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South Beach, Miami Florida 

“I can’t believe you got me doin’ this.” 

Glancing over at my CI, I gave him my best narrow-eyed cop stare and said, “For your sake, you’d better 

hope he believes it.” 

Lafayette Reynolds was barely midway up the food chain, when it came to fencing stolen art. Normally I 

would’ve used other methods to try and ingratiate myself with the target, but – in this particular 

instance – Reynolds was the best man for the job. 

Because the target made no secret he preferred men – in every way – in spite of being married to a 

woman for the last twenty years. 

But Russell Edgington’s marriage to Betty Jo Pickard had been a business merger, combining two of the 

oldest and wealthiest families in the U.S., which had then given birth to a worldwide conglomerate.  

Although, I had my doubts they’d actually consummated their marriage even now, twenty years later. 

However, what the Wall Street watchers didn’t know was that Edgington wasn’t just a savvy 

businessman. 

He was also a collector. 

And – I suspected – the more rare and illicit the item – the better. 

I’d been working on the FBI’s Art Crime Team for seven years now, but I’d spent my childhood immersed 

in the subject. My father – the son of an American businessman who had spent the majority of his 

career in Japan – and my mother – the daughter of a Swedish diplomat stationed in Tokyo during her 

formative years – had each grown up with a love of Japanese culture and history. They eventually turned 

their mutual love into a business, working as antiques dealers who specialized in Japanese pieces. 

By the time I was fifteen, I could tell the difference between Imari and Kutani ceramics. 

But their passion for art is what ultimately drove me to rebel against it and landed me with the FBI. Only 

now could I appreciate everything they had taught me. 

Everything they had tried to instill in me from the time I was a little boy. 

Only now, when it was too late for me to tell them, it was only because of them that I had gotten as far 

as I had within the Bureau. 

Because both of them had been killed – murdered – by an unknown assailant on the streets of Tokyo 

before I’d barely gotten my training under way at Quantico.  

They died on their thirtieth wedding anniversary. 

They’d just sold their business and retired a couple of months earlier, but I hadn’t been surprised when 

they’d told me they were returning to Japan for a while. It was where they had first met, when they 

were both still students. 
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But it was what I found amongst their belongings, when everything had been shipped to me after their 

deaths that had clued me in to what they really may have been doing there. 

For as long as I could remember, my parents had always talked about the legend of the Three Sacred 

Treasures of Japan. 

Kusanagi – the sword. It represented the virtue, valor. 

Yata no Kagami – the mirror. It represented the virtue, wisdom. 

And Yasakani no Magatama – the jewel. It represented the virtue, benevolence. 

Legend had it these items were brought to earth by Ninigi-no-Mikoto, legendary ancestor of the 

Japanese Imperial Line, at the behest of his grandmother, the sun goddess Amaterasu, to pacify Japan. 

The items were said to be passed down to Emperor Jimmu – the first Emperor of Japan – and who was 

also Ninigi’s great-grandson, with the treasures eventually being passed down to his direct descendants. 

They were a symbol of the reigning Emperor’s divinity as a descendant of Amaterasu.  

There were many tales surrounding the treasures, but one had always intrigued my parents.  

The sword – Kusanagi – was said to have been lost at sea at the conclusion of the Genpei War in 1185. 

The then eight year old Emperor Antoku and the Regalia were under the control of the Taira clan. During 

the Battle of Dan-no-ura, fought on boats in the shallow waters of the Kanmon Straits, the Taira had 

been defeated by the rival Minamoto clan.  

Antoku’s grandmother was said to have thrown herself, her grandson, and the Three Sacred Treasures 

of Japan into the sea to avoid capture. The mirror had been recovered, as had the jewel, but the sword 

was said to have been lost at sea. 

There were a number of medieval texts concerning the loss of the sword, some of which conjectured a 

replica was forged afterward or the lost sword itself had been a replica. Another tale said that the sword 

had been returned to land by supernatural forces. 

To this day Japan claims to have retained possession of all three items, but only the reigning Emperor 

has access to them and won’t allow any outside verification to take place. 

There were groups on both sides of the fence as to whether or not their claims were true. 

My parents used to have heated discussions with each other over the texts concerning the supposedly 

lost sword. Educated arguments based on both fact and lore as to what may have really happened to it. 

On some nights they would set out on elaborate treasure hunts in search of it, using nothing more than 

their knowledge of its history, their suspicions, and their imaginations.  

But back then, the entirety of their adventures on a hunt for the lost sword had been made without ever 

having left the comfort of our living room. 

Those nights had always ended in laughter and musings of one day. 

But going through their things, I had come to suspect that one day had finally come for them. 
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I’d been able to track their most recent movements easily enough, thanks to their passports and 

receipts. My mother had always kept a journal for as long as I could remember, but she’d always used 

her own kind of shorthand, which was difficult for me to decipher. 

At first I thought maybe she’d begun writing a mystery novel. After having grown up as a minor 

participant in their ‘adventures’, it seemed a likely conclusion. Only what didn’t make sense were the 

names she’d jotted down. Names that weren’t fictional and in fact belonged to some of the most 

recognizable one-percenters across the globe. 

At the time, the only things connecting them were their sizable bank accounts and my mother’s notes. 

Still in training at Quantico at the time, I could only do so much. They had been killed on foreign soil and 

there was only so much research I could do via the internet and the FBI database. There were only so 

many leads I could follow to dead ends from the other side of the world. But after months of doing not 

much else during my free time, I had come to another conclusion. 

My parents had likely stumbled across something that they hadn’t any idea could get them killed for it. 

In their profession they had both met and heard of less reputable dealers, so they had some knowledge 

of what was going on behind the scenes.  

But it was the insider knowledge I had access to, both in the form of other agents and case files on the 

movements of the underground world of stolen art, that had pointed me towards what had then been a 

somewhat likely, but at the same time unlikely, event. 

There had been whispers going all the way back to the formation of the Bureau and beyond of a private 

auction. One where the sellers and buyers alike were cloaked in shadows and the goods for sale were 

just as secret. 

But that was all they had been.  

Whispers. 

The auction was just as folklore as a unicorn or winged dragons. 

Like the Three Sacred Treasures of Japan, there were groups on both sides of the fence that both 

championed and disavowed its existence. 

But within my mother’s neat and yet nearly indecipherable shorthand was the thinnest of lines 

connecting the possible whereabouts of Kusanagi to the Japanese Yakuza. 

Merely hinting at such a thing on the streets in downtown Tokyo would have gotten them killed. 

The current boss of the criminal organization was a man who went by the name of Chow. 

No last name. 

He was undoubtedly a violent killer, but he liked to project himself as being a refined gentleman. One 

who regularly hobnobbed with the wealthy and had an appreciation for the finer things in life. 

But it was his known association to Edgington that led me to the man himself.  
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And if this auction really did exist, those two would undoubtedly have front row seats. 

However, both men were smart enough and slick enough to not get their hands dirty enough for any 

criminal charges to stick to them. But I knew it would only take one thing – granted, one very large thing 

– to nail them down. 

Just being present at the auction – if the legends were true – would be enough to get them talking. 

Whether or not Chow had ordered my parents’ murders, I had no doubt he knew who had pulled the 

trigger. I honestly didn’t care if their suspicions were correct and he actually had Kusanagi. I just wanted 

the name of their killer. 

I wanted justice. 

It was the only way they – and I – would ever get any peace. 

But the only way to get that was to bide my time and work hard. With my aptitude for art, it hadn’t been 

very hard to get a slot on the FBI’s Art Crime Team within three years of becoming an agent. But even 

with my background, I still had to go through the same extensive training all of the agents on the team 

received. 

Curators, art dealers, and collectors alike taught us the art of art and how to recognize the real thing 

from a forgery. But it was what one of my FBI instructors had said to our class that had really stuck with 

me. 

When you can discuss what makes a Cezanne and Cezanne, you can move in the art underworld. 

Art theft isn’t as sexy as hunting down terrorists on our soil or chasing bank robbers and kidnappers 

across the country. The penalties were relatively minor for those who were caught, but stolen art could 

be connected to every kind of criminal imaginable, ranging from drug lords to the mafia because not 

only was it valuable, it was portable. 

It would take suitcase after suitcase to carry around a hundred million in cash, but you could hold a fifty 

million dollar piece of art in one hand.  

The majority of the black market was filled with prints and collectibles. Non-unique items were more 

easily concealed and put back onto the open market. 

But in the decade I’d been keeping tabs on Russell Edgington that thin line connecting him to the 

underground world of stolen goods had grown in both strength and conviction. 

Outwardly, he maintained the appearance of a shrewd businessman. His sometimes outlandish personal 

dealings were overlooked by the other one-percenters because the fact was the man knew what he was 

doing when it came to making money. 

He almost seemed to mint it, like the US Treasury. 

His obvious and numerous affairs, with men young enough to be his sons – despite being married to 

Betty Jo Pickard for the last two decades – didn’t detract Wall Street from backing the man. But it was 

those same lascivious qualities that had attracted all types of people into the ‘quirky and eccentric’ 

billionaire’s orbit. 
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The party crowd, who had no loyalty to anyone but themselves, and who had ultimately given him away. 

And given me a way in. 

Because it was from them we had gathered the intel that had shone a light on the darker and seedier 

side deals he conducted, from the dark corners of VIP sections in trendy nightclubs across the globe. It 

was they who had spilled his secrets and had given voice to the rumors of Russell Edgington’s true 

desires. 

He wanted to own the unattainable.  

The forbidden.  

He’d supposedly been amassing his collection for years. Only the most unique items would do for him 

and his whispered name had come up time and again, when his not so loyal followers were trying to get 

themselves a plea deal for whatever crimes they’d been arrested for committing. 

I suspected his collection included numerous rare – and more importantly, stolen – works of art, both 

famous and not. 

I’d even imagined him standing in the middle of a locked bunker, miles underground, jerking off to 

Rembrandt’s ‘Storm on the Sea of Galilee.’  

But none of them had actual firsthand knowledge. Their accusations had been based on rumors. 

Not fact. 

Because the fact was Russell Edgington hadn’t been stupid enough to entrust any damning evidence 

with just anyone.  

There were very few in his inner circle. I had my doubts even his wife knew of his secret passion for 

stolen art, but he obviously paid well enough that we had yet to come across anyone willing to admit to 

knowing anything of value. 

It had taken me ten years and chasing down more leads than Cesar Milan for me to finally convince the 

higher ups that he should even be looked at. 

However, it was my unwilling way into his fold – one Lafayette Reynolds – that had sealed the deal. 

Thankfully, Reynolds had been even less willing to do the two years in a prison jumpsuit, for getting 

busted with the stolen art he’d been caught red-handed with.  

Apparently – for him, anyway – orange isn’t the new black. 

I knew he traveled in the same circles as a lot of Edgington’s hangers on and had ties going back several 

years to Edgington’s longstanding boyfriend, Talbot.  

Always surrounding himself with the party crowd, not seeming to care they were only after his money 

and what he could buy for them, Reynolds was a usual fixture at their gatherings. 

Edgington’s end of summer Labor Day parties were legendary. And while a party consisting of half-naked 

men – God willing, I hoped they would only be half naked – wasn’t the most ideal situation in which to 
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meet him, it was better than going up to him at a nightclub where he would more than likely have his 

guard up or not meeting him at all. 

Which was the mantra I’d been mentally chanting, when I’d gotten dressed earlier that morning in a t-

shirt and jeans that were tighter than I normally wore. 

I wasn’t a bad looking guy and thanks to my years of undercover work on the team, I didn’t look like the 

average FBI agent.  

My blond hair hit my shoulders these days and I always had at least a couple of days’ worth of whiskers 

on my face. I spent a lot of my downtime in the gym, working off any frustrations I had on a weight 

bench or in a kickboxing ring, so – physically – I was in my prime. 

I could only hope it would be enough to at least get his attention, so I would then get the opportunity to 

hold his attention with what I had to say. 

Pulling into the parking lot, the Maserati we were in didn’t stand out at all in the sea of luxury cars 

parked at the marina. The party was being held on Edgington’s yacht, so we would be a captive audience 

until the ship’s captain brought us back into port. 

But before we got out, I looked over at Reynolds and tried to calm his nerves by saying, “This isn’t a big 

deal. We’re old friends and we are just here to have a good time. I just so happen to be a procurer for 

the Russian mob.” 

It was one of the legends I’d built for myself several years earlier and had painstakingly cultivated a 

history – both real and manufactured – with enough of the elite criminal underground that – should 

Edgington look into my background – would tell him I was exactly who I said I was. 

“Whatever you say, Andre,” he scoffed. “But it ain’t your balls that’ll be on the chopping block if he don’t 

buy it.” 

“What?” I smirked and hoped it would put him at ease. 

Because if he didn’t calm the fuck down, our little charade would be over with before it even started.  

“You don’t have any straight friends?” 

Undercover or not – Edgington and any evidence leading to the existence and or location of the mystical 

auction or not – I just couldn’t bring myself to pretend I was gay. 

There was no way in hell I would ever be able to follow through, if push came to shove. 

So to speak. 

“Sure’s I do,” he declared with an arched – and glittered – brow, when he haughtily added, “Girlfriends.” 

Chuckling, I got out of the car and said, “Then feel free to introduce me to as many of them as you’d 

like.” 

With my unorthodox line of work, I couldn’t be in a normal relationship. Working undercover meant that 

I could be gone for months at a time. I couldn’t tell anyone in my real life where I was going, where I had 

been, or what I did for a living. 
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The risk was too great. 

The reward of putting away Russell Edgington and those like him was too great of a prize to risk it for 

something as trite as love. 

The occasional one night stand was the biggest commitment I’d been willing to make nowadays. But it 

made no difference since I’d thrown away my only shot at happiness a decade earlier. 

Sookie and I had been college sweethearts. Her sweet southern accent, coupled with her even sweeter 

shapely form, and I’d been hooked from the start. 

But it was her inner beauty that made me fall in love with her. 

She’d been an English major to my Poly-Sci at Northwestern and I’d even had plans on asking her to 

marry me once I’d completed my training at Quantico. But after my parents’ deaths, I’d descended into 

a dark hole that even her light couldn’t bring me out of.  

I’d pushed her away. Ignored her to the point of no return.  

But Sookie was never one to be ignored, so when she’d unexpectedly shown up at Quantico to confront 

me – only with hindsight did I realize, to comfort me – it had taken a blow up of epic proportions for her 

to finally see the light.  

That there wasn’t any light left inside of me.  

Not when I couldn’t see beyond the rage of my parents’ murders. 

So I had looked into her eyes – those big blue eyes that had once sparkled whenever she looked at me, 

but then had only shone with tears – and I told her the biggest lie I’d ever told to date. 

That I didn’t love her.  

I didn’t care about her. 

That I never had and that I never would. 

Twisting that knife into both of our hearts, I’d ensured that whatever we’d had with one another was 

well and truly dead. But even then I’d known I wouldn’t have been able to hold onto my rage and get 

the justice for my parents’ deaths that they deserved, if I didn’t sever my ties to the only other person 

I’d ever loved. 

Sookie.  

I had regretted my actions a thousand times. Relived that moment a thousand times and tried to 

imagine choosing a different path.  

Choosing a life with Sookie, over my rage that my parents’ lives had been ended, and wondering where I 

would be right now. 

I even had my silly little fantasies that, once I got their killer behind bars, then we could pick up where 

we’d left off at. 

But I knew that was all they were. 
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Fantasies. 

By now I was sure she was off somewhere living the American dream. She was probably a teacher and 

married to a man who didn’t come with the baggage I carried around, living in a house with a white 

picket fence and two or three kids circling her feet. 

But I wouldn’t know.  

I’d never checked up on her, in spite of having the resources available to stalk her life from anywhere in 

the world. 

I didn’t want to know, nor did I want to see the proof that my fantasies would never come true. 

But both Sookie and those probable kids would’ve been mine, had it not been for someone like Russell 

Edgington or maybe even, the man himself. 

“You’s with me?” 

Hearing Reynolds’ voice pulled me from my thoughts, so I took a second to pull my invisible mask into 

place. 

By the time I looked back at him, it was no longer Eric Northman staring at the man, but Andre Fedorov. 

Andre was a first generation American, born to working class parents who had immigrated to the United 

States from Russia a year before his birth. Growing up in Brooklyn’s Brighton Beach neighborhood – 

otherwise known as Little Odessa – he had an early appreciation for the finer things in life and an even 

higher aptitude for getting what he wanted by any means necessary. 

At the age of fourteen he gained the notice of Vasily Sokolov, the head of New York’s Russian mafia 

syndicate based out of Brighton Beach at the time, and was taken under his wing. Through his 

association with Sokolov, Andre now had contacts in the mafia underworld that crossed oceans and 

spanned across the globe. 

Andre Fedorov was someone Russell Edgington would want to know. 

“Let’s do this,” I nodded to Reynolds, with his glittery eyes widening a tick hearing the mixture of the 

New York and Russian accent coming from my lips. 

~o~O~o~ 

Edgington – I quickly learned – really liked to throw a party. Not only was there his yacht – which was 

more like a small cruise ship – but there were four other luxury liners that had left port with us and 

eventually moved to circle Edgington’s, when they dropped anchor a few miles off the coast. 

The boat we were on was packed with enough people that we hadn’t spotted him right away and, 

seeing the smaller motorboats that were running groups of people from ship to ship, I started to worry 

that I might have to spend the day searching them all to sift him out. 

But then we didn’t. 

Because, as we were standing on the deck near the ship’s stern, none other than Russell Edgington 

himself came into view, from the cabins down below. 
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Slowly moving through the crowd, he stopped to greet whoever managed to catch his eye, with his lover 

Talbot in tow.  

I’d seen pictures of him, of course, and I had watched countless hours of both surveillance and paparazzi 

videos of the man.  

But none of them had managed to capture the aura of the man now approaching us. 

He radiated evil, with a dash of pure insanity, and cloaked it all behind a bright smile and genteel 

southern accent. 

“Lafayette!” he called out with a wide smile. Spreading his arms open wide, Reynolds moved into his 

embrace, just as Edgington said, “Darling, where have you been? It’s been ages!” 

“I been around,” he replied and then turned towards me, seeing Edgington’s eyes trained my way, and 

said, “This here’s my friend, Andre.” 

Putting my right hand out, I shook Edgington’s hand and added, “Andre Fedorov. It’s nice to meet you.” 

“Fedorov?” Talbot smirked and then leaned towards Edgington, stage whispering, “It comes from the 

Greek name Feodor. It means ‘gift of god.’” 

“Well, I can certainly see that,” he chuckled, with both of them eye fucking me. 

It wasn’t the first time I’d been blatantly appreciated by the same sex and so long as they kept their 

hands – among other body parts – to themselves, we wouldn’t have a problem. 

But neither Eric Northman nor Andre Fedorov possessed the ability to blush, so I stood tall and ignored 

their obvious ogling to gesture at our surroundings, as I said, “I’ve heard of your legendary parties, but 

the tales don’t do them justice.” 

Justice – like I would get for my parents’ murders. 

It was Talbot who replied, “Oh, we can’t take all the credit.”  

Then looking around for a moment, he pointed towards the bow of the ship and added, “Our sweet 

Caroline has a gift when it comes to gatherings of this size.” 

Acting like I was interested – and trying to kill the mental earworm his words had evoked – I let my eyes 

follow his towards the bow and I felt myself internally flinch, when I laid eyes on who he was pointing at. 

And who was now staring back at all of us. 

Sookie. 

My mind immediately began racing, trying to figure out why she was there. 

What I would say. 

Why they knew her as Caroline and how I could even begin to try and keep my cover intact. 
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So it really didn’t help matters when she started heading our way and instead of worrying about any of 

that, all I could wonder was how the tiny scraps of fabric – masquerading themselves as a bikini – were 

keeping her other gifts covered. 

She’d impossibly gotten even more beautiful in the ten years since I’d last seen her. 

Gone were her glasses and signature ponytail, replaced with even longer blond locks falling over her 

tanned shoulders and a confident swagger she hadn’t possessed back then. 

Forcing my eyes away from her, unable to keep the panic from welling in my chest, my eyes stared off 

towards the coast, while I tried to calculate my next move. 

So it was disappointing to come to the conclusion I was going to have a long swim back when this all fell 

to shit. 

“Russell,” she called out, with my eyes involuntarily closing upon hearing the sound of her voice again. 

But I forced them open in time to see her lean forward and hug the man I believed to have had some 

connection to a very dark underworld – which connected him to my parents’ murders by association 

alone – before she turned and hugged the man at his side, adding with a smile, “Talbot. You both look 

positively radiant.” 

“You’ve outdone yourself,” Talbot grinned, while keeping his arms around her. 

Even knowing of his sexual orientation – even knowing I had absolutely no right to feel the way I did – I 

couldn’t help feeling jealous. 

Nor could I help, wanting to rip his arms from their sockets, for the crime of touching her. 

Waving him off, she laughed and gave him a saucy wink when she added, “Oh, this is nothing. Just wait 

and see what I have planned for Christmas.” 

Quickly running through my mental file marked Russell Edgington, I couldn’t recall anyone named 

Caroline. 

Not in his inner circle. 

Not in his staff of personal assistants. 

But I wasn’t left wondering for long, when Talbot finally tore his eyes away from her and looked to me 

explaining, “Our darling Caroline heads up Extremely Elegant Events. We discovered her talents on last 

New Year’s Eve and we’ve hogged her all to ourselves ever since.” 

Flipping through that mental file, I knew Extremely Elegant Events – otherwise known as Triple E – was 

the catering service of the rich and famous. 

But wondering how Sookie ended up working for them under a pseudonym wasn’t my business, much 

less my mission. 

And yet I couldn’t focus on anything but. 
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When I had yet to say anything – because Andre Fedorov was just as stumped as Eric Northman – Talbot 

went on to say, “Oh, where are my manners? Caroline darling, you know Lafayette, of course. And this is 

his friend, Andre Fedorov. Andre, this is my right hand party planner, Caroline Compton.” 

Caroline Compton? 

Thanks to my eidetic memory, I recognized the name from one of the grave markers in the cemetery 

next door to her grandmother’s house, from when she’d taken me home to meet her family over the 

Thanksgiving holiday during my senior year at Northwestern. 

I knew Caroline Compton had lived and died during the Civil War era. 

What I didn’t know was why Sookie would be using it as her identity. 

Or why I was thinking about that, when my legend as Andre Fedorov was about to crash and burn. 

Our breakup had been by no means amiable.  

I had been an asshole. Sookie had been heartbroken. 

I’d made sure of both. 

She certainly didn’t owe me any kind of loyalty. 

Sookie knew my true identity, as well as what I had become. Even if she didn’t know whether or not I 

had completed my training at Quantico, the mere implication I was anyone other than who I claimed to 

be was enough. 

Being outed as an FBI agent to Russell Edgington wasn’t a career ender, but it was close. 

It could also end up costing me my life, if I was right about what I thought Russell was capable of, and if I 

couldn’t figure out a way to get back to the mainland on my own. 

But then everything stopped – to include my heartbeat and my breathing – when she reached out and 

offered me her hand, neither giving me nor anyone else any indication she knew me and only greeted 

me with a polite, “Mr. Fedorov. I hope you enjoy yourself today.” 

Taking her hand in mine, an electrical charge ran just underneath my skin at the contact, with the hairs 

on my arms standing on end. 

There had always been an undeniable chemistry between us.  

Apparently, not even ten years apart had done away with it. 

Looking into her eyes, I tried to convey my thanks – my remorse for what I had done to both her and to 

us – all while keeping my mask in place and replied, “Ms. Compton. It is a pleasure to meet you.” 

Her eyes widened only slightly, hearing my adopted accent, but she recovered just as quickly and turned 

to face the man at my side that I’d forgotten all about. 

A few words were exchanged between them and then two air kisses to Reynolds a second later, she was 

gone. 
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Watching her walking away, I only realized I’d been caught, when Edgington quietly chuckled, “It seems 

our Mr. Fedorov likes what he sees.” 

“Yes,” I admitted, allowing Andre’s smirk to come onto my face. “I do.” 

It wasn’t even a lie. 

Both me and my legend Andre liked what we saw. 

“You’ll have to get past Babe the Blue Ox,” Talbot added with amusement and nodded towards the man 

watching Sookie now walking towards him. 

He was bald. 

And obviously on steroids. 

I hated him instantly. 

“He is her boyfriend?” I questioned, letting the challenge I was more than willing to give him show in my 

tone. 

Sookie wasn’t why I was there. 

Russell Edgington was. 

But Andre Fedorov was just here to have fun. 

And Andre Fedorov went after what he wanted. 

He wanted Caroline. 

But it was the real me that just wanted Sookie. 

I just didn’t know in what capacity. 

“He thinks he is,” Talbot confided with a slight laugh. “But our Caroline belongs to no one man…other 

than us, of course. And I’m afraid we’re just not compatible in that way.” 

Quirking my eyebrow up in his direction, the corner of my lips went up with it as I said, “Good to know.” 

And – God help me – seeing her again, I realized I still had feelings for her. 

Strong feelings. 

I shouldn’t have been so surprised though. 

She was the only woman I had ever loved. 

But it was hearing Edgington’s voice that pulled me back from the man who had once loved a girl named 

Sookie and reminded me I was instead a man who worked for the Russian mafia, when he said, “Tell me, 

Mr. Fedorov. How do you know our dear Lafayette?” 

Forcing my thoughts away from Sookie, I gave him one of Andre Fedorov’s patented smiles and clapped 

Reynolds on the back. Then laughing out, with just the right amount of mischief infused into my tone, I 

started off my tale with, “It all began with a bottle of vodka.” 
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~o~O~o~ 

Hiding in the shadows of the marina, I watched the mass exodus emerging from the boats, with tipsy 

men and women alike staggering towards their cars.  

The law enforcement official in me wanted to put every one of them through a field sobriety test before 

they got behind the wheels of their luxury cars. 

The Eric Northman in me just wanted to lay eyes on Sookie again. 

Once I’d told my longwinded tale of how Reynolds and I had never met, I was at his side for even longer 

when that had led to Edgington learning of my connections and my dubious employers. 

We’d remained side by side for hours, with me dropping hints of my access to some rare works that 

were difficult to move, as well as my employers’ wishes to expand their collections. 

In reality, every bit of the rare works I had access to were stored in a secret FBI warehouse, having been 

recovered during various sting operations. Their original owners had either long since passed away with 

no heirs or the true owners of the works couldn’t be established. So the agency held onto them and 

used them to validate our undercover aliases and to broker deals with other criminals. 

Criminals like Edgington. 

But he wasn’t stupid enough to overtly engage in criminal activity with someone he’d just met. 

Just like I wasn’t stupid enough to offer to sell stolen works of art to a man I had just met. 

Even if that man’s name was Russell Edgington.  

I was sure he’d had someone looking into my backstory the moment I walked away from him, but I had 

seen the interest in his eyes. 

The fire building behind them, at the thought of adding to his collection. 

It was only a matter of time before he would contact me. 

So, for now, I would have to play the waiting game. 

Which gave me the time to lie in wait for one Sookie Stackhouse. 

Reynolds had gladly ditched me for some old flame of his named Jesus, so I didn’t have to ditch him or 

come up with an excuse to hang around the marina. 

By the time I was done casting the bait towards Edgington, I’d made my way to the front of the ship in 

search of Sookie, but she was gone. With the smaller motorboats ferrying partygoers from one ship to 

another, she could’ve been on any one of them. 

There was no way for me to know, without going from one boat to the next looking for her. And not 

wanting to seem suspicious, I didn’t. 

Andre Fedorov didn’t chase after any woman. 
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But it would seem Eric Northman was pathetic enough to hide in the shadows, waiting for the one who 

hadn’t gotten away – but who he had thrown away – to stroll on by. 

It felt like I’d been standing there forever, with a part of me wondering if I’d somehow missed her in the 

crowds that had long since died down, when I finally saw her. 

Walking with purpose down the dock leading to the parking lot, I watched her, not quite sure what I was 

going to do. 

But I knew what I should do. 

I should walk away and hope like hell that I wouldn’t run into her again, when I was in character as 

Andre Fedorov. 

My entire life’s mission was at risk, with her knowing who I was. 

I’d purposely shunned her from my life, just so I could focus on bringing my parents’ murderer to justice. 

Now, I was so close to doing just that. Closer than I’d ever been to getting the answers and the 

vengeance that I’d sought for so long. 

I couldn’t risk it all, just because I still had feelings for a girl I didn’t really know anymore. 

But even so, I had a feeling I would always love her. 

“Caroline.” 

Her name that wasn’t really her name came through my lips in a near whisper. But hearing my voice 

calling out to her, I knew we were both surprised by it, and her steps faltered with her head turning my 

way. 

