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Chapter One Hundred Fifty-nine

It had started as most days did.

Anton had fallen asleep in his bed, surrounded by his wife's loving arms. But even as he slept, he sensed
something was wrong. The soft sheets felt more like scratchy wood. Bryn's warmth became lonely coldness.
Frowning, he tried to continue to doze, but there was something wrong.

Having heard Katerina start to cry, Bryn left the bed and headed to the other room to check on their daughter.
Unable to fall back to sleep, the baby cried fitfully as Bryn rocked her, quietly patting her back. She was more
than tired herself, and shivered slightly in the cool room. [Come on, Kitten. | want to go back to bed.]

Anton rolled over, still trying to figure out what was wrong. He was cold. He was alone. And it made no sense,
because he was back home with Bryn. So why did it feel like he was in the cell...

...No, not the cell. He could hear the dull roar of other vampires. He could feel the breath of someone on the
nape of his neck. His eyes shot open and he let out a loud scream as he a pair of fangs sink into his throat.

Her head lifted immediately. Luckily, Kat was looking drowsy enough and Bryn settled her back in her crib,
covering her with her blanket. Then she hurried back to the bedroom, lucky she could see and didn't stub her
toe in the gloom. Anton was sweating, half sitting upright as she climbed on to the bed. "Sugar, what's wrong?

It wasn't until he heard Bryn's voice that he recognized where he was. Not at Lilith's stronghold, but his home.
Safe, warm, protected, and not alone. Letting out a sob, he grabbed onto Bryn like a sinking man would a life
preserver, crying as he pressed his head against her shoulder.

"Shhh, it's okay." She held him tightly, clutching his shoulders, her lips pressed to his cheek. Sliding her legs
under the sheets, she wrapped them around his, entwining him with love and protection. "You're safe, sugar. |
won't let anyone hurt you, ever again. | love you so much, Anton."

For a moment, he panicked, going stiff at the feel of being held so tightly. But he relaxed as he felt her familiar
curves pressing against him. Anton still had his head pressed to her shoulder though, trying to hide from the
memories and ground himself in the present.

Stroking his hair, she waited until his breathing had returned to normal before asking, "Are you okay?"

It took Anton a few more minutes to raise his head. "Yeah," he said softly. "it was a bad dream, a bad
memory." He let out a heavy sigh and then rested his forehead against hers. "I'll be okay, Bryn."

She smiled at him, stroking the side of his face. "Why don't you tell me about it? You might feel better." Before
he could tell her, she gestured for him to lie down once more as she tucked them tightly in under the covers.

Anton settled, shivering a bit as he snuggled next to Bryn. "l was alone in the ring, Bryn. | could hear the other
vampiress crying for my blood. And | could feel Lilith draining me. And | couldn't find you."

She could certainly understand that--she'd had that dream several times, herself. Only from a different point of
view. Cradling him close to her, she urged him to settle his head on her chest. "I'm sorry, sugar. It's bad
enough that you had to live it...you shouldn't have to dream it, too." Bryn softly kissed his forehead. "Kat was
crying, or | would have been here."

"I know, Bryn." He sighed, returning to a more normal equilibrium. "I thing what got to me is that | wasn't
expecting to have such a bad nightmare. It had been so long since i had one." His hand lightly reached up to
touch her hair.



"Well, | know you're going to hate this, but | think you should go back to seeing Mulder. At least every once in
a while." She gave him a small smile. "I could probably stand to go see him again, myself."

"It would probably be a good idea to," he said, still leaning against her. "l don't want to admit to the fact that |
need help, but | know that | do. But talking to someone probably would help."

She grinned. "Admitting you need help is the first key to success...or so those twelve-step people like to say."
Combing his hair back one more time, she smooched his mouth. "I love you, sugar. | just want you to be
happy. Whatever it takes."

"I know, my dear." He gave her a light peck on the lips. His eyes were thoughtful. "And | don't want to spend a
thousand years carrying around this burden like | did what happened when | was a child."

"Exactly. Which is a good reason why I'm around--to keep bugging you to keep talking about it. You're not
going to bury it this time. We're going to do something about it. As far as I'm concerned, | never want to see
or hear about another execution again."

Anton gave her a small smile. "l can think of another reason or two to keep you around," he said. His hand
gently stroked her hair again. "And speaking of those reasons, would you go get them?"

"Yeah. Just give me a minute." Giving him one more kiss, she got out of bed and headed towards Katerina's
room once more. Not surprisingly, the little girl was still awake, staring at her feet as she kicked them in the
air. Picking her up, Bryn cradled her close and then hurried to Max's room. Although he was asleep, he was a
bit harder to pick up. He was getting heavy. Grunting, Bryn shifted him on to her hip and walked back to the
master bedroom.

He had piled up the pillows to form a support for his and Bryn's back. Although he was tired, Anton didn't think
he'd get any more sleep this evening. The dream had rattled him too much. But he smiled and held out his
arms, eager to snuggle close with his children and his wife and banish the nightmare from his mind.

