should when they had a gun barrel inches from their heart.
“Get out of the bed,” he ordered again.
Tiffany scrambled out on the side opposite the two of them. 
“What are you doing?” Charla hissed. “Put that thing away, now. Or I’ll—”
“You’ll do what I say! That’s what you’ll do. I’m done being ordered around by you. From here on out I’m in charge. You’re not helping Katie get better, but I intend to get her the help she needs. The right help. Not some experimental drug that’s obviously doing her more harm than good. She looks sickly and puny like the rest of these ghouls you’ve got floating around here. No more of that trash for Katie or for any of them. Comprende?” He shoved the gun barrel into her chest. “Now get your rear in that bed.”
“What? Are you crazy? You’re acting like a madman.”
Tiffany couldn’t believe what she witnessed. She didn’t know what to think. She just stood there and took it all in, watching the gripping saga unfold.
“That’s because I’m furious and sick to death of this idiotic mission of yours. I mean it. Get in that bed or I’ll shoot your knee cap off. And if that doesn’t shut you up and teach you whose boss from now on, I’ll shoot the other one.”
Charla was clearly stunned, but knew he was just mad and crazed enough to do it judging from the wide-eyed fear entrenched across her features. She walked to the bed and got onto it.
Terry looked at Tiffany. “Put the restraints on her.”
“With pleasure.”
“No! Don’t you dare!” She smacked Tiffany’s hand, but when she tried to scramble out of bed, Terry strode over and slapped her upside the head with far less force than she deserved in Tiffany’s opinion.
“Shut up, Charla. These are going on one way or another. It’s up to you if it’s easy or painful.”
She stopped struggling and Tiffany took the cue. Her adrenaline started flowing and Tiffany buckled the restraint on her left wrist then ankle, rushed around the bed and did the same on the right. When she was done, she looked at Terry, his gaze now fixed across the room at the opening in the curtain. Tiffany followed his line of sight and her jaw dropped. 
A replica of Charla stood in the doorway, the real Katie and she looked none too happy about the scene she witnessed. There were however, some definitive physical differences between the two twins. Like all feral vampires, her irises were coal black without a hint of color or sparkle. Her skin was a ashen grey like her own and the other unfortunate test subjects. 
“What are you doing, Terry? Untie Charla right now!”
His attitude changed on a dime when he saw his other sister. His expression wavered between shame and awkward determination. He holstered his gun and took a few steps toward his sister. “Here me out, Katie. There needs to some changes around here.”
“What changes?”
“That serum isn’t working. Not a single vampire since this whole thing started is yet one hundred percent human. The only thing it’s doing is making you and those others sick. You mean the world to me, Katie. There has to be another way to get you better.”
Katie glanced at Charla with uncertainty. “Terry may be right. I want to believe in the serum. I want to believe it’s changing me and that it’s a cure for vampirism. I feel better, stronger than I did a week ago, but I still feel vampire. I can’t control the bloodlust, the sudden bursts of rage or the nightmares driving them. Maybe I’m just one of the unlucky ones the serum won’t work on.”
Terry shared a guilty look between the two sisters which Tiffany deemed a bit odd. Charla raised her head and frowned at her sister. “Katie, it is working. The infant test subjects have had nearly ninety percent human blood. I’ve told you both over and over it just takes longer to work on some adults. We can’t give up now. We’re so very close.”
Katie shook her head. “Maybe we are, but the side effects are about more than I can take. I still have vampire strength and abilities, primarily when I’m scared or angry. At least the weakness and nausea has gone away. The nightmares haven’t. What can any drug do about those?”
“It’s working, Katie. I promise the nightmares will subside in time. They will.” She turned a scalding look on Terry. “Get these restraints off of me now. I agree we all need to talk about this, examine a few things, but not like this. As usual your anger has pushed you to do yet another heinously ignorant thing.”
Rage flamed into his features again and Tiffany could tell he was stick a fork in it done with Charla belittling him and pushing him around.
“Not happening, Charla. Not until you listen to reason. I’m calling the shots from here on out. These experiments end today. You know as a rule I can’t stand vampires, but I feel sorry for these poor girls around here. They look like trash and probably feel as rotten as Katie. And Katie is my biggest concern. Some of your test subjects have died. You might be willing to risk Katie’s life for your cause, but I’m not. I’d rather have her alive as a vampire, than dead as a human.”
“Enough Terry. I agreed to this and despite my reservations I intend to see it through.” Katie walked over to the bed and began unfastening Charla’s restraints. “I’ll do anything to be human again. If the serum can merely reduce the gruesome blood lust and the nightmares I’m willing to take the risk.”
Throughout the sibling’s conversation, Tiffany remained quiet, taking in the bizarre family dynamic while wondering how she could use it to her advantage. She knew Katie would never recover from being feral. Over the years, she’d learned enough to realize it was an irreversible vampire mental defect which generally plagued traumatized fledglings. If by some miracle Charla’s serum worked, Katie would still be mentally ill. Tiffany really did feel sorry for her to a point. Who wouldn’t be out to lunch when they’d been a hostage of a feral and endured repeated torture and brutal rapes? 
Terry sighed, silent for a few moments as he watched Katie unfasten the steel bands encased in leather. “It’s your choice I guess. But I don’t like it. I’m standing my ground about the others. No more testing, Charla. In the beginning this was all about Katie not some grand scheme to turn vampires into humans for profit. Maybe they don’t wanna be human. Ever think of that?”
Charla scrambled out of the bed and faced off with him, fuming still. “Some will. Tiffany here is a perfect example. Isn’t that right?” 
Boy, Tiffany didn’t want to get thrown into this viper’s nest, but Charla had opened the door for her to speak. She intended to make an appeal for her freedom. “No, in the beginning I was furious when I found out Christian turned me. But now I’m done being picky about my physical body. I just want to be healthy and I want my freedom, Charla. Terry’s right. If Katie has no qualms about what this serum is doing to her body, that’s her choice. I should have a choice and the rest of these fledgling vampires too.”
Charla glowered at her and rubbed her wrists. “As I told you before your freedom and everyone else’s will come when you’re all human again and the three of us are far away from New Orleans. Not everyone will appreciate the sacrifices I made. None of us can afford backlash from ungrateful subjects or their family members.”
New Orleans? They were still here somewhere in the area. Good information. But exactly where? 
Charla had one thing right. If Christian or the life mates of the test subjects got ahold of Charla or her siblings, they’d tear them apart. Christian wasn’t violent by nature and most vampires weren’t, but Tiffany had no doubt these people’s vampire loved ones would execute some serious renegade justice on the three when they discovered what they’d each suffered.
Terry snorted. “This is crazy. I say we pack up and get the heck out of this place today. Let these sickly vamps go before more people die. If those family members find us, I don’t expect much mercy on their part.”
“I certainly wouldn’t,” Tiffany put in. All three scowled at her, but offered no reply. They had to know she and Terry were right.
Katie took a seat on the side of the bed, her features entrenched in concern. “I have to agree with Terry. The longer we stay, the greater the chance someone will discover what we’re really doing here.”
“That’s impossible. The place is so remote few people even know of it.”
“As far as you know,” Terry snapped. “What happens when we go to the city for supplies? If those vampires have the Walmart video surveillance of you getting into the Jeep when you dropped off that stolen SUV, we’re screwed. Talk about me doing stupid things. That was a stroke of brilliance.”
“We have two other vehicles, stupid.”
“You have an answer for everything, don’t you?” Terry snarled. “Man, who’s the stupid one? You think vampires don’t have fingers to dial the cops? There could be an APB for a Jeep with our license plate number and it doesn’t have to leave here for the cops to find it. Locals have seen you driving it back and forth to the city to work at that clinic for over three months. They probably have video surveillance of it in their own parking lot. They have to know you’re the one who kidnapped this one here. That Jeep is going to lead them to us. I’d stake my life on it.” 
Tiffany! It’s me. Christian. Are you there? Talk to me.

Tiffany gasped and clutched her stomach from the sudden shock to her system. He called to her! Finally! She began to shake with relief, then backed up toward the corner, hoping the three wouldn’t notice her reaction. I’m here. I’m okay. Goodness, I can’t tell you how relieved I am to finally hear your voice, but listen, I’m in the middle of something here and I don’t have time to explain. Hang with me please.
Trust me, Baby, I’m going nowhere. What’s happened to you?
Long story, Christian. Katie, whose name is really Charla kidnapped me and drugged me. I’ve been out like a light for three days.
I knew it. I knew that jerk had you. Do you know where you are?
No but I may be about to find out. I’m here with Katie, her sister Charla and brother Terry and they’re talking. Or arguing is more like it. I do know I’m somewhere in the New Orleans area deep in bayou country in a lab facility inside a huge machine shed. That’s all I know so far. That and they have a Jeep. A black or maybe dark blue one I don’t know. I need to listen to what they’re saying.
Do that and think everything you hear in your mind to me so I can hear too.
Will do.
Tiffany tuned back into the conversation.
“No one of importance can find us here. Didn’t we all agree this would be the perfect place to house the facility?” Charla asked.
“Hell no I didn’t agree. I’ve never agreed with any of this. I went along with it because I’d do anything to get Katie the help she needs. For months, you’ve been trying to change vampires into humans and not one has ever had test results with one hundred percent human blood cells.” 
“But they’re close, Terr—”
He sliced his hand through the air cutting her off. “Close isn’t good enough. Then I think about all those who died. Especially the babies. Goodness! We’ve got a grave yard out there in the woods. I kept telling myself I didn’t give a hoot because they were vampires.” He gave Tiffany a sideways glance, then said softly, “But they weren’t always vampires. Once they were just like Katie. Humans with a life stolen by some vampire. Now the ones here are vampires with a life stolen by us.”
Charla crossed her arms and pinned him with a judgmental look. “When did you suddenly become so philosophical? In the beginning, you were an advocate for exterminating the entire species.” 
“Because I was pissed! Make no mistake. There’s some that need exterminating starting with the sick harass that hurt Katie.” He threw up his hands. “But these girls around here are just kids. And those pregnant women—well that whole sick trash was the final straw for me.” He turned his focus on Katie, both sympathy and disgust dominating his features. “Why did you kill all those people, Katie?”
“I told you. I was scared.” She pursed her lips and glared at him with those deadpan onyx eyes.
“That’s a load. No one threatened you. Not a one. They didn’t even have time. In the span of dozen heartbeats every one of those humans were dead. It makes me sick.”
Katie heaved a huge sigh. “Who cares about any of that now? I can’t change the past. We need to get back to what you were saying about the Jeep being found. Is that really possible?”
Tiffany felt her jaw slip. There wasn’t an iota of remorse in either Katie’s tone or expression. Tiffany knew in that moment Katie was as soulless as any feral on earth. Just like Isabella, the feral vampire who tried to snuff the lives of her mom and sister, Katie only cared about Katie. 
Terry sighed too, but his sounded like one born of despondency. “Yeah, we’ve probably got the locals talking. That old man, Chomps who sold us the place is curious. Believe me he isn’t coming by to see if we’re okay like he claims. People in these little, remote redneck communities stick together and outsiders who keep to themselves are frowned upon. Heck, with our luck he’s probably related to the sheriff.” 
“God Terry! If I didn’t know better I’d think you were tweaking again as paranoid as you sound right now.”
“Terry has a point, Charla. Chomps keeps coming by more and more. Four times this last month. What if he’s told others about the place?” Katie asked.
“Of course he has. Yo, these backwoods alligator hunter types stick together. Ya know? Our story for why we’re here has always been lame to me. If we’re supposed to be a group of university scientists studying flora and fauna, or whatever you’ve been telling him, the locals have to be asking why there are no intern college kids hanging out in their bar. College kids party. Even nerdy ones that get off on weeds you don’t smoke.”
Charla rolled her eyes. “You’re exhausting.”
“But he has a valid point, Charla. Let’s end this and go before it’s too late. I can continue the treatments anywhere.”