Narrowing her eyes, she focused on the shadows I was still cloaked in, so I stepped forward into a patch 

of light. 

Raising her brow, she kept her voice lowered, as she took a step in my direction and replied, with both a 

bit of attitude and disbelief in her tone, “Mr. Fedorov.” 

Her way of letting me know that she knew I was full of shit. 

But when she came to a stop only inches in front of me, it took every ounce of willpower I possessed to 

not reach out and touch her. 

I didn’t deserve to touch her. 

I didn’t deserve her. 

And I’d made sure we’d both known it ten years ago. 

I wasn’t sure what I expected her to do or say, but even so I was surprised when she merely tilted her 

head to the side and politely asked, “Did you enjoy yourself at the party?” 

Was she bugged? 

Was I? 
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It was the only explanation I could come up with for why she would continue with the charade, when it 

was just the two of us standing there. 

Acting as though I was merely a guest of her client, instead of the idiot who had broken her heart – and 

my own in the process – once upon a time. 

“Yes and no,” I answered honestly. 

I’d been both ecstatic and filled with dread laying eyes on her again. 

Even laying out the crumbs for Edgington to follow wasn’t enough for me to consider the day a good 

one. 

Taking a moment to process my ambiguous answer, she replied just as vaguely, “Good.”  

Then turning on her heel, she walked away from me, while casually throwing over her shoulder, “Have a 

good evening, Mr. Fedorov.” 

Standing there, feeling just as dumbfounded as when I first saw her on Edgington’s yacht, I couldn’t tear 

my eyes away from her. 

I couldn’t find the words I wanted – needed – to say. 

Nor could I fight off the sudden chill that seeped into my bones the moment she was no longer in sight.  

I still didn’t have any answers. I still didn’t know what had become of her life or how she had come to be 

known as Caroline Compton. 

I still didn’t think I deserved any answers from her. 

But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t get them. 

Andre Fedorov wasn’t the only one who went after what he wanted. 

~o~O~o~ 

Los Angeles, California 

“So, tell me Andre. What you think of my new club so far?” 

If you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all? 

But telling Edgington my true thoughts on the matter didn’t seem like the smartest option, especially 

since I was his invited guest. 

In the weeks following our initial meet, I’d stayed in character and continued to live the life of Andre 

Fedorov, knowing I now had Edgington’s attention.  

And I knew my suspicions were founded when I’d flown to Moscow in the following days and discovered 

‘my apartment’ had been discreetly searched.  

Then – less subtly – I was followed by two goons on the streets of Paris. 

Those two would’ve blended in better, perched on the eaves of Notre Dame. 
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When I’d ‘gone home’ to Brighton Beach for a visit, I’d sent the next two who’d been tailing me an order 

of blinis. 

They were sitting two tables over for Christ’s sake and staring straight at me. 

But the women he’d sent my way were more subtle in their approach, with some casually striking up a 

conversation with me in the most innocuous of places and others taking a more direct approach by 

hitting on me. 

I assumed Edgington had hopes of getting them into my life and then into my bed, thinking I would be 

dumb enough to spill my secrets over pillow talk. Or perhaps he had hopes that they would be able to 

pick their way through my web of lies to get to the truth of who I was. 

But it didn’t matter. 

Subtle or not, they were just as easy to spot as the men. 

Blondes, brunettes, and redheads alike seemed to turn up at every corner I turned. 

Every table I sat at. 

Every bar I bellied up to. 

I’d turned it into a game, amusing myself by wondering what Edgington’s thoughts were, when I’d sent 

every one of them away. 

Little did he know, he’d only had to send me his party planner and I would’ve been toast. 

But it was a good thing that he didn’t know that. It meant that he didn’t know who I really was or who 

Sookie really was. 

Or who she was to me. 

Even if I still didn’t know why she was living a lie, of sorts. 

With my constant ‘company’, I hadn’t been able to do much research into her background. I hadn’t 

dared to ask my handlers for any information on her, knowing she was a part of my file.  

The FBI knew my entire history to include my failed relationship with one Sookie Stackhouse. 

If they figured out Sookie was somehow connected to my current assignment, I would’ve been pulled 

from the case immediately. 

It was too great of a risk. 

For them and for me. 

They would’ve never left me in place and I would’ve never willingly walked away from what I’d started 

with Edgington.  

So it was better for everyone involved, if they never found out about Sookie’s presence at all. 

I could just no longer tell what was more important to me. 
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Getting to the bottom of Sookie’s past and present or getting to the bottom of Edgington’s secret life 

and the secret society he belonged to. 

I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her in the weeks that followed. She haunted my dreams each 

night and my thoughts all day long. 

But seeing the man at my side was still waiting on me to say something more, I gave him a small nod and 

said, “The club is great, Russell. I’m sure Josephine’s will be a good moneymaker for you.” 

“Oh, money isn’t everything,” he chuckled with a dismissive wave of his hand. 

I was surprised he’d been able to form the words around the silver spoon he’d been born with in his 

mouth. 

Then patting Talbot’s knee, he added, “Isn’t that right, Sugarplum?”  

Sugarplum’s eyes widened just a tick – which was all I needed to see to know that Edgington’s money 

was everything, as far as he was concerned – before he schooled his features once more and lovingly 

squeezed Edgington’s hand, purring out, “Of course, darling.” 

But hearing the word only reminded me that Christmas would be coming soon and Sookie – or rather, 

Caroline – had made mention that day on the yacht that she would be doing something for them around 

the holidays. It was my only lead on when and where I would be able to find her next. 

Inconspicuously, at least. 

A cursory check of Triple E’s website hadn’t revealed anything more than the fact a John Quinn was the 

sole proprietor. 

They left out the part where he was a steroid abusing douchebag extraordinaire. 

But I hadn’t seen any of Triple E’s personnel at the club to indicate they had any part in the grand 

opening of Edgington’s new club.  

Although, with mostly everyone in costume for Halloween night, I supposed I could’ve been wrong. 

And perhaps Talbot was secretly a telepath because he took that moment to say, “I love your costume, 

Andre. Neo, from The Matrix?” 

Scoffing, I smirked, “Hardly. I’m Blade.” 

I figured dressing as the half-mortal half-immortal being hell bent on avenging his mother’s death and 

ridding the world of vampires was apropos. 

Edgington was a soulless soul sucking leach if there ever was one. 

But I didn’t bother to ask what they were dressed as. It was obvious Edgington was supposed to be a 

king of some kind, what with the crown he was wearing on top of his head. 

It looked real enough that I planned on doing some research later on, on missing artifacts from the 

Viking Age to see if I could find anything resembling it. 

But if he was a king, then I guessed that made Talbot his concubine. 
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Not that I was going to say it out loud. 

Patting Talbot’s knee, I only figured out it was Edgington’s way of silencing his lover, when he leaned 

toward me and said in a low voice, “Your employers…you mentioned they were interested in doing a 

little spring cleaning and redecorating.” 

“I did,” I nodded, not giving any outward indication of the slight quickening I felt inside. 

The seed I’d planted on his yacht had obviously taken root. A seed I’d nourished in the following weeks 

by both procuring and offloading a couple of lesser known pieces to some minor players I’d suspected 

had ties to Edgington’s circle. 

Word of my work had obviously traveled back to him, like I had hoped. 

The pieces I’d sold underground weren’t as valuable as the Rembrandt I’d imagined locked away in his 

underground spank bank, but they had been stolen works of art. 

They just weren’t stolen by me. 

Pulled from the dusty shelves of an FBI warehouse, they’d lent credence to my legend as Andre Fedorov, 

in a world where credibility was everything. 

“I’ve done my homework, Mr. Fedorov,” Edgington drawled out in a way that was perfectly polite and 

yet had dangerous undertones.  

But the challenge of what he was saying – and, more importantly, what he wasn’t saying – was in his 

eyes.  

So I met them head on and acknowledged them, with my reply of, “You would be a fool not to. And 

having done my homework as well, I know you are no fool Russell.” 

Purposely using his first name let him know I wasn’t afraid of him. That I didn’t play in the world he 

secretly dipped his toes into when no one was watching. 

I lived in it. 

Andre Fedorov respected men like Russell Edgington, but he did not fear them. 

Neither one of us blinked for several long moments, but eventually the cynicism clouding his eyes 

cleared away and gave way to mirth, when he asked, “What are your plans for the holidays?” 

Shrugging, I honestly answered, “I have none.” 

Andre Fedorov didn’t have a family to spend them with either. 

“You do now,” he responded with finality before his expression morphed back into the carefree ‘quirky 

and eccentric’ mogul. “You’ll be contacted with the details, but tonight I just want you to enjoy yourself 

and our hospitality.” 

His dismissal was obvious, even if his holiday invitation wasn’t as clear, so with a nod of 

acknowledgement I left them in the VIP section and made my way through the packed club.  
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No matter Russell’s preferences, he was a shrewd enough business man to not cut his profits in half by 

only catering to gay men, so the club was filled with men and women alike.  

Between the flashing LED lights, glowing necklaces and black light on the dance floor, it was enough to 

give anyone a headache. 

Or an epileptic seizure. 

So I’d had no plans on lingering beyond an acceptable half hour or so, but on my way to the bar my eyes 

caught a flash of blond. 

A blond I would recognize anywhere. 

Dressed in costume as some sort of cross between a princess and a stripper, Sookie was dancing off to 

one side of the dance floor, with no one in particular. 

Not that there weren’t several men and women alike trying to keep up, with her in particular. 

The shrewd move would have been to keep going. To act like I hadn’t noticed her or, even if I had, to act 

like I wasn’t interested. 

Showing my interest would only end up putting us both in danger. 

If only my feet had gotten the warning signal my brain was sending out. 

Because instead of moving away, they had carried me closer to her. Close enough to reach out and 

touch her. 

Which I did. 

So I guessed my hands hadn’t heard the warning signal either. 

Her back had been to me, but the moment I put my hands on her waist and drew her body back into 

mine, she somehow seemed to know it was me without ever turning around. 

It probably had to do with that charge I felt running underneath my skin at the contact with hers again. 

Something she proved to be true, when she shivered in my hold and barely turned her head, before she 

acknowledged me with, “Mr. Fedorov.” 

“Ms. Compton,” I automatically replied. 

Even dressed as we were, our names were more of a costume than the ones we were actually wearing. 

I had no idea of what I was doing. Where this would lead or how it couldn’t possibly end up blowing up 

in my face and destroying everything I’d built my legend on up until now. 

But touching her again – being near her again – I couldn’t seem to make myself care. 

It was a problem. 

One I might actually give a fuck about later on. 

Not now, though. 
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Because in the next second, she spun around to face me, rubbing her body against mine in way that had 

my heart pounding in my chest. My breathing picked up in pace, with it feeling like I was running a 

marathon instead of the reality of just sliding my body against hers to the beat of the music blaring 

around us. 

It was a problem. 

A problem that only had one solution. 

According to the brain that resided south of my waist. 

But at least the one north of my shoulders had the wherewithal to drag her off of the dance floor and 

into a dark corner before I gave in to attacking her mouth with my own.  

Her gasp of surprise was all I needed to deepen the kiss I still had no right to force on her. But just as 

quickly her hands reached up and wove their way into my hair, using it as her handhold to keep me 

there as she returned my kiss. 

It was everything I remembered it to be. 

It was everything I’d forgotten it could be. 

It took everything in me to not take it further. 

But I wanted to. 

Desperately. 

Feeling her hands leave my hair to blaze a trail down my back threatened what little hold I had left of my 

sanity. But feeling those same hands grip my ass and pull me even closer to her body was my undoing. 

Lifting her up, her legs automatically encircled my waist, with her hips grinding against the straining 

erection in my pants. 

But being in a packed nightclub – one that was owned and occupied by the target of an FBI sting 

operation no less – meant our options weren’t just limited. 

They were nonexistent. 

There was nowhere to go to finish what I’d had no right to start. Leaving together could raise questions. 

Leaving without one another could raise suspicions since it would be obvious to a blind man that we 

would have unfinished business with one another. 

Short of turning back time or teleporting us from the room, there was no good way to end this. 

Ironic, all things considered. 

Things between us hadn’t ended in a good way the last time either. 

And once again, it was my fault. 

With all of the dangers – quite literally – lurking in the dark corners surrounding us, some of the urgency 

I’d felt had given way to caution. 



25 
 

No matter how much I wanted her – no matter how much I both wanted and needed to make things 

right between us – I couldn’t endanger her because I was simply too selfish to let her go. 

I’d done it once before. 

I could do it again. 

Maybe. 

So perhaps it was both the past and present that had me pulling away and breathing out against her lips, 

“I’m sorry.” 

For what I’d done before. 

For what I was doing now. 

But staring into her eyes, I saw a bit of Sookie in there right before she sadly replied, “You are.” 

Then slapping me across the face, it was Caroline Compton’s eyes staring back at me before she turned 

and stalked away from me. 

~o~O~o~ 

Brooklyn, New York 

Returning to Brighton Beach for the Thanksgiving holiday was something Andre Fedorov would have 

done. In spite of his parents’ death (both killed in the same car accident, involving a drunk driver) and 

despite his Russian heritage, he was American born. 

The majority of Americans spent that holiday at home. 

Eric Northman would’ve gone home too. 

If he wasn’t on assignment and had one to go home to. 

But neither Andre nor I were prepared to be ambushed at our front door.  

I’d barely turned the key into the lock when I was shoved into from behind and forced through the 

doorway into the apartment. But it was more my subconscious mind than anything else that told me not 

to strike back. 

Because imprinted into my memories was a scent that could belong to no other. And that scent was 

surrounding me now. 

Sookie. 

Turning around, as the door slammed shut behind her, I only got a glimpse of her coat sliding down her 

arms and hitting the floor before she was on me. While her attack was aggressive in nature, it wasn’t 

violent. 

Far from. 

Instead it was passionate, with her body pushing mine against the wall, while her hands brought my 

head down to meet hers, so our lips could meet somewhere in the middle. 



26 
 

My arms had already snaked around her body and pulled her closer, all the while knowing it would 

never be close enough. 

I had no idea of how she had found me. 

I didn’t know why she was there. 

Her very presence could destroy all of the work I’d put into my legend over the last few months – the 

last decade – and yet, here and now, I couldn’t bring myself to care. 

The only thing I cared about in that moment was that I had her in my grasp again. 

So I decided to make the most of it. 

Lifting her up – she would never be tall enough, no matter how high her heels were – I spun us around 

and pressed her against the wall. It seemed appropriate since that was the last position we’d been in 

before reality had intruded into our little fantasy encounter in the nightclub a month earlier. 

Now there was no one to witness what I’d been longing to do for ten long years, so there was nothing to 

stop me from running my hands up her sides and taking her shirt with them. 

We’d both still been young when everything had fallen apart. Sookie had barely been old enough to 

drink by the time I’d begun my training at Quantico. 

But over the years her body had matured. The softness she’d carried in her youth had given way to lean 

muscle cloaked by a feminine suppleness that I couldn’t stop myself from exploring. 

But by keeping her pressed against the wall with my own body, I didn’t have the freedom to do it 

thoroughly. 

So I rectified that issue. 

Pulling her away from the wall, I kept her body pressed to mine and devoured her mouth, while I 

stumbled into the bedroom. 

Before then, the room had been nothing more than a prop.  

The clothes hanging in the closet were the costumes of an American born Russian procurer who worked 

for the mafia. 

The pictures on the dresser of a young smiling family were nothing more than lines on a canvas painting 

a picture of Andre Fedorov’s life. 

Only when I set her down onto her feet at the foot of the bed did the room actually come alive. 

With every exhale she breathed out, it breathed new life into the space surrounding her.  

Her hands had already gone to work on working my t-shirt up my torso before I ever set her down, so it 

had been lost somewhere along the way. The shirt she’d worn had been left in a pile on the floor, just 

inside my front door, so now she was left in nothing more than her bra, skirt, and heels. 

She had my pants pushed down to my ankles at the same time I pushed her down onto the mattress, so 

she didn’t have to reach out very far to pull me down on top of her. 
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Kicking my pants off the rest of the way, she wrapped her legs back around my middle, while my hands 

went to work on ridding her of the bra she was still wearing. 

My lips and tongue trailed a path over every inch of skin my hands had uncovered, with her back arching 

into me and the most enticing sounds leaving her lips. 

My Sookie had always been a screamer. 

And while I might not have been able to truthfully call her mine anymore – while she might not even be 

Sookie Stackhouse anymore – that didn’t make me any less inclined to see if I could get her to scream 

for me again. 

Having found the zipper to her skirt, I pulled it down, taking every bit of fabric covering the lower half of 

her body the rest of the way down, until she was left in nothing but her high heels. 

Those, I left on. 

And I used them as my starting point.  

Sitting up on my heels, I brought her right ankle up with me and ghosted an upwards path with my 

mouth. 

Kissing. Licking. Biting. 

Tonguing away the sting left behind by my blunt teeth. 

When I reached the apex of her thighs, I only pressed my lips against her center for the briefest of 

moments. 

It was a promise to return. 

It was a tease that she would have to wait for it. 

Both were equally as true for me. 

Then pulling away, before she could get a grip on my head to try and keep me there, I sat up once more 

and started the process all over again by repeating my actions with her left leg. 

But when I found myself at the top of her thighs that time, I didn’t hesitate to fulfill the unspoken 

promise I’d made to her. 

Sookie had been a virgin when we’d first met one another and my level of experience at the time wasn’t 

that much further along than hers. So we had explored together. Learned one another’s bodies in a way 

that no one else had ever known. 

And I liked to fool myself into believing that we would be the only ones to ever know one another in that 

way. 

But it was both from and with her that I learned how to make love to the woman I loved. 

It was both from and with her that I learned how to fuck the woman that drove me insane with desire. 

And it was because of her that I learned what distinguished the two. 
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I knew because, while I may have fucked other women since her, I hadn’t made love to another woman 

since her. 

But I didn’t need an eidetic memory to fall back on to know what to do to get her to see stars.  

Pushing her thighs to each side with my hands, she cried out when my tongue parted her folds and I 

fought against my want to smile, relishing in the sound. 

It was music to my ears. 

And just like the Neil Diamond earworm she was going by these days, I hadn’t forgotten the lyrics, no 

matter how much time had passed by. 

There were so many things we needed to talk about. So many questions I needed answers to. We would 

both be in danger if our secrets were discovered. 

I think. 

But I couldn’t be sure without asking her why she was going under an assumed identity. 

It was one of those many questions I needed an answer to. 

So the last thing I should have been doing was exactly what we were doing right then. 

But – right then – I couldn’t think of a single thing that was more important to me than getting her to fall 

apart around my tongue. 

Sealing my lips around her clit, her hips bucked up at the first flick of my tongue, but I was already one 

step ahead of her. Sliding my right hand further up her body, I pinned her lower half in place with my 

forearm spread across her hips, while moving my left hand over and sliding the first of two fingers inside 

of her. 

Her own fingers slid into my hair and gripped the strands caught in her hands, holding my head in place, 

while I went to work on getting her to scream my name. 

But she didn’t. 

Because when she finally tipped over the edge of ecstasy, a slew of indecipherable sounds fell through 

her lips, but my name hadn’t been one of them. 

It bothered me more than I could have ever imagined. 

Was it payback? 

Had she done it on purpose? 

Did it really matter? 

With those three questions added to the infinite list in my mind, I wasn’t bothered enough to stop 

myself from kissing and licking my way back up her body, until I was hovering over her again.  

Staring down into her eyes, the light behind them I remembered from a decade earlier was still there. 

Dimmer, but it was still there. 
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“Soo…” 

Silencing me with a single finger pressed over my lips, before I could say her name out loud for the first 

time in what felt like forever, she then pressed her lips to mine and I was soon lost in her kiss. 

Wrapping her body around mine, it only took the slightest shift of her hips for me to be sliding inside of 

her. 

It was everything I remembered it to be. 

It was everything I’d forgotten it could be. 

But unlike the last time I’d found myself having those same thoughts, this time I could take it further. 

So I did. 

Moving on top of her with a kind of desperation brought about by ten years of denial – of fooling myself 

into believing that I could have lived the rest of my life without ever being with her again – my entire 

body was on sensory overload.  

Touch. Taste. Scent. Sight. Sound. 

They were all teeming from the same central theme. 

Sookie. 

And she met my desperation with her own kind of urgency, moving both with and against me to push us 

higher and higher, until there was no turning back. 

There was no stopping it. 

For either one of us. 

Feeling her inner walls clamp down around me and her attempt to muffle her own screams by clamping 

her blunt teeth into the skin at the base of my neck was all it took for me to explode inside of her with a 

strangled cry of my own. 

The aftershocks had my body jerking on top of hers, with the sweat coating the both of us only adding to 

the shiver going down my spine, now that the surrounding air had a chance to cool our overheated 

bodies. 

I should have moved off of her. 

I should have pressed her for answers. 

But when my eyes finally managed to focus on hers again I had another realization. 

I was never able to do what I should have done when it came to her. 

So it was no surprise when instead of moving off of her or pressing her for answers, I pressed my lips, 

along with the rest of my body, to hers and stayed right where I was. 

~o~O~o~ 



30 
 

Las Vegas, Nevada 

Christmas time on the Vegas strip was nothing like a Norman Rockwell portrait. But it was where I was 

told to go. 

Living up to his word, I’d been contacted by Edgington’s people a week after Thanksgiving. But rather 

than just being given an invitation to the party he was throwing, I was also given a list of instructions. 

Which, in all reality, were more like demands. 

Offshore bank records had to be forwarded and verified. The assets had to meet the minimum threshold 

of twenty-five million dollars. 

Any pieces which were up for sale needed to be sent ahead of my arrival for independent 

authentication. 

Over the years the FBI had confiscated several pieces that were near-perfect forgeries. Only a lab filled 

with the most up-to-date equipment would be able to tell with any certainty they weren’t the real thing. 

But knowing Edgington had the resources to own a nuclear arsenal, having an advanced laboratory with 

the necessary tools to ferret out forgeries wasn’t out of the question. 

Which was why I’d had no choice but to send him the real deal. 

A Rodin sculpture that had been ‘missing’ for decades. 

A fifty pound crystal ball stolen from Beijing’s Forbidden City. 

A few Native American artifacts and the diary of a key Nazi operative rounded out my offerings, but the 

magnum opus of my submissions would be hand carried there by me. 

Because it wasn’t the real deal, but a masterfully crafted forgery. 

Painstakingly recreated to mimic one of the eight lost Faberge eggs, the only thing truly fake about it 

was the master who’d crafted it. 

The jewels and precious metals used to do it were one hundred percent real and the paint used to 

create it was repurposed from other works dated in the same time period to pass any tests used to 

determine its age. 

It had passed the inspections of several – fully vetted and sworn to secrecy on pain of death – experts in 

the field, so I wasn’t too worried about it being discovered to be a forgery. 

And even if it was, I could always fall back on claiming ignorance due to its craftsmanship. 

But it was being given those demands that led me and the Bureau to believe in unicorns and winged 

dragons because they were willing to temporarily part with their most expensive pawn to date in order 

to infiltrate something as priceless as taking down the auction. 

The only purpose behind those kinds of demands had to be the auction. 

It was real. 
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Edgington himself could very well be the Auctioneer. 

The tales of a mysterious auction being held in various locations throughout the world were legendary in 

both the underground world and amongst the law enforcement special ops groups tasked with rooting 

them out. 

The auction had been the white whale for agents and criminals alike, with all of them salivating at the 

thought of it actually existing. 

The thought of getting invited to one was nearly too much to hope for on either side. 

But considering the demands, there wasn’t a more plausible explanation and thanks to the resources of 

the United States government, I was able to fulfill them. 

But what the United States government didn’t know – what I had kept to myself and failed to report – 

was the identity of Edgington’s party planner. 

Neither Caroline Compton’s nor Sookie Stackhouse’s name had been included in any briefing on the 

operation. 

I didn’t know what – exactly – her involvement was. Why she was living her life under a false identity. 

How she had become involved with Edgington at all or if her involvement extended beyond planning 

parties and went in to more nefarious deeds. 

All I knew for sure was that she was involved in his planned holiday party. 

I hoped like hell her involvement didn’t go further than hung mistletoe and spiked eggnog. 

But I had no way of knowing. 

She had been gone by the time I’d woken up the next morning. The only sign she’d been there at all, and 

that it all hadn’t just been a dream, was a note she’d left on the pillow beside mine. 

Don’t go. 

Nothing more than those two words, not that I deserved even that much from her. 

No further explanation. No clue as to whether they were words from our past. 

Words of warning from our present. 

Words she could have very well plucked out of my sleeping mind, lying beside her. 

Without tipping my hand to my handlers, I had no way of finding out more information on Caroline 

Compton. 

Without showing my interest in her to Edgington and his crew, I wouldn’t have the first clue as to where 

to begin to look for her. 

I was screwed. 

And it didn’t help to soften the blow at all that I’d actually been able to follow through on the more 

literal interpretation where she was concerned. 
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But the fact I’d been extended a demand filled invitation to Edgington’s soirée had me believing, 

whatever her motives, she hadn’t given mine away.  

Sookie had no idea of what I suspected – of Edgington’s involvement in the underground world of stolen 

art or his possible connection in some way to the deaths of my parents – so I had no idea what she 

might possibly think my motives could be.  

And I had absolutely no clue as to what hers were. 

I only knew we were both walking a fine line between fact and fiction. 

So I could only hope we would both be able to teeter on that edge together, until it was all said and 

done. 

The instructions I’d been given told me to arrive no later than seven o’clock the night before the party. I 

was to check into the designated hotel – one of the more upscale casinos owned by Felipe de Castro 

(well-known casino mogul/lesser known suspected Mexican drug lord). 

So I walked up to the counter and replied to the desk clerk’s inquiry, that I was checking in and after 

giving them the false name I was using – a legend within my legend – I uttered the phrase I was told to 

use. 

“I would like a room with an eastern exposure to view the sunrise.” 

“Of course, Mr. Madden,” the clerk responded without any hint of awareness as to the meaning behind 

my words. 

Handing over a card key, she merely smiled and said, “The elevator on the far left will take you to your 

room. I hope you enjoy your stay with us.” 

No one seemed to blink at the specially crafted carbon fiber attache secured to my wrist with handcuffs. 

Lined with bulletproof Kevlar, it could withstand a direct blast of C4 and remain secured, its contents 

intact. 

Inside the case was the forged Faberge egg and the only way to get to it would be through me.  

The case was secured, needing my thumbprint, retinal scan, and a pin code in order to be opened. 

In that order. 

But there were two pin codes that could open it.  

One would automatically trigger a hidden GPS signal that my team was waiting on and when they 

received the signal from it they would slowly converge on my location, but they would wait on me to 

send a second signal that would indicate the time was right to make their entry. 

The other would not only activate the GPS, but it would alert my team that they needed to converge 

immediately. 

It was a failsafe on the off-chance I was in trouble and needed their assistance. 

One I hoped I wouldn’t need to use. 
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I needed to be able to wait for all of the key players to arrive. To have them all in place so they could all 

go down for everything they’d been up to, but had been able to get away with due to their power, 

influence, and money. 

I needed it to be done and over with. 

It was the only way I would ever be able to get my life back. 

Knowing Sookie was still out there and that maybe I still had a chance at being with her again, only 

drove me harder to get everything that had been keeping us apart resolved. 

Seeing her again had made me realize justice wasn’t the only thing I needed. 

In fact, seeing her again – being with her again – had tipped the scales in her favor. 

That thought alone had caused me even more guilt – more anguish – over everything that had led me to 

where I was now. 

Alone. 

All because someone had murdered my parents. 

I knew most of the blame for my current situation was on me, but the only way to get back to where I 

wanted to be was to follow through on the path that had led me there. 

So I stepped into the designated elevator and inserted the card key given to me by the hotel clerk. There 

weren’t any buttons for the floors, so I assumed the key itself would bring me to the right floor. 

Only instead of going up, the elevator began to descend the moment the doors sealed shut. 

When they opened again I found myself in what I at first thought was an underground parking garage.  

At a second glance I realized it was a tunnel, wide enough for a large truck or two smaller cars to pass 

through side by side. 

With the case secured to my left wrist, I pulled my gun from the concealed holster using my right hand 

and stepped into what could end up being my final concrete resting place. 

The elevator doors slid shut behind me, but I had a feeling they wouldn’t have opened again if I’d tried. 

Instead I turned right and walked further down the barely lit cavern, until I came to another juncture. 

The Bentley I found occupying the spot just around the corner had tinted windows, but I could see the 

driver through the windshield right before he exited the car and opened the backdoor, gesturing for me 

to get in. 