Carefully settling Max in his lap, amazed that the boy kept sleeping, Bryn crawled in to the bed next to him. "
swear that kid would sleep through a fire alarm.”

"Whose side of the family does he get that from?" Anton leaned against Bryn, needing her tactile reassurance
as well. "Think | should call up Mulder when we get up in the evening?"

"l think he get that from his uncle John. And as for Mr. Mulder, yes, | think we should call him. If you want me
to, I'll even go with you."

"l think that would be good, my dear. | might need a little reminder of why I'm doing it."

She sat quietly next to him for a while, watching Kat struggle to keep her eyes open. "Sugar...what if you did
tell the council you were interested in being emperor? Not necessarily to actually do it, but just to see what
their reaction would be. | can't stop thinking about it. | want to know what they have up their sleeves."

Anton gently stroked Max, caressing his head. "Are you sure, my dear?" he asked. "Just because | wanted to
do it before doesn't mean that we should do it now. But you're right. We do need to know what they are
plotting."

"We don't have to make any commitment to it. We'll just let them think we're good to go. And when they start
messing around in a way we don't like, we're outta there. At least we'll know it's coming. And maybe you'll get
a chance to see what it would have been like."

His thoughtful frown became a bright smile. "In that case, my dear. Let's give it a try."

o

By the time they got home from the grocery store, Bryn was beat. She spent all night listening to her mother



ask questions about her sex life...and tried to avoid answering her as much as she could. The last thing she
wanted to do was discuss that in public. And with little kids screaming for attention while she tried to cross off
her list, her nerves were more than a little frazzled. After putting everything away, and leaving the kids in her
mother's care for just a bit, she decided to do something she hadn't done in a while--paint. That is, until she
remembered her painting room, the library, was now her mother's bedroom. Groaning, she dragged all of her
supplies upstairs and set up shop in her bathroom instead. Once she got back in the groove, she forgot all
about dinner.

Anton walked into the house, surprised that it was so... quiet. Normally the kids would be squealing as he
entered the house. And then Bryn would be cooking dinner, or greeting him with a kiss. So this silence was a
bit unnerving. So he started walking through the house, looking for his family. "Bryn?"

"She's upstairs," Bernadette said, walking out of the living room with Kat on her hip. The baby reached for
Anton as soon as she saw him. "The kids and | were getting a bit hungry, though. Would you like me to start
something?"

"Please," he said. "I'll go see what's going on." Wondering why she was upstairs, he first headed to the
bedroom to find it empty. Searches of Kat's and Max's rooms turned up equally empty as well. So then he
went to their bathroom and quietly pushed the door open.

Sitting on the vanity chair in front of her easel, she had the door to the balcony open and all of the lights on as
she painted. With her back to him, she saw his reflection in the mirror and turned to smile at him. "Hey." She
tited her head. "Did you leave the house looking that hot? Because that should be illegal.”

"I'll let you get out the handcuffs later, my dear." He smiled, heart warming that she was painting again. "So
how are you doing, my dear? What inspired this?"

Still staring at him, she smiled. "Well, you probably don't want to know." At his questioning look, she stood up
and took her dirty brushes to the sink. She started washing them as she said, "Mom started asking me all
sorts of questions today. Seems that we've been a bit loud in the bedroom and she was wondering just what
our sex life was like. Because she never was exactly inspired in that way."

Anton stood there and blinked for a moment, trying not to picture exactly what he was picturing. "You're right,
my dear. | don't want to know."

"Yeah...too late. Now, just imagine having this discussion in the middle of a crowded grocery store, while Max
is picking his nose and Katerina is screaming because no one will pick her up. Plus the produce boy is
shickering because your face is turning bright red. Then you'll know why | needed a little escape."

"Yeah," Anton said with a sigh as he leaned against the sink. The subject matter alone would be enough to
embarrass him. Add on the unwanted attention being caused by the kids and it was surprising that Bryn was
still sane. "So answer me one thing. Why is your mother still among the living?"

She gave him a sly smile. "Well, for one thing, I'd feel guilty just killing her outright...and Transforming her is
out of the question. Imagine having to answer those kinds of questions for eternity.” She shuddered. Setting
her brushes on the counter to dry, she wiped her hands. "Besides...I like you with me when | 'hunt'."

"That | do, my dear," Anton said with a sly smile of his own. "And | can think of much better prey for you. If
you're done painting for the moment, that is.”

She nodded. Tugging him closer, she kissed him hello very leisurely. Arms still around his neck, she smiled at
him. "Just what do you have in mind?"

"l was thinking... me." He pressed his lips to her forehead. "But to do it right, we have to wait for your mother
to move out. And she'd need to babysit the kids for us for a few hours."

She raised her eyebrows. "You want me to hunt you?"

Anton nodded. "Don't pretend you haven't thought about it. Stalking me in the darkness and pouncing
unawares. Holding me tight and letting your fangs slip into my throat as you take me what ever way you
desire."

Pushing herself on to the countertop, she sat staring at him. "Okay...maybe. But forget me for a minute. Isn't



that going to bring back a lot of very bad memaories for you? You had a nightmare just last night. And you
haven't even talked to Mulder yet."