Anger began to tighten Charla’s features. “No! We are not leaving. I refuse to up everything I’ve worked so hard to accomplish just because some nosy old man is asking a few questions. Use some logic.” She started ticking off some finger by finger. “First, we bother no one. Our alibi as botanists is as plausible as any reason for someone as uneducated as Chomps and his redneck neighbors. Why would we frequent their little backwoods town? The people studying here are supposedly educated and educators. If someone of that caliber wanted to blow off steam on the weekends it certainly wouldn’t be in some hole in the wall bar in the middle of swamp country.” 
Katie huffed. “Charla, we don’t need the money you think we’ll make from vampires desperate to turn human. Mom and Dad left us more money than we could spend in a lifetime, yet we all took on our chosen careers. I loved mine. I know you loved yours. We didn’t need the money back then with us each single and living in the mansion. I don’t want to save mine anymore for when I get married or for some rainy day. I want to use it now to start having some fun.” She poked out her lower lip like a petulant child.
“That will come soon enough, Katie. Be patient.”
“I’m sick of being patient. I hate this place. The drudgery. The isolation. I want to go to Paris, Monte Carlo, somewhere full of life.”
“No, Katie. We stay. We see this through until you and our other subjects are one hundred percent human. Then we can move the facility anywhere we want and begin selling the serum. I believe in the serum. I really do, but it’s possible there could still be bugs to work out. I need a laboratory and test subjects for that. The future of the serum aside, this has all been for you. Once you’re cured we’ll go anywhere you like. We’ll celebrate and party like royalty. One day soon. I promise. Okay?”
Katie said nothing, but nodded. She didn’t appear pleased. Her brother snorted, crossed his arms and grit his teeth so hard, Tiffany heard them grind. He remained silent as well, but Tiffany had a pretty good idea what he was thinking and it involved his hands around Charla’s neck. It appeared once again she was getting her way and Terry’s stance as top dog had just been toppled.
She definitely calls the shots, Christian. Katie’s a feral and even she bows to her.
I see that. Hang tough, Darlin’. Charla’s days in the drivers seat are numbered. You have my word. What are they saying now?
Nothing yet. 
Charla turned to Tiffany with a speculative look. “You’re very quiet, Tiffany. I know what you must be thinking.”
Actually, she couldn’t have had a clue. Tiffany was so busy speaking in her mind every word each of them said to Christian, until now she’d had little time to form any genuine thoughts or opinions of her own. “What’s that?”
“Don’t you think it’s obvious? You want me to side with Terry and Katie and let you and the others go.”
The woman was a snake both in deed and word. “They both have valid points and of course I want you to let me go.” 
“I bet you do so you can rush back to Dr. La Mond and be his little vampire whore. Am I right?”
Oh, that set her sails on fire. She opened her mouth to speak, but Christian cut her off.
Don’t Tiffany. Don’t say something to enflame her. She’s a loose cannon right now because her siblings are no longer on board with her plan. She’s looking to take out her frustrations on you.
I know that. I’ll be careful.
 “First of all, I’m no one’s whore. Sure, I want to go home and be with the people I care about and so does everyone else here. Katie let me ask you a question. Would you have been on board with this project if you were in my shoes or any of these other vampires? Imagine being yanked away from home, family your job? Isn’t that the same thing that vampire did to you when he stole your humanity?”
There was a pregnant pause after her speech. The only taker of shame and humility was Terry. He uncrossed his arms and stared at the floor, shaking his head. Both Charla and Katie glared at her as if she were a lab rat running around loose from its’ cage. 
Charla gapped the distance between them, grabbed her arm and shoved her toward the bed. “I’ve heard about enough out of you, you ungrateful little jerk. You have no idea what Katie went through. How dare you compare her horror to my noble cause. To think I actually thought you’d thank me for giving you back your humanity. Well, you’ll get no more sympathy from me. Get back in that bed now! Katie restrain her please.”
Tiffany crawled onto the bed without a fuss and allowed Katie to strap her down because she had no other options currently. But she did have Christian who now had a host of clues to work with thanks to the fact none of the three realized she and Christian were using their blood bond to communicate.
Christian was coming for her. Tiffany had hope finally. 
 



Chapter 24
 
Fortunately, the squabbling siblings left after Katie put her into the restraints. She hated the dang things, but at least now she could talk to Christian unhindered. 
They’re gone finally. 
Good. You’re sure you’re okay? Christian asked.
Yeah. I’m fine. I’m not loving these restraints though. 
Goodness, I’m so sorry for what they’ve put you through. How do you feel?
Weak and I’m still very foggy headed from the drugs. 
He cursed again. I’m going to kill that woman for this.
You’ll have to stand in line.
She heard him let loose a single sad laugh.
We do have a secret weapon against these crazy people, you know. Apparently, they have no idea we can mind speak to one another or they would have never talked so freely in front of me. You heard everything they said?
I did. Tiffany I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I should have never left you at that restaurant.
Can the guilt trip, Christian. This is not your fault. I know what happened at the mother’s retreat and I understand now why you were afraid to take me. Neither one of us could have foreseen Katie kidnapping me. By the way, the real Katie, not Charla shot all those people. She’s a feral vampire to the core, Christian. Psychotic and homicidal. I don’t think she’d try to hurt me though. As you heard, Charla keeps her and their brother Terry in check. She needs her test subjects breathing, so I think I’m going to be safe at least for now.
He remained silent for a few moments and she could feel fear and worry pummeling his soul.

I still have so many questions, but I need to get started on this information so I can find you. That Chomps guy is a good lead, but it’s a darn shame they didn’t mention the name of the little town nearby.
I may have made an ally of sorts with Terry. Let me see if I can get him to cough up some more information. I have so many questions too. I can’t figure out how Katie rather, Charla got ahold of Nathan’s SUV.
She shot David, that’s how. 
Oh goodness! Is he?
No, Darlin. Luckily it was just a flesh wound. He’ll be fine.
Whoa. Thank goodness. But how the heck did she know where I was that day?
Betty told her and I told Betty if you recall. David never did leave the clinic to go out to lunch. So, when you called David and he was on his way out of the building to go get you, Katie asked him for a ride. She shot him when he opened the door to get into the SUV. The whole incident was an unfortunate misstep of fate. 
Heck, I’ll say. 
What have they done to you, Tiffany? Why couldn’t I reach you these last three days? 
Tiffany started from the beginning and conveyed to Christian everything regarding Charla’s mission to turn vampires into humans and her experimentations on the V clinic patients. He told her he already knew Teresa delivered her baby because Jesse her life mate had been telling Asa and Noah Teresa’s blow by blow experience from hell. Christian told her she was very much alive, which flooded Tiffany with relief.

Goodness, I’m so sorry, Tiffany. I swear to you I’m going to get you out of there and our patients too. While you were mind speaking the three’s conversation I wrote down a few things which I’m going to start working on immediately. I can’t believe I fell asleep. It makes me so mad I wasn’t there for you the moment you woke up.
Stop it, Christian. You’re here now. That’s all that matters. Charla won’t hurt me. Right now, she needs me alive in order to prove her serum works. Looks like I may end up human again after all. Apparently, the serum has destroyed most of my vampire blood cells. Charla claims I have around eighty percent human red blood and I’ll be completely human in a few weeks.
Tiffany heard him snort and she sensed derision. What’s wrong?
 Charla’s a fool. That serum will never work on any vampire, infant, fledglings, it doesn’t matter. You may not feel vampire right now because of the drug’s side effects, but you are and always will be a vampire. Her serum is killing off your vampire red blood cells alright, but it could never kill them all. You’re constantly regenerating them just at a slower pace than a human regenerates theirs. 
I want to believe that, Christian, but didn’t it work the other way around when you turned me? She could very well have the fountain of humanity in that cursed drug.
No, she hasn’t. It’s impossible for a vampire to become human again because of the way our bodies process human blood. It’s complicated, Darlin’ and I don’t have time to get into a scientific dissertation right now.
Well that’s good news I guess. I never wanted to be a vampire, but I’ve made my peace. 
Listen, Darlin’. As much as I long to stay connected to you this way, I have to break off for a while. I’m with Nathan and Dominic. We need to put our heads together and see if we can use the information you gave me to find you.
Okay. No argument there. Good luck and I love you.
I love you too. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can. Stay strong. I will find you.
I know.
 Christian tuned out and a feeling of hopelessness swept over her, but it was an emotion she couldn’t afford. She needed to keep the faith and believe something one of those three had said would lead Christian and her family to this facility of horrors. 
***
“I may have some leads,” Christian said as he picked up the legal pad he’d used to jot down notes while mentally connected to Tiffany.
Mia bolted from the sofa in Nathan’s office and rushed to Christian’s side, scanning his scribbles. “Is she okay? What did she say to you? Do you have any idea where she is?”
Tiffany’s sisters followed suit, both also pummeling him with similar questions.
He stepped out of the little circle they’d made around him. “She’s okay, but has no idea where she’s being held.” He went on to tell them the story she’d told him, then what he’d learned from the sibling’s conversation.
Dominic took a seat in front of Nathan’s desk and brought his holotop to life. “The best lead sounds like this alligator hunter named Chomps. I’m sure that’s a nickname, but I have a few ideas. Hang on.”
Anxiety and hope built in Christian’s gut as he watched him work, swiping the hologram repeatedly, then he would type and swipe some more. Meanwhile the entire Davenport family remained silent watching Dominic and waiting. All had gathered here a short while ago after Asa arrived with the news Tiffany was awake. 
Finally, Dominic stopped what he was doing and glanced over the anxious faces in the room, his attention settling on Christian. “I found a site that has a fairly comprehensive list of alligator buyers in Louisiana. There are several dozen on this particular site. We call them all, starting with the ones closest to the New Orleans area and ask them if they deal with this Chomps person. I’m figuring Katie, or rather Charla wouldn’t be staying too far from New Orleans since she worked for the V clinic.”
Nathan seated behind his huge mahogany desk, tapped his fingers on the wood next to the printer. “Make multiple copies, Dominic and let’s get to work. A man with a name like that would be memorable. I do know a little bit about alligator hunters. They generally have a personal relationship with their preferred buyers. Alligator hunters are required to tag their kills and buyers keep certain records. With any luck, Tiffany will be home before the end of this day.”
That last comment made Christian’s spirits soar. “Let’s get this done so we can go get her.” 
Dominic tapped the hologram screen a few times and the printer came to life. 
While papers spit into the tray, Christian closed his eyes, tuned out the chatter in the room and slipped back into Tiffany’s mind. 
We’re going to find you, Darlin’ and soon.
I have no doubt of it, Christian.
***
But she did have doubts. Oh, she knew Christian with Nathan and Dominic’s help would find her eventually, but how would they find her when they arrived and stormed this perdition hole?
Tiffany was again alone with her thoughts because Christian was on the phone calling alligator buyers. She was glad for the momentary reprieve because she felt awful and didn’t want Christian to pick up on some emotion that would unveil her misery and worry him more than he already was. Of course she’d been weak and miserable feeling since the moment she woke up, but her symptoms were getting worse. Her stomach felt like she’d swallowed glass shards. Her head pounded and reeled with dizziness at the same time. 
It no longer mattered they’d tied her down. She barely had the strength to move, let alone get out of the bed. Even with all the fear and chaos that followed waking up in this place, later the joy and excitement she’d felt when Christian reached out, sleep threatened to swallow her whole. She fought it because she feared she might never wake.
She knew instinctively she was experiencing a bad reaction to the serum. Some vampires had deadly reactions. Christian lost a patient. Mothers lost babies. Terry claimed the test subjects here were sickly. Charla claimed her so called turning was to the point she shouldn’t experience any pain and the weakness would subside. Well she was wrong. Just like she’d been wrong about her precious serum being the cure all for vampirism. Maybe someday a person would find a cure to help people like Katie, but it shouldn’t be at the expense of innocent people.