Seeing the car was empty, I eyed the driver for a moment – built like a small mountain, gun holstered on 

his left side, a smaller pistol tucked into an ankle holster on his right leg, genetics hadn’t been kind – 

before climbing inside. 

The gun was still in my hand when he retook the driver’s seat and he looked at me through the rearview 

mirror saying, “Before we go any further, Mr. Fedorov. You’ll need to have a drink.” 
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It was only then that I noticed the crystal tumbler filled with two fingers of clear liquid sitting in the cup 

holder, but meeting the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror again I realized we wouldn’t be going 

anywhere until I complied. 

Picking up the glass, I swallowed the contents in one gulp before looking back at the driver and said, 

“Just call me Alice.” 

Because I had no doubt that I was about to go down the rabbit hole. 

~o~O~o~ 

My consciousness slowly crept up on me, with touch being the first sense to return to me. 

No longer sitting, I could feel that I was laid out on something soft. 

A mattress? 

Sound came next, when I heard the faint strains of classical music filtering in through my ears, but there 

was a not quite percussive beat along with it that wasn’t keeping time with the rest of the music.  

Forcing my eyes open before they were ready, they slammed shut again at the bright light surrounding 

me from nearly all sides. 

It had been dark when I first walked into the hotel, but there was no doubt it was now daytime, seeing 

the sunlight filtering in through the windows of the room I was in, once I was able to open my eyes 

again.  

I couldn’t see anything else though. No landmarks to give me any hints as to where I might be. 

My head was still woozy from whatever my drink had been laced with, but I managed to sit up and 

instantly regretted it. 

The room felt like it was spinning – or rocking – and it took me another moment to get my bearings, 

when I noticed the attache was no longer attached to my wrist. 

Panic over losing it welled in my chest more than the situation I’d risen in and I threw my feet over the 

side of the bed, nearly toppling over again when the nausea I’d managed to swallow down threatened 

to make its way out. 

Whatever they’d given me was potent. 

So I couldn’t be sure if what I saw next was real or imagined when Sookie appeared in the doorway. 

I only realized it was in all actuality Caroline Compton I was looking at, when she addressed me in a 

business-like tone with, “Mr. Fedorov. I hope you had a good night’s rest.” 

“I’ve had better,” I glared back at her, forcing myself to remain in character, while hoping she knew my 

better nights had always included her. 

But I had taken my lead from her by the fact she was doing the same. 

Acting as though we were virtual strangers. 
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Ignoring my attitude, she stepped into the room and pointed off to one side, showing me where the 

missing briefcase was now sitting, as she explained, “Your attache was removed for your comfort, but 

I’m afraid your other items won’t be returned to you until the conclusion of tonight’s event.” 

My other items. 

A quick mental inventory made me aware I would be without my gun and cell phone. 

Given the night’s event, I would need at least one, if not both. 

The second signal I was supposed to send my team was in the form of an icon on my phone that, when 

pressed, would tell them to come running. 

Now the only way to get them there would be to put in the second pin code. 

Swallowing down the bile that was still threatening to come up, I pushed myself to my feet and my 

eyebrow pushed towards my hairline seeing I’d been stripped down to my boxer briefs. 

Hoping like hell it had been Sookie and not Talbot who’d undressed me, I smirked at her and gestured to 

my nearly naked body asking, “Was it good for you?” 

It was something Andre would have done. 

And Eric too, if I was being honest. 

“I’ve had better,” she smirked in return. 

My brow managed to nudge upwards a notch more in silent question, but before I could give voice to it 

– and potentially out us in a very dangerous way – a flash of white caught my eye. 

Turning to face the window at my left, I locked down my facial expression and waited until I knew I had 

my voice under control before asking, “Where are we?” 

The white that had caught my eye was a wave cap, one of what looked to be hundreds, filtering across 

the blue expanse of water reaching out as far as I could see. 

I felt more than saw her come to stand beside me, as she calmly – but warningly – replied, “The Gulf of 

Mexico.” 

Admittedly, I wasn’t up on maritime law. Eidetic memory or not, there hadn’t been a need until now. 

But I knew as long as we were within twelve miles of the coast, we would still be within U.S. territory. 

Then I tried to reason, even if we were in Mexican waters, the United States government had a mutually 

beneficial – if not sometimes tenuous – relationship when working with our allies at our southern 

border. 

So I wasn’t screwed. 

Not completely. 

But I had to second guess my assessment when she went on to add, “There’s a continental shelf sitting 

between the U.S., Mexico, and Cuba where no boundaries are fixed.” 
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What she didn’t add was that was likely where we were. 

Floating in a virtual Bermuda’s Triangle where no one country had any jurisdiction. 

So I really was screwed. 

Completely. 

But as much as I knew I should walk over and enter what equated to the panic pin code into the case 

that would activate the GPS and simultaneously call my brothers in arms to my location, I didn’t. 

I needed to see – to be absolutely certain – that all of the major players were actually on board. 

Otherwise the last ten years of my life would have been wasted. 

I’d already wasted ten years of the life I could have had with Sookie. 

I would be damned if I didn’t get something for my sacrifice. 

But since it was Caroline Compton standing at Andre Fedorov’s side, I had to suspect the room we were 

in was bugged. 

She hadn’t given me any kind of silent signal either, indicating that we could charade our way into giving 

the other an idea of what we were doing there, so I took that to mean there were probably hidden 

cameras watching our every move as well. 

With all of that in mind, I turned to her and shrugged my indifference, asking, “So, when is this party 

starting?” 

Meeting my eyes, there was a hint of worry behind hers, but a grim determination soon came over her 

face when she nodded and walked towards another door within the room, while saying, “Dinner will be 

served at six o’clock sharp, with the event following at eight.” 

Following behind her, she opened a door and stepped into what I soon saw was a walk-in closet that 

contained a tuxedo that wasn’t mine – but I somehow suspected would fit me perfectly – as she 

explained, “Formal wear is required.” 

Then snapping her eyes up to meet mine, she dropped to her knees and began pulling up a section of 

carpet, while she went on to casually say, “Tonight’s menu consists of multiple options, which I’m sure 

will please the most discerning palate.” 

She began listing dishes, ranging from salmon to braised lamb, and described in detail how it would all 

be prepared, as though she was merely a server at a high end restaurant. 

And not somehow involved in a highly illegal criminal plot. 

All throughout her explanation, she pulled several handguns, extra clips, and what appeared to be a 

satellite phone from a secret compartment she’d uncovered beneath the floorboards. 

Stepping into the closet myself, I brushed past the door in a way that brought it in on us, but I internally 

stuttered seeing the concern back in her eyes when they met mine again. 
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Even so, I forced myself to silently acknowledge that we were more than likely being monitored in some 

way that obviously didn’t include cameras in the closet, given what she was uncovering, by asking, “Are 

you a tailor as well? What if the tuxedo doesn’t fit?” 

Standing up, she put the guns in my hands and pressed her body against mine, with her cool façade only 

showing in her voice when she answered, “I assure you, it will fit. But feel free to try it on.” 

Outwardly, she was terrified. Something she clued me in to by leaning up and whispering, “I told you not 

to come.” 

No. 

She’d told me, ‘Don’t go.’ 

Had she stuck around that morning, she would have heard me telling her the exact same thing. 

But now wasn’t the time for that, so I only whispered in return, “You weren’t complaining about that 

when you were in my bed.”  

It obviously wasn’t the time for that either. 

I obviously had no control when it came to her. 

“Eric,” she whispered barely loud enough for me to hear. 

But I did hear it. 

And with it a kind of warmth spread through my body that I hadn’t known I was capable of feeling, 

hearing her say my name again. 

But it left me just as quickly when she added, “You don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into. These 

people are dangerous. They won’t hesitate to kill you if they find out you’re not who you say you are.” 

My mind flitted back to the case sitting on the table. All I had to do was enter in the panic code and my 

team would be on their way to rescue us. 

But everything she’d just said applied to her as well. 

Sookie wasn’t who she said she was either. Therefore she was in danger too. 

Suddenly, making sure the other players were on board by now didn’t seem as important. 

Not when my hesitation could lead to me losing Sookie in a way that I would have no chance at being 

with her again. 

But I still didn’t know why she was there. I didn’t think she could be playing me – or more like, I didn’t 

want to believe she was – so while I had some small measure of confidence Sookie would do no such 

thing, the reality was that I had no idea of what Caroline Compton was capable of. 

So I took a leap of faith and exhaled a truth that could see me in a watery grave by admitting, “I have a 

team in place. All I have to do is summon them and they’ll converge on the ship.” 



38 
 

Granted, it would take them a while and necessitate helicopters that I had no idea how long it would 

take them to get into the air, but they would be there. 

Eventually. 

“No!” she exhaled sharply, with her eyes darting at the nearly closed closet door in a panic. Then reining 

in her voice, she added, “You can’t. All of the pieces aren’t in place yet.” 

“What are you talking about?” I asked automatically, with my next question coming through my lips a 

second later. “And what are you doing here?” 

I could have lived for a thousand years and I still never would have expected to hear what she went on 

to say. 

~o~O~o~ 

Dinner was finally winding down, but being forced to sit still through the five course meal was a torture 

in and of itself, in spite of how delicious the food was. 

But it was difficult to sit at a banquet table across from the man you suspected had a hand in your 

parents’ murders and keep your appetite. 

If there was such a thing as telekinetic powers, I likely would have developed it through sheer willpower 

alone and choked him to death with the dinner roll he’d been eating, with nothing more than my stare. 

To his right sat Felipe de Castro, but his presence wasn’t all that surprising, considering his connections 

to the Mexican drug cartel and the fact one of his casinos had been the staging area at the start of this 

auction. 

To the left of Chow sat a man whose presence did surprise me, but more so because he was a well-

known recluse.  

Appius Livius Ocella purportedly didn’t leave his palatial grounds, located in the countryside just outside 

of Rome. But the fact he was there told me whatever would be on auction was something big enough to 

garner his presence. 

But sitting just behind him on his left was a boy. No more than fourteen years old, he sat perfectly still 

with his eyes trained on his clasped hands in his lap. 

I didn’t know Ocella to have a son, but the entire night was bizarre, so it was no wonder the word ‘pet’ 

flitted through my mind. 

There was something about him that struck me as familiar, but I couldn’t place it. 

While my mind worked through that little puzzle, I took note of the others at the table. 

Mustapha Khan, purported second in command of one of the most feared Islamic terrorist 

organizations, sat having an idle conversation with Freyda Christiansen, heiress to a billion dollar hotel 

empire. 

The irony of the root of her last name wasn’t lost on me, even if it may have been lost on him. 
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There were a little less than two dozen others at the table, consisting of both the real world elite and the 

elite criminal underground. Those of old and new money alike sat side by side, their sizable bank 

accounts and closets full of skeletons uniting them on this one night. 

It was a who’s who that would have both the paparazzi and the attorney general salivating if they’d 

known what was about to go down. 

The case was still sitting at my feet. 

The panic code was still waiting to be entered into the pin pad. 

Sookie was nowhere to be seen. 

The only reason why I hadn’t called in the Calvary yet was because the most unique – and illicit – items 

had yet to be brought onto the ship. I learned from my whispered closet conversation with Sookie that it 

was a failsafe measure. 

The less time those items remained onboard, the less likely any of the people in the room would be 

caught red-handed on the off-chance the ship was boarded by the authorities. 

Even if we were currently sitting in an area where there weren’t any defined boundaries for the 

authorities of any nation to act within their jurisdiction. 

Edgington was a paranoid megalomaniac. 

Rightfully so. 

But his paranoia was why Sookie hadn’t said a word out loud when she’d shown up at my Brighton 

Beach apartment. She’d known he was prone to spying on his new potential contacts and that his 

method of choice was by bugging their homes. 

I normally swept any apartment of ‘mine’ for listening devices every time I entered it, after a long stay 

away. But even if I’d found any – and I’d found several over the years – I never removed them during an 

active investigation. 

Because I always remained in character while I was there. 

Andre Fedorov made calls and conducted deals for his bosses, within those four walls, but not Eric 

Northman. 

When Sookie had ambushed me at my front door, it had been my first trip back to Brighton Beach after 

I’d last acknowledged my tail with an order of blinis sent to their table. Any plans I’d had to search for 

listening devices at the time had disappeared, having been replaced by the only search I found 

meaningful in that moment. 

Finding her G-spot. 

But having some insight on how Edgington operated, thanks to her friendship with his lover Talbot, was 

why Sookie had stopped me from saying her name out loud. 

I decided on my own it was also why she hadn’t said – or screamed – my name out loud. 
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In fact, over those few hours we’d spent together in my bed, Sookie hadn’t uttered a single intelligible 

word. 

Anyone listening in likely thought I’d spent those few hours fucking Helen Keller. 

But we had communicated in other ways. 

Carnal ways. 

But rather than reverting to an insecure teenager – asking why she’d literally come and gone that night 

– after hearing her reason for assuming a false identity and infiltrating Edington’s inner circle, I only had 

one thought. 

Sookie had been right. 

I’d had no idea of what I’d gotten myself into. 

And now knowing what was truly at stake, I’d had no choice but to wait until all of the ‘pieces’ were in 

place to call for reinforcements.  

“It would seem we have an imposter in our midst.” 

My heart all but stopped at hearing the amused accusation I assumed was being aimed my way. But I’d 

had years of experience to rely on, which is what kept my mask in place when I turned towards my 

accuser and replied with nothing more than an arched brow. 

“Your reputation doesn’t do you justice, Mr. Fedorov. You are much better looking than Talbot 

described.” 

Allowing my eyes to warm a fraction, I gave the woman sitting on my right a flirtatious smile and replied, 

“While Talbot’s opinion doesn’t really matter to me, I am pleased to hear yours.” 

Not. 

While she was undoubtedly a beautiful woman, Sophie-Anne Leclerq’s reputation preceded her as well. 

She was known in the press as the Black Widow for good cause. 

A once upon a time Playboy centerfold turned high end escort, Leclerq had been married and widowed 

numerous times. 

All of her husbands had been old and wealthy men in failing health. 

The authorities had suspected more than once that she’d helped them along in finding death, but there 

had never been any concrete proof. 

The fact she was present at the auction would be proof enough that she was up to something shady, but 

it was Sookie’s suspicions that led me to believe Leclerq was capable of something much more heinous 

than murder. 

But I forced myself to not focus on what Sookie suspected or her reasons for being there because I 

couldn’t be sure I would be able to concentrate on being Andre Fedorov. 
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If I thought on it too much I could very well turn into Scarface’s Tony Montana at the Babylon Club. 

Thankfully, it was only a moment later when Edgington’s version of Octavio the Clown stood up at the 

head of the table and clapped his hands together twice to get everyone’s attention, saying in a proud 

and yet ominous tone, “Attention, please.” 

When the crowd quieted down, Talbot turned and nodded at Edgington who then stood up and spread 

his arms open wide, with a smile to match it as he said, “Friends. As you all know, you were each given 

hints at what would be on offer tonight, tailored to your specific desires. But we have many more 

surprises in store for you all and who knows, you might see something else that strikes your fancy.” 

Chuckling at some sort of in-joke that I, at the very least, wasn’t privy to, he ended with, “So please, join 

me now in a little last minute holiday shopping.” 

The sound of chairs being slid back echoed throughout the room, so I grabbed the case at my feet and 

stood up to follow the crowd. 

Internally, I was twitching, itching to put the panic code into the case and hoping like hell my team 

would be able to reach us in time. We would be given an hour to ‘peruse the goods for sale’, so with the 

clock already ticking, it would likely be a photo finish on them reaching us before time ran out. 

But even with everything I’d been working towards at stake, I found most of my concern was centered 

on Sookie. 

Even if she somehow managed to stay out of the fray, she could very well be charged for her complicity 

in Edgington’s shady dealings. Her motives for being there didn’t matter, but her firsthand knowledge of 

everything she’d seen and heard would hopefully be her ticket to an immunity deal. 

That didn’t make the thought of her being arrested any easier a pill to swallow. 

I hated that I’d been so selfish as to not even consider what she could have possibly been going through 

over the years. In my apathy over my own lot in life, I’d been painting rainbows over her imagined life 

when in all reality there had been a dark cloud over her head. 

I hated that I’d so thoroughly destroyed everything we’d once had together that she hadn’t even 

considered trying to contact me when she needed me. 

I hated that she’d known me so thoroughly, even ten years later, to know that I would have moved 

heaven and earth to stop her from being there tonight had I known all along her reason for attending. It 

was that knowledge of me that had kept her mouth shut when she’d shown up at my apartment, more 

so than the bugs Edgington had planted inside. 

I hated that I’d pushed her out of my life at all. 

But I had hope that I could get her back. Salvage something of what we’d once had together. 

I would say that I would try to make it all up to her, but I knew that was an impossible task.  

There was no making it up. 

All I could do was vow to do better.  
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I’d more than learned my lesson, so I hoped she would take another chance on us. 

“Mr. Fedorov.” 

Hearing Edgington’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts and glancing over at the man, he looked 

positively giddy when he said, “I believe you still have one more item on offer?” 

Acknowledging him with the barest hint of a smile, I nodded and placed the case onto the nearest table. 

We were just outside of the room where the other ‘items’ were being displayed, but a quick glance 

inside showed at least half a dozen armed guards. 

I was sure there were at least twice that many unseen scattered across the ship. 

Pressing my thumb onto the scanner, my mental ‘on your mark’ rang loudly in my mind. 

Repeating the process with my right eye sounded off the ‘get set’. 

So my internal countdown started as soon as I entered in the pin code that would call the elite of the 

elite, when it came to the FBI’s tactical response team, to my location. 

Go. 

Opening the case, even my breath caught in my throat staring down at what I knew to be a forgery. But 

it was damn good one. 

Good enough for Edgington to sigh out, “My, my…aren’t you the goose with the golden egg.” 

“I present you with The Alexander III Portraits egg,” I solemnly stated. “One of the eight missing Faberge 

eggs, it was made under the supervision of Peter Carl Faberge in 1896, for Nicholas II of Russia who then 

presented it to his mother, the Dowager Empress Maria Feodorovna.” 

Recalling Talbot’s words at our first meet, I smirked at the coincidence and added, “No relation, I’m 

afraid.” 

“Is it true?” he asked, ignoring everything but the egg. 

A quick glance told me that he wasn’t asking if every word I’d just uttered was a lie.  

He was questioning whether or not the legend of what the egg contained was true. 

So I took the white cotton gloves from the pocket within the case and pulled them on before gently 

lifting the egg from where it had been securely nestled inside. 

Then unclasping the egg, I smirked and said, “See for yourself.” 

There had been a lot of back and forth as to whether or not to include the legendary tales of what the 

egg contained. Ultimately it was decided to go ahead with it, knowing to anyone in the market for it, 

they would only want it that much more finding out the legend was true. 

Staring down into the egg, Edgington gasped seeing the six miniatures of Emperor Alexander III painted 

on an ivory background and mounted with sapphires. 

It truly was a work of art. 
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After a few more moments of appreciating the exquisite detail that went into creating the egg – Peter 

Carl Faberge would be impressed too, if he were still alive – I secured the egg back inside of the case and 

turned to face Edgington as he said, “Very impressive, Mr. Fedorov.” 

But his voice took on a more ominous tone, when he added, “If it passes the inspection of my specialists, 

then I’m sure you will be getting a very handsome finder’s fee.” 

“Money isn’t everything,” I replied, repeating his words from that night in his club back to him, with a 

small upturn of my lips. 

Then increasing my smile, I added, “But it certainly helps.” 

“That it does, Mr. Fedorov,” he chuckled. “That it does.” 

Handing off the case to an armed guard who seemed to materialize out of thin air at our side, Edgington 

gestured for me to enter the auction room, while saying, “The clock is ticking and I’m sure you would 

like to get a good look at what is on offer tonight before placing your bids.” 

With those words, he disappeared into the room, so I casually strolled in after him. Mentally keeping 

track of how much time had passed, I slowly walked through the room to take everything in. But I 

stopped in my tracks when I came face to face with something I never thought I would see. 

Kusanagi. 

The sword my parents had longed to lay eyes on for themselves was right there in front of me.  

Seeing the man who in all likelihood had them killed, standing right next to it, took every ounce of 

willpower I had to not reach out and grab it, using it to kill him. 

It would be the very definition of poetic justice. 

But as much as their deaths, that sword, and the Yakuza leader had brought me to that room ten years 

later, my reason for being there had changed thanks to a whispered conversation in a closet. 

So rather than linger over it, I walked on. 

No longer on mine or the FBI’s mission, but Sookie’s. 

It was a surreal experience, passing by the Florentine Diamond, Van Eyck’s – either Jan’s or his brother 

Hubert’s work – The Just Judges, and the Crown Jewels of Ireland. But coming across some of the 

greatest missing treasures of all time didn’t compare to finding something much more priceless sitting in 

a corner of the room. 

Dressed in a tuxedo made to fit his small size, the boy’s brown eyes were haunted. I could only assume 

he favored his father because I couldn’t find any visible trace of Sookie’s features in his face. 

But then she wasn’t his mother. 

She was his second cousin. 
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I’d heard some of the stories about her wayward cousin in our few short years together. A drug addicted 

party girl, Hadley Delahoussaye had so thoroughly pillaged her family’s meager savings, their shared 

grandmother had been forced to mortgage her home and return to the workforce in order to survive. 

Sookie had hated her cousin for all that she’d done to financially destroy their family. So much that 

she’d nearly ignored her cousin’s plea to visit her a little less than two years earlier. 

But she ultimately did go and it was then, in the prison infirmary on Hadley’s literal deathbed that 

Sookie learned of Hunter. 

There hadn’t been time for Sookie to go into many details in our whispered closet confessional, but – in 

a nutshell – Hadley had been working for Leclerq as one of her high end escorts. 

I didn’t even blink at finding out she hadn’t given up her former profession entirely, only now she was a 

madam of her own harem. 

Hadley had been caught stealing something valuable from one of her clients. It was what had led to her 

ending up in prison. 

But it was making her employer look bad to the rest of her clients that caused Leclerq to make an 

example of Hadley. 

By taking something priceless from her, as a warning to the others in Sophie-Anne’s employ, to not 

follow in Hadley’s footsteps. 

Hunter had barely been two years old at the time. Fathered by any one of a number of high ranking 

politicians and billionaires, he was born outside of a hospital, so his birth had never been registered with 

the state. Legally, he didn’t exist and Hadley had been warned he would be killed if she didn’t keep her 

mouth shut. It was why Sophie-Anne’s name had never been brought up in Hadley’s defense. 

Not that there was much of a defense. 

She’d pled guilty to the crimes she’d been charged with. 

But as idiotic as Hadley could be, she’d been smart enough to keep a diary, detailing everything she’d 

ever seen and heard during her time working for Sophie-Anne.  

Considered one of the servants, she was considered inconsequential enough to be completely ignored. 

Be it from wisdom or just a sign of the times we now lived in, Hadley ignored putting pen to paper and 

instead kept her diary on a cloud. 

A smartphone and WiFi was all she needed to document everything going on around her. 

But it was from sifting through all of Hadley’s entries that Sookie was able to piece together what would 

likely happen to Hunter. She’d been too afraid to get the authorities involved, after reading the names 

of some of the most powerful people in the country had been clients of Leclerq’s. 

So she did what she thought she had to.  

With no regard for her own personal safety, Sookie created her own legend, picking the name out of the 

cemetery next to her grandmother’s house. She used her wiles and natural charisma to get hired by 
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Triple E, which put her into the same circles as those Sophie-Anne traveled in. She charmed her way into 

their favor, using people like Talbot to get whatever information she could on their less reputable 

dealings. 

She’d kept their secrets and had done god knows what, all to rescue a little boy whom she had never 

met, but loved with all of her heart. 

A little boy who sat in front of me now, looking lost but too frightened to say anything. 

Sookie had found pictures of Hunter uploaded to the cloud and while he’d obviously grown some since 

they had been taken, he was undoubtedly the same little boy she had shown me on her phone a few 

hours earlier. 

The rescue itself wasn’t so much planned as it was she planned on doing whatever she had to in order to 

get him out of there. 

Having reacted in that exact way before, I couldn’t really fault her for it. 

Sometimes, there was no way to plan for something. You just used whatever you could in that particular 

situation to your advantage and hoped for the best. 

This particular situation was one of those times.  

But it was seeing the placard at his side, advertising him like a car for sale on Craigslist that made me 

realize why Sophie-Anne would have brought him there. 

She had verified his paternity. 

Possessing the son of the head of the United States National Security Council, that had oversight of 

covert operations taking place all over the world, was surely worth a lot. 

Even if he didn’t acknowledge Hunter was his son or cared what happened to him, the scandal alone – if 

made public – would threaten his entire career. 

Sophie-Anne wouldn’t have any practical need to have that kind of influence, but she’d certainly known 

the value Hunter would have to someone else. 

Mustapha Khan’s presence immediately came to mind, but it wasn’t his voice that I heard next. 

“What do you think, Alexei?” 

The name didn’t ring any bells, nor did the voice. But I turned and saw Ocella casually strolling towards 

us, with his eyes trained on Hunter and – I assumed – Alexei trailing just behind him. 

Not acknowledging me in the slightest, he came to a stop a few feet in front of Hunter and turned 

slightly towards the boy at his back, musing aloud, “He will make a fine brother for you, don’t you 

think?” 

Over my dead body. 

A shot of adrenaline coursed through my veins and my muscles tensed in preparation for a fight that I 

didn’t need and – more importantly – couldn’t win. 
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The room was filled with more than just guests. Edgington’s armed guards had taken up stations in 

every corner of the room, with two more flanking each exit. 

But there was something sinister in Ocella’s voice that told me he wasn’t just avoiding the hassles of the 

red tape involved with adopting a child. 

He was buying a child that – for all intents and purposes – didn’t exist. 

There was only one reason in my mind for why that was and it had nothing to do with holding any kind 

of power over a sub-committee with oversight over the U.S. government’s secret operations carried out 

across the globe. 

My fists clenched, but I kept my eyes forward, instead using my memory to recall every feature of the 

boy he called Alexei. But it wasn’t until what I heard next that the pieces all fell into place. 

A slight clamor sounded near one of the doorways, with the guard who had initially taken the case 

containing the faux Faberge egg away from me now carrying it back into the room. 

Placing it on an empty pedestal, he nodded at Edgington who then gleefully clapped his hands and 

turned back towards the crowd, calling out, “Friends! We have a last minute item on offer tonight. A 

treasure lost through time that has now found its way here into our midst. It is truly a once in a lifetime 

opportunity. Gather around and behold one of the eight lost Faberge eggs. I give you, Alexander III 

Portraits egg.” 

I only had a moment to appreciate it had passed their inspection when I heard Ocella say at my side, “Do 

you hear that, Alexei? Let us go and take a look at a lost treasure of your heritage.” 

Hearing Alexei hailed from Russia, my thoughts immediately zeroed in on that portion of the world. I’d 

spent a good amount of time there, building and then cultivating my legend as Andre Fedorov, so I was 

familiar with a lot of what would be considered local news. 

But one story in particular had made the world’s news.  

Ten years earlier, when I’d still been immersed in my parents’ deaths, a young boy had gone missing 

from his parents’ vacation home on Italy’s Lake Como. 

Alexei Mikhailovich had been four years old at the time. The only son of Nicholas and Anastasia 

Mikhailovich, his ancestral line could be traced to the very people the real Alexander III Portraits egg had 

been created for. 

The news of his disappearance had dominated the twenty-four hour news cycles for months. Specialists 

ranging from bounty hunters to supposed psychics had been called in to help find the boy, but he had 

truly disappeared without a trace. 

Every once in a while there would be a ‘sighting’ of him somewhere in the world, but none of them had 

ever panned out. 

No one had ever thought to check the residence of the reclusive Appius Livius Ocella. 

The boy made no comment. No recognition of who he was or what that fake masterpiece should signify 

to him crossed his face. 
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He merely kept his head down and trailed along behind Ocella, tethered to him by an invisible leash. 

Glancing back at Hunter, my resolve to get him out of there only strengthened. 

But resolve would only get us so far. There were still far too many armed guards and far too little 

opportunities to make an escape. 

My mental clock was still ticking down on the arrival of my team, but without any way of contacting 

them, it was only a supposition on my part. The fact was I could very well be in this on my own, so I 

couldn’t rely on them to get me out of it. 

It would be impossible for me to take out all of the guards, singlehandedly. Acting aggressively at all 

would only lead to casualties. 

Not that I cared about the wellbeing of the guests in the room, but I wanted them all to stand trial for 

their crimes. 

The possibility of Hunter or Alexei being collateral damage only made me even more hesitant to use 

force and I was still sifting through my less than favorable options when I caught a flash of red in my 

peripheral. 