"Maybe it would bring back memories,” he admitted. "Or maybe it's my way of moving beyond them. Besides, |
don't want to do it when your mother or the kids are around, so that will be a few weeks. And I'll talk to Mulder
about it. If he thinks it's a bad idea, | won't do it."

She thought about it for a moment, realizing that maybe if he was willing to do it, it probably meant he was
starting to heal. "Okay. After my mom moves out and you ask Mulder. And, since we're on the subject, did you
want to call Hadrian tonight and tell him you're interested?"

"Yeah, we should. But let's wait until after dinner. Which, by the way, your mother is making." His arms
hugged her tightly to his body. "I can't let it rule me like it did before, Bryn."

Squeezing him in return, she nuzzled his Adam's apple. "I know, sugar. And I'm very proud of you. You're
doing this all on your own...and this time you won't be going through it alone."

"I'm not doing this on my own, my dear. I'm doing it with you beside me." Lightly he brushed his lips against
hers. "Now why don't you show me what you've been painting, Bryn."

"It's not really finished." She walked over to the canvas with him, which had a drawn outline of a couple
embracing in the nude. The background was painted in, with light filtering through horizontal blinds. And
despite the earlier tone of her conversation with her mother, the picture was quite innocent in nature. Or at
least it was meant to be...who knew what would happen when she filled in the rest. "Not quite my usual style,
huh?"

"No, but I like it," Anton said. This was a change for her, a slightly different style. He turned and kissed the top
of her head. "Is this a portrait of you and me?"

She smiled. "Maybe. They don't really have faces, but | was thinking of painting his hair blond and hers dark."
Putting the cap back on a tube of paint, she added, "It will be nice when | have the library back so | can paint
in good light. I'll have to remember to take this out of her before you take your shower tomorrow."

"Yeah. It would be a shame if | ruined it by accident." They were dealing with one of his demons. Perhaps they
should also work on some of Bryn's. "Have you ever thought about what happened to the Nepenthe?

"Sometimes. | asked Lindy to drive past on her way home one time. She told me it was still running. Lilith must
have come up with someone else to run the place after...the investigation." She shrugged her shoulders.
"Sometimes | think about calling one of the girls | used to work with, but | don't know what I'd say. | wasn't
exactly close to any of them. And they probably have no idea what happened."

"It might be a good thing to send someone by and see what the story is. And I'm sure that they're curious
about Kat. That could be a conversation starter.”

"Yeah." Grabbing his hand, she turned around and headed out of the bathroom. She led him over to the bed,
where she sat down cross-legged and patted the spot next to her. "Sometimes | think about going back to
work. | get bored here. | mean, it's not as if I'm not busy. There's always something to do, whether it's cleaning
up the kids or cleaning the house. But there's only so many conversations | can have with two little kids and
my mom. And judging by today's conversation, they're starting to get just a bit awkward."

He sat down on the bed, stretching his legs out in front of him. "Well, if you think that you're ready to go back
to work, start looking for a job. We have enough family support here that we'll never lack for babysitters." He
slipped an arm around her back low on her waist. "l just want you to be happy."

"I know. But I'm really nervous. | mean, | know the same thing isn't going to happen again. Or at least | hope
not--Natasha is still hanging around somewhere. | know | could handle an attack a lot better now, but it still
freaks me out. | guess...I'd just have to jump in and do it, or I'd never get over it."

"Bryn, you are now a creature of darkness. A thing that goes bump in the night. You haven't realized what
you're capable of." His head tilted to one side. "Would it be helpful maybe if you talked to another younger
vampire? Someone who doesn't quite have such a large age gap as you and | do?"

"What would | talk to them about? | mean, you've told me most of the stuff | need to know."



"l was thinking more in terms of the fact that I've been a vampire for almost a thousand years. There are
things that | might forget to tell you that you might not think to ask." He shrugged his shoulders. "And it might
be a way to start connecting to the vampire society that you're a part of."

She thought about it for a moment. Of course it would be someone Anton trusted, so that wasn't a problem. It
only meant going outside of her comfort zone a bit. "Okay. Who would you ask?"

"Well, there's another vampire who lives in the area. He's about 200 years old and a bit of a recluse in
vampire circles, though he's well known in human society." There was something else she needed to know.
"And although he doesn't like to advertise it but it's not a secret, Lilith, whom he is estranged from, is his sire."”

Bryn wrinkled her nose. "Nice. I'd be quite estranged too, if | were him." Taking a deep breath, she said, "Let
me think about it. | kind of like the idea of having only you training me. It makes it more special. But if you
think it will help, I'll give it a shot."

Anton nodded. "Whichever you decide, my dear. | just wanted to present the option to you." He shifted his arm
up to her shoulder and pulled her in close. "Although it is nice not having to share you with anyone else."

She arched an eyebrow. "You worried about competition?"

"Actually, if you do decide to meet with Carl, you should be." He leaned over to whisper into her ear. "He's
gay."