Footsteps coming down the hall shot up her blood pressure a few notches if her thundering heart was any indication. She waited with baited breath to see if the person passed by or came for her. Moments later the curtain slid back and Terry entered holding a plastic wrapped sandwich of some sort. She relaxed a bit because it was Terry, not Charla or Katie.
He walked over to the bed, unstrapped her right hand and pulled the wrapper off the sandwich. “Here. Eat this.” He handed it to her.
The kind offering disgusted her roiling belly, but she took a bite anyway, hoping food would stave off some of these miserable symptoms. It was turkey and cheddar with mayo and once she consumed that first bite she knew her stomach would accept it. She ate the rest of it so fast she nearly choked once.
When her mouth was clear, she asked, “Why the kindness, vampire hater?”
He snorted, but it came out more like a laugh. “Let’s just say I was bored. Plus you haven’t eaten in days and I’m sick and tired of digging graves.”
She wasn’t buying that, but she recognized his dry humor for what it was. After all, she was the queen of it. Unfortunately, there was probably some truth in that comment. “So I’m that bad, huh? What do I look like? Death warmed over I’ll bet, which makes me glad I’m fresh out of mirrors.” She’d felt like it for sure, but the sandwich had given her a slight boost of energy and settled her stomach somewhat. 
He hunched a shoulder. “Right now, you look like the rest of them around here. Skin the color of a zombie’s and dark circles under your eyes. From what I’ve seen it’s normal.
She looked at her arms and cringed. “Will you shoot straight with me?” 
He appeared uncomfortable with the question. Probably because he knew what she was going to ask. “Yeah, if I can. What do you want to know?”
“What percentage don’t make it?”
“Recently, since Charla changed the formula, just one out of four bit it. I doubt you have anything to worry about. You’re a fighter.”
“True, but I’m fighting a demon I don’t understand or have control over.”
He ducked his head. “I know. What you said outside earlier about the bad stuff inside of a person, well some things have been bothering me for a long time. I don’t like what’s going on here and I’m furious Charla gave Katie the serum without testing it further. So, I did something about it.”
Tiffany quirked a brow. “What did you do?”
“This goes no further.”
She harrumphed. “Like I would say anything to either Charla or Katie. No offense but you got short changed when they handed out siblings.”
He frowned but nodded. “Katie hasn’t had the serum in over a week. She’s supposed to have two doses a day in a drink at mealtimes. Everyone here drinks it after the first three days or so. I’ve been tossing the trash down the sink and giving her plain tea, soda whatever. I help out in the kitchen with meals because, well I’m sort of an amateur wanna-be chef.”
Tiffany gawked at him. She didn’t know whether to applaud his stance against Charla or disdain him for it, not until she asked her next question anyway. “What about the others? Do you toss their serum laced drinks too?”
A sly smile crept across his homely features. “Yeah, for the last week anyway. When I saw Katie getting weaker and sicker, I’d had enough. I should have done it earlier with those young girls Charla was testing, but at the time I just didn’t give a hoot about anything or anyone. I’ve been angry with Charla since this whole kidnapping vampires thing started. Anger doesn’t even begin to express the way I feel about the mongrel who ruined Katie’s life. You called me a vampire hater and that’s true. If I saw one laying in the street bleeding to death I’d probably just step over it and move on. But I’d rather have a sister who’s a vampire than a sick or dead one.”
His rage explained a lot of his deplorable actions. She still couldn’t wrap her mind around his part in what happened at the mothers’ retreat. “Why did you kidnap those pregnant women? You knew what Charla would do to them.”
His frown was marginally repentant, but mostly irritated. Obviously, she picked at a very sore wound.
“There was no way around that. I’ve had to do things I didn’t want to do because of Katie. Giving in to Charla is sometimes the only way to protect Katie. I’m not proud of myself for many things I did, but my only other choice would have been to leave. I’ve talked to Katie about it. She won’t go. She believes in Charla. She thinks the serum will make her the way she was before that vampire got ahold of her. It won’t. It can’t because the real damage is inside of her. I can only protect her if I’m here and only as much as she’ll let me.”
Tiffany tried to put herself in his shoes. What if the only way to save Christian or one of her family members was to commit a crime? Loathe to admit it she would. She’d do anything for those she loved. She hadn’t batted an eye when she’d killed Isabella to protect her sister. She understood the guy a lot better now and genuinely felt sorry for Terry’s rock and a hard place position.
“Will you keep the serum out of my drinks too?” 
“If Charla decides to give it to you orally, you won’t have to worry about any food or drinks I bring you.”
Tiffany breathed a small sigh of relief. As bad as she felt right now, one more dose of that deadly potion might be her last.
“Well, I’d better go. I need to start lunch.” 
“Can I ask you something else?”
He nodded. 
“What do you think would happen if you were to just let us all go? You could put Charla in restraints like earlier, give us a vehicle and just let us all go home.”
He snorted. “I like you and I feel sorry for you, those others too, but I’m not a fan of suicide. You don’t cross Charla with something that big and live to tell about it. If I let you go I’d have to leave. And Katie comes first. I’m not leaving this place without her.”
He took hold of her right wrist then wrapped the restraint around it. She hated it, but she knew he had no choice. Charla wouldn’t let him get away with leaving her unrestrained twice. She watched his face as he fastened the straps wondering if this good will transpiring between them might gain her the answer to the ultimate question—where was she?
She decided to take the chance. “Will you satisfy my curiosity about something.”
He arced a brow. “Maybe. What?”
“Where are we? When you were talking with Charla and Katie earlier you mentioned a nearly town.”
He snorted again and gave her an arched look. “I figured you to be smarter than to ask that. No one gets in or out of this place without one of the three of us. Even if you could get out you’d never find your way there before you fell out from exhaustion. I know you’re sick. I can tell by looking at you it’s hitting you harder than it did Katie and some of the others in the beginning.”
“You’re right and I know my limits. I was just curious. I have no plans to run off. Like I could anyway.” She pulled at the band on her right wrist.
“Yo, girl. Get some rest and quit worrying. No one’s going to snuff you. Charla needs you alive. Katie wouldn’t dare cross Charla and attack you unless you provoke her, which you can’t do as long as you’re tied to this bed.” 
“The restraints are unnecessary. I feel too crappy to even get out of bed.”
“You’re just going to have to deal with them. I feel for you, I do. If I took them off, Charla would just put them right back on. So why bother?”
Tiffany sighed because of her dual strike out. She watched him leave and prayed Christian and her family would come up with some sort of lead before the side effects of Charla’s serum grew worse. The potential of the serum killing her was a very real and terrifying possibility. She trusted Terry would keep it out of her food. If Charla decided to give her more of it IV, there wouldn’t be a thing she could do to stop her.
“Christian, please hurry!” she whispered, then sent up a prayer that he’d find this god forsaken hellhole while she still had breath in her body.
***
“Nathan! Christian! Come quick. I’ve found him,” Mia exclaimed, rushing toward Nathan’s desk, cell in hand. 
Christian swung around noticing every eye in the room focused on Mia. Some hung up on their own phone calls. Others held their devices away from their ears and tuned in to what she was saying. Nathan had divided the list of alligator buyers so every person could call their share and ask the buyer if he or she dealt with a man named Chomps. Apparently, Mia had the winning list.
Her arm shook as she handed Nathan the phone. “Here. Talk to him. He says he knows where this Chomps lives.”
Nathan grabbed the phone and minutes later he had written down some pretty detailed directions to an area outside the town of Carlisle.
Christian smiled and closed his eyes. Tiffany. Can you hear me?
Yes. I’m here. 
I’m on my way. 
Really? You’re serious?
He felt hope and joy swell inside her, but he felt something off with her too. She’d told him that serum had made her weak and dizzy, but he sensed her condition to be far worse. Christian knew what that poisonous cocktail was capable of doing and how fast acting and deadly the affects could be—a frightening knowledge which had sprouted an ulcerous fear in the pit of his stomach. 
Yes, it’s true, Darlin’. I have the location of the man who sold them the property. Chomps. If we can find him, it should be just a matter of time before we find you. Nathan and I have a small army coming your way. We’re going to get you out of there. I promise.
Thank goodness. I’m furious they tied me down again. I swear Christian once this is over if anyone ever tries to tie me down again, I’ll kill them. If you’re into bondage, we’re going to have to rethink this relationship.
He laughed. Humor was a good sign. You have no need to worry about that. Do you feel okay? Are you having any pain?
She didn’t immediately answer which worried him.
I’m fine. I’m weak and tired. My stomach is a little out of sorts, but I’m sure it’s just stress. 
“Christian! Come on. Let’s go,” Nathan said.
We’re leaving now. I’ll talk to you soon.
Okay. Hurry.
Don’t worry. I’ll break every speed limit I can.
A short time later Christian was on the road in his RAM truck headed to Carlisle. Asa rode shotgun, three of Nathan’s security men were in the back seat. Four vehicles in total made the convoy south. Nathan, Dominic and Dimitri and two security guards rode in one of the SUV’s and two other SUV’s followed, packed full of Nathan’s men. Every vehicle was also loaded with plenty of arms and ammunition. Hopefully when Charla and her brother and sister saw they were outnumbered twenty to three they’d give up without a fight. If not, so be it. No one would stand in the way of him getting Tiffany out of that place.
Finding Chomps’ home had been easy. Dominic told him most Cajun bayou dwellers had addresses these days that any GPS device could locate. Unfortunately, they were unable to locate Chomps. No one answered the door to the little rundown cabin. They searched outbuildings and called for him, but it soon became apparent the man wasn’t home. There was no vehicle present on the property either. Given the fact it was midday and the man hunted alligators for a living, it could be hours before he returned.
Christian cursed their rotten luck and turned to Nathan who stood beside him in the middle of the man’s front yard, which obviously hadn’t been mowed once this year. Weeds nearly waist high rustled and crunched under the footsteps of the remaining eighteen men who walked about the property looking around for the alligator hunter or some clues to his whereabouts. “What do we do now?”
Nathan adjusted his sunglasses and stared at the cabin. “We can’t afford to just sit here and wait on him to return. We have a couple of choices. We could go back to that blip of a town we came through and ask the locals some questions, but I doubt that would gain us anything but a mountain of suspicion.”
“True.” Out the corner of his eye he noticed Dominic walking toward them.
“I heard what you said and I think you’re right. Questioning the locals would gain us nothing but suspicion and tight lips.” He turned and faced Christian. “You mentioned Chomps sold Charla the property, correct?”
The lightbulb went on over Christian’s head. “Yes. If you’re thinking what I am, the property he sold them has to be close.”
“Exactly. Now that we have the address let me do a quick MLS search on recently sold properties in this area. It should be quicker than just driving around this swamp infested forest looking for a huge barn.”
Christian wasn’t so sure about that and he wasn’t willing to wait. “Feel free to do that, but I’m going to drive around. One thing I know about farmers of any kind, when they sell off land, it’s usually because their desperate and the property is often close to their homestead. My gut tells me Tiffany is probably within shouting distance.” 
Nathan rounded up his men and with Christian’s truck in the lead they started driving down a dirt road in the opposite direction they’d arrived. After a mile or so the road turned into what would have once been called a logging trail—two narrow dirt lanes full of ruts with tall grass that swept the underbody of the vehicles. Overgrown trees limbs sliced permanent scratches into the door panels as they barreled down the trail as fast as the trucks could go on such rough terrain. 
Christian knew he was on the right path when about a half mile later he spotted the sun glinting off the metal roof of a large building mostly hidden by trees. “That’s got to be it! Radio Nathan and tell him to get ready,” he told Asa.
Christian’s heart was pounding when he pulled up in front of a huge machine shed, just the size and color Tiffany had described. He knew in his heart she was inside. The confirmation was the black Jeep Cherokee sitting in front of the overhead doors. The license plate number was an exact match to the Jeep in the Walmart video footage. 
He’d found her!