Sookie. 

Or rather, Caroline Compton strode into the room, wearing a red ball gown that hugged her every curve 

and carrying a silver tray filled with champagne flutes. Stewards carrying similar trays followed her into 

the room, with Sookie first approaching Edgington and offering him a glass. 

She repeated the process with those standing closest to him and while the stewards took care of the 

rest of the room, I watched her approach the guards. 

Smiling warmly in their direction, she gently cajoled each of them into taking a glass from her tray, 

before she discreetly made her way towards me. 

Just as Edgington lifted his flute into the air, she took the flute that had been in mine – one I’d taken 

from one of the other stewards on their way by – and replaced it with a flute she’d been carrying in her 

hand. 

“As is our tradition,” Edgington jovially called out into the room. “Before the bidding begins in earnest, a 

toast to our good fortunes.” 

Good fortunes. 

My teeth ground together and I nearly snapped the crystal flute in my hand, but I dutifully raised my 

glass along with the others in the room when he said, “Cheers!” 

A chorus of voices repeated the salutation before everyone drank from their glasses. 

Then – one by one – guests and guards alike, slowly crumpled to the floor where they stood. 

I panicked for a brief second before it dawned on me that Sookie had replaced the flute I’d been holding 

with the one she’d been carrying. 
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And she proved she was better at flying by the seat of her pants than I ever was, when she darted from 

my side towards Hunter, while saying, “I don’t know how much time we have. There wasn’t a lot left of 

the magic carpet ride mojo they gave all of you to get you here, so I had to split it up between all of the 

glasses. The dose isn’t nearly as much, so I don’t know how long they’ll be out for and I had no way of 

giving it to the other guards on the ship without making them suspicious.” 

It took a moment for my brain to catch up and in that moment I realized there was one other person left 

standing. 

Alexei Mikhailovich. 

He hadn’t moved a muscle. Hadn’t uttered a single word. 

Instead he stood there, silently staring down at his unconscious captor, with no emotion on his face. 

I only realized I’d been holding my breath when it came out in a relieved exhale, watching him rear back 

and kick Ocella as hard as he could. 

He would be alright. 

In time. 

But thinking of time and how little we had of it, I pulled out the satellite phone Sookie had given me 

earlier and called my team. 

It turned out they were a lot closer than I had expected. 

When I’d disappeared from the hotel, they’d given me twenty-four hours before taking a chance and 

remotely activating the case’s GPS transponder. The reason it hadn’t been active from the start was in 

case Edgington scanned it looking for a signal. 

He was paranoid, after all. 

But once they’d locked in on my location they’d begun making their way towards us. By putting the 

panic code into the pin pad it had upped the ante and increased the speed of their impending arrival. 

We had five minutes. 

Maybe less. 

Returning to my side by the time I’d ended the call, Sookie had a scared Hunter in her arms and looked 

at me saying, “If we can get past the guards, there’s a small motorboat moored to the back of the ship. It 

has enough gas we should be able to reach the Mexican mainland.” 

“I can’t go.” 

And I really shouldn’t let them go either. 

Everything I’d ever been taught – everything I’d sworn to uphold – was screaming inside of me, telling 

me that I should keep her there. 

Yes, she would be arrested for the part she played as one of Edgington’s employees. 
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But I was just as sure that she would get an immunity deal for everything she could testify too. 

The reason she’d been there at all was clutched in her arms. 

No jury in the world would ever convict her. 

Even so, it wasn’t any surprise a few minutes later – after taking out three of the guards we’d come 

across along the way – when I was helping her and Hunter onto the small motorboat. 

After all, I’d proven time and again I never could do what I should do when it came to her. 

Staring into her eyes, I tried to convey every goddamn thing I’d ever wanted to tell her over the last ten 

years, but I only said, “Keep the lights off and head southwest as fast as you can. My team is coming by 

helicopters from the north, so they should miss you if you go now.” 

Gratitude, among other things I refused to acknowledge, shone in her teary eyes and she visibly 

swallowed before saying, “Eric, I…” 

Cutting her off because I honestly couldn’t deal with any more emotional upheavals in one night, I only 

shook my head once and said, “I’ll find you.” 

Forcing her lower trembling lip into a small smile, she nodded and softly replied, “I’ll be waiting.” 

~o~O~o~ 

My bleary eyes were starting to see double, so I rolled down the window and let the cold December air 

wash over me hoping it would wake me up. 

In only a few short hours, it would by January air. 

It had taken days to sort through all of the items recovered from Edgington’s ship. Both he and his 

guests had woken up to an FBI Tactical Response Team, with their weapons drawn and their smiles 

wide. 

And now they were all guests of the United States federal government, while their lawyers sorted out 

what their defense would be in their upcoming trials. 

I knew from the news reports that Alexei Mikhailovich had been evaluated and returned to his very 

grateful parents, but I hadn’t delved into any of the FBI reports surrounding his time in captivity. 

Some things, I was better off not knowing, much less thinking about. 

Various governments across the globe were currently petitioning the U.S. government for the return of 

their nation’s lost treasures that had been recovered in the FBI operation. 

Japan, however, wasn’t one of them. 

At least, not publically. 

Their government couldn’t claim Kusanagi as theirs without revealing they hadn’t had it in their 

possession all along, as they had previously claimed throughout history. 

It was a Catch 22 if there ever was one. 
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Of course I had no doubt a backdoor deal would be done behind the scenes and away from the public’s 

eye, but I’d had no qualms whatsoever of secretly taking a selfie with it grasped in my hands. 

My parents would have loved it. 

My love for them is what had started me out on the journey I’d taken over the last decade of my life.  

And even though I had my doubts their murders would ever be addressed in any court, I had no doubts I 

had finally caught their killer. 

But it was my love for someone else that had led me to where I was now. 

With the high profile of my last FBI undercover assignment, my legend as Andre Fedorov had been 

busted wide open. The fact I would be made to testify in several trials of the century over the next few 

months and years meant I would never be able to do undercover work again. 

But a lifetime of traveling in the shadows was a hard habit to break. 

It was why I had chosen to drive to my destination, changing out cars three times along the way. 

I’d been granted the next month off from work. Depending on how it went, I could very well choose to 

take the rest of my life off from FBI work too.  

That mission had been completed. 

I had a new mission now. 

Making the turn up the gravel driveway, the farmhouse soon came into view and the tightness in my 

chest eased, seeing the light filtering through the windows. 

I hadn’t called ahead. 

I hadn’t done any digging for information. 

I was merely flying by the seat of my pants and had taken a leap of faith that it was there I would find 

my heart’s desire. 

Back when I’d still been a young man in love with a young woman and who had their entire lives 

stretched out in front of them, we’d talked of our future. A future where we might live anywhere in the 

country – in the world – but I had made her a promise that we would always keep her family’s 

homestead. 

It would be our northern star.  

Our one constant in a world that was constantly changing and that we would use it to find our way 

home again, no matter where we were. 

Parking the car, I got out and stretched my legs for a moment before slowly climbing up the front steps. 

But my fist hovered inches away from the door, knowing once I knocked there would be no turning 

back. 

My dreams would either come true or they would come crashing down around me. 
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Either or, it was a hell of a way to start out the New Year. 

And there was only one way to find out. 

So I closed my eyes and made a silent wish that my New Year would indeed be a happy one. 

Hearing the soft laughter of a woman and a child filtering through the door, a kind of warmth spread 

through my body and fought off the winter's chill that had settled over me. 

With it a small puff of air escaped through my lips before I inhaled deeply and held my breath. 

Then I knocked. 

~Fin~ 
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Chapter 1 
 

"Cut," Amelia said, handing me the shears. "And mean it." 

 

Feeling a little ridiculous and a lot scared, but sure I needed to do this, I snipped the red yarn. 

 

And I lost Eric. 

 

He wasn't there. 

 

All my senses stretched out to seek him, but there was nothing. 

 

I felt a rush of panic and then there was grief. Waves of it. The pain threatened to drown me. 

 

"Undo it! Put it back! I change my mind. Please, Amelia. You have to put it back!" I yell at her. I could 

hear the terror in my voice. I felt empty without him, almost like I was dying, and it scared me shitless. 

 

She grabbed me hard and then shook me even harder, "Sookie, stop! You wanted this, remember that. 

Now calm down. Everything will be fine, you just have to get used to being alone with yourself again." 

 

"I don't think I want to be alone," I whimpered.  

 

What did I do? Why did I think this was a good idea? He is gonna be so mad, so hurt. Oh God! What if it 

is hurting him, really hurting him? 

 

I tear out of her grip and run to the house, heading for the phone, Amelia yelling at me the whole way. I 

have to know he's okay. I have to explain. 

 

The phone rings two seconds before I touch it. I have no doubt who it is. "Eric!" his name rips from my 

throat, "Please tell me you're not hurt." 

 

"Sookie. Are you alright? What the fuck happened? Why can I not feel you?" he asks over top of me, his 

voice relieved but heavily laced with worry. More worry than I've ever heard from him. 

 

"I'm not hurt, but I'm so sorry. I wish I hadn't done it. Please tell me you're okay!" 

 

"Did what? Sookie, what did you do?"  

 

He's not happy, but why should he be? I basically betrayed him. And why won't he answer me? 

 

"Sookie!" 

 

"Amelia," I whisper. I know he'll easily figure it out. 

 



54 
 

He stays silent for much longer than I want him too. 

 

"Do. Not. Leave your house. Lock the doors and let no one in. Do you hear me, Sookie? No one. Don't 

even go to the door if someone comes," he orders me, his voice chilly and harsh. It sends a shiver up my 

spine. 

 

"What? Why?"  

 

"The bond protected you, Sookie. The marriage only served as added insurance. You are a sitting duck 

without it." 

 

"Shit. I didn't think about that." 

 

"Obviously," he groans. 

 

Asshole. 

 

"I get it, Eric. I fucked up. I'm sorry. I didn't do it to hurt you or endanger us. I swear I didn't." I confess. 

 

"Maybe your gorgeous, stubborn, impulsive ass will think before it acts from now on. And fucking listen 

when I speak," he growls. 

 

I guess I deserve that, but it still makes me mad. But not mad enough I won't own up to my mistake. 

 

"I made a mistake and I know it was a big one, okay? I'm sorry." I apologize again, even though I know a 

simple 'sorry' is not gonna fix this. 

 

"Are you going to do as I ask?" 

 

He sounds so tired and defeated it almost breaks my heart. 

 

"I won't leave and I won't answer the door, I swear. Are you coming?" I ask, afraid he'll say no. I'd feel so 

much better if I could see him, talk to him face to face. 

 

"No." 

 

I bite my lip hard, so I don't fight him. Neither of us need that right now. 

 

"Tomorrow night," he says, after a lengthy silence. "And Sookie, if that witch is anywhere near your 

house, I will find her and I will kill her." 

 

Shit. He's deadly serious. 

 

I hear him sigh and the phone rattles like he's about to hang up. 
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"Eric!" I yell for him. 

 

I get another sigh, "What?" 

 

"I love you. All on my own. I know that now." 

 

I do. Why I ever doubted it, I'll never know. 

 

"So you say," he says, voice hollow.  

 

I sink to the floor when the line goes dead. I have the sudden urge to lay down and sob for days, but I 

won't. This is mostly my fuck up, I have to own it. The weight of what I've done presses down on me 

with startling clarity and brings flashes of all the other selfish choices I've made concerning him to the 

forefront of my mind.  

 

Eric can be an ass, but I can be a bitch. 

 

He was right when he called me stubborn and impulsive. I am. I never think things through and I hardly 

ever take his feelings into account. I complain that he doesn't do the same for me, but that's a lie, or at 

the very least a fib. If I sat down and made a list I know I would see dozens of decisions he has made 

with my best interest in mind. And only if he had no other choice would he make one that would hurt or 

anger me. That's what people should do if they love you. They should put you first as much as possible. 

Eric has done that with me whenever he's able, I think. If he didn't have so many others pulling him in 

such drastically different directions he would all the time. I truly believe that.  

 

But what about me? Do I do the same for him? I dumped Quinn because I knew he would never put me 

first. Am I demanding it of Eric without giving him the same in return? Sometimes, not all, but 

sometimes I think I do. 

 

Eric loves me. More than I ever had the guts to acknowledge up until now. It scared me before, now I 

have to admit it terrifies me that he'll stop, that I've finally pushed him too far.  

 

"Sookie? Are you okay?" Amelia asks. 

 

I look up and see her worried face staring down at me, Bob peeking over her shoulder. They are the last 

two people I want to see right now. 

 

I stand up and scrub away a few tears I didn't even realize I had shed. "I will be. I hate to do this, it's my 

own fault I have to ask, but you need to leave, Amelia. Both of you. We made a huge mistake tonight. It 

was mine, you only did what I asked, but he won't care. It's not safe for you here anymore and I doubt it 

will be for a long time to come." 
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I slam my shields up against her silent but screaming outrage while she stares at me in shock for a 

minute or two before blurting out, "He'll kill me, won't he?"  

 

I don't need to hear her thoughts to know she's scared, it's written all over her face. 

 

"Not if he never sees you again." I tell her honestly. There's no point in denying it. 

 

I should be furious that Eric threatened her, but for some reason I'm only mildly annoyed. Amelia has 

never been supportive of Eric and I as a couple. The disgust I heard in her thoughts when I told her I 

loved him earlier tonight should have made me stop and think. And then I saw the glee in her eyes when 

I cut the yarn to break the bond. She wanted this, wanted us to be broken. It's past time for her to leave. 

I kinda wish she had never come back in the first place. 

 

"You want me to go, don't you? And not because he threatened me," she asks, catching on and clearly 

offended. 

 

I shrug my shoulders, "I do. I think it's for the best." 

 

That was the end of it. Neither one of us said another word. I went upstairs and they gathered their 

things. An hour later I heard the door slam shut and their car crank up, then it was roaring down the 

driveway. 

 

I was alone with myself then. Completely.  

 

Surprisingly, I hated it.  

 

Never once had I dreamed I would miss him this much. He had been a part of me for so long I guess I got 

used to him being there. I thought I would be relieved to be alone again, to not have his feelings messing 

with mind. Now I wasn't so sure they had been. I think instead of making me feel things I didn't, the 

bond boosted the things I did. Instead of confusing me like I thought it was, I think it was trying to make 

clear to me what I was feeling. That I loved him. All on my own. 

 

I fought myself from calling him all night. I wanted to hear his voice so badly. I understood why he didn't 

want to see me, but I would have given anything for him to come to me. To slip into my window, strip 

off the clothes hiding his beautiful body, and lay with me.  

 

At some point I fell asleep and dreamed of him. He came in like a thief in the night and stood by my 

bedside. He wouldn't lay down with me or let me touch him though. He made me watch as he cried 

tears of blood over how much I had hurt him. I cried with him, telling him how sorry I was and begging 

him to forgive me. Promising him I would never doubt us again. He wiped my tears away with the back 

of his fingers, "I truly hope not," he whispered. Then he was gone. 
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I woke up just before sunrise, my pillow and face damp with my tears. I swore I smelled him, but the 

deeper I tried to breathe in his unique scent the faster it vanished. He said he wouldn't come last night 

and I believed him. I was just wishing he had. 

 

I get up and shower, washing away my tears and hopefully some of the mistake I made yesterday. I need 

to decide how I want our night to go once he shows up. I need to be prepared to deal with an angry, 

emotional vampire. I need to help him understand my side of things better than I have in the past and 

I'm going to really listen to him too. He deserves that from me just as I do from him. 

 

Why did I even choose to do it in the first place? Was it really only so I would know my true feelings? 

Yes, that was the biggest reason, but not the only one. It was selfish and probably childish too, but I 

think deep down I wanted to be in control of us for once. To not be the half that always caves to the 

other. Hard to do when your other half is almost a thousand years older than you, but still. I wanted us 

to be on more level ground with each other. As level as possible anyway. Could we be now? Being 

bondless certainly gives us a start I think. A place to start over from and a way to choose each other 

freely, without all the political bullshit forcing our hands. We need to talk, really talk, about what both of 

us want for this relationship. I know we love each other, but is that going to be enough? I really hope so, 

because I do love him, desperately even. More than I ever loved Bill, and certainly more than Quinn. 

More than anyone else I ever have. Now that I know that, am sure of it, well let's just say I've made a 

huge decision. 

 

After finishing my shower I fix a quick bowl of cereal then start cleaning the house from top to bottom. I 

don't want him smelling Amelia or Bob when he gets here. It won't help my cause if he does and I want 

to leave the house clean. By the time I'm done, every inch of the place is spotless except me. I'm a 

grimy, sweaty mess in need of another shower.  

 

It's four o'clock by the time I'm clean again.  

 

I'm supposed to be at work, but I'm not going. I should call Sam, but I'm not gonna do that either. I'll 

check in with him tomorrow. He'll only ask a lot of questions and I don't need those right now. Hopefully 

he'll be too busy to come knocking on my door.  

 

I've decided that I have to make this up to Eric. To the both of us really. He needs to be able to trust me 

again. A relationship won't work without it, even I know that. I'm going to have to put myself out there 

for him, let him know I'm in this one hundred percent. He'll need to assure me of the same though or 

we're doomed. By the time tonight is over I hope we're completely on the same page, but it's possible 

we won't even be in the same book.  

 

It's all up to him now. 

 

I can't do his part for him, but I can do mine. For the next hour I pack the only two suitcases I own full of 

my clothes, toiletries, and a few personal things, like pictures and books. Gran's letter and the Cluviel 

Dor go in last. If things go the way I think they will, I'm going home with him to stay. He asked me just 

the night before last to move in with him and I felt too unsettled to make that decision then and there, 
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with the Sandra shit that had just gone down. I didn't trust myself or him. I had asked him if he would 

still want me to live with him if he couldn't feel me, my fear or my anger. He thought that was a very 

strange question, but still had no trouble coming up with an answer. He wanted me with him, no matter 

the circumstances. I guess I'll see if that still stands true now. 

 

I don't know if I would've ever made the decision to move in with him if I hadn't broken our bond. 

Probably not. After all, I couldn't get myself to say yes to him the other night. But being faced with the 

possibility of losing him? That saying 'You don't know what you've got till it's gone'? It couldn't be more 

true. I've learned that I don't want to be without him. Ever. Like never ever. The thought truly scares me. 

The huge hole I feel in my chest only solidifies that.  

 

No one has ever loved me the way Eric does. Not Bill, not Alcide, not Quinn, not Sam, not even Gran did. 

For all his faults, Eric gets me like no one else. That's a rare thing. I'd be a complete idiot to throw that 

away without really trying to make it work. He's a thousand fucking years old for Pete's sake and he's 

never loved anyone in all that time, but me. Me, crazy Sookie Stackhouse, the backwoods barmaid. Most 

women would kill to be in my place. 

 

Actually, I have killed for him, and probably would again, but that's beside the point. 

 

I'm not proud of myself when I think of how I've hurt him, not just by breaking the bond, but the entire 

time we've been together. I honestly don't get why he still bothers with me. I can be a selfish bitch and 

cause him worlds of trouble. Of course I can say the same about him. He's hurt me too and while he 

loves me like no other, he can also be the biggest asshole around. Maybe we're both crazy idiots that 

thrive on chaos? When did we stop caring about the other and only about ourselves? Did we ever start?  

 

Sunset is just an hour away so I hurry to make myself presentable. I don't want him to think I'm trying 

too hard, so I settle for one of my casual sundresses and put my hair up the way he likes it best, showing 

off just enough of what he calls my irresistible neck.  

 

Two insanely long hours and eighteen minutes later my nails are chewed to nubs and I’ve nearly worn 

through the floorboards with my pacing. My speech is all worked out in my head too. Just when I think I 

can't stand another second of this waiting he drives up the driveway. I curse myself for the thousandth 

time in the last twenty four hours when I can't feel him to know how angry he is. I wait on pins and 

needles as he slowly walks up my steps, never ever have I been more afraid in my life. Not of him, but of 

the pain he could inflict on my heart. My life is going to change drastically one way or the other tonight.  

 

I open the door the second he reaches it, panting as if I've been running for my life, "You came." 

 

"I said I would," he says softly, staring into my eyes. If I didn't know better I would swear he was trying 

to glamour me, the look so intense. He wouldn't have too, I'm ready if he is.  

 

In a moment of emotional weakness I throw myself against his chest, hugging him fiercely. I can't help it, 

he's here and he's so beautiful and I've missed him so much. "I love you," I whisper, his shirt quickly 

becoming soaked with my tears. 
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"I love you too," he murmurs into my neck as he lifts me up. My legs automatically wrap around his 

waist, my arms clinging to his shoulders. He holds me with one arm and uses the other to shut and lock 

the door, then takes us to the couch to sit down. It feels so good to be in his arms. The peace and 

happiness I used to feel when he was near is surprisingly still there, maybe not as strong, but still there. I 

wonder if he feels it too. It's so strange not to know. We sit in silence for a long time, just holding each 

other. After a while he begins to rub my back and play with my ponytail. Finally he pushes me back so I'll 

sit up and look at him.  

 

I start to speak, but he places one long finger over my lips to hush me while piercing me with his eyes 

again. He reaches into his jacket pocket, pulling out a handkerchief and uses it to gently clean my face 

up. 

 

He's being so sweet, I only want to cry more. 

 

I know he wants me to be quiet, but I can't hold my tongue a moment longer, "Do you hate me?" I blurt 

out. 

 

I guess my moment of vulnerability isn't quite over yet. 

 

His brows gather up over his beautiful eyes and he shakes his head, "No, Lover. I do not hate you. We 

may disagree sometimes, but I could never hate you. I love you too much," he says, his voice strained, 

full of hurt and maybe fear? "Do you hate me?" 

 

There it is. 

 

I shake my head, "No. I love you too much. I know that now."  

 

He sighs and I can see the relief written all over his face, "That is very good to hear. I thought maybe you 

did not anymore, that you had gone back to the tiger, or on to someone else and that is why you 

broke…" 

 

"No, Eric." I stop him, getting up off his lap and standing in front of him. "That's not why. I still love you," 

I tell him, trying to keep calm. He knows good and well it's over with Quinn and I would never cheat. 

 

"You broke our bond. Out of nowhere! No warning at all, Sookie!" he yells. "Do you have any idea what 

that felt like for me? How crazed I was? What was I supposed to think after you went behind my back 

that way with no regard for me? I thought you were dead, then I heard you were alive and well. I didn’t 

know what was worse. What else was I supposed to think?" He's standing up and pacing now, his fists 

clinched. 

 

I plop back down on the couch to stay out of his way, "Maybe that I had a good reason?" I mutter under 

my breath, feeling as weak as I feel. 
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"Please, enlighten me," he sneers. 

 

Deep breaths, Sookie. Deep breaths. 

 

I look him dead in the eye and do my best not to hide my feelings from him. "Eric, I know I hurt you, that 

was never my intention, but I'm very sorry I did. I should have talked to you first, but I knew you would 

have talked me out of it. Not that that is a good excuse. I'm sorry I scared you too, but I promise I had 

good reasons for breaking it and if you'll please calm down and listen to me, I'll explain them." 

 

He paces around in front of me a few more minutes, but finally settles his long, graceful body down at 

the other end of the couch. Before I waste my breath I decide to ask him the most important question, 

the rest doesn't matter if he says no. I scoot over closer to him and reach for his hand, he lets me take it. 

 

"Eric, I know you said you still love me and I still love you too, but we can't be naive and think that's 

enough. We're both smarter than that. I need you to decide if you think I'm still worth it. I'm giving you 

an out, it will break my heart, but if being with me is too much with all the other shit going on in your life 

right now, I'll understand." 

 

His head jerks up and he looks at me suspiciously, "Have you spoken to Pam?" 

 

"Um, no. What does she have to do with this?" 

 

"Nothing, never mind. Please continue," he says, shaking his head. 

 

Lord help me. 

 

"I'm giving you a choice, Eric. Let me go or stay with me. I want you to stay, but if you still want to be 

with me, we're both gonna have to do better. Much better. I'm ready to put myself out there for you, 

completely, but I will not do it if you don't promise me you can do the same. We can't keep loving each 

other only half way. And one hundred percent honesty with each other, one hundred percent of the 

time. No lies and no secrets. I won't take any less than that." 

 

I wipe away a few tears, he can only seem to stare at me in confusion. 

 

"What are you asking me, Sookie? I thought you understood what you mean to me already. I told you 

the night you came to Fangtasia to see me when Appius was here. You are my wife, in the only way that 

matters to me. Fuck, why we had to pledge, I wanted it. I wanted to be your husband and you to be my 

wife. I am already yours, Sookie. Completely. I have no desire to be apart from you in any way," he says. 

I don’t think I've never heard him any more sincere. 

 

I don't think I've ever been more relieved, but I still need more. 

 

"What about the honesty, Eric, and the secrets and lies?" It hurts to do this, but I have to. 
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He's off the couch and pacing again, "Yes, I have lied to you and kept things from you, but most of the 

time it was to protect you or because YOU ASKED ME TOO!" he roars. 

 

I jump up and get into his personal space, "Don't you roar at me in my house, mister!" I hiss, poking my 

finger into his chest. 

 

His eyes are nearly throwing sparks and I'm surprised steam isn't coming out of his ears. He turns and 

walks away from me, his hands buried in his hair. My heart nearly stops when he heads towards the 

door. If he walks out, it's over.  

 

Thank goodness, he doesn't. 

 

He doesn't turn around and look at me either, but he does start talking. "I do not keep things from you 

for my own enjoyment. I hate it. I want to tell you everything, but you don’t want to hear it! You hate 

our “Vampire bullshit” as you call it. Or if I do tell you, I always wind up having to risk lives to save yours 

because you have run off halfcocked and gotten yourself into trouble. I am sorry I keep things from you, 

but you cannot die," he whispers, his voice cracking. 

  

God, this is hard.  

 

I slowly walk up behind him and slip my arms around his waist, he doesn't respond in the least. "If I 

swear to you that I won't run off halfcocked anymore…." He huffs, not believing me apparently. I don't 

let it deter me. "If I promise that I'll always talk things through with you first, can you stop keeping 

things from me? If I know what's going on I'll be much less likely to make rash decisions." 

 

He's quiet for far too long. "You don't trust me, do you?" I ask, pulling away from him. 

 

He grabs my arms and stops me, "I want to." 

 

I sigh, leaning my head against his back, "I want to trust you too." 

 

He spins around and looks at me, all the anger is gone from his eyes, now they are only filled with 

hesitancy. "You do not trust me?" 

 

"For the most part, yes, I do." 

 

"But not completely." 

 

"You can't say any different about me apparently," I mutter, turning to go back to the couch. 

 

This may be hopeless. 

 

He comes and sits beside me. I crawl back into his lap and hug him tightly, we both need it. After a few 

moments he whispers into my neck, "Please tell me why?" 
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I look at him, "Why what?" 

 

"Why did you break it?" 

 

I lean over and give his cheek a soft lingering kiss before I lay against his chest. "Mostly I needed to know 

if it was me that really loved you. I needed to know my own heart and I think I also did it for you," I say, 

confessing not only to him but myself too. Out of all the thoughts I had today, that was never one of 

them, but now that I've said it out loud I know it's true. 

 

"That makes no sense. You know I loved our bond," he says incredulously. 

 

"Listen. Please?" I feel him nod against the top of my head. "Would you want me to love you only 

because you're rich and powerful, or just because you're the most gorgeous man there is?" I ask, craning 

my neck back to look at him. He shakes his head, but isn't able to keep the small smile from his lips at 

my compliment to his good looks. Eric Northman will always be arrogant, but rightly so I guess. At least 

in that department.  

 

"I thought not," I grin at him. "So wouldn't you rather know that I love you for who you are and not just 

because your blood was inside me? That's pretty much what I had with Bill, I did not want it to be the 

same with you. I don't want it ever to be that way with you. You deserve better than that and so do I. I 

was duped into loving Bill, I refuse to let that happen with you. We both deserve to know that our love is 

real." 

 

"You are right, we do, but I have always known it was real. I felt mine for you and yours for me. The 

bond could not lie to us." 

 

"You might have known that, Eric, but I didn't. I couldn't trust it. I needed to be sure. I need to choose 

you all on my own." 

 

"Do you choose me?" 

 

"I want to," I say, repeating his earlier words. I want to say yes, but I can't yet. 