"Oh." She smiled at him. "Well, I'm not worried. | know my sugar loves me. So Carl will just have to watch and
wish. You're all mine." With that, she grabbed him and kissed him firmly.

"Damn right," he whispered between kisses. He shifted his other arm around her, and then pulled her onto his
lap. "Not to mention that you're all mine as well."

Purring softly against his mouth, she moaned her agreement. Scooting just that fraction of an inch closer to
him, she squeezed him tightly and sucked at his tongue. Her bare feet were tucked behind his calves, her
toes lightly caressing his slacks. "Love you so much."

"Love you too." He nipped at her mouth lightly, teasing her lips with his fangs. "How long do you think it will
take for your mother to make dinner?"

"Not long enough," she murmured, wanting to spend the rest of night with him. "But | think we have time for a
little fooling around." That said, she pushed herself off his lap and slid to her knees on the floor. Eyes on his

face, she continued to watch his expression as she lowered the zipper on his slacks and then reached for his
belt. "Enough time for an appetizer, anyway."

"Something to whet the appetite," he grinned up at her with a glint in his eyes. He lifted his hips to help her
ease the belt off and the jeans down his waist. "But your mother might end up asking us more questions."

"God forbid, or you're answering them yourself." Tucking her fingers under the waistband of his slacks and
boxers, she tugged them both down past his knees. He was already sporting an impressive erection, but she
had a feeling he still had room to grow. Winking at him, she licked a quick path up the underside of his cock
before smooching the darkened head.

Anton shivered hard feeling her lips on his sensitive flesh. He reached down and stroked his fingers through
her dark hair, relishing the feel of her. But he wanted more. "How about | lay back you get your legs up her,
my dear?" he asked with an exaggerated licking of his lips.

She couldn't help giggling at him, but her expression quickly turned serious. "No. You take care of me all the
time. It's your turn for a change. So just sit back and take it like a man." Wrapping her mouth around him, she
went to work in earnest, stroking him with her fist while she did her best to swallow his length.

"And how else am | suppose to take I...ah!" He let out a loud gasp as he felt her lips and fingers gliding over
him in silken heat. It was a challenge not to lift his hips and start pumping into her mouth. But if he did that, he
wouldn't last too long.

Watching him with amused eyes, she let him pop out of her mouth and drilling her tongue in to the slit at the



tip of his cock.

Anton let out a rumble that could have been interpreted as either a growl or a purr. He took a deep breath as
his eyes remained locked on hers. Knuckles turned white as he gripped the sheets, almost to the point of
tearing them.

Rolling her lips over the rim, she twirled her tongue in a circle around him, over and over, enjoying the
twitches of his hips. Bringing her free hand in to play, she gently grasped his balls, rubbing her thumb in soft
circles to stir the tiny hairs there. "Mmm."

He drew in his breath with a hiss. Anton's hips lifted to get himself closer to her mouth and fingers. He
shivered slightly at the ticklish sensation, and then slowly began a thrusting motion, trying to push into her
mouth.

Giving in to what he wanted, she opened her mouth a bit wider, taking him as deep as she could, sucking at
him with each withdrawal. Although she'd never tasted anyone else, she imagined the flavor of him to be
unique...but even that was ever changing with his mood and what he ate. Still, he was always delicious and
she couldn't get enough.

Anton let out a loud sigh of relief as he felt her lips wrap around him. But his hips didn't stop moving, but
pushed himself slightly deeper into her mouth with each thrust. One hand loosened its grip on the sheet to
threat fingers through silken hair.

Moaning as she seemed to take impossibly more of him in to her throat, she grabbed his ass hard and
squeezed. Her hot breath gusted through her nose, reverberating off his skin.

He wasn't certain if it was the sounds that she was making, or the scratch of her nails against tender flesh. Or
just the overwhelming feel of heat and wet enclosing him. His hands fisted again as he let out a gasp and
orgasmed.

Jumping in surprise, she pulled back slightly but managed to keep from making a mess. Or at least mostly.
After licking him clean, she wiped the dribble of cum from her chin and stuck her finger in her mouth. "It's a
good thing | don't need to breathe, because | think you almost choked me to death.”

Anton let out a weak laugh at her comment. "Definitely a good thing, Bryn." He reclined back on the bed,
propping himself up on the elbows so he could look at her. "I love you so much, my dear. And | always will."

Hands on his knees, she nodded. "I know." No sooner had she said it than there was a knock on the door,
making them both jump. "Dinner's ready," Bernadette called, outside. "Okay," Bryn said, quickly, waiting for
her mother's footsteps to recede. To Anton, she said, "God...she couldn't have done that any better if she'd
planned it. Sure hope she wasn't listening in."

Anton made a face. "We're going to have to start being paranoid and sleeping with the door to our bedroom
open, aren't we Bryn?"

She giggled. "No. | was teasing you. | just like freaking you out." Patting his legs, she stood up and reached
for his hand. "You get the cutest look on your face when you're all paranoid.”

"Ha ha," Anton said. He sat up and then stood, pulling her close. "So let's go down and get something to eat.
And later today I'll make you look paranoid.”