Christian wanted to ram the overhead door with his truck and tear apart anyone who blocked his path to his woman, but logic prevailed. This offensive attack needed to be organized. 
Nathan’s men began to pile out of the SUV’s, all packing semi-automatic weapons and covered with body armor. Like ants they split apart. Half streamed single file around the building looking for other entrances, the other half positioned themselves in front of the overhead door, weapons drawn. Christian, a split second behind them, hopped out of the truck and retrieved a twelve-gauge shot gun from the bed. He handed off another to Asa then headed toward a side door right of the overhead. 
“Try to keep a cool head, Chris. I know you’re chomping at the bit to get to her, but organization is paramount.”
Nathan along with Dominic and Dimitri approached him. “We’re going to do this swat team style. This side door comes down then we enter behind my men.” He nodded at the six positioned around the door. “No renegade justice if possible, Christian. I want to take them alive.”
“No arguments here. We need Charla alive in particular. She created the serum and I have to know what’s in it if I have any hope of treating Tiffany and the other women.”
Nathan nodded then gave a hand signal for his men to proceed.
Christian shucked a round into the chamber and waited as two of Nathan’s men positioned a battering ram in the middle of the door. One mighty thrust and the door caved inward, hanging awkwardly by the top hinge.
Nathan’s men rushed inside, Christian at their heels. He flipped up his sunglasses and looked about the inky darkness of a huge garage, plenty luminous for vampire eyes. Another standard door led to the belly of the building in the far-right corner. He headed toward it, behind Nathan’s six men. Asa, Dominic and Nathan took up the rear, single file behind him. 
At this point, most everyone inside had surely heard the door come down. Christian needed to alert Tiffany and make her ready for whatever transpired once they emerged into the building’s interior.
We’re here. Get ready. Say nothing and stay calm. I’ll be there before you know it.
You’re here? Thank goodness, Christian. 
Are you alone?
Yeah, I’m still alone and tied down to this bed. My heart is about to beat out of my chest. That’s my only tell, but no one except a vampire could hear it.
I’ll hear it soon enough and it will be music to my ears.
Be careful.
You too. 
Two of Nathan’s men took the battering ram to the interior door. Once it was relieved of its hinges, Christian rushed inside behind four of Nathan’s men. He expected to be met by the very least the brother armed to defend his turf, but instead two young thin vampire girls with hideously gray skin and gaunt features stood in a long hall just out a doorway to his right. The scent of chili wafted from the room, and Christian assumed it to be a kitchen. 
The two girls appeared terrified, frozen in place, eyes wide and flitting from one armed man to another.
“Hands in the air!” one of the humans ordered.
They instantly obeyed.
Christian raised the barrel of his gun toward the ceiling. These poor little things were no threat. “Are you here by choice?” he asked them.
Both shook their heads, still wearing petrified expressions. 
“Take us to the four women they brought here three days ago,” he demanded.
Just then a man walked out the doorway, hands in the air. Christian saw a holstered gun on his hip. The others must have too. Every man took aim on him with their weapons.
“Get down! Face down on the floor. Hands behind your head!” two of the human men yelled. 
He did their bidding without a word. Seconds later he was swarmed by three humans, stripped of his gun and handcuffed. 
Christian glanced at Asa who stared at the two frightened vampire girls with pity. He felt the same emotion himself, but he needed them to lead him to Tiffany and the others.
“Where are the women?” he asked again with less rancor.
The one closest to them finally answered. “D-down this hallway, take a left and you’ll find them in the curtained cubicles.”
Christian wanted to bolt in the direction they’d indicated, but he held back, glanced at Asa then behind him at Nathan, Dominic and Dimitri. They all wore an expression similar to what was on his mind. This was just too easy.
“Are you Terry, Charla’s brother?” Christian asked, stepping up to the head of the prone man who craned his head to glare up at him with equal doses of hate and spite.
“How do you know my name?”
“Never mind that. Get up and lead us to the women.” Christian yanked him up and onto his feet so fast, he’d probably dislocated his shoulder. A harsh grunt of pain said he was correct, but he didn’t care. This man was part of this kidnapping and drugging ring. He deserved a bullet between the eyes, but right now he’d serve just fine as a hostage.
The young sickly girls did not deserve such treatment. “Dominic, Dimitri, could you escort these young ladies out of the building? That is if you want to leave. We’ll make sure you get home, back to your lives, families, whatever.”
Both shook their heads adamantly and the two men corralled them around the small posse in the entryway then out of the building.
Christian shoved the barrel of his gun against the man’s spine. “Lead us to them now.”
Terry, craned his head back and gave him a look of disgust. “I’ll lead you right to them, vampire, but it won’t do you any good. By now they’re all on their way out. I’m sorry about that. I really am. I liked that one with the mouth.”
“Tiffany.”
“Yeah. That’d be the one.”
“You’d better qualify that comment and quick if you want to live. Where are they being taken?”
“I couldn’t answer that, but maybe you can. Where do vampires go when they die?” 
 



Chapter 25 
 
Tiffany heard footsteps running down the hall outside her cubicle. Her heart lurched in her chest because she knew Christian, Nathan and his men were in the building. Seconds later her hopes were dashed when she heard Charla hollering at Katie.
“Get the one in room four, Katie. I’ll get this one. Hurry!” 
“Oh goodness. What does she have planned now?” Tiffany murmured.
Seconds later Charla snatched back the curtain and rushed inside, a syringe in her hand. 
“What are you going to do with that? What is it?” Tiffany demanded, her terror ratcheting up to the point her entire body began to shake. 
“I’m sorry, Tiffany, but the building has just been breached. Whoever found us is here for one or all of my test subjects. I can’t allow that.” Charla took the cap off the needle as she stepped up to the bed. She was clearly frazzled. Her hand shook as she reached for her arm.
“Whoa. What do you mean you can’t allow that?” Tiffany scooted her body as far to the opposite side of the bed as the restraints would allow, but that caused her right arm to be stretched out and vulnerable. 
“I can’t afford to leave witnesses. You know too much about my cause. I’m sure if they’re after my test subjects, they won’t applaud my efforts to cure vampires of their disease.”
She was going to kill her. Dear God!
“Think rationally. If you kill me and the others they’ll kill you. All of you.” 
“Maybe. Maybe not. I still have one card left up my sleeve.” Charla flashed a maniacal smile, inserted the needle into the rubber cap of the shunt in her right arm and depressed the syringe.
“God no! What was that?” Tiffany asked then screamed out, “Christian! Hurry! I’m in here!
Charla glared at her with shock. Doctor La Mond! I should have known. You’re blood bonded to him!”
Obviously, that fact had never crossed her mind until this moment because she appeared both enraged and terrified at once. 
“That’s right, and you’re a dead jerk walking. Get that straight. Whatever you just did to me, expect retribution to be tenfold.” 
She glanced back at the opening in the curtain for a second, spite in her eyes. She dropped the syringe on the floor, then herself on the folding chair next to the bed. “He won’t kill me. He doesn’t have it in him.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure. You ought to know vampires are far more animalistic than humans. If you kill me that’s grounds for extermination in our world.” 
She’d lost and Tiffany could tell she knew because confidence drained out of her like running water down a sink. Apparently, they’d both lost. Tiffany could feel the effects of whatever Charla had given her, sucking her into darkness. A ray of hope cut through as Christian and Asa rushed into the room seconds before the lights went out in her head.
***
“Tiffany. Goodness, no!” he hollered as he rushed to the side of the bed. 
He ignored Katie, Charla, whoever she was, because he knew Asa had her in the sights of his gun. He laid his own on the end of Tiffany’s bed so he could check her pulse. He found it weak and thready. Her skin color was as gray as a two-day old corpse. He lifted her eyelids finding the irises almost brown, with pinpoint dilation. He was losing her and fast.
He spun around and thrust out his arm and in one swift move using telekinesis, he lifted the woman of the ground and applied stricture to her windpipe. He could have easily lifted her off the ground with one hand wrapped around her miserable neck, but he wanted to scare her into a fast confession.
Charla started coughing and scratching at her throat while her legs dangling a foot off the floor kicking and twitching. Her face began to redden, but Christian felt only a homicidal need to watch the life drain out of this monster who’d drugged his woman. 
“What did you give her and do you have an antidote? Tell me now or your death will be so long and painful you’ll be begging Asa there to blow a hole in your chest. He let her feet touch the floor and released enough pressure on her neck for her to speak, but she just coughed and sputtered. Hatred blazed in her blue eyes. The same emotion drove him like a Sherman tank. “Tell me what you gave her or I’ll finish choking you then start skinning you alive with the dullest scalpel I can find around here!”
The terror in her bulging eyes didn’t faze him in the least because he knew—he’d felt—Tiffany’s mere minutes ago when he’d heard her scream his name. Let the woman feel helpless and horrified that her life could be seconds from being extinguished.
 “M-morphine,” she choked out.
“How many cc’s? Exactly.”
“A hundred.”
“You murderous jerk!” He released her and gave her a mental shove of far less force than he wanted. She stumbled over the chair and fell to the floor.
Never in his life had he laid a hand on a woman. He wanted to punch her repeatedly until there was nothing left of her face. It enraged him that he couldn’t. If she were a man she’d be dead by now. 
“You’d better tell me you have Naloxone somewhere in this little shop of horrors you’re running here.”
She sat up and brushed some stray hairs from her face. “I do.” 
He couldn’t believe it, but he was grateful. “Get it. Now!”
“Before I give it to you I want your word you won’t harm me or Katie.”
Christian laughed at her attempt to bargain. “So, you are Charla. The only promise you’ll get from me you mental jerk is certain death if you don’t go get the Naloxone right now!”
She blinked at him. Indecision seemed to war with common sense.”
“I said go get it! Asa?” He glanced at his friend.
“I got her.” He grabbed Charla by the upper arm and hoisted her to her feet. With the gun barrel flush to her spine, he escorted her out of the room. 
Christian spun around and began to tend to Tiffany. Down the hall, he heard two of the other men bark orders.
“Lay down on the floor! Hands behind your head!”
 He could only assume they shouted at Katie. He just prayed she was the only one left in this monstrous ring. 
He tuned out the noise and focused on Tiffany’s heartbeat as he checked her blood pressure. As he assumed, it was dangerously low. His hands shook as he unstrapped her restraints. Normally, he always remained calm in a crisis situation, but this was Tiffany. 
 Minutes later Nathan came into the room with Charla, who was now handcuffed. Christian knew Asa turned her over to him in order to help the other women who had probably been given lethal doses of morphine too. 
Nathan handed him a vial of Naloxone and a syringe. Charla had left the shunt from an IV in Tiffany’s right arm. He used it to get the antidote into her system pronto. Not trusting what might be in the half empty saline solution on the pole, he rifled through some drawers until he found a fresh unwrapped unit of saline drip. He had her hooked up in mere seconds because he moved around the room, her bed with vampire speed. Having done all he could for her at the moment he turned his attention back to Charla. Hopefully he’d just solved one of Tiffany’s problems, but now he had to solve the mystery of the serum.
“Is there an antidote for this serum you been pumping into these women’s systems?”
“No and I wouldn’t give you one if there were. I’ve worked too hard to give these unfortunate vampires their human lives back. I don’t expect you, a born vampire to see that as a noble thing, but these turned vampires will thank me some day. So, will the babies who will be born human instead of vile freaks of nature with an unholy lust for blood.”
Christian’s fangs began to extend because his emotions were off the charts. He didn’t try to stave off the natural reaction. He wanted to scare the heck out of her. “I’m having a pretty unholy lust right now. You’d better start talking. List everything in that serum and what you know about reversing the affects.”
“You wouldn’t dare bite me! Please. I’d rather die.”
“That can be arranged, but don’t worry. I wouldn’t drink your blood if you were the last breathing human on earth, but I have no problem ripping out your throat if you don’t start talking and quick.”