 

He's quite for a few minutes, "All of this is my fault," he finally says, softly. "If I could go back to the 

beginning I would do things very differently. I made too many mistakes with you. I regret all of them. I 

should not have tricked you in Dallas and I wish you had not been forced to pick me over Andre. I never 

wanted to be the last resort. It was not the way I wanted us to bond. And the pledging too. I could have 

gone about it differently, came to you and explained. I told myself I was protecting you, and I was, but it 

was much more than that to me and you had a right to know what was happening and I chose not to tell 

you. I am sorry for all of it, Sookie, and for every other time I took your choices away from you," he says, 

seriously, pushing me back enough that I can see it in his face too. "I should have seen this coming. I 

think I did, but just refused to acknowledge it. I will not pretend that it does not hurt, because it 

certainly does. I truly think I would have rather you cut my limbs off instead. So I may not like it, but I 
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understand why you did it. I am not angry with you either. It was up to me to help you understand 

better and I failed you. I could use my thousand years of being cold and heartless as an excuse, but I owe 

you better than that. Sometimes I forget that you live in a completely different world from mine." 

 

Wow. Seems like I'm not the only one who did a lot of thinking since last night. 

 

"Thank you," I whisper, leaning over to give him a hug, "But I'm not blameless, Eric," I mumble into his 

neck. "I've fought you tooth and nail from the very beginning. I judged you and your actions before you 

ever said or did anything. And the whole time you've only tried to protect me. And even worse? I don't 

think I have ever said thank you for any of it. Gran would beat me raw if she knew how I had been 

acting." I sit up again and cup his cheeks in my hands, "So thank you for all you've done for me and I'm 

sorry too, for everything." 

 

"You do not need to thank me, lover. I love you, it is my honor to protect you and I would provide for 

you if you would let me. Nothing in my long life has brought me even close to the love I feel for you. I 

love you without reason or reward. You are my sun after a thousand years of darkness. I love your soft, 

vulnerable side, but I love you more when you are fiery, strong, and stubborn. You dare challenge me 

like no other and it makes me feel alive again. You stir things long dead inside of me, min älskling. Things 

no one else ever has and I fear no other ever will," he whispers, pulling my forehead to rest against his. 

 

I desperately want to cry again, but I know he hates my tears so I hold them back. Instead I run my 

fingers into his silky hair and over his face as I whisper to him, "I love you, Eric. I love you so much. I love 

you more than anyone or anything else on this earth and I know it may not make a lick of sense, but I've 

been afraid this whole time. That's why I've held myself back from you. I was afraid you were consuming 

me and there would be no parts of me left. I never knew it was possible to love anyone the way I love 

you. Sometimes I feel as if I'll just split open there's so much of it. Even though the bond is gone, you're 

still here inside me," I tell him, pressing his hand over my heart. "I need you, like my bones, my blood, or 

the air I breathe. I don't know if I can survive without you. I really don't want to try. We have to trust 

each other completely, it won't work if we don't." 

 

"Tell me what you need, I will provide it if at all possible." 

 

"I need to be first for you, all the time." 

 

"Lover, you already are. Everything thing I do, every decision I make, all of it is done for you. Why can 

you not see that? And what about me? Will I come first for you too? I do not think I ever have been so 

far." 

 

"I know," I sigh, "I did not mean for it be that way though. You will be from now on, if we choose to stay 

together." 

 

"If? For fucks sake, Sookie! Have you not listened to a word I have said? I made my choice a long time 

ago. In that empty hallway at Rhodes," he disputes, standing up with me in his arms then gently 
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dropping me back onto the couch, staring at me completely exasperated. "There is nothing else for me 

but you, woman. Please get that through your thick skull!"  

 

I guess he means it. 

 

I go to him and hug him tightly, "I don't think you realize how easily you could crush me without ever 

touching me." 

 

"I know that feeling very well, Lover. I would rather be strapped down with silver and tortured for days 

on end than feel the sting of rejection from you." 

 

His voice tells me he has already felt that suffering and it breaks my heart. I reach up and take his 

beautiful face in my hands, pulling down to me, then place feather light kisses over it, "I'm so sorry I hurt 

you, Eric. I've never hurt you on purpose and I'm gonna do my best to never do it on accident again." I'm 

crying again now. 

 

He reaches over and tries to smooth my furrowed brows with his fingers, "Shhhh, no more tears, min 

älskling. I know you have never intentionally hurt me. I have already forgiven you, not that there was 

much to forgive. I hope you can forgive me too." 

 

"Of course I can," I sniffle. 

 

"I love you," he whispers, brushing my bangs behind my ear, then lifts my chin so I'll look at him. "I am 

yours, Sookie, and I will stay with you for as long as you want me. The question is; are you mine?" he 

asks quietly, but I can see the mischief sparkling in his blue eyes. It makes my heart swell. He's teasing 

me, he knows that 'you're mine' crap drives me nuts.  

 

Time to surprise him. 

 

"Yes! Yes, I'm yours!" I all but squeal, making his eyes go wide. I throw my arms around his neck and 

squeeze him tight. His long arms wrap me tightly against him and I can feel his smile against my neck 

and the laughter rumbling in his chest, but he still asks, "Do you mean it this time?" 

 

I pull out of his arms, then stare into his hopeful eyes, "Yes. I'm yours, Eric Northman. All yours," I smile 

and he leans closer to kiss me, but I stop him, "I'm going to make sure you trust me again, no matter 

how long it takes and I'm going to make up for all the times I've already hurt you too. The first thing I'm 

going to do is let you take me home." 

 

He's confused to say the least. I have to hold back a giggle seeing the look on his face. 

 

"Lover, you are home. You have not hit your head in the last twenty four hours have you?" he asks, 

gently rubbing his fingers over my scalp looking for a bump I guess. 

 

That would make sense to him, considering the complete one-eighty I've done where we're concerned. 
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"No, you silly vampire, I didn't hit my head. I just accidentally forced myself to see the truth about you, 

me, and us. This isn't my home anymore. I'm your wife, my place is with you," I whisper, looking deep 

into his blue eyes. “I mean this place could be your home too, if that’s what you’d want?” 

 

His expression goes from confused to flabbergasted, then to the edge of hurt, "Sookie? Please do not 

tease me. Do not say that if you do not mean it." 

 

Oh, my poor Vampire. 

 

I reach over and stroke his cheek, turning his face to look at my suitcases sitting in the floor, "I meant 

every word. Look, my bags are already packed. If you still want me to live with you, I want to go home 

with you tonight," I whisper, then smile softly at him,  "For good." 

 

He frozen as only a vampire can, then suddenly he is alive, his eyes turning to blue flames and his lips 

crashing into mine.  

 

Now, Eric and I have kissed a lot, but never like this. One moment his lips are punishing, then his mouth 

and hands turn gentle and reverent, only to change again, making it feel as if he is trying to pull my soul 

out through my lips. I want him too. I want to give him everything I am, taking the same from him in 

return.  

 

Unfortunately he tries to stop me, "Sookie, wait." 

 

"No, I don't want to wait. I need you," I pant, kissing my way up his neck. 

 

"Sookie, please," he moans. "I need to tell you something." 

 

I stop and look at him, "Eric? Does whatever it is change how you feel about me?" I ask, abruptly. 

 

"No," he balks, shaking his head. 

 

"Then shut up and kiss me," I order him. 

 

He kisses me back as if I'm the only one he ever has, until my lips are full, swollen, and bruised, yet feel 

as if he drained them of a thousand kisses and still wants more. More is what he gets. More of my lips 

and tongue. More of my touch. More of my warmth and more of my love. He takes it all and gives it 

back tenfold. 

 

I read once that when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object there will always be a spark, 

then more often than not, a fire will erupt. Eric is that unstoppable force and I'm the stubborn 

immovable object. I was doomed from the moment I met him. He is heaven and hell combined in cold 

hard flesh, with a killer mind and a heart as pure as the heavy snows of his homeland. The life I saw in 

his eyes drew me to him all those nights ago, but it's his darkness I have chosen to make my home in. He 
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consumes me, protects me, and centers me with his strength. Dominates my body, fuels my passions, 

and intoxicates my emotions. I am helpless against him and thankful for it. Yet this powerful creature 

submits to me, his heart, his soul, and his strength are all mine for the taking. Mine to love. Mine to 

cherish. 

 

It's what he wants most, for me to take him and make him mine. I will, forever. 

 

Maybe there is a word for this… whatever this is between us right now. I cannot spare a breath to utter 

it though. Our clothes no longer hide us from each other, not an inch of our flesh is being left 

untouched, and we are one again in body. I wonder if with one more touch of our skin against the 

other's we won't light up like matches and burn. 

 

Suddenly I'm on my bed, laying under his cool, beautiful body, trapped by it and his scorching eyes. This 

is what I want, nowhere else I would rather be. Beneath him, at the bottom of his dark, delightful 

madness, knowing he will push me gasping and screaming to the light.  

 

"Here, like the first time," he says, his voice strained as he holds himself, hard and insistent, against my 

core. "Once more, for old times' sake?" 

 

"Yes, and then we go home," I smile up at him until he wipes it away with one hard thrust. 

 

We make love like devout pagan followers worshiping their gods. My ears hardly recognize the sounds 

coming from us, but his touch I will always know just as my fingers know every inch of him. We are 

writhing limbs, gasping lungs, and eager souls. Hunger, suffering, lust, and love contained between us. 

To him those all carry my name and to me, his. Finally, with my urging, Eric loses himself to his need, 

becoming ravenous. I let him, giving myself over as his prey, welcoming his bite. Begging for it. We both 

shatter only to come back together to fall apart once more. 

 

 

________________________________ 

 

 

 

An hour later and Eric's confidence is wavering. I can see him bracing himself for something, it's in his 

movements, in the set of his jaw, and in the shadows of his eyes, though he is hiding it well. 

 

He expects me to change my mind. 

 

He fidgets as we shower, then dress. His eyebrows lift ever so slightly as he watches me put on my 

dress. He had been predicting pjs I'm sure. I continue my preparations to leave. There isn't much left to 

do since I already said my goodbyes to this house when I cleaned it today. Surprisingly I'm not the least 

bit sad. I have too much to look forward to and I know he'll bring me back anytime I need to be 

comforted by its familiar walls.  
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I hand him my suitcases, turn off all the lights, grab my purse, and lock the door behind us once I push 

him out onto the porch. 

 

"Sookie." My name conveys his concern and surprise, his eyes two big orbs of fragile hope as if I have all 

the power in the world to bring this man to his knees. 

 

It breaks my heart to know he fully expected me to back out on him, despite everything that was said 

and done between us tonight. 

 

I walk up to him and place my hand over his quiet heart, "Eric, I know it's hard for you to believe, that's 

my fault, but I meant every word I've said tonight. I'm your wife and you're my husband, we should be 

together. I'm ready now, one hundred percent, if you are too. I'm so sorry I wasn't before, but I 

understand if you need time. You've waited for me, I can certainly wait on you." 

 

He stares at me for a moment, his expression giving away nothing, then slowly he starts to grin and soon 

it turns to smile so bright it threatens to blind me, "Let's go home, wife." 

 

"I thought you'd never ask," I giggle and run for the car, Eric not far behind. 
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Chapter 2 
 

We make it to his, no, our house in record time. I only had to scream once, asking, "Are you trying to kill 

me already? Surely you don't have a life insurance policy on me yet."  

 

He laughed, a booming one that bounced around the small confines of the Vette. "I am your life 

insurance, Lover, and your policy is paid up through eternity," he grinned. 

 

Bless him, he didn't know how right he was. 

 

We wasted no time once we made it inside. My bags were dropped unceremoniously in the hall, our 

clothes quickly joined them. He moved to take us upstairs, me clinging to him like a crazed monkey, but I 

whispered in his ear, "No, downstairs. I'm not leaving your side again." 

 

He vamped us downstairs with a deep, but satisfied growl. He laid me down and proceeded to try and 

rob me of my senses with his lips, tongue, and fingers. He did, three times, but once I got them back I 

begged for a moment. 

 

"Can we talk? For just a minute?" I pant heavily. 

 

"Of course, Lover. What do you wish to talk about?" he asks, his voice as soft and gentle as the kisses 

he's trailing up my still quivering body. 

 

I stop him and pat the bed beside me hinting for him to lay down. He's there immediately, smiling at me 

as he holds my hands in his. 

 

"I love you," I whisper, smiling back at him. 

 

"As I love you," he grins, kissing my knuckles. "Was that what you wanted to talk about? I thought we 

had that point well established by now." 

 

I let my smile stay for a second longer then shake my head. Things between us are much better than I 

had hoped they would be this time last night, but I want them even better. He has taken my blood twice 

already, but I have yet to have any of his. I need to know if that is his choice or if he is afraid to broach 

the subject. 

 

I'm nervous, but I soldier on, "When I… when I broke the bond," I start, then have to pause to get a hold 

of myself. "When you were ripped from me. I thought for a moment I was dying. All of a sudden I was so 

empty. It hurt way more than I expected it to. If you weren't here in front of me, I'd still feel it. It's there, 

hiding, but having your arms around me is keeping it at bay. But I want more. I need you back, you're 

missing from me and I can hardly stand it. I know I'm the one that broke it and I probably shouldn't ask, 

but I want to bond with you again," I confess, keeping my voice somewhat level. 
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He gathers me in his arms and presses a kiss to the top of my head as he whispers, "Min älskling. I love 

you. I have been crazy since I lost you last night. I want nothing more than to have you back. I have not 

said anything because I feared you might not want it again so soon. Are you sure, really sure?" 

 

"More than anything, Eric," I mumble into his chest, "Are you?" 

 

His big hands run up my back and into my hair. "Look at me, please," he whispers. 

 

I leave my hiding place and meet his eyes. I have to bite my lip so I don't cry.  

 

"I have always wanted you to be my bonded, always, from the very beginning. I wish like hell we could 

go back and do it the right way though. I never meant it to be rushed or only done for your protection. I 

wanted it because I love you, because I wanted to be a part of you, and you me. I will always regret that 

it didn't happen that way. It should have been your choice from the beginning, and I am sorry it was 

not." 

 

"It's okay. Knowing that you wanted it that way is as good as. I'm sorry it took me ending it to figure all 

this out," I whisper. 

 

"I'm sorry I did not give you the chance to realize it before we made it and that I did not help you 

understand better. But, look what losing it did for us. I feel closer to you now than I did a few nights ago, 

than I have since my amnesia actually. I believe it opened our eyes to what we truly mean to each other 

and the things we needed to change." 

 

"Yes, it did. I wish we both hadn't been so stubborn though," I grumble. 

 

"I believe that is something we both should work on," he laughs. "We will start over then. Do it right this 

time. For the right reasons," he smiles. 

 

"Yes," I answer with one of my own. 

 

"Do not move," he says with a quick kiss to my forehead before disappearing. 

 

I barely blink before he is back, standing at the side of the bed in all his naked glory, holding a familiar 

knife in his left hand. 

 

Before he can say anything I crawl over and rest on my knees in front of him. I gently take the knife in 

my hands. "I, Sookie Stackhouse, pledge to you, Eric Northman, to give all of myself and all of my love to 

you as long as I shall walk this earth." I raise it to my lips and kiss the shiny blade.  

 

Eric's eyes darken and I hear a contented rumble in his chest. It deepens when I hold the knife out to 

him, resting it on my upturned palms. "I ask the same of you." 
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He looks surprised for just a second, but takes it from me. "I, Eric Northman, pledge to you, Sookie 

Stackhouse, to give all of myself and all of my love to you as long as I shall walk this earth," he repeats 

reverently, then presses his lips to the blade.  

 

This time I choose him. Most vampires would say it isn't supposed to work that way, but I don't care 

what they think. 

 

Eric pulls me against him with one arm and kisses me breathless. I giggle when he finally releases my 

lips, "I guess you approve of my vow renewal then?" 

 

"Yes, wife, I most certainly do," he growls. "Would you honor your husband by becoming his bonded as 

well?" he asks softly. 

 

"Nothing would make me happier, husband," I smile at him, stroking his cheekbone with my thumb. 

 

Before I know he's moved us, I find myself straddling his lap, him buried deep inside of me, while he sits 

against the headboard. I can't help but rock my hips, desperate for some friction.  

 

We move together seamlessly, eyes locked, hands searching, until we push ourselves to the edge. I 

nearly fall as I watch his fangs slide down, barely holding on as a deep shudder runs through me. Then 

the blade is at his neck and his velvet voice is whispering, "We will be one," while he cuts. 

 

A strange noise escapes my throat at the sight of his blood running down his pale skin and I latch on, 

pulling him inside of me where he belongs. I moan when his fangs slide into my skin and cry out at his 

first pull.  

 

Suddenly all I know is him spreading through my veins, filling me with his happiness, his love, and his 

hope. There is also surprise from both of us. The bond is back in full with only one exchange.  

 

Somewhere between my ribs he settles inside of me and my world is peaceful again. I am complete and 

whole once more. And so is he. 

 

 

_______________________________ 

 

 

 

"Min älskling, it is time to wake up." 

 

That voice is my favorite voice. 

 

"Mmmmmm, Eric?" I moan, trying to pull out of my sleepy fog. 

 

"Good evening, Lover. Did you sleep well?" he murmurs into my hair. 
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Evening? 

 

"What time is it? I didn't sleep all day did I?" Surely I didn't. 

 

"You did."  

 

Well damn. 

 

"I wore you out it seems," he chuckles into my neck, making me shiver. 

 

"If you were human, you would've been wore out too, mister," I fuss, finally turning over and looking at 

him. "Hi, my handsome husband." 

 

"Hi yourself, my beautiful wife," he smiles down at me. 

 

"I love you," I smile back.  

 

"I love you more," he whispers against my forehead, kissing it as he goes. 

 

I shake my head at him, he nods back with a grin. He is probably right though, not that I don't love him 

with everything I am. Eric is just more. And everything he does is more too. He can't help it. 

 

Sleep no longer clouding my brain, I realize my bladder is mighty angry. "Human needs," I squeak and 

jump up, running to the bathroom.  

 

Something catches my eye in the mirror while washing my hands, a pile of bloody rags on the shower 

floor. What the hell? I go to investigate and realize whoever's blood this is there was a lot to clean up. It 

scares me enough that I scream for him. 

 

He's there in a flash, "Sookie? What is it? What's wrong?" he asks, looking me over carefully. 

 

I point at the rags, "Whose blood is that? Were you hurt? Is it yours?" I ask, my worry clearly on display. 

 

He sighs, then goes to grab the rags, dumping them in the trashcan then tying off the bag. 

 

"Eric?" I demand. 

 

"Everything is fine, Sookie. I just had the bleeds, I meant to throw them away. I got busy and forgot," he 

explains, acting as if it's no big deal. 

 

It is to me! 
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"Why did you have the bleeds? That's a lot of blood for just the bleeds. You didn't sleep today?" I ask, 

my voice high and squeaky. 

 

He grins at me calling his day death 'sleep' but shakes his head, "Or yesterday either. There has been a 

lot to think about."  

 

"Eric! What on earth?" I squeal, then his words hit me. "You mean me? Us? You stayed up two days 

straight because of us? I can understand yesterday, but why today? I thought….have you changed your 

mind? Do you regret last night? " 

 

I don't know whether I'm angry or scared. 

 

He pulls me into his arms and tries to calm me, "Shhhhhh, Lover. I do not regret a thing about last night, 

I swear to you." 

 

"You promise?" I ask, still very unsettled even with our bond back. 

 

He pulls my face up with his big hands and stares into my eyes, "I promise. Nothing about the way I feel 

for you has changed, Sookie. Please believe me." 

 

The knot in my stomach loosens as I let myself feel the truth of his words, but I'm still worried. "Okay, I 

believe you. But if it isn't us, then why on earth would you not rest?" 

 

"Put some clothes on and I will go upstairs and fix you something to eat. Meet me up there and I will tell 

you everything, alright?" 

 

Eric wants me to put clothes on? Something is very wrong. I hurry and dress in one of his t-shirts after he 

vamps from the bathroom, then race upstairs. 

 

I find him standing at the stove, barefooted, in only a pair of jeans. He's making me a grilled cheese 

sandwich and a pot of what looks to be tomato soup. It's the most beautiful sight I've ever seen. I walk 

up behind him and wrap my arms around his slender waist, pressing myself against his back.  

 

I love him so much it hurts. Why did it take so long to figure out something so simple? 

 

He takes my right hand and holds it over his heart, rubbing it with his thumb soothingly. I do my best to 

stay quiet, he said he would tell me and he will, I just have to be patient. I place soft kisses across his 

shoulders to keep myself quiet. He finishes my meal and motions for me to go sit while he plates it up.  

 

I love him for thinking of me and making sure I'm fed, but I'm really too nervous to eat. Even his 

gorgeous bare chest isn't tempting me right now.  

 

So I just nibble as he frowns at me. 
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"Did I not prepare it correctly?" 

 

"It's perfect, sweetie. I'm just a little worried, you know? Can we talk first, maybe? I can always heat it 

back up when we're done." 

 

He sighs, but smiles softly at me, "If you wish. Come. We will talk in the living room."  

 

He takes my hand and leads the way. He sits down at the end of the couch, one long leg stretched out 

along the back, the other on the floor. He pulls me down to sit between his legs and I lean over to lay 

against his chest. His arms immediately enfold me. 

 

It's only a second before he speaks, "Do you remember last night at your home I tried to tell you 

something, but you promptly distracted us?" he asks.  

 

Normally Eric would smirk if he was talking about sex, he's not smirking now. 

 

"Umm, yes? Before we….?" He nods, still not smirking. "Is it really as bad as you're making it out to be? 

You weren't acting this way last night." 

 

"It is not good news, and while it does not change how I feel about you in the least, it may change the 

way you feel about me." 

 

"Eric, you're scaring me. What is it, just spit it out." 

 

"I am not sure where to start, Lover. The vampire side of my life has been very tense lately. I know you 

do not care for our politics and most of the time prefer not to hear about them." 

 

He sounds tired, he's never tired. 

 

"I'm sorry about that, Eric. It was selfish of me. It's part of who you are, I should have accepted all of it, 

all of you. I do now, so you can tell me anything, okay?" 

 

He leans over and kisses my forehead then looks at me, his eyes very serious, "I love you, Sookie. 

Nothing in my life is more important than you. Please remember that." 

 

Oh God, I am so not going to like this, but I promised him I'd do better, so I will. 

 

"Okay, I'll remember and I love you too," I say, attempting to smile. 

 

He presses my head back down to his chest, and I feel him lay his cheek against it as he starts to stroke 

my hair, "I received a letter a few weeks ago. I thought it was a joke at first, I actually crumbled it up and 

threw it away. Then another arrived, this time with a representative from the Queen of Oklahoma. It 

was not a joke. It seems that at some point before his true death, Appius made a contract with her. A 

contract that says I am to marry her and be her consort for a hundred years." 
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I react immediately, sitting up and looking at him, but do my best to control myself. "You're joking?"  

 

He shakes his head. He is definitely not joking. 

 

"Oh my God! That's what you and Pam have been fighting about, isn't it? She was trying to get you to 

tell me." I'm surprised and proud of how even I keep my voice. I'm pissed. 

 

"Yes," he sighs loudly, "and I am very sorry I kept it from you, Sookie. I had hoped to have it handled 

before you had to find out." 

 

"Before I found out? What the hell, Eric? You let me bond with you again when you're planning on 

marrying some fucking Vampire queen! I can't believe this!!" I jump up, screaming at him. "You said no 

more lies! I trusted you!  You rat bastard!!" 

 

I storm off, heading for my bags, tears streaming down my face. Suddenly I'm in his strong grip. "Get 

your hands off me, Eric!" I cry, slapping at whatever parts of him I can reach. 

 

"Sookie, stop!" he hisses right in my face. "Listen to me, feel me," he orders, shaking me. "I. Am. Yours. 

And I will never be hers or anyone else's. I swear it." 

 

Thank every god there is, he means it. 

 

"I knew nothing about the contract before it landed on my desk, Sookie. Nothing. I have been trying ever 

since to get it thrown out. I have absolutely no intentions of honoring it." 

 

"You better fucking not!" I fume. 

 

I expect him to yell right back at me, but he doesn't. "I am yours," he says softly, pushing his sincerity to 

me through the bond while he lets me go and backs away. 

 

I nod, letting him know I got it, then stare at the floor for a bit, trying to calm myself down. I'm 

frustrated as hell that he didn't tell me first thing, but that's really my fault. I've never made stuff like 

that easy for him and he did try to tell me last night, I wouldn't listen.  

 

Wait a minute. Thrown out? 

 

"Eric, Appius is dead. We watched him die in my front yard. He has no hold on you anymore. He can't 

command you from the grave," I say hopefully. Surely he knows that. 

 

Eric looks dejected though, "I thought so too, Lover, but we are both wrong. The contract is sound 

according to Cataliades. I have had him working night and day for weeks to find a way out of it, he has 

not found one. The bitch is insistent and refuses to take no for an answer. She wants me there within a 
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month and even had the gall to tell me I was welcome to bring you with me as long as I kept you out of 

sight," he growls. 

 

OH, HELL NO! 

 

"She'll find the pointy end of a stake first! I am your wife. You are mine!" I hiss. If I had fangs they would 

certainly be on display right now. 

 

Eric gently wraps his long arms around me and pulls me back against him, "Sookie, I will say it however 

many times it takes. I am yours. I will never be anyone else's." 

 

I sag against him, my adrenaline rush over. "Well, what are we going to do then? I'm assuming that you 

have a plan, you always do. What is it? Can I stake her? I've taken out a few vampires, I can take out 

another." 

 

He chuckles, which makes me feel even better, "I enjoy your confidence in me, Lover. Your 

bloodthirstiness I enjoy even more. I have a few plans, but she is not our only problem unfortunately." 

 

That doesn't take more than one guess. 

 

"Victor." 

 

"Victor," he snarls. "He is a thousand thorns in my side. The bastard continues to torture my child by not 

letting her turn Miriam and I do not enjoy her pain. And he threatens us both constantly. I am done with 

him," he growls. 

 

"Then we end him and her." 

 

I guess I have become bloodthirsty. Oh, well. 

  

He smiles at me and brushes my hair back over my shoulder, "I love you." 

 

I stretch up on my toes and kiss him softly, "I know, I love you too, Eric. I'm sorry I blew up like that." 

 

He shakes his head, scooping me up and sitting us back down on the couch, "It was my fault. I should 

have told you as soon as I knew it was real and I should have insisted you listen last night. I'm sorry. I will 

not let it happen again." 

 

"You can't, Eric. Not ever." 

 

"I swear." 

 

I lay back down and he starts stroking my hair again, "We can end them both. It will require calling in 

many favors and then there will still be the consequences to deal with. I may be older and stronger than 
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both of them, but I do not outrank them. Chances are I will be ended too, either by de Castro or the 

council. Or they could take you and Pam as a punishment for me. I care for neither of those outcomes." 

 

"I don't either," I shiver with just the thought. "What's plan B?" 

 

He's quiet for a long minute, then says softly, "We leave." 

 

"Leave?" I ask. 

 

"Yes." 

 

"For good?" 

 

"Probably, or at least until neither of them are a threat to us." 

 

I sit up and look at him, "But, Eric, you love Fangtasia and being Sheriff. Are you really okay with leaving 

them behind?"  

 

"Sookie, I love you a thousand times more than that fucking bar. One word in Mustapha's ear and it will 

burn to the ground. He is waiting by the phone right now. I've been Sheriff long enough. I'm tired of the 

fucking bullshit that goes with it. Neither of them are as important to me as you are and keeping both of 

us happy and safe." 

 

"Just like that? You'd just burn it to the ground?" I ask, shocked. 

 

He nods, nonplussed. 

 

Wow. Okay. 

 

"What about Pam? We can't leave her!" 

 

"Pam and Miriam are leaving in a few hours." 

 

The shocks just keep coming. 

 

"What? Where? Is that safe for Miriam, she's so sick?" 

 

"I do not know where, it is safer that way, but I have no doubt Pam will do what is best for them both." 

 

"We won't see them for a long time will we?" I ask, knowing the answer before the question even left 

my mouth. 

 

He shakes his head. 
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"I'm so sorry, Eric." 

 

"It is not your fault, Lover, but thank you," he says softly, reaching out to play with my fingers. 

 

I lace them with his and squeeze, "We have to decide this tonight don't we?"  

 

He nods, "I am afraid so." 

 

"What do you want to do?"  

 

He takes a deep breath and lets it out, "Before you broke the bond I was moving things into position to 

end them both. It was the only option I saw that would keep you where you wanted to be and as safe as 

I could make you. Though I had your Grandfather's number on speed dial in case things turned to shit. I 

was nearly crazed when I lost the bond. Even after I knew you were still alive I was panicking because it 

had been the most important thing I had to protect you. I had this insane thought that Victor would 

know it was gone and go after you. It's a wonder I did not go stake him then and there. Instead I sent 

Mustapha to watch you until I got there last night." 

 

"Even furious with me, you still made sure I was safe," I mumble. 