"You really will make me paranoid if you go downstairs with your pants around your ankles." She squeezed his
bare ass. "And by the way, | love you so much, too."

He lifted up on his toes with the squeeze. "I love you too, my dear," Anton said. Stepping back from her, he
turned around. Deliberately he bent over and showed off his ass as he grabbed his pants. There was a slight
wiggle to his hips as he pulled them up.

"Brat. I'm going to call my mom up here and show her how you taunt me."

Anton grinned at her. "Are you sure you want to share me with your mother, my dear?"

"Share? No, | just want to see the look on her face when you shake your naked ass at her. In fact..." She



walked over to the door and opened it. "Hey, Mom, could you come up here?" "Just a minute," Bernadette
called out. "Bryn!" Anton gasped as he finished buttoning his fly. "I didn't think you'd really call her up here!"

"Aww, come on. Shake it, baby." She giggled. "Let her see why I'm always making so much noise."

He was still blushing, but now there was an evil smile on his face. Especially when he heard footsteps on the
stairwell. "Well, if you really want me to..." he drawled as his hands went back to his fly.

He was calling her bluff, and she almost opened her mouth to tell him no. Except that she really did want to
see the look on her mother's face. Biting her lip to keep from laughing, she opened the door wider and
stepped out of the way.

She was calling his bluff. Anton looked at Bryn and then at Bernadette as she stepped into the room.
"Bernadette,” he said, having to think on his feet. "We were wondering what you made for dinner." It sounded
lame to his ears, but it was all that he could think of.

Bryn snickered. "If you come downstairs, you'll see," Bernadette said, frowning suspiciously. "What's going on?
" "Oh nothing. | can't tell you or Anton would be embarrassed.” It wasn't his imagination that she said the word
rather like em-bare-assed. Anton's cheeks were glowing a bright red. "It's nothing, Bernadette. I've just
learned that my wife is a better bluffer than | am. We'll meet you downstairs in a few minutes."

Shaking her head, Bernadette left the room. And suddenly Bryn had a feeling she was going to pay for that

sooner or later.

It was a late Saturday evening when the phone call came. Outside with Liam as he got the barbecue ready for
cooking, Nate let out a sigh and opened the screen door, walking back inside to pick up the phone. Lindy
wasn't home yet, and he had a feeling it was her calling to say she would be late.

Clicking the talk button on the cordless phone, he said, "Hello?"
"You left me a note."

[Marrok,] he thought, tensing. "We did. What are you doing back here? We were told you were leaving." Nate
glanced down as Liam tugged at his pant leg, holding up a dandelion for him. He couldn't help but smile,
despite wanting to keep his son away from the phone.

"l took my daughter away. She's safe with my relatives. But | felt | had things to finish here."

She had been coming through the front door when she heard the phone ring. But Lindy assumed that it was
her parents calling to ask Nate what salad they should bring. So she took her time walking through the house,
looking at some letters that had been left on the table as she meandered towards the back yard. Not really
paying attention, she opened the back door, wondering what was taking her parents so long on the phone.

Unaware she was home yet, Nate cradled the phone between his ear and his shoulder. "In other words, you
couldn't get my wife to join you, so you thought you'd stick around to stalk her some more. If you think we're
letting you back here to see your son, you're sorely mistaken."

Lindy arched an eyebrow as she heard Nate's words. It was obviously not her parents he was speaking to.
And there was only one person he's use that tone with. Putting down the letters, Lindy walked onto the back
lawn over to where her husband was standing. Picking up Liam, who bounded over to say hello, she looked at
him, with her eyebrows still raised. "Marrok?" she mouthed.

Nate nodded and rolled his eyes.
"We'll see what your wife has to say about that."

"Yeah, you will." Nate handed the phone to Lindy. "Tell him you don't want him over here."



Lindy took the phone, a frown on her face. Her first words were to the point. "After lying to me about leaving,
give me one good reason that | should allow you to see your son. And 'because I'm his father' doesn't count."

"l didn't lie to you. | had a change of plans. That vampire bitch started threatening my business. | wasn't going
to just leave it. So | got my daughter safe and came back to deal with it. Would you rather | went bankrupt?"

Lindy's eyes narrowed. "l just watched a friend walk away from everything because this ‘vampire bitch'
threatened his wife's life. *Everything,* Marrok. And even though he left me in charge of his business, he would
have let it go bankrupt if it meant keeping his wife and children safe. Oh, and when were you going to let us
know about this change of plans? When you made an attempt to snatch Liam or me again?"

"I'm not a thousand-year-old vampire with all of the money in the world, Lindy. My business means a great
deal to me. It's not something I did on a whim. | saved for years and years to buy that property. | didn't have
the money lying in some safety deposit box because | saved in my last lifetime. | made sure my daughter was
safe and somewhere no one could find her. And | did that with the money | earned...which never would have
happened if I lost everything. So excuse the fuck out of me if need money, unlike yourself. You and your rich
husband can kiss my ass. If you're so worried about your ‘friend," maybe you should tell your damned husband
to get rid of the mess he made."