She swallowed hard several times, then said, “I didn’t create an antidote nor a plan to reverse the turning. The only thing I can think of would be vampire blood. I’ve been taking hers a unit at a time and replacing it with human blood over the last three days. Her red cell count is about eighty percent human. Eventually the serum would have destroyed the rest of her vampire red blood cells and altered her DNA prior to what it was before you turned her.”
“No, it wouldn’t have you crazy jerk. I’m not going to get into a scientific argument with you, but that serum has done nothing but made these women sick. If Tiffany dies, I really will kill you. I may anyway.” He turned to Nathan and said, “Get her miserable rear out of here, but keep her close in case I need to ask her some questions. If you could find out how the other women are doing, I’d appreciate it.”
“Not a problem. Just take care of Tiffany.”
“You know I will.”
He began immediately getting his blood into Tiffany’s body, fearing what he now did would be like turning her all over again. He’d have given anything to have her at the clinic. Unfortunately, he couldn’t move her yet. At least there were medical supplies in this heinous place. 
He’d just finished drawing a second unit of blood from himself when Asa walked in. He looked as forlorn as Christian felt. “Bring me up to date.”
“The good news is our men captured Katie before she was able to give our two pregnant patients morphine. They’ve been heavily sedated for three days, but they’re awake and stable now. There are no signs the serum is making them sick like those two girls and Tiffany. Their vitals are good and both baby’s heartbeats are normal.” He glanced at the unit of blood in Christian’s hand and nodded. “I had the same notion. The life mates arrived about twenty minutes ago. All three women are receiving units of their mate’s blood as we speak.”
“Okay. That’s good. So, what’s the bad news? Mrs. Jennings? Teresa. What about her?”
“The real Katie got to her. I have her stabilized with the Naloxone but she’s still unconscious. The baby’s fine. Jesse, her life mate’s a mess, like the other men.”
Christian related explicitly. “I can’t think of any reason they’d want to kill these women other than spite. Can you?”
“No. We found them so they knew the gig was up. Leaving no witnesses, maybe? She may have thought dead people tell no tales. Maybe she thought she could escape this place and us somehow.”
“What she had in mind is anyone’s guess. The woman is obviously mad.”
Asa scratched his temple. “I’ll tell you, that brother of theirs is a strange one. He knew they’d try to kill all the women when they heard us busting down the doors. He was in the front of the building trying to protect those two young girls from Charla, not us. He had nothing good to say about that woman, but he made ample excuses for the feral one, Katie. The real Katie. This whole thing is just so bizarre. Apparently, they’ve done all this here and at the V clinic in order to make sure the serum was safe for Katie. You’re going to love this next one.”
Christian sighed and looked at Tiffany, who should be starting to wake any time now. “No, I’m not. I’m so frustrated and disgusted we hired that insane woman I don’t think I’ll ever get over feeling guilty about that. But go ahead.” 
“The two sisters planned to market the drug for fledgling vampires and pregnant women who didn’t want their babies born vampires. They actually thought they could perfect the serum one day and offer it to all vampires because apparently in their minds all vampires have a secret longing to be human.”
“Every species has advantages and disadvantages and all learn to cope both ways. They really are insane if they think vampires would be lining up to buy their stupid drug. I can’t understand how they thought it was working. Did the brother say if anyone ever tested a hundred percent complete for human blood?”
“That would be negative, which is why he stopped giving it to his sister and the others about a week ago. Apparently, they were taking it orally and he was in charge of giving it to them at mealtimes. He thought the whole notion of turning vampires human was ridiculous and that the serum was making everyone sick, which it was. His sisters of course had no idea what he’d been doing.”
Christian didn’t know what to make of that. He didn’t care right now. He just wanted Tiffany to be okay. He faced her, disgusted and furious over what she looked like and what she’d been through. Once this was over and Tiffany was well, all three siblings would be dealt with and severely. 
***
Tiffany didn’t want to wake up, but someone kept patting her hand and she heard a familiar, welcome voice, say, “Wake up, Darlin’. Open your eyes for me.”
“Christian,” she muttered hoarsely. His deep, sexy Texas accented voice was stamped on her very soul, music to her ears. She entered the land of the living eagerly.
She batted her eyes and glanced about a hospital room. Somehow, she wasn’t surprised. Since the day she’d went to work for Christian, she’d spent the majority of her time in one. Bad, recent memories started zipping around in her brain. She glanced about the room relieved to see it vacant of Charla, Katie or Terry.
Christian stood beside her bed, holding her hand. That she liked because it warmed her insides like a gently roaring bonfire. If Christian was here smiling at her she knew she was in a safe place. “Where am I?”
“The V clinic hospital and you’re doing really well.”
She let out a long, tired breath. “I’m taking it you got me out of there in one piece.”
He smiled. “We did. I won’t lie to you. You were a very sick girl for about twenty-four hours, but I gave you my blood and some other treatments which aren’t important right now. The point is you’re much better. Your color is back. Your amber eyes are shimmering with brightness and life. All in all, you’re doing great and you look beautifully, perfectly whole to me.” 
“My head’s swimming though. It must be your sexy scent.”
He laughed. “You’re definitely doing better.”
“Just get me out of here and I’ll be stellar.” She felt a bit foggy headed, but otherwise, good. Tiffany was ready to go home. Preferably with Christian where she could recover privately, just the two of them. There was something to be said about having a doctor for a life mate. She grinned. “Seriously, Christian. Take me home. Our home. Wherever that ends up being.”
“I will very soon, but right now come here.” He took a seat on the edge of the bed and cupped her cheek. “It feels like it’s been a lifetime since I’ve had you in my arms.”
Tiffany sat upright and leaned into him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her so tight to his body she could barely catch a breath, but the embrace was so perfect. 
His familiar scent evoked treasured memories and such an array of warm, delicious emotions, primarily smoky desire. Every second they’d ever spent together from the first day she’d met him so many years ago until now, flit through her mind like a collection of photographs spinning at warp speed on a projector wheel. 
Then he made her homecoming complete. He kissed her, loved her mouth with a sizzling hot possessiveness that melted into the very core of her soul branding her his for eternity. She grabbed his head and put every ounce of her love into that steamy kiss. She felt the evoked emotions rain into both their hearts, entwine and become one which caused them both to shed tears. The drops mingled together on their cheeks and lips, the salty taste so warm and dear, it just made Tiffany cry more.
The kiss was so perfect the moment could have gone on forever if applause hadn’t penetrated their cocoon of ecstasy. Christian finally released her and they turned their attention toward the entrance where her entire family had gathered inside the room. Even the kids clapped, each grinning and shouting woots or cheers for her and Christian’s reunion. 
“What an awesome family I have.” She sniffled, wiped her cheeks and looked up at Christian just as he took her free hand. “What an awesome you I have too.”
He grinned and backhanded the tears on his own face. “I love you, Baby. The way I feel right now I never want to let you out of my sight again.”
“Well the way I feel right now, that’s alright with me. Of course within the rules of personal boundaries and such. You know how I feel about the remote.”
He chuckled. “Whatever boundaries you want are fine with me just so you know that from today forward you’re mine forever. And one of these nights soon you’ll be mine in every way. Any problems with that?”
Tiffany twisted her lips into a thoughtful purse. “Kind of.”
He appeared disappointed, making her feel bad for teasing with him. She squeezed his hand and whispered, “I don’t want to wait until one of these nights. How about tonight.”
That put the smile back on his face and a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Sounds perfect after a few hours with your family first. They’ve been just as sick with worry as I have.” 
He hitched his head toward her grinning gang who watched their happy reunion. One that every single-family member had been praying to happen for days she was sure. 
She looked up at Christian and shrugged. “Okay, but tonight’s ours.”
He pulled her back into his arms and said, “Exclusively.” Christian kissed her again, sweeping her back into the place she loved most in the world. His heart. 
 



Chapter 26
 
Christian released Tiffany from the V clinic hospital around four that afternoon. Mia planned a cake and punch reception at the Davenport home in honor of her release. Later he planned to take her to his own home, but this was family time and much needed for every member.
He sat his empty cake plate on the coffee table and tuned into Tiffany’s conversation with Chelsie.
“So, when do you start officially at the V clinic, Chels? I’m sure your help was a huge relief to Christian, Asa and Noah while they were tied up hunting for me and their patients.”
“We couldn’t have managed without her. Truly,” Christian said.
Chelsie shared a smile between him and Tiffany. “Thanks, Christian. I loved it. I have to say being there these last few days was a relief to me too. I was doing something positive and fruitful which took the edge off worrying myself sick about Tiffany. I did anyway. I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you sitting there.”
“No one more than me and Christian. I prayed constantly you’d be alright. Still I was a nervous wreck,” Mia told them, then dabbed her mouth with a paper napkin. She sat on a matching red velvet Victorian sofa across from him and Tiffany between Nathan and Chelsie. Dannie and Dominic sat in Victorian era armchairs to the right of Tiffany working on their own cake.
“It is good to have you home, TJ. You look great by the way.” Dannie said, smiling.
She did look good, Christian thought. He hadn’t told her and never would that she’d been at death’s door because of both the serum and the morphine. Giving her his blood had been the magic antidote against Charla’s serum. Her coloring was perfectly beautiful and her eyes were bright and sparkled again. Her blood work showed only trace amounts of the deadly substances in the serum. The same went for his three patients and the two girls they’d rescued. He’d admitted them to the V clinic hospital for treatment and some much-needed vampire blood provided by their life mates. Tiffany’s journey had been hell, but those poor girls had been in Charla’s clutches for weeks. He pitied them. They were now healthy physically, but their soul scars may take years to heal.
“Thanks Dannie and thanks to all of you for helping find me. It was a scary ride, but it’s over and I’m happy to be back and feeling like me again.” Nathan sat his empty paper plate on the coffee table. “Well, put me down as third on the worry list right behind Christian and Mia because I felt every hideous emotion Mia felt, then there were my own. I’ve grown quite fond of your sharp tongue and shady poker skills.”
“Hey, I play a fair and square game. I’m just better at bluffing than you.”
Nathan chuckled. “That you are.”
“So when will David be released from the hospital? Has anyone heard?” Tiffany asked.
Nathan nodded and gave her a bolstering smile. “Tomorrow morning. The bullet nicked his collarbone and caused some muscle damage to his left shoulder, but he’ll be fine in a few months.”
 “I think I’m going to miss him. He did make a kick booty personal assistant.” She turned slightly to face Christian and twisted her lips into a pensive pout for a second. “I know everyone’s been trying to avoid this topic, but I want to know what’s going to happen to Charla, Katie and Terry. Where are they?”
Nathan and Christian shared an uncomfortable glance. Nathan answered. “They’re in custody awaiting trial.”
“What do you mean custody? The cops or private custody? And are you talking about some sort of vampire trial?” 
Nathan seemed uncomfortable with explanations and Christian understood why. All three would be facing death sentences for their actions.
“Currently, they’re in far more comfortable conditions than you endured, I assure you.”
Tiffany snorted. “As far as I’m concerned you should handcuff Charla and Katie together, give them crackers and water and a five-gallon bucket to go in. They’re both hideous. Their brother Terry was more of a victim than an instigator. I know Christian told you the details and I hope you’ll go a little easier on him.”
Nathan nodded. “Justice will be served fairly, Tiffany and it’s not up to me. They’ll go before a vampire court with a judge and jury of their peers. Some will be humans who are part of our world, other vampires. They’ll get a proper trial but all will most likely be found guilty.” 
“What kind of sentence are we talking?”
Christian shared another uncomfortable look with Nathan because vampire justice was far more stringent than the human court system. 
Nathan shot straight though. “They’ll all probably be found guilty of murder and attempted murder which brings an automatic death sentence. One is a feral, Tiffany. You know our ways. Ferals can’t be allowed to live in our communities.” 