 

He just holds me for a few minutes, then pulls my face up to look at me, love shining through his 

beautiful eyes, "After last night, I think we should leave."  

 

"You believe that's the safest choice?" I ask. 

 

"Yes, though it is not without its consequences. We will basically be on the run, moving from place to 

place, but if you look on the bright side, I would be able to show you the world. I have enough money to 

last us lifetimes, ways to avoid the ones that might hunt us, and friends to help keep us hidden and safe. 

But I'll stay and do everything within my power to fix these problems and keep you here if that is what 

you want." 

 

"You're leaving the choice up to me?" 

 

"I am. Your happiness is what is most important to me." 

 

"Eric Northman! You are not stupid! Yours is just as important. Keeping us alive is even more so! We 

have to make this decision together," I demand. 

 

"You never fail to surprise me," he chuckles. 

 

"Yeah, yeah. This is serious, Eric. It's a huge decision." 

 

"I know, Lover. I promise you I have not taken it lightly. I have spent many days and nights with little else 

on my mind." 
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"I'm sorry. I didn't think…" 

 

"Hush," he gently scolds me. "There is much going on in the bond, can you help me know what you are 

feeling?" he asks, brushing my hair behind my ear. 

 

"Honestly, I'm shocked and a little scared. I was figuring a huge change was coming for us with me 

moving in here, but not quite this big, you know?" 

 

"I am sorry I had to ask this of you. We can stay,” he whispers kissing my temple.  

 

I don't like how he said that. Like our decision was made and there was nothing left to talk about. 

 

"No, we're not done talking about this. You said it was safer if we left. That if we stay one or both of us 

could be taken or even killed. That is not an option in my book, Eric. I won't let you get killed just 

because I might get homesick. I honestly don't have much keeping me here anymore, other than Jason. 

He seems to only come around when he wants something these days. We're not close anymore. He can 

handle himself I think," I mutter to myself. 

 

"You are willing to leave everything behind for me? Your friends, Jason, the house? We will not be able 

to return for a very long time, Sookie, and staying in touch would be risky too," he says, seriously. 

 

"I understand, Eric, and it wouldn't be just for you, but for us. Is there any way you can promise me he'll 

be safe? Jason, I mean. Tara and me hardly talk anymore and all my other friends, Sam, Alcide, Claude 

and Dermont, they can take care of themselves." 

 

"I cannot swear nothing will happen to him, he is Jason after all, but I will leave orders for him to be 

protected. Or, we could take him with us," he offers. 

 

"You'd do that? Take him with us?" I ask, genuinely surprised. Jason is not Eric's favorite breather by any 

stretch. 

 

He nods, "If you wanted me to, yes. We could get him settled somewhere and then keep moving." 

 

I think about it for a minute and quickly decide that it should be Jason's choice not mine. I can get word 

to Claude and Dermont, they can watch over him just as well and if he decides he wants to leave they 

can help him. They'll do it for me. 

 

"If you don't have a problem with it, I think I'll call Claude and let him handle it. It sounds to me like we 

really don't have time to deal with my emotional brother." 

 

Eric's eyebrows shoot up and he has a hesitant grin on his face, "Does that mean you are okay with 

leaving then?" 
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Sitting here looking at him, all I know is that I love him and I'll do anything for him. There is no other 

choice than that for me. 

 

"Yes. I want to do what's best for us. It'll be different and stressful at times, I'm sure, but yes. We can 

leave."  

 

He scoops me up, hugging me tightly then kisses me deep enough to curl my toes. How did I not realize 

that making him happy would make me this happy? I enjoy it so much I'm going to do it again. 

 

I gently pull back from his eager arms, "Eric, there are some things I have kept from you too, but they're 

good and they may help us." 

 

His eyebrows shoot to his hairline again. 

 

"Wait here just a sec, I'll be right back." 

 

I go over to my bag, still where we left it in the hallway and dig out the velvet pouch. I immediately feel 

lighter and less concerned about our situation the second I touch it. I want badly to pull it out and rub it 

on my face, but I go back and sit with Eric. Taking his hand in mine I let the Faerie trinket slide into his 

palm. We are both shocked when it begins to glow slightly.  

 

It takes me a few minutes to realize it, but we both have been staring at it with stupid smiles on our 

faces for a while. Our fingers can't seem to leave its shiny green surface either. 

 

"What is this?" Eric asks, dreamily. 

 

Uh, I wonder if having my blood allows its magic to affect him too, or does it know I love him? Or maybe 

it feels the bond between us? Who knows? It doesn't matter. 

 

"It's a Cluviel Dor. A Faerie love charm." 

 

"A what?" 

 

"Naill's son, Fintan, made it for Gran. She left it to me. It carries one wish that can be used for someone 

you love. Anything I want for you, all I have to do is wish it and it will happen. We have to be careful 

though, it could change things drastically and possibly not for the good if we do not think things 

through. I don't know if we could take care of every problem with just one wish, and that's all it has, just 

one, but maybe we could handle the worst one. Whichever you think that is." 

 

"You would use it for me?" he asks, somewhat surprised. 

 

"Of course I would, Eric. It's a love charm, there isn't anyone I love more than you. If it will keep you safe 

I'll use it in a heartbeat. But if it would help things, there is something else I would be willing to do. Plan 

C." 
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"What?" he asks, still staring at the pretty charm. 

 

"Become your child." 

 

His head jerks up, but he's speechless, completely frozen. He stays that way too. 

 

I take the Cluviel Dor from his hand and hold it to my cheek while I let him soak in that shocker. After 

quite some time, I gently get his attention. "Eric? Are you okay?" I whisper, my fingers ghosting over his 

cheek. 

 

He blinks and sees me again, even though I never moved from his line of sight. I can't even begin to 

describe the look on his face. There is too much there to sort through. 

 

"Eric?" I try again. 

 

He finally manages to find his words, "No." 

 

Now I'm frozen.  He can't mean that.  He has always wanted to turn me.  I finally agree to give him my 

very life and he says no.  Fuck him! 

 

"NO?" I screech at him.  "I offer you what you always wanted for us and your answer is no!"  

 

I stand up and walk away on wobbly legs.  I can literally feel my heart cracking, this pain is a thousand 

times worse than losing the bond.  I drop to the floor and let the sobs wrack my body. 

 

His strong arms try to pull me into his lap, I do my best to fight him off, striking out and struggling 

against him, but it's useless.  He's too stubborn and I'm too weak.  All I can think is that he doesn't want 

me.   

 

"You don't want me." 

 

He rocks me against his chest, brushing away my damp hair and tears, "Yes, I do.  I want you.  I do want 

you, Sookie.  I want nothing more than to have you walk by my side for eternity, but not like this.  Not 

because you are afraid, or because it will keep us safe.  We made that mistake before, we cannot make 

it again," he whispers in my ear, flooding our bond with his love for me. 

 

Despite his words and the assurance I feel in the bond it takes me a long time to calm down.  I finally 

crawl out of his lap and go to the kitchen to clean my face.  Thankfully, he gives me a moment.  He's 

waiting nervously in the living room, pacing the confined space.  The second I step back into the room 

he's in front of me and pulling me down onto the couch. 

 

"We have got to get better at talking to each other," I whisper. 
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"I am so sorry, älskling.  I want to turn you.  I swear it.  Whenever the time is right. When it is your 

choice, our choice, not like this. I fear you will resent it just as you once did the bond," he says seriously.  

"I will not do that to you or us again." 

 

"But it is my choice, Eric, and I did not make it out of fear.  I decided before I knew anything about that 

bitch or how serious you were about ending Victor." 

 

"But you always said no before. You hated the idea.  What changed your mind so suddenly?"  

 

"Losing you. I knew the moment the bond was gone, I never wanted to be separated from you again and 

I thought constantly about what it would've been like if you had really died, or what it would've been 

like for you if I had. I couldn't stand my own pain let alone thinking about causing you the same. I knew 

then I could never do that to you. I can't ask you to love me if you will always have to live knowing you'll 

lose me. Once you agreed to bond with me again, it was completely settled in my mind." 

 

He still seems hesitant to believe, so I try once more to convince him. "I can trade the sun for the moon 

and the stars if I get to have them with you, Eric. I want to be yours in every way possible and not 

because it would make me safer, but because it would let me be with you forever." 

 

I'm not sure what reaction I expected from him, probably something like his fangs bared by a sexy grin 

and then hours of raw, frenzied sex. That's not what I get though.  

 

I get tears. Two, big, fat, dark red ones. 

 

"Oh, my Love. Please don't," I whisper, crawling in his lap and wrapping myself around him tightly. 

 

It's my turn to soothe him as he trembles in my arms. He's gasping and sobbing in broken Old Norse 

against my neck and I can't understand a word he's saying so I just hold him, stroking his hair and 

whispering how much I love him while he clings to me. 

 

We stay that way for several minutes before he becomes still and quiet. "Are you okay, sweetie?" I ask, 

after a few more. 

 

He finally looks up at me, his beautiful face all red and pink, but his eyes are the brightest I've ever seen 

them. "Thank you," he says, a big grin tugging his lips up as he pulls my face to his and kisses me. Then 

kisses me some more. 

 

An hour later we're a naked tangled mess of limbs laid out on the floor. I whine when he pulls himself 

off me and holds his hand out for me to take. I grudgingly accept it and he leads me downstairs. Much 

like last night we get into the shower and silently wash each other. Our bond is alive and well this time 

though and it's doing all the communicating between us. 
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He is feeling complete contentment, along with a huge dose of happiness. The only other feeling I'm 

adding to the mix besides my own happiness is curiosity. He knows what I'm feeling though, so he'll let 

me know when he's ready. 

 

By the time I find some of my clothes in his closet to put on, he's dressed and rummaging through the 

bathroom. There's a duffle bag on the bed and it looks almost full.  

 

I go on upstairs and warm up my food again, I have no idea when I'll have another opportunity to eat. 

While it warms up, I straightened up the living room and make sure to tuck the Cluviel Dor back in my 

bag. Eric vamps around the house while I eat and every once in a while I hear him talking on the phone, 

but it's so quick I don't really catch anything. He stops twice and kisses my forehead. I wash my dishes 

and the pot and pan he used then dry them and put them away.  

 

Eric's arms wrap around me from behind and he nuzzles into my neck. I turn my head and kiss his 

temple, "We ready?" 

 

After a kiss to my neck he turns me around to face him, "I am if you are," he says with only the tiniest bit 

of hesitation. 

 

"Okay," I whisper, kissing his forehead then stepping back. We need some space between us or we'll 

never get out of here. "Any hints on where we're headed first?" I ask. I'm getting really excited all of a 

sudden. I've never made it past Dallas, Jackson, or Rhodes. I have a feeling we're going much further 

than any of those cities. 

 

He shakes himself slightly and I can feel him gain control of his urges again. His bright blue eyes find 

mine and twinkle at me, "We have a private jet, we can go anywhere we want. But I was a horrible 

boyfriend who didn't get you a Christmas gift last year, so you get to pick our first stop and probably the 

next twenty," he winks. 

 

"Aw, thank you, my Love. It'll be Christmas everyday with you though," I smile up at him.  

 

He smiles back sweetly, "For me too, min älskling." 

 

"Let's go then. The sooner we leave the sooner we get there." 

 

He laughs as I bounce around with excitement, then scoops me up bridal style and gives me a big kiss, 

"And where would there be?" 

 

I shake my head, "Nope, it's a surprise. I'll tell the pilot when we get to the plane." 

 

He grins mischievously, "I'm the pilot." 

 

"What? You can fly all on your own, why would you need to know how to fly a plane?" 
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He shrugs, "I was bored?" 

 

I giggle then lean over and whisper our destination in his ear. His smile is so big he has a hard time 

kissing me. 

 

"Time to cut and run, Lover?" 

 

"Cut and run, Baby." 
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A vacation. Just a few weeks of peace. Was that really too much to ask? I deserved one, surely, after the 

takeover, after everything I'd done for the vampires. Telling me I couldn't go was never going to fly with 

me. 
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“Let's go, slowpoke,” Amelia called from the corridor, rapping on the door. 

“Coming,” I called back, hunting for my gloves and scarf. There! On the dresser. 

They were red to match my cranberry coat, and I'd bought them when I discovered that December on 

this side of the Atlantic was a lot colder than this Southern girl could take without a layer of wool. I 

threw the scarf around my neck and shoved the gloves in a pocket, but as I got to the door the feeling I'd 

forgotten something came over me. I patted my pockets, checked my tote bag and glanced around the 

hotel room, but I couldn't put my finger on what I'd left behind. Then I realised what it was I was 

missing. 

Tall, blonde and dead. 

Sadly, Eric wasn't hiding under the bed. Or in the closet. Neither had he graced my hotel room in Paris 

last week, nor the one in Rome the week before that. It had been almost three weeks since I'd seen him, 

and considering the terms we parted on hadn't been altogether amicable, I ought to stop expecting him 

to show up any moment. 

Somehow, I couldn't shake the hope that he would. 

That was ridiculous, especially when the sun was up. Even more ridiculous because I was the one who 

had run when the going got tough, and to another continent no less. Still, I was missing him like crazy. 

But I'd promised myself I wouldn't waste what was likely to be my one and only tour of Europe on any 

pity parties, and Amelia was waiting. Shaking off the heavy, sinking loneliness that threatened to creep 

over me whenever I thought about Eric for too long, I plastered on as near a genuine smile as I could and 

opened the door. 

“About time,” Amelia huffed. She was bundled up for the cold in a smart black pea-coat and a vivid 

turquoise scarf which complemented the sparkle of excitement in her eyes nicely. 

“Sorry. Couldn't find my gloves,” I said as I shut the door. 

Without any further preamble, she began to chatter about our plans for the day. 

Her plans, I should say. This was Amelia's trip really: her father had written her a blank cheque and 

practically begged her to stay away from Louisiana and 'those people' in her coven for a solid month. I 

came home one night to travel brochures all over the kitchen table and Amelia's hopeful face. She didn't 

want to travel alone. 

And, as I'd just endured yet another week of too many crappy double shifts at Merlotte's, and too many 

disagreements with Eric over how to handle the latest crap from Victor Madden, it hadn't taken much to 

persuade me to tag along. 

So far we'd seen Paris and Rome, and before we headed to London we were spending a long weekend in 

Cologne, to see the famous Christmas markets. Not that I'd heard of them, but Amelia sure had. She was 
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talking nineteen to the dozen as we left the hotel. I made all the right noises and nodded in all the right 

places, and if my heart wasn't quite in it, she was kind enough to pretend she hadn't noticed. 

Just like she'd pretended not to notice how quiet I went at the Colosseum, when our tour-guide spoke at 

length about Christians and lions and gladiators and all I could picture was Eric's maker, in a toga, sitting 

on one of the stone seats and revelling in the cruel brutality. 

Just like she'd pretended not to notice me brushing away a tear or two when we took a trip up the Eiffel 

Tower and all I could see, despite the beauty of Paris at night spread before me, was the umpteenth 

couple kissing against the twinkling backdrop, and my arms and heart ached for Eric. 

With every night that went by without him, my heart had chilled a little more until it sat heavy as a 

stone in my chest. It was getting hard to pretend I was anything other than miserable, but Amelia was a 

good friend and I didn't want to ruin her trip. Or seem ungrateful: I'd seen some amazing places and 

sights I never would have without her. 

I slipped my arm through hers and forced seasonal cheer into my voice. “Christmas markets here we 

come.” 

~~00~~ 

It was a gorgeous winter's day, cool and crisp, with a clear, ice-blue sky. The largest market was nestled 

at the foot of the tallest cathedral I'd ever seen, and I'd seen more cathedrals than you could shake a 

bishop's crook at in the last few weeks. This one was impressive, so we took a quick tour. I oohed and 

aahed at the beautiful stained-glass windows, and groaned and moaned at the spiral staircase Amelia 

insisted we climb. Five hundred and nine dizzying steps later, a spectacular view over Cologne and the 

Rhine took the last of my breath. 

On the way down, I tried not to wish someone who could fly was with me to save my aching legs. 

The market itself was lovely, with neat rows of red wooden stalls that sold beautiful ornaments and 

gifts. The air smelt of cinnamon and spices, and the food stalls were amazing. I ate enough fried 

potatoes and bratwurst to satisfy a Southern gal's hankering for some down-home cooking. Not to 

mention the Gluhwein that Amelia said I just had to try. Spiced, dark and warming, it came in cutesy 

commemorative mugs that you could pay extra to keep. Amelia thought that was just a great idea, 

especially after she drank a third mug of the stuff. Between the wine and the bite in the air, her cheeks 

were rosy by midday. I couldn't help smirking every time I saw them. 

As the sky began to cloud, we hit another market. This one specialised in hand-crafted goods and we 

entered through an archway decorated with wooden gnomes. Heinzelmännchen, house gnomes who 

did the chores while you weren't looking, Amelia explained. 

Shame they weren't real. I could sure use one of those to take back home. 

The little bearded statues were all over: on top of stalls, peaking over garlands, tucked amongst the 

wares. I spotted traditional garden gnomes wearing red-and-white Santa hats, gnomes carrying candles, 



87 
 

gnomes wearing glasses, gnomes working wood, gnomes baking cakes, and family groups with 

grandmothers in rocking chairs and baby gnomes in cradles. 

Even a punk one with a pink beard. 

The fairy-lights on the stalls began to glow against the darkening sky, bringing a memory of Gran, hands 

on hips, telling a teenage Jason exactly how to hang a string of lights over the porch. Amelia stopped to 

look at some hand-blown glass baubles. The woman behind the counter sold crystals too, and they got 

into an involved discussion about the finer points of where to position amethyst to promote meditation. 

Uninterested, I drifted to the next stall where I admired the hand-painted mugs and tankards, 

wondering idly if Jason would like one. Two pink-cheeked kids in green woollen hats barrelled past me, 

chattering loudly in German and pointing excitedly at the roof of a stall opposite. I looked over. They 

were making a game out of spotting the gnomes. Smiling to myself, I turned back to the tankards and 

my eyes fell on a gnome hidden amongst them. Barely six inches tall, it had a long nose, a grey beard 

and a blue jacket. 

And it winked at me. 

I was sure it did, but when I squinted at it suspiciously, I felt like an idiot. It was just another wooden 

statue, albeit a well-carved one. It must have been a trick of the light. Still, maybe it wouldn't hurt to 

check its— 

Amelia tugged on my arm. “Sookie, there's a night market. It sounds wonderful. We just have to go see 

it.” 

“What?” I said, turning round to face her. “I thought we were staying at this one. I want to see it lit up.” 

“Please, Sookie. It's not far.” She gave me the puppy dog eyes. “If it's terrible, we can come back here.” 

It was her trip. I sighed. “Fine, fine. We'll go.” 

She ushered me out of the market, round a corner, and along a quiet street of tall houses, painted pink, 

and blue, and cream. I snapped a few pictures, they were so pretty, but it was probably too dark to get a 

good shot. A laughing couple passed us, going the other way, back towards the market we just left. We 

were heading away from the crowds. And the lights. 

“How come everyone else is going that way if this night market is so great,” I grumbled, but Amelia 

wasn't listening. 

She'd stopped to consult a scrap of paper. “Almost there,” she murmured to herself. 

“Who gave you directions?” 

“Oh,” she said airily, setting off again. “The witch with the crystals.” 

Witch? I bit back a groan. 
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That explained her eagerness. If her father thought a trip to Europe was gonna cure Amelia of her craft, 

he was sadly mistaken. Louisiana wasn't the only place with covens, and Amelia had spoken to more 

witches in the last few weeks than she had in the last year. With me along for the ride too, and 

interacting with witches didn't always go smoothly. The trouble we got into in Rome… 

So I wasn't as thrilled as Amelia was about a market frequented by witches. But I hurried after her as she 

marched further along the street, my footsteps loud on the cobbles. 

“Ah-ha!” she cried triumphantly, pointing at an alley sandwiched between a blue house and one 

painted, from what I could make out in the twilight, a pale terracotta. 

The alley was unlit. An elaborate ironwork arch marked its dark entrance and a wilting bunch of 

greenery hung at its apex. Holy, ivy, maybe some mistletoe. It was hard to tell from the limp leaves and 

the patch of fallen berries squished on the ground beneath it. 

“Are you sure this is it?” I asked dubiously, but Amelia was already moving and my words fell on her 

retreating back. Muttering under my breath about impulsive witches, I followed her. 

~~00~~ 

Light. That was the first thing I noticed after I passed under the arch. 

Light that hadn't been there a second ago, reflecting off damp cobbles and the bricks of the alley walls, 

edging them with gold. More light, warm and yellow, split around a corner up ahead, a corner that I was 

sure hadn't been there a second earlier. One moment there had only been the sound of our footsteps; 

now there was the low hum of distant voices, the quiet bustle of a busy street and the faint strains of 

music. 

I stopped dead, suck in air sharply. 

Amelia glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Neat, huh?” 

Neat was not what I'd called it. Passing through strange archways that made things shift and change 

could only mean one thing: magic. Or a portal, like the one to Fairy in the woods back home. That was a 

terrifying idea; no way was I wanting to take any trips of that kind. 

My breath held, I looked back behind me. The street was still there, but it was blurred, as if a thick layer 

of wavering glass hung from the arch, a curtain between me and the real world. A group of tourists 

passed the alley and their laughter was muffled and distorted, as if I were underwater. 

“Are we still in Cologne?” I demanded. Because we sure weren't in Kansas. 

“Yes,” Amelia said confidently. “It's just a concealment spell. I think.” 

“You think?” I said sharply. I was ready to give her a piece of my mind on the wisdom of trusting strange 

witches and their directions, but a head poked around the corner, low down and silhouetted against the 

light. 
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“Are ye wanting the night market or not?” called a voice. 

Amelia about leaped into next week, a hand clutching at her chest as she turned to see who'd spoken. 

Ha! She was just as nervous as I was, the big faker. 

The creature that stepped into view was something out of a fairy tale. Grey-bearded and unnaturally 

short, he — at least I assumed it was a he from the beard — held up a lantern and looked us over with 

quick, dark eyes that glittered in its light. A long nose cast shadows over his gnarled brown face, and he 

was dressed in boots, buckskin pants, a bright blue coat and a red pointed hat with a bell. 

He winked at me and I gasped. It was the gnome from the tankard stall, I was sure of it. Only now he was 

three feet tall.  

“In or out, ladies?” he said gruffly. “Make up thy minds, quick now.” 

His mind, unfortunately, was unreadable, darting and quicksilver like a shoal of fish. Amelia and I looked 

at each other and had an entirely non-verbal conversation that went something like: Are you sure this is 

a good idea? Will we be safe? Yes, yes! It will be amazing. We can't possibly miss it. 

“In,” I said reluctantly, wondering if I should cross my fingers behind my back for luck, or if the gnome 

might consider that rude. 

“Ye must take the oath,” he said. He put the lantern down and rooted in his coat pocket, his bushy grey 

eyebrows drawn down in fierce concentration. 

Amelia, as curious as I was, asked, “There's an oath?” 

I held back an eye roll. Guess her witch pal hadn't mentioned that. 

“Aye, a binding one,” he answered. “Not to commit any violence. Ah, here it is.” He pulled a handful of 

leaves and twigs out of his pocket. 

“Everyone has to do it?” I wanted to make sure of that, because it would make me feel a little safer. 

He nodded solemnly. 

So I found myself removing my gloves, wiping my eyes with a bunch of leaves and swearing in unison 

with Amelia: “By oak, and ash, and thorn, no blood shall I spill on these cobbles ere the dawn.” 

As soon as our words were spoken the air filled with the scent of wood-smoke and pine. Something 

tightened around my wrist — a bracelet, roughly plaited from bark and twigs. 

“There,” said the gnome, in a satisfied tone. “Attack anyone and thou willst wake up in a ditch on t'other 

side of the Rhine, with a sore head and no notion of where thou hast been.” 

“Is there anything else that would get us into trouble?” Amelia asked politely. I really don't want to 

upset anyone with that kind of power. 
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“Mischief of all other kinds is encouraged,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “'Tis practically the season for it.” 

“It is?” I said. “I thought that was Halloween.” 

He rocked on his heels, mouth wide and gurgling like a blocked drain. It took me a second to work out 

he was laughing. 

“Excuse my friend,” said Amelia, looking embarrassed. “She's, uh, Christian.” 

“Oh, beg pardon. We don't get many of them,” he said, looking me over with friendly interest. He 

stepped aside and gestured us on. “That way, ladies. Just keeping going.” 

Round the corner boughs of spruce and pine hung every few feet, and the alley was filled with their 

crisp, clean scent. There was a lantern at the other end, marking another corner, and the noise grew 

louder. I could pick out voices, laughter, singing, and the sound of bells. 

“I thought this was a Christmas market,” I said, once we'd gotten a little further from the gnome. 

“Oh, no,” Amelia said blithely. “It's for the winter solstice. And Yule, of course.” 

“Of course,” I echoed sarcastically. “What was all that about mischief?” 

“Oh, tricks and pranks are an old solstice tradition. Goes back to the Roman feast of Saturnalia. Master 

and slaves switching places, reversal of the usual order, a commoner crowned king for the day. That kind 

of thing.” 

“Never heard of it,” I said, not sure I wanted to get caught up in that. 

“You know, I bet he was using a translation charm,” she said thoughtfully. “Did you notice how old-

fashioned he sounded?” 

I glanced back. The gnome waved cheerfully, and I gave him a small, tentative wave back. “He wasn't 

English? He sure sounded it.” 

“I doubt it. German, probably. It's hard to tell with gnomes,” she said, trying to sound wise. 

“Like you'd know.” I knew for a fact that it was the first gnome she'd ever met; her thoughts had 

betrayed her. 

She shrugged and sped up a little, smiling at me. “This is so exciting. There's nothing like it back home.” 

Her grin was infectious and I matched her pace. It was a little exciting and so far it didn't seem 

dangerous. So far. 

We came out into a cobbled square surrounded by tall, narrow houses with painted fronts and dark 

wooden beams. A riot of colour and sound and smell assaulted me, and I blinked rapidly against the light 

of many flickering candles and lanterns. There were braziers piled high with red embers too, and my 

mouth watered at the smell of roasting nuts. 
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The square was crammed with a multitude of stalls of all sorts: wooden ones, big and small, painted and 

plain; vivid silk pavilions lit from within like giant coloured lanterns; and striped canvas tents that looked 

like they'd escaped from a circus. There was just as much variety in the folks wandering between them. 

Shifters, witches, demons, and other supes I couldn't recognise from their mental signatures, wearing all 

kinds of clothes and speaking all kinds of languages. 

A troupe of acrobats tumbled past, calling out to each other and laughing merrily. None of them 

reached higher than my hip. A man in a red and green Harlequin costume, impossibly thin and tall, went 

by a minute later, the bells on his hat jangling. He was singing in French and juggling half a dozen 

delicate glass balls that shone softly, changing from red to green as they rose and fell hypnotically. 

“Wow,” I said. “That's something you don't see every day.” 

“No, you sure don't,” Amelia said breathily. “Isn't it wonderful?” 

I had to admit, it sort of was. 

~~00~~ 

I leaned over a tray of necklaces, admiring delicate carved pendants that gleamed in the soft candlelight.  

“Protection charms,” Amelia murmured at my elbow, impressed. 

“Very useful, Miss,” said the proprietor from the other side of the waist-high table that served as a 

counter. “A thoughtful solstice gift for those dear to your heart.” 

I bit my lip. They were lovely, but not exactly Eric's style. What did you buy for a thousand year old 

vampire? 

The small tented stall was quiet, as if its soft canvas walls had muffled the sounds from the market more 

than they should, and when the proprietor shifted slightly his shoes clacked on the floor. I got a crazy 

notion he was wearing clogs. 

Probably not, I thought, stifling a giggle and bending over the necklaces again. He was snappy dresser 

and clogs wouldn't go with his clothes. 

His velvet jacket and bowler hat were both deep plum, and he had a perfectly tied lilac silk cravat. A 

matching lilac handkerchief peeked out of his breast pocket. He was tanned, with black, tightly-curled 

hair and a neat, tidy beard. And although he looked human, his mind was not. His thoughts were 

opaque, and a little swirly. Maybe he was some rare kind  of shifter I hadn't met before, but I reckoned it 

would be rude to ask him. 

One thing he was, though, was a determined salesman. He pointed to the necklaces with a well-

manicured nail. “This one protects against illness; this one, unlucky investments; and this one, broken 

hearts.” 
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I sighed softly. Only one of those would be any use to Eric, and I doubted a gift that implied he needed 

magic to make a profit would go over well. 

Sensing my indecision, the proprietor suggested helpfully, “Maybe something smaller, Miss. What about 

these? Here, have a closer look.” He picked up a tray of rings and stepped around the table with them. 