Lindy's frown became more and more pronounced as he spoke. "Still doesn't answer the question about when
you were going to tell us you were back in town. It would be one thing if you had come to us right away and
tell us that things had changed. Hell, Marrok, we might have even helped you out, given our common enemy.
But now you've made it really hard for me to trust you even enough to let you see your son."

"I told you | had business to attend to, first. And | didn't want Natasha to know where | was. If | contacted you
immediately, she would have been on to me. And probably could have easily followed my trail back to Viviane.
I'm risking things talking to you now. | had no intention of letting you know where | was until she was taken
care of. Seeing my son right now isn't the highest priority. Getting rid of her is."

"l see," Lindy said cooly. "The next time you want to see your son, when he does become a priority, we'll see
if arranging a visit with you is a priority of ours." Without a further word, she clicked the phone off. "l can't
believe that | spent so much time defending that jerk to you," she said in disgust.

"What the hell was he saying? What made you so mad?"

"Liam isn't enough of a *priority* to him. He can come back to save a business from financial ruin. He couldn't
tell us that he was here, or see his son.”

Nate let out a deep sigh. "Fuck him. If we have to get someone out here to patrol the fences, he's not getting
anywhere near Liam. As far as I'm concerned, he's not back and he's not getting on the property. He and his
damned business can rot together for all | care."

Lindy nodded. Then she looked down at the little boy she was holding, and felt a stab of guilt. Because when
all was said and done, Liam loved his biological father, and would miss him. As she knew Marrok would too. "I
just don't get it," she mused. "If | were in the situation where I'd have to stay away from Liam to keep him safe,
| couldn't do it. Does that mean | love Liam too much, or too little?"

"l don't think there is such a thing as too little where your love for Liam is concerned.” Nate ruffled their son's
hair, making him giggle. "He took you away from Liam once and you damned near died. That's not going to
happen again. If he loved his son as much as he claims he does, that never would have happened in the first
place. He's a twisted son-of-a-bitch, Lindy, and not just in the literal sense. It would be just fine with me if Liam
was never his top priority again.”

"Yeah," Lindy said as Liam started squirming. She reluctantly let the boy down and smiled when she watched
him bounce across the yard after a moth that was attracted to the light on the back of the house. "l guess we
have our answer. We need to start watching the fences and the warehouse much more closely."

He nodded, not looking pleased. "I'd like you to start riding in to work with Anton again. | think you'd both be
safer that way. And I'll look in to upgrading our security around here again." He shook his head. "We never
should have moved out in the country with all of this land. We need a damned castle with a moat."

"I'll rent us a backhoe and we can start digging one." Her head turned slightly as she heard three people



moving up the path. "I think that's my parents. Do you want to tell them or shall 1?"

"How about we have a nice quiet dinner together. Forget about this for the moment. We can tell them later.
After dessert. | don't feel like worrying or talking about it anymore. I'm done with him."

Lindy smiled at her husband. She didn't point out that her parents would immediately know something was up
because of the smell of adrenaline and upset on them. But a nice quiet dinner did sound nice. "l like the way

you think, Nate."

Leaving Bryn to carry the dessert, Anton had his hands full carrying Kat and holding Max's hand as they
walked down the path. But what was on his mind was Hadrian's offer of a position on the Council. And even
though Bryn had said to go for it, he wanted to discuss it with everyone before he made his final decision.

Walking next to her mother, Bryn used her shoulder to push her hair out of her eyes. She was tired and really
wished they could do this some other time...but she doubted any time soon would be any better. Both of the
kids were cranky of late--Max because he was teething, and Kat because...well, because she was Kat. Having
her mother there to help her during the night was becoming a blessing, even if she was a nosy woman. And to
Bryn's surprise, they hadn't fought at all in the past week.

"About time you guys got here," came Lindy's voice. Max, seeing his cousin, tugged impatiently at his hand.
Anton let go and smiled as the boy ran full tilt down the path. He started forward when he saw Max fall, but the
boy picked himself up and resumed running, laughing.

Bryn grinned. Catching up with Anton, she affectionately bumped his hip with hers. Despite being so tired, she
happily said, "We have such cute kids. It's a shame we can't have more."

"Yeah," Anton said, bumping her hip back. "But then we'd probably never stop having them." He raised his
hand in greeting to his brother. "So you got the barbecue going yet, Nathaniel ?"

"I've had it going for a while now. We were beginning to wonder if you'd ever show up."
"Sorry, got distracted,” Anton responded with a playful wink at Bryn.

She gave him a dry stare, glancing back at her mother. "We were late because the kids were fussy. And Mom
needed to change her shirt after getting spit-up all over it." Walking up the sidewalk to Nate and Lindy's home,
Bryn handed the dessert over to Nate when they were within reach. "What did we miss? Are your parents
here, Lindy?"

"Not yet, they'll be here in a few minutes." Lindy gave Nate an uncertain glance, not certain if they wanted to
get into this. They'd have to rehash this when her parents arrived, but she found herself speaking anyway.
"And we got a phone call. From Marrok."