She nodded. “Right now, as outraged as I am about what Charla and Katie did to me and those other people I say let the chips fall where they may, but not with Terry. He should be given a lesser charge. He did what he did for his sister. To save her from being a feral vampire the rest of her life. At least that’s what he thought he was doing. Initially, he believed Charla’s serum would save Katie, then when she started getting sick like everyone else, he stopped giving it to her and the others too. He’s a very angry person and he hates vampires, but he never meant for anyone to be killed. I know he kidnapped numerous innocent vampires, but he did it to help Katie.”
While Christian could appreciate Tiffany’s compassion, he could never dismiss the fact he’d abducted innocent females of their kind for his sister’s dangerous experimentations. “I know you feel sorry for him, Darlin’, but he still committed crimes. He has to be held accountable for them.”
Tiffany shook her head. “He did some bad things, no doubt, but he isn’t evil. I talked to him quite a bit. He felt bad, sick in fact for the things Charla forced him to do. That may not go over in a vampire court of law, but they can’t kill him. It’s not right. Granted he was an accomplice to Charla’s cause, but death is way too severe of a punishment.”
Christian didn’t know what to say to that. Didn’t appear Nathan did either judging from his frown of displeasure.
Mia did though. “I agree with T.J. I don’t think the man should face the same punishment as his sisters. But honey, he does have to be held accountable for the crimes he committed. Even though God forgives us for our sins, when we break man’s law we still have to pay the cost. I’m sure this Terry will be fine when all is said and done. It’s not something for you to be thinking on right now anyway. You were just released from the hospital. You need to be thinking about your health and future.”
Tiffany let out a ragged breath. “I suppose so. Just know I will testify in his behalf. He’s as rough around the edges as barbed wire, and I know he doesn’t seem it, but the man has a conscience. He went against Charla’s orders and dumped the serum down the drain that she’d trusted him to give to Katie and the others twice a day.” 
“That is something redeeming about the man,” Mia said.
“Right. And he took the time to make me a sandwich when I was having a bad reaction to that serum of Charla’s. It helped. I mean, I don’t know. Am I wrong here for wanting to see him have second chance at life? It’s bad enough he’s going to have to do it without his sisters.”
“It sounds like he showed you much needed kindness in the midst of that harrowing ordeal,” Dannie remarked. 
Tiffany nodded, but still wore a forlorn expression.
“I’m so glad you had an ally of sorts TJ,” Chelsie added.
“So am I which is why I can’t stand by and let him fry. Nathan, don’t tell me you can’t pull some strings with his judge because I know you too well.”
Nathan blew out a long breath. “If it means that much to you consider it done.”
She patted her chest and smiled. “Thank you. What kind of punishment do you think he’ll get Nathan if you can sway the judge our way?”
Dominic answered, “Most likely a very unpleasant work program. He’d be assigned an enforcer which in a nutshell is a vampire parole officer. They’ll develop a very tight relationship because he will go nowhere and do nothing not approved by his enforcer. Just like a prisoner on house arrest, he’ll wear an ankle bracelet which will track his whereabouts at all times.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Tiffany remarked.
Dominic arched a brow. “It isn’t unless he fails to abide by the rules of the court. Vampire offenders who run aren’t thrown back into a prison like human ones. We have no prisons. If he chooses to run he dies and there are no second chances.”
Christian heard her gulp and he reached over and took her hand. “He’ll be okay, Darlin’. You should take your mom’s advice, quit worrying and concentrate on yourself and your health.”
“I have the rest of my life to concentrate on me. Nathan, you just make sure he’s treated right while he’s awaiting trial. Don’t even think about protecting me from being a part of all three trials. I will be there.”
“You have every right to be.”
She nodded but her expression remained tense. “It’s hard to pretend none of this happened. It’s a giant relief Charla can do no more harm, but what about the fallout from everything that’s happened?” She stared at Christian. I can’t even imagine how the families of those six people Katie killed are dealing. Have you heard anything?”
Christian really didn’t want to delve into that hornets’ nest, but he understood Tiffany was trying to process everything that had happened, the same as himself and many others. “Noah has been handling the situation. Of course the families are devastated. Nathan, my partners and I decided to set up a trust fund for the family members of the victims.”
“That’s great. I’m glad to hear that. Has any of this been in the media?”
He glanced at Nathan, then Dominic because they’d been working with Noah to contain that disaster and he didn’t know the latest himself.
Nathan answered. “It’s been contained as much as possible. Thanks to the quick thinking of Christian’s partner, Dr. Langston, everyone including the police believe it was a murder/suicide by a jilted lover. Dr. Langston convinced police that Christian rented out his lodge to the six people for a vacation stay and one of the six had a jilted lover who snapped. As much as all of us felt the families had the right to know what really happened, we simply couldn’t allow anyone to know a feral vampire was responsible for their deaths.”
Tiffany huffed. “So, Noah enchanted the cops, and fed them that information, huh? I’m impressed.”
Mia said, “Christian, I’m so very sorry for your loss there. It must be devastating for you and the clinic.”
“Thank you and yes this whole thing is like picking apart remnants in the aftermath of a hurricane. Moral at the clinic is slowly improving. Obviously, we’re in desperate need of nurses. I can’t say things are good. I wish I could, but every life Charla and Katie impacted have suffered great losses. People will heal, but it’s going to take a good long time.”
Tiffany squeezed his hand and gave him a compassionate smile. “How are all your patients, Christian? How are they dealing with all of this?”
Her concern ran deep and it blessed him that she cared so deeply about others, strangers to her, but very much a part of his world. “Everyone has been discharged, that’s how well they’re doing physically. Right now, they’re very happy to have healthy pregnancies or babies and I believe those new little lives are going to do a great deal to help the moms and dads deal with all that’s happened. The V clinic has been fortunate. No one has blamed anything that’s happened on us and they easily could have.”
“It wasn’t anyone’s fault but Charla and Katie’s,” she argued.
He hunched a shoulder. “That’s true, but we hired Charla.”
Dominic said, “Hopefully this too shall pass for you, our family and all the families affected, but if not, I’m retained and here for you as a brother as well as an attorney.”
Tiffany flashed Dominic a smile as brilliant as his own. The man saw him as family. Christian knew the others did too. He’d always felt a part of the Davenport clan, but very soon he would be a literal member by marriage. Christian couldn’t wait.
A lull fell into the conversation and Christian took the opportunity to present a much-needed subject change, one that would hopefully delight Tiffany. “Guess what? I have a surprise for you tonight.”
“You do, huh? What’s that?”
“Dinner at my place.”
He could tell that made her happy. Him too. They needed some alone time. If he had his way, he’d have her full undivided attention for the entire weekend.
“That sounds perfect, Christian. No offense to anyone here, but there’s too many people and too little privacy. I could really use some peace and quiet.”
“You’ll get no argument from me and Dominic,” Dannie said, then winked. 
“Me neither,” Chelsie added with a big grin.
“I’ll certainly miss not having you here, but it’s more important for you and Christian to relax and have some normalcy,” Mia said.
Christian glanced at Mia and she gave him a conspiratorial wink because she was catering the dinner tonight. With Mia’s culinary talents it would be fare perfect for a romantic evening.
Tiffany gave his rib a gentle jab with her elbow. Should I pack a bag?
He took hold of her hand and squeezed. I’m counting on it, Darlin’.
***
As soon as they entered Christian’s city cottage he dumped her suitcase on the floor and the ravaging began. He pulled her into his arms, but didn’t start with a kiss. He went right to what Tiffany knew he longed for most, a sampling of her blood. He scraped sharp fangs across her neck and she gasped as he made the small cut and began to suck. Sweet pain and lusty pleasure caused shivers and shocking pulsations deep in her core as he licked and drew on the wound he made. That craziness went on for a good long while. Like the first time they’d done this, their feelings meshed making the experience so intense, a two for one emotional special that left Tiffany breathless and weak. 
Out of the blue, he stopped, stepped back and stood there observing her.
“What? Why’d you stop?”
He sighed and rubbed a spot in the middle of his forehead. “Because I’m getting a little ahead of myself and I want to take things slower. I want to know we’re on the same page every step of the way because a lot has happened since the first time we did this. Memories need erasing and although I plan at some point soon to erase every bad thought from your head, I think we need time to discover one another without troubles being underlying factors. And I think we need to eat. That cake didn’t fill me up.”
Tiffany smiled and stared at him, digesting those very sensible words. She’d been ready for fast, hot and heavy, but he made a good point. Their first time her fears of intimacy had blown apart the amazing experience. Slowly they’d built trust, then love, but V clinic issues wedged their way into every fiber of their lives. He was right. They really hadn’t had a moment to just breath and love each other.
“So, what did you have in mind first?”
“Dinner here in about thirty minutes. I took the liberty of having your mom sneak something fancy for you to wear into your suitcase because I have a very special meal planned which I think knowing your tastes you’ll enjoy.”
“Wow. I don’t know what to say.”
“Say you’ll take the suitcase and go put on whatever your mom packed. By the time your done, dinner should be ready. After that we’ll see from there. But whatever happens tonight will be easy and natural. I want our first time to be just right because it will seal us as one forever. You do understand that?”
His logic was unassailable as usual. “I understand, but I’m not afraid, Christian, if that’s what you’re getting at. I get what’s going to happen. If I had reservations I wouldn’t be here.”
“Good, then humor me. Okay?” He reached down and grabbed her suitcase extending it toward her.
Tiffany just wanted to please Christian. Obviously, he’d made some romantic plans which actually made her a little giddy. “Okay. I’ll go gussy up for you.” She took the bag and headed to his bathroom. Along the way, she noticed the place was immaculate. Either his cleaning woman got it together or he’d hired that team she’d suggested.
The marble top vanity was wide, long and free of skivvies, dirty towels and shaving debris. She laid her suitcase between two round sinks and opened it. On top was a bright indigo blue dress with little diamond studded straps that cut downward into a deep V shaped bodice. She lifted it out and held it up to her body, noticing the hemline was just short of scandalous. “Dang Mom.”
The thing was gorgeous, but something told her, her mother wasn’t the only closet conspirator. Dannie probably had a hand in this because a matching pair of satin pumps, silk and lace panties, diamond earrings and a necklace with a large teardrop sapphire were a part of the little trousseau. It all looked just like something Dannie would wear.
All at once it dawned on her. Her family had purchased and prepared all this for her and Christian’s wedding night. 
“Oooh. Lord, am I ready for this?” 
Tiffany hadn’t arranged her life with specific plans to be a physical virgin on her wedding night, but she would be if this night progressed as everyone assumed it should. The notion that her whole family knew what she and Christian were about to do was a bit too medieval for her liking, but Tiffany knew in her heart she was ready. Her family saw this as her wedding night because it was in the world of vampires. Excitement and fear spun through her system, entwined threads she knew to be completely natural under the circumstances, but a little daunting nonetheless. 
Tiffany laid the dress across her suitcase then pulled her t-shirt over her head. She considered her reflection and smiled. Minus the slight dark circles under her eyes she looked good. However, by the time she finished, having all this fancy to work with and a little under eye concealer, Christian’s jaw was sure to hit the floor when he laid eyes on her.
 
***
Christian was nervous. He had dinner ready and waiting for them in his dining room; two plates under silver domes with medium rare Kobe filets, asparagus with almonds in a lemon caper cream sauce and tiny roasted new potatoes. There were also two salads made with micro greens and some sort of fancy dressing, Mia had tried to explain. Nathan’s offering was an expensive bottle of red wine from his personal cellar. It sat open breathing and Christian smelled delicious oak and blackberry notes. For dessert, a tray of chocolate covered strawberries and truffles awaited them on the living room coffee table. 
He’d hadn’t gone too fancy for the occasion with his clothes. Just a suit jacket over his t-shirt and a pair of black jeans. He left his hair loose because he knew Tiffany liked it that way. A while back he’d thought about cutting it short, but now he was glad he hadn’t because she loved playing with it, and he loved when she wrapped a section or two around her fingers to pull him in for a kiss. 