“Oh no, thank you,” I stammered, desperately trying not to stare at his lower half. He wasn't wearing 

any pants, but that wasn't all. His feet were cloven-hooved, which explained the clacking, and his legs 

were covered in thick curly fur. And quite naked otherwise. 

I didn't know where to look. But definitely not down. No sirree. Eyes up. 

Amelia, who had been examining a tray of round, polished stones the size of eggs, saw my face and 

came to my rescue by asking him: “Do these warding stones have to be placed at the cardinal points?” 

“Oh yes,” he said eagerly, scenting a sale and bustling back around the table. His jacket had tails at the 

back, for which I was extremely grateful. “Which stones take your fancy, madam witch?” 

“Um, these green ones.” Amelia widened her eyes at me. He's a faun! Like Mr Tumnus from Narnia. 

“The serpentine. What an excellent choice!” 

Money changed hands, and after the things I'd seen in the last hour, it somehow wasn't at all shocking 

that a faun was quite happy to be paid in Euros. He deftly wrapped and boxed Amelia's purchase, 

thanking her politely. She tucked it safely away in the large tote bag she'd been carrying all day, which 

never seemed to get full no matter how many souvenirs she bought. 

An attractive couple came in, ducking under the open tent flap. Both were tall, the man dark and the 

woman fair, and they wore simple but elegant clothes. I knew straight away they were fairies, from their 

minds and the luminescence of their skin, that attractive radiance fairies had about them. 

The male went straight to the counter, saying something in a language I couldn't understand. His voice 

was like liquid honey. The faun began to bow and scrape obsequiously. The woman, however, paused at 

the entrance and looked me over twice, sure to do so down the whole length of her nose before she 

swept haughtily past us. 

“Damn fairies, always so stuck-up,”Amelia muttered, shaking her head as we exited the tent. “Sorry. 

They're probably distant cousins of yours or something.” 

“Nothing to do with me,” I said, shrugging. “I'm a Stackhouse through and through.” 

Not just a Stackhouse, Amelia thought, but before I could disagree, the ground shook under my feet. 

And then again. And again. Each tremor was accompanied by a dull thud. Amelia, who had craned her 

neck to look over my shoulder, gulped and her eyes widened. 

“Oh my,” she gasped. That has to be a troll. What the hell else could it be? 
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I whipped around and stared at the truly fearsome-looking beast bearing down on us. About eight feet 

tall, it filled the space between stalls, shoulders the width of a car, bulging biceps the width of … well, 

the width of the logs balanced on its shoulder, actually. Its skin was grey-green and all it wore was a very 

large, very dirty pair of Lederhosen. A bulbous nose and a flat, broad face were overhung by a thick-

boned forehead and bushy eyebrows that cast its eyes deep into shadow. It was its teeth that held my 

attention though, or rather the two blunt, yellowing tusks that curved wickedly up out of its mouth. Feet 

the size of small missiles slapped heavily on the cobblestones, and its ponderous, swinging steps 

brought it towards us with all the unstoppable momentum of a tank. 

I stepped smartly backwards and dragged Amelia, who was still catching flies, out the way. The canvas of 

the faun's tent pressed against my back and a hot wash of fetid breath that smelt of damp and mould hit 

me as the troll passed by, its bulk blocking out the clouded night sky. 

“You sure don't see that every day,” I said, staring after the retreating creature. Cries of annoyance and 

indignation rose up in its wake, but the troll, if that's what it was, paid them absolutely no mind. 

“Wonder where he's going with those logs?” Amelia asked, her eyes round and fixed in the direction it 

had gone. 

Feeling generous I offered, “We could go see.” 

~~00~~ 

It wasn't difficult to follow the troll, mainly because folks came out of the booths and stalls to yell at it, 

hands on hips, or to stare after it, mouths gaping. I was pleased to see I wasn't the only one taken aback. 

Trolls must be a rare sight even for supes. 

The trail led to a corner of the market that smelt of hot metal and fire. Iron rang against iron and water 

hissed as we passed blacksmiths bent over anvils or pumping bellows that sent showers of sparks up 

into the dark. The troll ducked its head and entered a large, open-fronted wooden workshop. 

Amelia and I stopped in front of it. One side of the place was lined with shelves filled with the most 

beautifully carved candles, and there were dipped candles of every hue hanging from the rafters drying. 

Wooden vats sat at the back of the workshop, their rims spattered thickly with wax of all colours. A little 

old woman was bent over one, stirring the contents, but she abandoned her task to greet the troll. 

“Hroth, you big oaf. What took 'ee?” she called in a friendly manner, wiping her hands on an apron 

speckled with a rainbow of wax drops as she came forwards. 

Her face was wizened and flushed from her work, and wisps of her white hair were escaping from a 

pretty green head scarf embroidered with red roses. She poked and prodded the troll towards a 

workbench scattered with wood chips and shavings. 

The troll made a series of grunting, rumbling sounds in reply and, more carefully than I expected 

considering his size, put the logs he was carrying down on the bench, near some chisels and a hatchet. 
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Turning to the back, the old woman called loudly, “Hans! Hans! Thy logs be 'ere!” 

“Ya, ya! No need to shout, Frau Talwynn.” A pale, dark-haired man came out, a battered tankard in his 

hand. He drained it and wiped the ring of blood from his mouth. 

Blood. Vampire. 

I stiffened and exchanged a wary glance with Amelia, but she only shrugged as if to say what did I 

expect. Hans the vampire set his tankard down and snagged a leather apron covered in nicks and 

scrapes off of a hook, absently licking a few remaining drops of blood from his lips as he tied it on. 

Whistling to himself, he began inspecting the logs, picking them up and turning them over. 

Amelia nudged me and nodded at the shelf behind him. It held what I guessed were examples of his 

work: carved logs with ivy and holly coiling round them. Logs with faces, human or other, carved to look 

like they were bursting out of the bark. Logs carved with figures of fauns, satyrs, nymphs, and other 

creatures I didn't recognise. 

“Dab hand with the axe, our Hans,” said Talwynn. Seeing our interest, the old woman asked, “Will 'ee be 

wanting a Jul log, my lovelies? 

“I'd love one,” Amelia said wistfully, “but I don't think we can get it back home.” 

She was probably right. The logs were a little large to fit in a suitcase. 

“Oh, don't worry 'bout that,” Talwynn said cheerfully. “We've got ways of getting it to 'ee.” 

“Nice bit of ash, this one,” said Hans, hefting a log one-handed. He swept the bench clear of debris, 

looked up and smiled at me. “Just the right wood for one of the fair folk.” 

Amelia turned big, pleading eyes on me. “Can we, Sook? Please? I'll pay for it.” 

How could I say no? 

It was something to see: Hans picked up the hatchet and, at vampire speed, began a flurry of hacking 

and then chiselling, chips and curls of wood falling from the log like leaves from a tree. The face Amelia 

had chosen seemed to melt out of the wood under his skilful hands. 

Old Father Time. Who looked a lot like Santa to me. 

While Hans carved, Talwynn explained the tradition. “Yule be a celebration of light at the darkest time, 

the depths of mid-winter. The dying of the old year, the wheel turning, and the birth of the new. In 

Cornwall, where I be from, we chalk a man on the log to represent the old year and burn it. And the sun 

rises again, like a phoenix from the ashes.” 

Hans chuckled, his eyes on the blur of his hands. “Fitting work for a man who rose from the dead, 

Talwynn says.” 
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“I do,” said Talwynn, nodding and chuckling. “Just don't be getting any splinters to the chest, Hans.” 

Hans stopped and laughed, head back and belly shaking. “I would be a laughing stock, no? Only an idiot 

could do such a thing.” 

“So, um, what do we do with it?” I asked Talwynn. 

“'Ee burn it, of course. Once it be lit, it must burn to ash in the hearth without going out. That will bring 

'ee luck all the year. Some folk like to sit round it while it burns and tell ghost stories.” She waved at the 

candles dripping from the ceiling. “Some light wishing-candles from it instead. One for everyone in the 

house, youngest to eldest, each making a secret wish for the new year. All must stay silent until the last 

candle is lit, and no other light must be raised in the house that night. Mayhap the wish comes true if 'ee 

do it right.” With a mercenary glint in her eyes, she added, “There's a discount if 'ee be buying more 

than three candles.” 

Amelia gasped and turned to me. “Can we, Sook?” 

“Sure,” I said, laughing. “I was going to get some anyway. They're just lovely, Talwynn.” 

“Thank 'ee kindly,” she said, smiling with pleasure at the compliment. “Tis not often one of the fair folk 

is so well-mannered.” 

Hans sat back and dusted off his hands. 

“Oh, it's just perfect,” Amelia said gleefully, admiring the bearded face staring out of the log. 

“Would you like it scented?” Hans asked, reaching for a rack of bottles filled with amber and golden 

liquids. “Enchanted oils. They release fragrance as it burns.” 

Amelia settled on apple-cinnamon and while Hans applied oil to the log, I went with Talwynn to pick out 

candles. Four, one for Amelia, one for me, one for Jason, and one for a certain someone I was hoping 

would want to celebrate with me when I got home. As Talwynn wrapped them carefully, I stared into 

space and sighed. Eric hadn't been too pleased about my little vacation. 

“Europe is over-rated,” he said dismissively, as if the idea was ridiculous. 

“Is it? I wouldn't know, I've never been. But I'd like to, and I'm going.” 

“Here is better. Safer.” 

“I don't know how you can say that, after the month I've had.” I'd been attacked, bruised and chased by 

yet another murderer. Just a typical month for a human who interacted with vampires, werewolves and 

demons on a regular basis. 

“You should stay here,” he insisted, folding his arms. 

As if insisting had ever worked on me. “Oh, really. Who died and made you the boss of me?” 
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“I did,” he said, his mouth twitching a little. Then the amusement faded from his eyes and his face stilled. 

“I cannot guarantee your safety there.” 

I snorted. “I've got news for you, buster. You can't guarantee my safety here.” 

“Because you will not listen to reason,” he said forcefully. “If you moved to Shreveport—” 

“Cheese and rice, Eric! Give it a rest already!” We had been having that argument for weeks and I was 

heartily sick of it. “I am taking a vacation. And no-one, not you, not Victor, not Felipe, and not any other 

damn king or queen who decides to interfere in my life on a whim, is gonna stop me!” 

I stomped out of his office in a snit, slamming the door for good measure. 

I hadn't spoken to him civilly since. Oh, he'd made several increasingly high-handed attempts to change 

my mind, but those all ended in shouting matches. I was so furious after the last one, during which he 

had the nerve to order me not to leave Louisiana, I hadn't even said goodbye. Instead, I left a terse 

message saying I didn't want to see or speak to him until I got back, and when I did, I'd call him. 

Oh, Pam had phoned Amelia a few times while we were here, and she'd asked to speak to me in a 

transparent ploy to check on me for her Maker. But I had no idea how Eric was, because I hadn't asked 

Pam a thing about him on principle. 

All my stubbornness was doing by this point was making me miserable, but I was an old hand at cutting 

my nose off to spite my face where Eric was concerned. 

I jumped when Talwynn touched my arm. She asked, “'Ee with us, my lovely?” 

“Oh, sorry,” I said, smiling sheepishly. 

“Away with the fairies,” she said, chuckling at her joke. Then she gave me a suddenly shrewd look and 

said kindly, “Thinking of someone special, I shouldn't wonder. Vampires are tricky creatures to buy for.” 

I blinked at her. How did she know he was a vampire? 

She pointed off to the left. “There's a stall that way. Pink tent, can't miss it. Try there. And don't 'ee miss 

the Cornish Guise dancers later. My nephew is one of them.” 

~~00~~ 

The sign on the pink tent said Athena's Emporium. Stepping inside was like entering an Aladdin’s cave of 

lingerie. They had everything from lace and silk to leather and latex. 

Athena herself, a large, full-bellied woman in a striking blue dress, welcomed us warmly. Her dress was 

cut a little low, and worn a little tight, but it suited her. She had straight, almost blue-black hair, half-

moon glasses and, from the white noise of her mind, demon heritage. Her teeth were certainly pointed 

and her tongue may have been forked. I didn't look close enough to be sure. 
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“I cater to all shapes and sizes,” she boasted. Wiggling her thick dark eyebrows suggestively she added, 

“And all tastes.” 

I thought for one awful moment that she would ask what our tastes were, but instead she invited us to 

browse and left us in peace. Perching herself on a high stool facing the entrance, she picked up a 

paperback. A romance, from the lurid picture on the cover. 

Ugh. That awkward photo-shoot with Claude. I really didn't need to be reminded of that. 

But traipsing around the Emporium with Amelia turned out to be more awkward than taking racy photos 

with a gay fairy cousin. After she'd dragged me around the whole place, my cheeks matched the colour 

of the tent. 

Athena didn't just sell lingerie. 

There was a bookcase of interspecies sex manuals. Yes, really. Amelia insisted on flicking through some 

and the illustrations left me wishing for a curse like Hallow's to wipe my mind. 

There were glass-fronted cabinets full of odd shaped bottles. The first was massage oils, nothing blush-

inducing there. The next was species-specific perfumes, some so potent they came with dire warnings 

about inciting riots. Rioting vampires sounded positively dangerous to my health, so that was out. 

Another held vials of love potions, only short-acting ones Amelia assured me. Another held aphrodisiacs 

and lust potions. The last, supe variations on Viagra. Which was no use to me, Eric didn't need that kind 

of assistance in the slightest. 

But it was the alcove of bedroom equipment that really heated my cheeks. I wasn't completely naive, no 

telepath who grew up reading adult minds could be. I knew what folks did with handcuffs and whips. 

Each to their own, live and let live, and all, I just didn't see the need to know any more about it than I 

had to. And I definitely didn't want to hear Amelia's curious thoughts about the more unusual things on 

the shelves and hanging from the canvas roof. 

I couldn't fathom a purpose for some of them, and I didn't much want to. A few looked like implements 

of torture. 

Amelia had no trouble filling a basket with goodies for her and Bob — no kitty collars with bells on 

though, I teased her about that — but I was still empty-handed. Leaving her picking out a perfume, I 

went hunting on my own, trying to look sophisticated, or at the very least like I knew what I was doing. 

Hovering awkwardly beside some leather corsets that I'd passed three times, I wondered if Eric would 

like them or of he would hate the thought of them as much as I did. 

My face must've said it all, because the owner took pity on me and came over to help. “Is it someone 

special you're buying for?” she asked. 

“Um, my boyfriend,” I mumbled, as if I was fourteen years old and speaking to a maiden aunt. 
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“What is he, dear?” 

“He's a vamp,” Amelia said from behind my shoulder. 

Just great. A witness to my humiliation. A witness with a big mouth. 

“And an old one I'll wager, with her lineage,” the demon owner said. She removed her glasses and 

chewed on the end of them thoughtfully. “Hmm. Let me think. Come away from those corsets, dear. 

Anything that makes you look that uncomfortable is not what you want to wear for a seduction. For 

that, you need to ooze confidence.” 

Flushing even deeper, I followed her meekly past the cabinets. 

She paused by one, tapping the glass with her nails. “No, not perfume. Your scent is probably more 

alluring to a vampire than anything I've got. Hmm.” She walked over to a chest of shallow, wide drawers 

and opened one to reveal a display case of pretty pastel camisoles and underwear sets. “Are these are 

more your taste?” 

“Yes,” I sighed, disappointed. 

“You were hoping to surprise him with something more risqué than your usual.” I nodded, grateful she 

understood, and she smiled, which was less encouraging than it might have been given the number and 

sharpness of her teeth. She tapped the glass with a very long, curved fingernail. “These are a new line, 

Vanishing Vanities. Just wish them gone, and poof! They're on the floor. That might give your vampire a 

thrill.” 

“Oh, I see.” Eric was all for getting naked, so it wasn't a terrible idea. “And it would save me a fortune…” 

“Bit of a bodice-ripper, is he?” she said, and clucked her tongue disapprovingly. “Males! They have no 

idea how difficult it is to find a well-fitting corset. They have it far too easy with their underwear.” 

That gave me an idea. “Do you have something similar for guys?” 

“Guys?” She frowned. “Yes, I do.” 

“And can anyone vanish them, or is it just the wearer?” 

“Well, my customers are mostly female, so I usually tune them to the buyer but I can—” 

“Oh, the buyer will be just fine.” That fit the plan I was hatching. I couldn't wait to see his face. 

“Oh, I see! You want them tuned to you. What an excellent idea!” Chuckling, she opened a drawer of 

men's things. “What takes your fancy?” 

“Those, definitely.” I tapped the glass. Tiny red briefs; I couldn't hide my smile. “And those too.” Black 

silk boxers, like the ones he wore in Jackson. 

“Good choices. What size is he?” 
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“Oh, he's a big guy,” Amelia said behind me; Amelia who I'd forgotten all about. “Over six foot. Positively 

huge.” 

I turned round a little quicker than she expected and caught her with her hands held out, spaced just so. 

“Amelia Broadway! You quit that right now.” I hissed, slapping her arm. She collapsed into giggles, but I 

was plain mortified. 

“You're a lucky woman,” the demon said, unabashed. She opened a storage drawer and rifled through 

the contents. “Here we go. Large, in the red and the black.” She took them to the register and got out a 

metal dish and a candle. “Now I just need some of your hair to tune the enchantment to you.” 

Five minutes later and a hank of hair lighter, I had a beautifully wrapped pink parcel and a gift I just 

knew Eric would get a kick out of. If he'd forgiven me for taking off when I got home in a week's time. 

I sighed as we left the Emporium. Another week seemed like forever. 

~~00~~ 

A piercing squeal tore the air, followed by a cacophony of shouting, and it was Amelia's turn to pull me 

out of the way as an enormous black boar charged between the stalls. It tore past us, grunting and 

bucking, its tail flapping madly. Folk scattered out of its way, dropping packages and cursing. 

In hot pursuit, pounding full-tilt after it, came three vertically-challenged gentlemen in bloody aprons. Of 

the goblin persuasion, if their similarity to Mr Hob was anything to go by. One of them waved a meat 

cleaver over his head and yelled something guttural and angry. The boar shook its head from side to 

side, scattering trails of saliva from its mouth, and threw itself abruptly sideways, its feet skittering on 

the cobbles. Squeezing between two stalls, it disappeared. The trio stormed after it, shouting and 

waving their arms. 

“What the hell was that about?” I asked no-one in particular. 

Amelia blinked rapidly. “I have no idea.” 

A matronly woman with a large basket on her arm butted in. “Damn gnomes playing tricks,” she 

grumbled good-naturedly, with a loud sniff. “Do it every year. Always let a boar out. You think the 

butchers would learn, but they never do.” 

A murmur rippled through the shoppers, coming from the same direction as the boar had. Bells jingled 

frantically and I had no idea what to expect this time, but the woman didn't seem disturbed. 

“Ah, here they come,” she said in a satisfied tone and put her basket down on the ground at her feet. 

The crowd parted and I gasped at what emerged. Reindeer, with shining red noses, walking in a sedate 

line. White and red patterned blankets had been thrown over their backs, and they had riders: children, 

carrying leather straps sewn with bells, which they were shaking enthusiastically. 
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“Mama! Mama!” called a chubby blonde boy, leaning dangerously to the side to wave frantically in our 

direction. “Look at me!” 

“I see you, Joseph,” the woman called back, waving too. “Sit up straight, son, and don't let go!” She 

watched him fondly as the reindeer paraded past, picking up their hooves and dancing a little, which 

made the children on their backs laugh. 

“Oh,” I said softly, and nudged Amelia. “The reindeer. They're shifters.” 

“Yes,” the woman agreed, picking up her basket. “From Finland. They come every year. First time here?” 

I nodded. “Don't miss the dancing bears.” 

“Where are they?” Amelia asked eagerly. She was as excited as the little boy. 

“Just follow the reindeer,” she answered and held out a crumpled paper bag. “Here, try some giggling 

candy. It's really good this year.” 

“Thank you,” I said politely. We each took a piece. She wished us well for the solstice and left to collect 

her son. 

The candy was chewy, like toffee, but it tasted of mint and lemon. We soon found out why it was called 

giggling candy. Amelia clapped her hand over her mouth as I felt a bubble of laughter welling in my 

throat. I caught her eyes, and let out a chuckle. Soon both of us were giggling uncontrollably, leaning on 

each other for support. 

 “Wow. That was some candy.” I wiped my eyes, still laughing weakly. 

“Yes,” Amelia said with a hiccough. “Great way to spread seasonal cheer.” 

“If only they made giggling True Blood,” I said and collapsed into another fit of giggles. The candy wasn't 

to blame; I was picturing Eric guffawing away in his chair at Fangtasia. The fangbangers would be totally 

bewildered, and wouldn't it just ruin his carefully crafted big bad vampire image. 

I seriously wished vampires could eat candy. Pam would so prank him with it. She could always glamour 

the vermin afterwards. 

~~00~~ 

The dancing bears were in an open space at the heart of the market, where the reindeer began their 

parades and which also served as a food court of sorts. Stalls here sold all kinds of meat, sausages, 

soups, potato fritters, foaming beer in huge tankards and Gluhwein. I even saw spiced blood. Long 

benches were jammed with shifters, demons and witches eating and drinking elbow-to-elbow. And 

talking, arguing, telling stories and jokes, laughing and bursting into song. Children ran between the 

benches playing chase, shrieking and laughing, and no-one seemed to mind. 

The bears were a large extended family of Russian travelling shifters who, naturally, shifted into bears, 

and their displays added to the festive atmosphere. We watched an incredibly athletic Cossack dance, 
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and some fire juggling and sword throwing that had the crowd gasping. Between performances, a 

fantastic steam organ, painted and gilded like an old-fashioned carousel, provided waltz music and they 

offered, for a small fee, the chance to dance with one of them in bear form. 

I found myself taking a spin with a huge black male, because as Amelia said, how many people could say 

they'd done that? His teeth and claws were a little intimidating, but I held onto his arms and the fur 

there was soft and woolly. His breath, which smelt strongly of smoked fish, was off-putting, but he was 

certainly light on his feet and he didn't stand on my toes once. 

And he was wearing pants, which was a blessing. All in all, I loved it. 

It was something else to be in the company of supes and not have to worry about more than a bear 

standing on my toes. Maybe, just maybe, the supernatural world didn't have to be hazardous to my 

health all the damn time. Maybe it could even, on occasions like this, live up to the wonder and 

excitement I'd hoped for when vampires came out of the coffin. 

Amelia had taken a turn with one of the mama bears, who all wore brightly coloured patterned skirts, 

and she was absolutely thrilled by the experience, her eyes practically sparkling when she rejoined me. 

“That was amazing!” she said, as she slipped her arm through mine. “I'm so glad we came.” 

“Me too,” I said, laughing. My cheeks ached from smiling so much and I was having a wonderful time. 

The only thing that could improve my evening was sharing it with Eric. Amelia was a great friend and all, 

but I was missing my honey. 

Next we tracked down a stall that sold giggling candy. Sadly they didn't have a version for vampires, but 

they had talking gingerbread men and enchanted sugar cookies in every flavour under the sun. Roast 

beef, goulash, treacle tart, plum pudding … you name, they had it. Beer flavoured cookies: I just had to 

get some of those for Jason as a gag gift. Amelia bought about six different flavours for Bob, and even a 

few for her father, so she was really feeling the holiday spirit. 

While Amelia was paying for her sugary treats, I felt a light touch on the back of my neck and turned 

around, thinking someone had bumped against me in the throng. But no-one was there. 

It happened again, a definite tug on my scarf this time, and I reached a hand back to feel around, 

wondering if the wool had caught on my jacket or something. Still nothing. 

Another two tugs came in quick succession. As I cussed in annoyance, my scarf was whipped briskly off 

my neck, the fringed ends flying up and past my eyes in a blur. Whirling round to confront the thief, I 

gasped at the sight that met my eyes. 

My scarf bobbed in the air, held aloft by tiny winged creatures that glowed like fireflies. They were 

laughing, their voices high and silvery, like bells tinkling. All around me people were losing hats and 

scarves and hair ribbons, gasping and yelling in surprise and then laughing in delight as the fluttering, 

shining creatures made off with them. 
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Amelia came up behind me and squealed, “Oh, look! A tree!” 

The bears and the steam organ were gone. A swarm of brawny Weres and one troll were manoeuvring a 

huge spruce into position, the Weres hauling on ropes, and the troll bracing his broad back against the 

trunk, pushing with brute strength. With shouts, and creaking, and a slow, shifting sway, the spruce tree 

rose upright and then settled into place with a thud, branches shivering. 

“Is that Hroth?” Amelia asked, squinting. 

“Well, it's definitely a troll, but I don't know if it's Hroth,” I said. Surely one troll looked much like 

another? “Oh! Look!” 

The literally light-fingered thieves who'd stolen my scarf, and all those other things, had fluttering higher 

and were converging on the tree, where they landed, adorning it with their stolen goods and their own 

shiny bodies until it twinkled all over. 

“Ooh. I get it,” Amelia said, turning to me wide-eyed. “Actual fairy lights.” 

A Were standing nearby overheard her and laughed loudly. “Don't let the fae hear you say that,” he 

said, still chortling. He had dark hair and brown, smiling eyes. 

Amelia sniffed. “I suppose they're above decorating trees.” 

“Oh, definitely,” he said, winking at her. “Those little ladies are sprites. Rascally things they are, but no 

harm to 'em.” 

“Sprite lights,” I said, grinning. “Sure easier to put those up than the regular ones.” 

When we were teenagers, Jason's annual wrestling contest with our lights typically ended with him 

admitting defeat and calling me in to untangle them. The last few years I'd put them up by myself, but I 

was hoping I might have assistance from someone else this year. 

Oh, Lord. I'd been an idiot. I should call him. Tomorrow. Or better yet, I'd leave a message tonight. 

“What about you?” the Were said, nodding at Amelia and smiling warmly. “No trouble for a witch like 

you to decorate a tree, I bet.” 

Amelia cocked an eyebrow at him, and that I'm-plotting-a-new-spell look that heralded trouble came 

over her face. 

“Oh, no,” I said, laughing. “After what happened with Bob I don't think I trust you with my Christmas 

tree.” 

“Bob?” said the Were, leaning closer and smiling more flirtatiously. “Did this Bob do something to upset 

you? He shouldn't have, a pretty witch like you.” 
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“Oh, er …” Amelia was saved by a commotion to our right. A swell of drumming, singing and catcalls 

announced the arrival of a motley procession. 

The Were turned to look. “Oh, good. The Guise dancers.” 

The dancers were all masked or disguised, but that was the only thing they had in common. Their 

costumes were truly amazing. Once I'd registered the first few were shifters, I stopped reading minds 

and gaped at the spectacle. 

Some wore men's evening dress, top-hats and tails, with their faces painted black and white to match. 

Some of those carried accordions and played a lively jig. Some were covered head to toe in a thick layer 

of brightly-coloured ribbons and rags that shook and rustled as they moved. Some had elaborate green 

masks and costumes woven so thickly with foliage they looked like walking trees. Some, beating drums, 

wore rough smocks and wicker animal masks, shaped like the heads of bulls, asses, rabbits and deer. 

Not all of them were wicker either: at least one shifter went past us with a real horse head. He was 

wearing red velvet mayor's robes, with a leather horse's collar covered in brasses as a chain of office. 

“All welcome the Lord of Misrule,” cried a chorus of voices. 

Necks craned and arms pointed. At the back, just coming into view, a throne rocked and swayed above 

the precession, carried aloft on the shoulders of four brawny men. As it got closer, I saw the bearers 

wore head-to-toe black, the rims of their bowler hats and the front of their shirts festooned with red 

ribbons, sprigs of holly and other decorations. The wooden throne, darkened with age, was intricately 

carved, and faces both furred and human peeked out between the leaves of curling vines. 

In the throne lounged the Lord himself, one leather-booted calf thrown over the wooden arm, and one 

gloved hand resting on a gnarled staff topped with a bejewelled animal skull and held carelessly across 

his lap like a royal sceptre. He had on a long sweeping patchwork cloak that glittered with iridescent 

peacock feathers, mirror-fragments and beads. The cloak was thrown open, revealing leather pants and 

a silk shirt, both a deep, rich brown. His mask was full: painted green and gilded, the carved wooden 

face was alien, combining vaguely human features with fur and leaves. Deep, shadowed holes did 

nothing to reveal his eyes, and a huge set of antlers sprouted from it, hung with ribbons that moved as 

the throne shifted with the bearer's steps. 

The procession paraded past us, making its way towards the spruce tree. A cheer rippled round and the 

watching crowd began to move, thickening around us. 