Bryn paused, staring at her. "What did he say? Why has he been hanging around?"

"He came back to protect his business," Lindy said with a hint of disdain in her voice. "Letting us know he was
in the area and seeing Liam wasn't a priority of his."

Bryn wrinkled her nose. "If that's the case, then why is he hanging around on the border of our property? His
business isn't anywhere near us. It sounds to me like he does want to see Liam...or at least to smell him and
know he's okay."

Lindy opened her mouth to respond. But found she had no answer. Marrok was probably missing Liam, and
Viviane horribly. This might have been the only way he could see Liam safely, and she had just cut him out of
it. "Maybe," she hedged, trying to push back a twinge of guilt.

"Nate's going to cook up the steaks. Mom, Alex, and Walter are supposed to be bringing over a chicken to
barbecue as well." She leaned over to whisper in a stage voice in Bryn's ear. "And Mom's not allowed



anywhere near the kitchen. She can bake wonderful cookies, but we're not risking allowing her anywhere near
the stove."

Bryn laughed. "l hope you don't say things like that to your mom about my cooking." Watching as the men
ushered the kids out to the backyard, she said, "That being said, what can | do to help? Or maybe my mom,
since she's a better cook than | am?"

"Well, you can start putting the rolls on a cookie sheet and pop them into the oven,” Lindy said after a
moment's thought. "And you can tell me what's been going on at your house lately."

She saw her mom head outside with her grandchildren. Feeling a bit better as soon as the sliding door shut
behind her, Bryn started pulling apart the rolls. "Oh, the usual. Two cranky kids. One's teething and the other
is a jealous drama queen. My mom has been helping out a lot, but you can tell she's as ready to move out as
we are to kick her out. On another note...or it might even be related, | suppose...Mom keeps asking me
guestions about my sex life."

"What?" Lindy, who had been peeling some carrots, turned around to face her, jaw almost hitting the floor.
"Your mother has been asking you about..." She paused, considering for a moment. "How detailed are her
guestions?" she asked, not really certain she wanted to know.

"Lindy...any question is more detailed than I'm comfortable with. She wanted to know how often | had
orgasms, and what sorts of things we did. And then she asked if | gave him 'fellatio’."

That was definitely more detail than she wanted. "And here | thought it was bad when Manda asked me about
kissing boys with tongue.” She lifted her fingers long enough to peek at Bryn through them. "You have my
sympathies, Bryn. Mom's had the good grace to not ask me about that. Although I think Alex is still trying to
live in denial about the fact that | am married."

Bryn sighed. "Yeah, well, at least your dads like your husband.”

Lindy sighed as well. "Has there been any word from him?"

"No. And you know, I'm not sure if | want to hear from him or not. My brother said Dad's got a new girlfriend.
Can you believe that? It's as if he was just waiting to kick my mom out of there so he could bring in someone
new. | don't get how someone can just move on so quickly like that. True they weren't in love for a long time,
but so what?"

"l don't get it either," Lindy said with a shake of her head. She gathered up the carrots and cut them into
smaller sticks. "And | hate to say it, but I'm thinking that it's not a big loss for you or for Anton. Your mother
shows concern for you and the kids, albeit in her own weird way, at least."

Bryn giggled. "Yeah, she is weird. I'll give you that. But we have been getting along better lately. | guess I'm
just trying harder, because she's always around.”

"Well, you're both trying. And maybe she's seeing that you've grown up and are an adult." Putting the sliced
carrots on a plate, she picked it up. "Shall we go outside and rejoin our husbands and family?"

Bryn stuck the rolls in the oven to warm. "Yeah, let's go."

Following Lindy outside, Bryn sniffed appreciatively at the cooking meat. She stopped abruptly to let Max and
Liam race past, before heading over to sit down next to Anton.

He had been watching the boys play, and just enjoying being out in the moonlight. Anton leaned over to
whisper in her ear as Bryn settled next to him. "Did you have a good talk with Lindy?" he asked.

She nodded, leaning against his side and holding his hand. "Did you tell Nate your news yet?"
"No," Anton said with a shake of his head. "l thought it would be best for everyone to hear at once."
"Here what, Anton?" Jess, Alex, Walter, and Amanda walked up, carrying assorted side dishes.

"I'll explain in a few minutes," he said. He then looked over at Nate. "How much longer is that going to take?"



"This is almost done...if you don't want to wait on the chicken. Otherwise, it could probably stand another hour
or so."

"Well, | guess then there's no reason for me to wait either." Anton took a deep breath as he noticed several
faces looking at him in curious anticipation. "Hadrian has been in contact with me. The Council is holding a
place for me still. And I've decided to take them up on it."

"l thought that was a given," Nate said. "You were already a council member. Why is that news?"

"l had a position on the North American Council," Anton elaborated. "This position would have a bit more
prestige involved."

"The Grand Council then," Alex said.
"Actually, more prestige still," was all Anton would say.

Nate frowned, crossing his arms. "The only thing more prestigious than that is Seth's job, and he just went
back to it."