Trouble was the entire meal grew cold because he was now certain Tiffany would never come out of that bathroom. It had been over an hour. He’d paced in front of his fireplace till the bottom of his cowboy boots were practically worn slick. He knew she was as nervous as he because he’d touched her mind several times. He couldn’t blame her. Tonight, was a first for him too. He was about to become life mated.
He was tempted to touch her mind and ask her if everything was alright, then he heard the door to the bathroom open and he turned to face the hallway. 
The instant he saw her, his entire body flushed with heat. Sweat began to bead on his forehead, upper lip, neck and chest. His male part instantly rose to attention. He couldn’t help it. She was a vision, an angel. The most beautiful thing he’d ever laid eyes on. Her hair was down. Silky auburn ringlets, dozens of them framed her face painted with just the right amount of makeup. Her eyes were shadowed in a blue color to match the sexy little dress that left way too much to his already vivid imagination. 
She came toward him and he met her at the entrance to the living room. Without a word, he wrapped her in his arms and kissed her rose painted lips that tasted of bubble gum. He made the kiss brief because he didn’t trust himself to not ravage her on the spot. Kisses were great but he wanted far more. He wanted to be buried to the hilt inside her while his fangs sank into her shoulder drawing on her sweet life essence, his venom and cum exploding into her body at the same moment. That would happen later. For now, he wanted to enjoy her company and well look at her because he’d never seen her so utterly feminine. He liked her tomboyish side, but he loved seeing her as the seductress she was at the moment.
“Dinner is served, Darlin’.”
She grinned. “I’m afraid to ask what we’re having if you cooked it.”
Christian could only shake his head. Leave it to Tiffany to ruin a romantic moment with a joke. “No, Darlin’. Your mom brought over dinner, while you were, uh, doing this.” He swept a hand across the front of her silky dress, stomach to hemline, stopping when his palm reached flesh he wanted to explore more than his next breath. “You’re beautiful, you know. An absolute vision. In fact, I’m tempted to forgo dinner and move on to the main course.”
She let out a dark, sexy laugh. “I like that idea a lot, but I’ve been raised to not waste food, clean my plate and all that.”
Christian smiled. He loved her wit. Life with Tiffany was going to be so much fun. He wasn’t naive though. She’d test him to his limits no doubt. She was a hard-headed piece of work used to getting everything her way. He’d have to exercise extreme patience because as Mia once said, she didn’t play well with others. Maybe due to her career, perhaps fear of intimacy, she’d lived a rather sequestered life socially, but that was all about to change. Once she became a full-time participant in his life she’d never be a loner again.
“Well, then let’s eat, Darlin.” He took her hand and led her to his dining room where they feasted, talked, laughed and reveled in each other’s company. 
“You look especially nice tonight, Christian. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you wear a suit jacket. What did you have in mind for dessert? And please don’t be cliché with your answer.”
He chuckled. “I don’t need to be cliché. You already know where tonight will lead, but that’s not written in stone, Tiffany. I think the most important aspect of tonight is being alone and discovering things about each other we never learned in all the years. We haven’t had much opportunity to court like a normal couple.”
Tiffany pushed her plate back and laid her linen napkin atop. “I’ll say. Hey. I have a fun idea how we can discover each other’s deep dark secrets.”
“Really? I’m almost afraid to ask what you have in mind.” He leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. 
“It’ll be fun. I promise.” She picked up the wine bottle and filled both glasses. “Here’s how it works. It’s a game called Never Have I Ever. You say something like, oh, never have I ever rode a horse bare back if you’ve never done that. If I have then I have to take a drink of wine. If I haven’t then you do.”
Christian chuckled. “A drinking game. I like it already. Okay, ladies first. You start. What have you never ever done before.”
She tapped her chin and twisted her lips into a thoughtful pout. “Alright. Never have I ever taken a bath or shower with someone.” 
“Oooh. I think I like the way this is going, but you got me there.” He took a sip of wine. 
“Oh, well no hard feelings. This is a get to know one another game.”
He grinned. “I never said who it was with. When Asa and I were little boys around three or under and we were sleeping over our moms would bathe us together.”
Tiffany giggled. “That doesn’t count. Of course I took bathes with my sisters when we were tiny.”
“Alright. I guess we both drink on this one.” He took a healthy sip as did Tiffany, then he said, “Never have I ever been in love before you.”
“Ooh. Playing dirty already because you knew I never ever there.” She took a sip of wine. “Never have I ever been skinny dipping.”
“You’re just trying to get me drunk because you have to know that at some point in my long life, I would have had to try it just for the heck of it. I can tell you for a fact we will be doing that one of these fine summer nights soon. But fairs fair.” He drank. “Just to let you know we’re having chocolate berries and truffles for dessert. Want to take this game to the living room where I had them placed?”
“Yes. I love chocolate covered strawberries. Let’s go.” She grabbed her wine glass and the bottle then followed him to the couch facing a stone fireplace.”
Christian placed his wine glass on the coffee table, removed the dome from the plate of goodies then sat. Tiffany followed suit, but snagged a berry and took a bite.
“Yum. These are pure heaven. I’m going to give you a freebie on this next round because red wine goes so perfectly with chocolate. So never have I ever eaten any sort of food off of someone else’s body before.”
Christian had just taken a bite off of a berry himself and nearly choked. 
Tiffany let loose a wicked little chuckle. “I said it was a freebie, Christian. You can drink if you want or not. No questions asked. I know you’re not a virgin. And I know you well enough to know you’re probably very creative in the bedroom because your kisses are the most creative I’ve ever experienced.”
“I believe in playing a game fair and square. I can’t drink. But you’re right I’m no virgin.”
Her brows raised and Tiffany, appearing a very pleased looser, drank. “Well, how about we remedy our collective never ever. What do you say?” She waved a strawberry in front of him. “I think we’re going to need more because there are too many places on your body I want to eat from.”
“Heck, yeah. I like this game.” Christian placed his half-eaten berry on her bare thigh, bent down and sucked it into his mouth, then lapped the melted part off her leg.
She sucked in a deep breath and said, “I like this game a lot too. There’s only one problem.”
“What’s that.”
“It’s my turn and I need some bare skin to work with.”
Oh this was getting fun. Christian shucked his coat and t shirt. “Can you work with this?”
Tiffany’s tongue darted out and licked her upper lip. Christian couldn’t wait for it to lick some very heated parts of his body. 
“Lay back,” she commanded.
He obliged and a sex kitten smile tipped her lips. She ran a palm across his chest stopping just short of his belt buckle, then she placed her berry right in the center of his belly button. She sucked it into her mouth and Christian watched as she swirled it around then delicately reached two fingers between her lips and extracted the green stem and leaves. He’d been so eager he’d eaten his whole, but her way was far sexier. 
“How was that?”
“Excellent. But I think we need to take the game up a notch. Wherever the person decides to put the chocolate treat, on the next round it has to be the same place or lower.”
To his shocked delight, she stood, grabbed the bottom edge of her dress, pulled it over her head and threw it on the floor.
Christian gasped. The only thing she had on beneath her dress was a pair of panties. Her breasts were gorgeous, small, taunt and golden bronze like the rest of her body. She was so pretty, goddess beautiful. 
So caught up in just viewing her, he almost forgot it was his turn. “Lay down,” he said as he stood to make room on the couch. 
She did so, raising her arms over her head, one leg bent on the couch, the other on the floor. Dang, but there was nothing sexier than a naked woman in high heels, Christian thought, knowing exactly where his next berry would be placed. This game was awesome.
He balanced the berry on her lace-covered mound and gobbled it up, anxious for later when he would taste it for real. It was her turn and he couldn’t wait to see where she had in mind on his body for this next round. 
She didn’t disappoint.
“Alright my turn,” she said sitting up. “Take off your boots and pants.
He didn’t have to be asked twice. Now they were both naked save underwear. “Time for a rule change, I think. We have to guess where the other person wants the treat put. If we guess wrong we have to chase it with wine.”
She giggled. “I like that idea. But you’re gonna loose this round, because that gleam in your eyes is so obvious.”
“Incredible. I can’t help myself.”
“Neither can I. Harass this silly game. Just ravage me already.”
“Oh hell, yeah.” Christian swept her up into his arms and hurried to the bedroom. He placed her on top his black satin comforter then with gentle precision, extracted her sexy, lacy red panties. He left the shoes though. The thought of having sex with her in those four-inch blue high heels was a turn on of magnanimous proportions. 
He lifted one of her legs and started with some slow gentle kisses from ankle to knee. Their gazes locked. He could tell by her heavy lids and ragged, little breathes his touch had a sizzling effect on her. He loved it. 
He continued the kisses up her inner thigh, gaining soft, sexy little moans. When he reached the glistening black curls of her womanhood, he couldn't stop himself from tasting her. She gasped when his mouth touched her and her hips came off the bed when he flicked his tongue over and over across her swollen clit. She came so fast and furious with a serious of pants ending on a long, ragged moan. The quickness shocked him and the obvious fact of how ready she was for him and this night. 
He cupped her mound, sinking a finger into her wet heat. 
“Goodness,” she cried out. “This is too much, Christian. I need you inside of me now.”
He couldn’t have agreed more. 
Christian shucked his under ware, then covered her body with his. He started the love making with leisurely wet kisses that she returned with a fervor. He knew so much about Tiffany, except what she liked in bed. Deciding to take her at her word, he positioned himself and slowly entered her, inch by delicious inch. Goodness, she was tight, but being inside her was pure ecstasy.
She must have thought so too because she began rocking her pelvis up and down, making him withdraw and push, driving him to the point he could barely contain his release. Over and over he repeated the action faster and faster until she exploded into a violent climax. The moment she peaked he bit into her shoulder, releasing his venom then sucked on the wound he’d made. The taste of her sweet blood sent him over the edge. Seconds later he found his own pleasure and filled her with his seed. 
Their combined feelings and emotions exploded in his mind and body at the cusp of climax. The lightening hot physical element heightened the experience to such an insane level both blacked out for a spell. When Christian came to, they were laying on their backs side by side breathing hard like they’d just ran a two-minute mile.
Christian propped his head on his hand and looked over her. She was beautiful, wanton, her cheeks aglow with the aftereffects of their sublime, erotic exertions. He wanted to see her this way every night, every morning and when opportunity allowed lots of afternoons. 
“Shoo. Sex takes it out of a person,” she muttered, then struggled onto her side to face him. 
She wore a big grin and nothing else besides those sexy blue heels. Christian was enchanted.
“It does and especially the first time for our kind because we not only made love, we created an everlasting bond when I bit you. You understand why right?”
She nodded. “Mom had to explain the marking thing to me. Talk about embarrassing.”
He chuckled. “Well hopefully the experience itself wasn’t.”
“Of course not. It was wonderful.”
“But I sensed no pain. Right? My bite, our lovemaking did it…did any of it hurt you?”
“No. No way. It was awesome.”
Christian breathed a sigh of relief because he’d bitten her fairly hard. His control had been toast in the storm of that violent orgasm. 
“So, what’s next?” She grinned big.
So, did he because he loved her eagerness. “Whatever you want. More chocolate and wine, me. Or all of the above.”
“Choices. I like that. I think I’ll choose you. Lay back.”
He obeyed, anxious to see what she had in mind. She straddled his waist and licked her lips, her gaze honed on his neck, her irises dilated nearly black with blood lust. Her tongue swept her lower lip again and he knew she wanted to taste him, yet there was hesitancy in her expression. He understood. What she needed was guidance.
“It’s okay. I want you to taste me. Trust me when I tell you it’s one of the most erotic things you’ll ever experience in your life.”
“But I don’t know what I’m doing here, Christian.”
“That’s okay. Let me walk you through it. First release your fangs.”
She clamped a hand over her mouth and mumbled, “They’re released already and my upper jaw is throbbing. I really do want you that way. I just can’t believe I do. It feels, I don’t know—weird.” She crawled off of him, slipped her shoes off and threw them on the floor. Then she drew her legs up against her chest, arms wrapped around her knees.
They were fully connected now heart and soul and he felt her embarrassment entwined with these new desires which seemed to her so very unnatural. Christian sat up and drew her into his arms. “There is nothing strange about desiring to taste the life force of your mate. It’s a driving need that never goes away when you’ve claimed a life mate.”
“I get that, and it doesn’t seem weird or gross when you do it to me, but as much as you’re right about it being a driving need, it’s unexplored territory and I don’t want to hurt you, Christian.” 
He chuckled. “You won’t. You can’t. It’s not within you to hurt me. But I understand your fears. Here. Let me show you how it’s done.” He took her arm and turned it exposing her wrist, then started sucking on the spot where her pulse throbbed. Gently, he licked, sucked, then scraped his fangs against her velvety soft skin, repeated the actions until her breathing had hiked and her need for him to taste her reached peak. Very gently he pierced her skin with his fangs, then begin to suckle her sweet essence. She moaned her approval and Christian got lost in the moment, in the desire that drove him to show her just how wildly sensual the act could be. 
Christian could feel her getting as swept away as he. He stopped for a second and pulled her across his lap, then lifted her by the hips and positioned her wet womanhood on the tip of his engorged cock. Slowly he lowered her onto himself until he was buried to the hilt. She gasped and stared into his eyes with both surprise and delight. 
“Now, your turn,” he told her, then used his fangs to pierce the skin covering his own pulse point. He began to bleed; a trickle ran down his wrist halfway to his elbow. From there he no longer had to guide her. She made a growling noise deep in her throat, grabbed his arm, lapped up the trail of blood then began sucking directly from the small wound he’d made. 
This was a virginal experience for him too. Never had a woman consumed his life force and it was singularly the most erotic experience of his life. With his free hand, he grasped her right butt cheek and lifted her slightly. She got the message instantly and began to ride him while still nursing his wrist. Like a greedy little cat, she growled and drank, while she rode him fast and furious with wild abandon. Desire began to build in him like a perfect storm over which he had no control. He was about to peak and he could feel her own release seconds away because their individual pleasures became one and swept through him like a tidal wave, cresting higher and more powerful each time she lifted her body and slammed her feminine sheath on his engorged cock. An instant later they peaked together and cried out their pleasure. The experience truly was like a raging force of nature, sweeping them both away to a pure place of supernatural ecstasy, too much for any mortal body to bear, even a vampire. They both collapsed on their sides.
When Christian regained lucid thinking, he realized that once again they had both passed out from the intensity of what had just happened. And no wonder. Sex was one of life’s most intense and wonderful experiences but when effects were multiplied times two it took the participants to a place out of the realm of reality. Simply put, life mate sex was mind blowing.
 He turned on his side to face her. She laid on her back, arms over her head, breathing just as hard as he. “Are you okay, Darlin’?”
She grunted then batted her eyes a couple times. “I think I may have died there for a few seconds. I could have sworn I heard angels singing.”
He chuckled. “That was probably just the neighbors turning up their stereo systems or TV’s. I warned you that the first time I made you mine, it wouldn’t be a good idea for people to be around for miles.”
“Ha! I remember. You promised to make me scream and you didn’t welsh. Dang. I can’t move, Christian. You really are a pro at this.”
“I don’t know about that, but I think with a little more practice we’ll both be solidly proficient in making the other pass out. And maybe we’ll both hear angels singing too.”
She yawned. “Or gasping from shock.”
He laughed.
Being completely one with her, he felt her exhaustion. But it was a good exhaustion, which he now reveled in too. He gave her a mental push of peace and scooted across the bed bringing her flush against him until their bodies were chest to chest, thigh to thigh. His male part began to grow again and press against her belly. He meshed his mouth to hers. This time there was no hurry. The kisses were slow, lazy and soft. His fingers explored her body, curious and gentle. He delved into her soul with his mind and knew her shivers were a result of the pure luxury of touch and her love for him. 
She pulled back and blinked at him. Tears glistened in her eyes. “I love you, Christian, more than I ever imagined possible to love another person. I wished I’d realized sooner that I’ve been in love with you most of my adult life. I was too chicken to admit it even to myself.”
He took his thumb and brushed a tear off her cheek. “Truth be told I guess I was chicken too. I’ve wanted to explore the attraction I’ve had for you all these years a million times, but I never thought you’d return my feelings.”
She huffed. “Really? That’s a shocker because I always started drooling when you walked into a room.”
He chuckled. “Well, you hid it well, Darlin. None of that matters now. We have each other today, tomorrow and forever.” He leaned forward and kissed her, then proceeded to show her just how much he adored her in that moment and long into the night.
 
 



Epilogue
 
“You’re an absolute vision, T.J.,” her mother said. A dreamy, wistful smile engulfed her mother’s features and both her sisters’ faces as well. 
Dannie added, “That gown is an absolute work of perfection for your figure. Your hair, make-up—everything turned out perfectly.”
“Christian will be in awe,” Chelsie said, grinning.
“Well considering what this thing cost, everybody better be in awe.” Tiffany looked at herself again in the full-length mirror. She did look downright stunning.
The three were gathered in her mom’s Georgia mansion bedroom where she’d been getting ready for her and Christian’s traditional wedding day. The gown was worth what her mom and Nathan had spent. A lot is what they’d spent. An obscene amount of money had been forked out for the dress and every detail that had gone into this wedding.
“This is really happening.” She did a half turn in order to catch a side view of the dress and train. Within a very short time she and Christian would be legally hitched and Tiffany couldn’t recall a happier time in her entire life. 
There’d only been two things she’d truly wanted for this day. An outdoor wedding and the location. The decision to have it at night was for the sake of all the vampires. She couldn’t walk down the aisle with sunglasses propped on her face. She’d wanted the location to be here in Georgia where she and Christian had spent so many holidays together. It was the family home and the home where they’d fallen in love.
“I think we covered everything,” her mother said, reaching up to graze the pearl necklace she’d allowed her to borrow for the occasion. 
“They’re beautiful.” They had been her great grandmother’s along with a matching pair of drop pearl earrings.
“We have the old, the new and the borrowed covered. But the blue. What did we do about the blue?” her mom asked them collectively.
“I’m wearing it, remember? That slutty corset thing me and Dannie bought at Victoria’s Secret.”
“Well, soon it will be secret no more,” Chelsie said with a wink.
She laughed, her mom and sisters too.
Her mother and sisters had helped her every step of the way for her walk down the aisle. Dannie had given her a manicure and pedicure. Both sisters had worked miracles on her skin, hair and make-up. Dannie seriously could have been a hairdresser and make-up artist. Tiffany had always considered herself fair-looking, but what Dannie had rendered today would have put Hollywood’s best hair and make-up artists to shame. Really, despite all the fuss, she was excited. She couldn’t wait for Christian to see her.
Her mom tugged at the edges of the off-shoulder sleeves on her wedding gown. “That looks just about right.” Next, she reached up and adjusted the diamond-studded tiara. 
Julia the party planning partner in her mom’s catering business had designed every detail of the event from start to finish. Her mom would have rocked it out with the food, like she always did for family gatherings and fancy affairs. Tiffany hadn’t yet seen their final masterpiece in the back yard beyond the antebellum mansion, but she knew what the two had created would be spectacular.
There was a knock on the door. 
“I’ll get it,” Chelsie said. 
Her heart did a little stutter when the door opened and she saw her dad standing there. For several long moment, he stared at her with a look that was a mixture of sorrow, pride and a misty sort of happiness. 
“Hi, Dad. You can come in.” Her emotions took a roller coaster ride. Well, they’d been on one since she’d called and invited him to the wedding. Finally seeing him again after all these years was awkward, but cathartic.
“You look just beautiful, Tiffany Jane.”
She smiled. “Thanks, Dad.” He was the only person who ever called her Tiffany Jane except her mom when she was pissed at her.
He had aged considerably. Of course that was to be expected. He was human. That very fact was what eventually broke through the barriers of her heart allowing forgiveness. People, human and vampire alike could make hideous mistakes and yet still be good people inside. Oddly enough, it had been Terry who had enlightened her to that fact. Her first impression of him had been street rough, ugly and nasty, but in the end, she’d witnessed a moral fiber in him. If she could forgive Terry for his part in what Charla had done to her and the other women, she could certainly forgive her dad. That realization took the scary out of meeting him again after all these years. 
His eyes were still riveted on her, filled with pride and love as he walked up to her. “I don’t even know what to say to you girl, except this man of yours is darned lucky.”
“I’m lucky too. He’s the one I’ve held out for.”
Her dad nodded. “I knew you wouldn’t settle for anything but the best.” He glanced toward her mother and smiled. “You look beautiful, Mia and happy. I’m glad to see that.”
“I am and I hope you are too. Truly.” Her mom gave him a genuine smile filled with affection.
He stepped toward her and grasped both of her hands. “You and your husband have two beautiful children and you two seem like a very good match. I don’t understand this vampire thing, but I can see it makes all of you very happy. I’m glad for it.”
Mia smiled wistfully. “Just know that you have no worries where your daughters are concerned. Our kind bonds in ways I really have no way to explain. And Chelsie is absolutely loving her new job at Christian’s practice. We’ve both done all we could for them and their lives couldn’t be more perfect.”
“It’s due to you, Mia.” He smiled and squeezed her hands. “You are an amazing mother and it’s mostly thanks to you that our girls are so happy.”
“Well they’re all brilliant and the majority of their happiness lies in the correct choices they made for their lives.” 
Her father now knew they were vampires. Once he’d arrived here earlier in the day there really had been no keeping the truth from him. Her mom and sisters explained all that had happened to them and her. Her mom said he’d been skeptical until he witnessed the kids outside playing warp speed tag.
Another knock sounded at the door. Dannie opened it this time. It was Nathan.
“Everyone’s ready if you are, Honey. You look like a princess.” He smiled at her then glanced at her dad. “Daniel.”
Her dad returned a greeting in kind, “Nathan.”
“Are you ready?” Nathan asked her.
She looked to Dannie. “I think so. Are you finished preening and pruning me?”
“All done and I think you’re my best work of art to date.”
“She’s right and so is Nathan. You do look like a fairy princess,” Chelsie said.
“Incredible. All of you’ve got to stop with the compliments already. One of you is going to make me cry and mess up my makeup. Then I’m going to get seriously pissed.” 
Her mother sighed. “Tiffany Jane, do you think you can keep the potty words to a minimum on your wedding day, please?
Her dad started laughing and rest joined in.
Nathan said, “Ladies, it’s time for you to go. Christian’s getting restless and so are the rest of the guests.”
Her mother gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I love you TJ. The next time we speak you’re going to be a married woman. I’m so excited for you.”
“I already am married, Mom. This is just a formality.”
“Oh, yes, well I guess that’s true, but there really is something special about walking down that isle.”
That notion made her tear up and she let out another curse. “Somebody get me a darn Kleenex and fast.” 
Chelsie obliged then left to go outside with her mom and Dannie leaving her with the two men who were going to walk her down that isle. Her father on one side and Nathan on the other. 
After one more look in the mirror, she decided she was ready. She proceeded her two fathers out the door and down the stairs. As they made their way into the backyard brilliantly outfitted for this event, the wedding march began. She and both of her dads slowly made their way to the brilliantly lit dais where her brides maids waited and most importantly her gorgeous husband wearing a pristine tux, standing next to Asa. She smiled hugely because Christian had never looked more handsome.
 His expression was priceless. Awestruck was the best word. Tiffany winked at Dannie and mouthed the word thanks.
When her two-fathers released her she took her spot and faced Christian. 
“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on, Tiffany. I’ve waited my entire life this moment. For you. This is the happiest day of my life so far.”
“Mine too, Christian. Mine too.”
She may not have waited as long as Christian for a life mate, but Tiffany was glad she’d waited for him. Most of all she was glad she’d taken a chance with a vampire who turned out to be the man of her dreams.
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