"No," Anton said. "There's one more still."

Lindy's eyes went wide. "You're kidding..."

Bryn glanced at Nate, who still looked confused. "Anton, just tell them."

Anton took a deep breath. "There is talk of putting me in the position of... Emperor."

"What?" Nate put down his tongs and stepped closer. "Why the hell would you even consider it?"

"l don't understand,” Bernadette murmured, to Bryn. "What does it mean? | thought that 'empress' woman was
evil?"

"She was, Mom. But she's not there anymore. Let Anton explain. It's just a scam, anyway."

"Of course it's a scam,” Anton agreed. "The Council is looking for someone they can use as a figurehead. And
| would be a relatively sympathetic one in the light of recent events."

"l guess | still don't get it," Nate said. "You know what they want, and you're still going along with it? Why?"

That was something that he was still wresting with. "Because, as misguided as this might be, | want to try to
keep this from happening to anyone again. Trying to work change from within."

"He's not going to let them manipulate him," Bryn said. "And besides, this is just temporary. To shake them up
a bit. It doesn't mean he's actually going to go through with it. They'll just think he will."

Still, it seems risky," Alex said. "This kind of manipulation and counter-manipulation can quickly blow up in
your face if you're not careful."

"That's why we're trying to be careful." Anton gave Max and Kat a significant look. "My first job is protect Bryn
and the children. But | also want to do more. | can name two other vampires off the top of my head who Lilith
has betrayed, and | don't want to see it happen again."

"We've had several discussions about how dangerous this is. | really don't want him to do it. But | think he
needs this. If only to reclaim a little bit of what she took from him." Bryn leaned closer to his side, looking up at
his face. "And | believe he can do this, even if | don't like him taking the risk."

"l think we understand why you want to do this," Walter said, although the werewolf looked less than pleased.
"And we'll support you."

"Thank you, Anton said. He was more worried about what Nathaniel's reaction would be.
Sitting down next to where the boys were playing, Nate shook his head. "You know, this is crazy. Even without

Lilith in command, those guys are still dangerous. Maybe even more so, because they don't have anyone
regulating their decisions. And who do you think is the most keen to step up and fill her shoes? Richard. He



won't stand for you walking in there and trying to take command, Anton. And when he can't get the council to
vote you out, he'll get desperate just like Lilith did."

"l know that, Nathaniel," Anton said. "And | know that Richard will be a big threat. So will other Council
members. Even Hadrian can't be completely trusted. But it's still something that | feel | have to attempt.”

"Why? It wasn't enough that we almost lost you once--you feel the need to risk death again?"

"Nathaniel, this would be the best time for me to do it. If anyone attempts to harm me or Bryn now, it would be
suicide, both political and literal. The risk isn't as big as it appears to be."

"So, it's only a little bit deadly? Ah. Well that makes sense, then."

"Nathaniel, everything we do is a little bit deadly. What am | supposed to do now? Go hide in a cave for the
rest of eternity?"

"At least you'd still be around tomorrow!"
Bryn sighed. "If you two are going to get in to a shouting matching, I'm taking the kids and going home."

Lindy leaned over and placed a hand over Nate's trying to calm him. "Anton, I'm worried too. Nate's right.
There's a lot of threats to you and Bryn and the kids to you if you do this."

"Who's going to take care of your family, Anton?" Nate asked. "You may think you have everything set.
They're financially taken care of, they have a house to live in, and Bryn will never need to work. But what
about their emotional needs? And I'm not even talking about you dying. You won't be there if you're ‘emperor’.
You'll be galavanting around the world like Lilith did. You can't always take them with you. Your kids will have
school sooner or later."

"l don't know, Nathaniel. | haven't figured that out yet." Truth was that it was a thought that bedeviled him. No
matter how he spun it, he couldn't quite figure out what he was going to do. His children would come first, that
was the way it had to be for him. However, he doubted the Council would see it that way.

"We'll figure it out,” Bryn said. "It's not as if he's really taking the job, Nate. Not by a long shot. We've already
discussed this and the pressures it's putting on us. On all of us. The minute something doesn't feel right, he'll
back out." Or so she hoped. In all honesty, there was a good chance he might decide not to.

"This is not a permanent choice, Nathaniel. This is something that will only be temporary. | won't agree to it
any other way," Anton said.

Uncertain of how else to argue it, Nathaniel nodded. Looking to Alex, he said, "Let's get that chicken cooking.
I'm getting hungry."

He knew that his brother wasn't happy with his decision. And he knew on some level, even though Bryn was
supporting him, she was as unhappy with him as his brother was. He'd have to have a talk privately with both
of them and dry to reassure them both that he knew what he was doing. Just after he convinced himself.

End Chapter One Hundred Fifty-nine

Disclaimer: Any characters from the X-Files are property of Chris Carter, ten-thirteen productions, and FOX
Broadcasting. No copyright infringement intended. Original characters copyrighted to ourselves.

http://www.imadethis.org/runsintheblood/
Shael - shael@imadethis.org
Isabelle - isa@imadethis.org