“Come on,” said the Were, catching hold of Amelia's elbow. “Let's get a good spot.” 

Amelia grabbed my hand, and I held tight as the press of bodies swelled forwards, fighting to keep with 

her. When the crowd stopped, we found ourselves near the front. The throne had been set down in 

pride of place at the foot of the spruce, on a small stage that seemed to have materialised out of thin 

air. The dancers were arranged on either side of it. Children, with rugs and cushions tucked under their 
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arms, wriggled and wormed between our legs and then sat in a ring, on the ground at the very front, 

their rapt upturned faces fixed on the stage. The crowd settled and quieted. 

With a lazy stretch, the Lord leaned forward and rapped his skull-topped staff sharply on the stage. 

At that signal the entertainment began. The troupe started with a song and a dance, and then there was 

a performance. An old play, someone remarked next to us. Father Time acted as narrator, and I found 

myself totally absorbed in a fantastical tale of a hero, a dragon, a fool and a healer, laughing with the 

crowd at the fool’s antics, booing at the dragon and cheering when the healer brought the hero back 

from the dead. 

As the players took a final bow, the older children snatched up their rugs and younger brothers and 

sisters, and they all melted back into the crowd. I noticed some of the dancers slipping in amongst the 

throng too. Wild fiddle music started up somewhere, and the crowd shifted and stirred like a living 

creature, the air crackling with excitement. 

The Lord, who had watched proceedings with an air of consummate boredom so profound I'd 

completely forgotten about him, leapt to his feet and threw up his arms, lifting his staff to the dark sky. 

“Let the Misrule begin!” he roared. 

A shout rang out behind us. A large jowly man, red-faced and panting, lumbered flat-footed through the 

crowd, chased by a gang of youngsters throwing bags of coloured powder. A yellow one exploded on his 

shoulder, and it was hard to tell if his belly shook with amusement or anger. A woman yelped to the left 

of us as one of the Guise dancer snatched her up from behind. He twirled her in his arm and began to 

waltz with her, and her complaints morphed into laughter. 

“Shit,” I muttered uneasily and met Amelia's wide eyes. “Should we get out of here?” 

“Um, maybe,” she said. 

But before we could, the little sparks of mischief spread outwards, like ripples from a handful of pebbles 

cast into a pond. The throng heaved and boiled, rapidly breaking into mad chases, wild dances and loud 

carousing, until riotous chaos ruled. 

Amelia squealed besides me and ducked a red powder bomb, clutching her bag to her and grabbing my 

arm. “Okay, let's go,” she yelled. 

Hitching up the shoulder strap of my tote so it sat more securely, I looked around for a safe path out of 

the madness. Spotting a space opening to our left, I dragged Amelia into it. Right into the path of a 

chorus line of singers, dancing and high-stepping towards us arm-in-arm. 

“If you can't beat 'em, join 'em,” Amelia yelled in my ear, linking arms with the last one. I went with it, 

letting Amelia sweep me along with her, and hoping there would be safety in numbers. But the line 

broke up and, before I could get my wits together, the Were who'd spoken to us before the show 

snatched Amelia away, twirling and spinning her. 
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“Don't worry about me,” she yelled over her shoulder as hands grabbed me from behind. 

“I wasn't,” I yelled as I was spun around, and then waltzed by a dancer in a boar's head mask who smelt 

of beer and musk. Spun again and released, I fell into the waiting arms of a short, dumpy lady in top-hat 

and tails, whose black-and-white face contorted as she laughed and wheezed as she danced us in a 

drunkard's walk to avoid other revellers. I twisted in her arms, but it was hopeless. I'd lost track of 

Amelia completely. 

A chubby man in a red and yellow jester costume cut in while I was distracted, and carried me off with a 

lively jig, the bells on his hat jangling in my ears. He swung me into the arms of another dancer, my head 

spinning with the noise and motion. 

And so I was passed through the riotous revel, embrace to embrace, until I was let go abruptly, swaying 

and dizzy, in a pocket of open space. An eye-watering flash of light blinded me, and I squinted against it 

as the world slowed its spinning. The noise of the rioting fell away. 

Antlers. 

A gilded mask. A glittering cloak, spots of reflected light playing across my eyes. The Lord of Misrule, 

stretching his hand towards me. 

Oh shit. What the hell had I gotten into now? 

Somehow I didn't think I was allowed to refuse him. I sincerely hoped that all he wanted was a dance. 

Well, at least that was one thing I knew how to do well. 

Swallowing, I stepped forwards and took his hand. I couldn't make out his eyes, deep in the shadow of 

the mask, and that was unsettling. His grip was firm but not tight, though, and he bowed politely, careful 

to keep the antlers away from my face. My eyes thanked him, those tines were wickedly sharp.  

With a flourish, he threw his cloak back over his shoulder and slid his arm around my waist, and we were 

off. 

I rested my free hand on his chest, focusing on the red wool of my glove to keep my mind off what was 

happening, but all the potential repercussions ran through my mind in a torrent, like water roaring over 

a waterfall. Was this just a dance? Was it some archaic medieval rite? Was I his for the night? Because 

that was not happening. Even if his chest was nicely muscled. 

Or was this some elaborate trick to humiliate me? Lord, I hoped not. 

I concentrated on not tripping over my own feet and making a fool out of myself. He was a graceful, 

responsive dance partner. In other circumstances, ones I understood fully, I might have enjoyed dancing 

with him. His hand stroked my waist a little, almost soothingly, and I managed to quiet my fears and 

relaxed a little. I had no idea what dance we were doing, but it was lively and folk certainly got out of his 

way. Then he dipped me, my breath caught in my throat and I had to shut my eyes as a rush of longing 

overwhelmed me. 
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Oh, Eric. Where are you? 

Strong arms lifted me back upright. The Lord had a fluidity to his movements and dancing with him was 

like a floating on a cloud. A minute later, I realised why that was: my feet were no longer in contact with 

the ground. I gasped sharply, and he laughed. 

A deep belly laugh. 

It was the first sound he'd made, and it was awful familiar. Stiffening, I peered at his eyes and gasped. 

He lowered us back down, keeping up a gentle swaying once my feet were on the ground. 

“Eric?” I breathed, a tumult of emotions expressed in one tiny word. Hope. Amazement. Joy. 

A gloved hand went to the mask and raised it slowly, inch by inch, revealing a smirk I would know in the 

dark, sparkling blue eyes and messy blonde hair. Swivelling at the waist, Eric tossed the mask to a 

waiting dancer, and the cloak followed an instant later. “Thanks for the loan, Michael.” 

“Thank Auntie. See you snagged the lass, as bloody usual.” The dancer, a tall handsome Were who'd 

played the part of the fool in the play, slipped the costume on and left. 

Eric turned to me, shaking his hair into place with a casual toss of his head. “Hello, Sookie.” 

“Oh my God!” I slapped his arm, beaming up at him. “I had no idea it was you! When did you get here?” 

“Last night.” 

“But you said you couldn't get away.” One of the shouting matches had been about that. “What about 

Victor?” 

His eyes became as hard as diamond, and his smile predatory. “Victor is no longer a problem.” 

“Oh.” I swallowed a pang of guilt and looked away. We were behind the tree, alone in a quiet corner. 

Victor had been a thorn in our sides ever since the takeover. If he was dead, finally dead, that made my 

life a whole lot simpler. And I really didn't want to start another argument. Picking a safer topic I asked, 

“How did you know I would be here?” 

“I have my sources.” 

The Guise dancers were Cornish. And Michael had said Auntie. “Talwynn,” I said. 

His eyes crinkled. “Perhaps.” 

I cocked my head, and stared at him. That didn't explain how he knew I'd come to the night market in 

the first place, which, given my usual avoidance of all things supernatural wasn't something he could 

have predicted. The gnome who let us in, he must have been in on it too. 

I didn't appreciate being manipulated. I narrowed my eyes, about to give Eric what for. 
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His face went smooth and still. 

And I stopped myself. Hadn't I decided I'd been a stubborn fool? The man had followed me halfway 

round the world, something I'd been secretly wanting him to do. And that, if I was honest with myself, 

scared me shitless. It meant this was serious, this thing between us. 

I took a deep breath, and asked the question I really wanted to ask. “Why did you come?” 

“I missed you,” he said simply, and my breath hitched at the warmth in his eyes. 

“Oh,” I said softly. 

Before I could say more, he gathered me up and laid one hell of a kiss on me. It left me breathless and 

my heart racing, but I was pleased to see I'd given as good as I got: Eric's fangs were down and his eyes 

were dark and wild. Once I'd gotten enough oxygen to my brain to do more than drown in his baby 

blues, I reached up and stroked his cheek. He caught my hand and tugged it between us, raising his 

eyebrows at my glove. 

I grinned at him. “What? It's winter. And they match my coat.” 

“Yes. Red. My favourite,” he said, smirking. He tugged the glove off and put my hand back on his face, 

closing his eyes. “This way is better.” 

I leaned against him and sighed as his other arm held me close. “I missed you too, you know.” 

A contented rumble filled his chest. After a moment, I stretched up to give him a quick, soft kiss on the 

lips. He opened his eyes and pouted as I took my hand back. 

“Your face is cold,” I grumbled, snuggling against him. 

He wiggled his eyebrows. “I have a fire in my room.” 

“Do you, now?” I said, batting my eyelashes. “I don't know as I should be going to a stranger's room.” 

“I will be the perfect gentleman,” he said, with a most ungentlemanly leer. He leaned back a little to 

look me up and down, and caught sight of my bag and the pink packages peeking out of it. His grin 

widened and his voice deepened teasingly. “Someone has been to Athena's. What do we have here, 

Miss Stackhouse?” 

He reached for the packages and I slapped his hand away. “Eric Northman, those are Christmas 

presents. No peeking.” 

“For me?” he said, with a shit-eating grin. 

Mine was wider. “Oh, yeah. They're for you alright.” Just not quite the way he was thinking. 

He cocked his head at me, his eyes curious. “And will I like this gift?” 
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“You'll just have to wait and see,” I said teasingly. Something cold brushed my cheek and I tilted my 

head back. It was snowing, soft white flakes floating down around us. 

“Snow,” Eric said gleefully, picking me up and spinning me, making me yelp. When he put me down, I 

was giddy and giggling. “You know what this means?” 

“No, what?” 

“Sledging,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “Tomorrow night. I know the perfect hill.” 

“That would be … perfect,” I said, and it really was. Everything was perfect now Eric was here. I wrapped 

my arms around him and squeezed him tight. “What are you waiting for, you big lug? Take me to that 

fire and show me what a gentleman you are.” 

And for once he did exactly as he was told. 
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Summary:   

(AU) Vampires have been “out” since 1962 and are a “normal” facet of life.  Godric, always 

a visionary, founded the Vampire Historical Society (VHS)—as well as a newspaper called  

The Dallas Moon.  After his child demonstrates apathy towards humans, Godric punishes 

Eric by making him respond to the letters that are sent to The Moon.  What will happen 

when he receives a letter from an 8-year-old girl named Sookie Virginia Stackhouse, asking 

if there’s a Santa Claus?  

Special Thanks:   

To Kleannhouse and Sephrenia.  When I was trying (and failing) to come up with a 

Christmas idea for this story, both of these ladies suggested that I think about the Virginia 

letters.  Without their inspiration, this piece wouldn’t be.  In addition, Kleannhouse beta’ed 

this story for me and Sephrenia created the banner.  So, if I’m the Santa in this story, they 

are certainly the elves.  If you would like to read the original “Virginia letters,” check them 

out here:   http://www.nysun.com/editorials/yes-virginia/68502/.    

Disclaimer:   

All publicly recognizable characters, settings, letters, etc. are the property of their 

respective owners.  No profit has been made from this work.  The author is in no way 

associated with the owners, creators, or producers of any media franchise.  No copyright 

infringement is intended.  The events in this story have been inspired by True Blood and 

the  

Southern Vampire Mysteries book series.    
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DECEMBER 27, 1987 

Dear Vampires, 

I am eight years old. I don't have any friends, but the kids around me believe that there's a Santa Claus. 

On the other hand, the adults in Bon Temps think there's not a Santa Claus. But then they tell their kids 

they have to believe. And I know Gran saw him when she was younger. So I'm confused. 

Gran says that if vampires say something's so, then it's so—since some of you are very old and know lots 

more than humans. Please tell me the truth. Is there a Santa Claus? 

I need him to be real because I have a wish I think only he could give me. If he is real, could you tell me 

how to find him? Please. He's the only hope I have left. 

Sookie Virginia Stackhouse 

Hummingbird Lane, Bon Temps, Louisiana 

 

JANUARY 5, 1988, DALLAS 
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ERIC POV 

I could think of very few times in my long life when I'd been as disgruntled as I was now. My maker, 

Godric, had become so displeased with my apathy towards humans that he'd decided to punish me. 

Honestly, I longed for better days—the "good old days"—when humans knew nothing about vampires. 

Ever since 1962—when an idiotic vampire named Bill Compton had been caught feeding on a human by 

a reporter with a hand-held black-and-white camera—vampires had been forced to find their places in 

human society. 

Or die trying. 

The journey from mythology to reality had been rough-going for vampires at first, but a few older 

vampires, including my maker, had paved the way for vampire-human relations. A visionary by nature, 

Godric had dreamed up the Vampire Historical Society, for he'd predicted that humans would wish to 

learn from us—as soon as they'd stopped sharpening stakes, that is. 

My maker had also been a driving force behind the first vampire gubernatorial candidate, and—

although Bubba had failed to be elected—the fact that another actor (who seemed more "un-dead" 

than a vampire at times) had been president for the previous eight years gave Godric hope that 

vampires would break through into national politics soon. 

I thought that the notion of vampires being involved in the convoluted—and inferior—world of human 

politics was ridiculous! But Godric preached that we needed to behave like any other "normal" citizen. 

Disapproving of the notion that a superior race such as vampires should lower itself to be on the same 

level as humans, I scoffed at that idea! 

When we'd been forced "out of the coffin," I'd argued that vampires should take their rightful position 

at the top of the food chain, using force and/or fear to establish ourselves over our food sources. 

Sadly, I'd been overruled. 

Out in the open for more than two decades, vampires were now viewed as basically innocuous, a 

thought which disgusted me to no end! 
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I'd hoped to change that—at least a little—with a club I called Fangtasia, which showcased the 

"dangerous" side of vampires. It's not like I'd planned to kill anyone there, however! In fact, some 

humans enjoyed pain, and many wanted to experience being bitten in a more "organic" way than the 

tame "donorship services" which had popped up after the vampire reveal. 

There was so little joy in feeding anymore! Even in the privacy of one's own home—a vampire couldn't 

fuck and feed without having a "companion" sign a fucking waver! 

Disappointingly, Godric had disapproved of my venture and had made me "water down" the danger and 

amp up the "camp" of the club. Hell—he'd even mandated that there be no biting on the premises, even 

in the "private rooms" I'd designed! 

In other words, my whole purpose had been defeated! 

Plus, my maker had punished me for trying to "undermine vampire progress" and skirt the rules of 

vampire-human relations. I knew that he worried that my final death would be ordered by the Vampire 

Council if I continued to be a malcontent toward mainstreaming. However, I felt that Godric had gone 

too fucking far with his current punishments. 

For one thing, he made me sit on a throne six nights per week—like a damned zoo exhibit, for God's 

sake! I was also forced to respond to any questions that the human customers at Fangtasia might have 

regarding vampire-related matters. However, that wasn't even the worst part of my punishment! 

In addition to being the president of the Vampire Historical Society, Godric was the editor-in-chief of a 

newspaper called The Dallas Moon, which had been offering the vampire perspective on the world 

almost since our reveal. The periodical had also broken the news of the Were/two-natured reveal of 

1969. Due to his business acumen, Godric now boasted more human subscribers than supernatural 

ones, and The Moon (as it was commonly called) was generally thought to be the most diverse and 

"open-minded" publication in the country (if not the world). It now outsold even the New York Times! 

Unlike me, Pamela had quickly found a niche in Godric's enterprises and in the "harmonic" society my 

maker had envisioned between humans and vampires. Since the mid-1960s, she'd been giving Dear 

Abby and Ann Landers a run for their money by writing an advice column "from the vampire point of 

view" for The Moon. 
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In addition to the letters addressed specifically to "Ask Pam," The Moon received thousands of letters 

from humans each month—most of them asking inane questions. As editor, Godric would make sure 

that all the letters—even the most absurd of them—received responses, and he even published a few in 

each edition of the paper. 

Of course, he was too busy to respond to all of the letters. His assistant Isabel was actually the hand that 

answered most of the letters—after she'd vetted them and passed along the "best ones" for Godric to 

personally respond to and include in The Moon. 

But my maker—in his wisdom—had made it a part of my punishment that I had to answer a minimum of 

thirty letters per day! 

By hand. 

Until further notice! 

He thought that doing so would help me to better appreciate the desires and motivations of humans. 

And I was to "be nice" as I responded—answering honestly, but congenially. 

Periodically, my maker checked in by reading my responses; however, to add to my punishment, Godric 

had asked my own child, Pamela, to directly oversee my work. 

And to make sure that I was behaving. 

For my own good. 

Pam just loved it! 

As if thinking about her made her appear out of thin air, Pam entered my club—looking like she owned 

the place—and waltzed up to the dais. 

"Another batch of letters came for you today," she smirked, even as she checked her nails. "And Godric 

wanted me to be sure that you responded to at least thirty tonight—as always." 

I raised an eyebrow at my child. "Then fetch exactly thirty to my booth." 
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"Yes master," she sneered before going to complete her task. 

 

It was the twenty-second letter which threw me for a loop. 

I read it several times—though my memory was absolutely perfect. 

Something about the letter from the eight-year-old struck me. 

And then I'd put the letter to the side in order to answer number twenty-three. 

Dear Editor, 

Do vampires really sleep in coffins? I have a bet going with my frat brothers. I hope you come through for 

me and say that they do! 

Sincerely, 

Bobby Burnham 

New Orleans, Louisiana 

I rolled my eyes, but knew exactly how to respond—ambiguously. 

Mr. Burnham, 

Though a coffin is a convenient conveyance for a vampire traveling via airplane, we don't generally use 

them in day-to-day life. For instance, I tend to sleep on a bed. I highly recommend 500 count Egyptian 

cotton. I have a feeling that it will—one day—be all the rage, and you could be the first to set the trend. 

Regards, 

Vampire representative, E. N. 

I glanced again at letter twenty-two before again putting it to the side and opening letter twenty-four. 
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Dear Editor, 

I was wondering if Dracula was real or not. I've read the novel by Bram Stoker dozens of times, and I 

think that I've found clues that he really does exist, but the rumors surrounding him make coming to a 

conclusion almost impossible. Can you help? Please? 

Sincerely, 

Troy Jones 

Sacramento, California 

I sighed and penned a response. 

Mr. Jones, 

Though I haven't had the privilege of meeting the count myself, I have it on good authority that he is 

real. The stories of Vlad the Impaler have been somewhat exaggerated, however. I suggest that you 

review Volume 12 of the VHS Chronicle. In it, there is the most accurate account of the count's life that 

I've read thus far. And—as for catching up with Vlad himself? The last I heard, he was hanging out with 

George Hamilton in Malibu. Rumor has it that he loved Love at First Bite, though I found several 

inaccuracies about the film. For example, vampires cannot become bats unless they were shifters or 

werebats in their former lives. But that is a topic for another letter. 

Regards, 

Vampire representative, E.N. 

The other letters were similarly easy to respond to. However letter 22 continued to stump me. 

 

"There are only 29 here," Pam said as she collected my enveloped punishment for the night. 

"One of them is a," I paused, "challenge. So I've not responded to it yet." 
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"Godric won't like you shirking," she smirked. 

"Then—by all means—bring me another letter to answer, Pamela," I said with exasperation. 

She brought me five more—just in case I got "stumped" again. 

My child could be a bitch at times! 

 

 

A WEEK LATER 

The letter from Sookie Virginia Stackhouse had been occupying my thoughts too fucking much 

throughout the previous week! 

I'd even researched the letter writer. Eight years old—as the letter said. From a poor family, Sookie was 

a failing student at Bon Temps Elementary—a surprise, given the relatively sophisticated content and 

grammar of her letter. 

A bit more research had uncovered the fact that her parents had died in a flash flood and that she and 

her brother lived with a grandmother named Adele Hale Stackhouse. Adele was likely the source of the 

name "Sookie," given the fact that it was a nickname for Susan, which was Adele's middle name. 

Another grandmother—now deceased—had been the source of the middle name "Virginia." 

My research also turned up the fact that there wasn't much of Sookie's family left. There was an aunt 

named Linda with a child named Hadley. And that was about it, except for a great-uncle named Bartlett. 

As I lay down in my bed awaiting the day, I glanced at the letter from Sookie, which I'd put on my 

nightstand six nights before. I frowned. Why was the letter still on my mind? Why hadn't I been able to 

answer it? 

Was it the letter's odd phrasing? The fact that the little girl claimed to have no friends? The fact that the 

adults around her had told her that there wasn't a Santa Claus—even as they'd encouraged their own 

children to believe? Was it because that idea seemed cruel to me? Or was it because the little girl 
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seemed to have run out of hope? The fact that she was grasping for straws to have her one wish 

granted? The fact that I was curious about what her wish might be? 

My research hadn't answered any of those questions. 

I got out of bed and took out my large road atlas. I turned to Louisiana and looked for the town of Bon 

Temps on the map—as I'd done for several nights. It was barely a dot. It was only a three and a half hour 

drive from Dallas, and I had been tempted to go there for every night for the last week. 

But that was ridiculous! 

I was still contemplating the letter when I felt the first evidence of the bleeds. 

"Ri-fucking-diculous!" I muttered to myself as a drop of blood fell on top of the Bon Temps dot on the 

map. It was bad enough that the letter—and the child who'd written it—had been occupying my 

thoughts! However, I couldn't believe that I was now letting it keep me from falling into my day-rest. 

After wiping my nose and ears with a handkerchief so that I wouldn't get blood on anything else, I took 

out a piece of paper. 

Miss Stackhouse, 

The adults around you are correct. There is no Santa Claus. 

Regards, 

Vampire representative, E.N. 

I folded the original letter and my response. I would include it with the batch of responses I would be 

forced to produce the next night. 

Per Godric's directive, I knew that Pam would "review" the responses before sending them off to a 

secretary, who prepared envelopes and mailed the responses before filing the originals. 

Honestly, my reply seemed "abrupt" even to me, but I was required to answer all the letters sent in, and 

the little girl had asked a direct question. What was I to do? Lie to her! 
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Destroy the letter?! 

Yes—it seemed cruel that the adults around her had seemed to disqualify her from believing in Santa 

Claus, but—when I thought about it—the whole practice of Santa Claus was cruel. After all, 

eventually all children had to deal with the loss of him—and the loss of what he represented, which was 

the idea that magic was a positive force for anyone who was "good." 

Being supernatural, I knew well that magic didn't work that way. It was not always a positive force. It 

could not produce toys. It could not deliver said toys to the homes of every "good" and believing child. 

Of course, I'd seen magic used for "good" throughout my years. And I was exceedingly fond of the magic 

that kept me animated and "alive." 

Plus, I'd met many kinds of magical creatures that most humans didn't know about yet, including elves. 

Though magical, they certainly wouldn't be found dead in a frigid workshop making toys. They were 

more likely to be found in pubs—in warmer climates. And—contrary to common perceptions about the 

supposedly "mythical" creatures—dwarves weren't all short either! 

Of course, the most magical creatures I'd come across were the Fae. 

Some of them could even "materialize" objects. However, similar to the fairy godmother in "Cinderella," 

those objects tended to have expiration dates. Simply put, when the fairy stopped expending energy on 

the item, it disappeared. 

I smirked and imagined what would occur if Santa Claus was real and was a fairy. All the children who 

received his magical handiwork would certainly be nonplussed when their toys disappeared. 

Still—I found myself thinking about Sookie Virginia Stackhouse. 

Her letter had made me feel almost "sad." 

For a fucking week! 

It seemed as if the little human was holding out hope that her wish could be granted by a magical 

creature who had already denied her for years—thus, her request for his correct address. 
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But there was nothing I could do for the little human. And my pity certainly would do nothing to aid her. 

Resolved to think nothing else about her, I finally surrendered to sleep. 

 

 

JANUARY 21, 1988 

SOOKIE POV 

"Hey, baby girl," Gran smiled at me in greeting as I came into the kitchen from the mud porch after 

feeding and watering my kitten, Tina. She'd been my Christmas present and was already my best 

friend—my only friend since Tara's mom told her to stay away from "the freak," and Tara was too 

frightened to disobey. I didn't blame her. Lettie Mae was going through one of her "sober periods," and 

anything might set off her temper or drive her back into a bottle during those times—at least according 

to Tara's thoughts. 

So Tara was keeping away from "the freak." 

But I had my kitten now. 

"Do you need help with breakfast?" I asked Gran, trying to sound cheerful. 

"No thanks, honey. Could you run upstairs and bring me down Jason's and your dirty sheets?" she asked. 

Our sheets were always washed on Saturdays. 

I frowned. "But Jason's still in bed." I knew he wasn't sleeping, but I also knew he'd throw something at 

me if I went into his room. 

He always did. 
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"Still in bed! Well—you'd better tell him to get his carcass out of bed! If he doesn't have two loads of 

wood brought in before breakfast is ready like I asked him to do yesterday, then he'll be eatin' his 

biscuits cold!" 

As if he could hear his breakfast being threatened, Jason ran down the stairs and into the kitchen, 

pulling on his winter coat as he did. 

"I'm on it, Gran!" he said with a grin. Then he turned to stick out his tongue at me. "Stop bein' a tattle-

tale, or you'll getta knuckle sandwich," he hissed at me through his thoughts. 

"Get your chores done. The both of you," Gran ordered good-naturedly as she went back to fixing 

breakfast. 

Of course, Gran couldn't hear Jason "thinking" his latest nickname for me. 

"Suck-y, Suck-y, Suck-y," he chanted in his mind. 

And I'd never told Gran about my brother's knuckle sandwiches either. Usually, they were just little frog 

punches to my shoulder, so Gran wouldn't see the bruises. He didn't really hit me that hard—no harder 

than lots of siblings hit each other—but I still tried to stay out of Jason's way. 

Quickly—to put some more distance between my brother's thoughts and me—I scampered upstairs and 

stripped both Jason's and my beds of their sheets before taking them down to the laundry room. Luckily, 

Jason was done with his chanting and his threatening thoughts by then, though his mind was still 

blaming me for being a tattle-tale. 

"I'll start the load," I volunteered as Gran took plates from the cabinets. 

"Thanks, sweetie," she smiled at me. 

I smiled too when I saw that Tina was already done with her breakfast and very interested in a tinfoil ball 

I'd made for her the night before. 

So that the spinning part of the washer wouldn't get stuck—as it often did—I carefully loaded the sheets 

from Jason's and my twin beds into the machine and then measured out the detergent. 
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Unlike Jason, I actually liked doing chores. People rarely tried to talk to me when I was cleaning a toilet 

or vacuuming a floor. And—when I could help it, I didn't like talking—because it was hard hearing words 

and thoughts at the same time. 

But—unlike spoken words—the thoughts never went away. People's minds never shut off completely—

not even when they slept. 

I shivered at that thought as I remembered the nightmare Gran had suffered through the night before. 

She'd been crying over the grave of my daddy, and she'd felt trapped and helpless because of the 

burdens she'd been given. 

I knew that I was her main burden. 

I tried to shake that thought out of my mind and to look at the bright side of things so that I wouldn't 

cry. After all, Gran would worry even more if I didn't seem happy during breakfast. 

I concentrated on the playing kitten. At least Tina was happy. Plus, it was a Saturday, and other than 

school holidays, Saturdays were the easiest days for me! 

Yes, I sighed, I'd concentrate on those good things. 

Usually, I had only two minds to deal with on Saturdays. And, after breakfast, Gran spent a lot of her 

time baking or gardening, while Jason was often off in the woods playing. Even better, today he was 

going over to Hoyt's house to spend the night. 

As I started the washing machine, I let out a sigh of relief. 

Yep! I'd have only Gran's thoughts to hear that day. And, mostly, she'd be going over ingredients and 

recipe steps. And then—in the afternoon—she would likely read one of her romance books, and though 

I would hear the book's words from her head, that was lots better than hearing about her worries. 

I frowned. Gran had a lot of worries. 

She spent a lot of time stewing over her lack of money, and I knew that she was having to dig into her 

savings a little bit more each month in order to make ends meet. I did what I could to help out, but, at 

eight years old, my options were limited to helping her make things for bake sales and the like. 
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Gran also worried about what would happen to Jason and me if her "old bones wore out." For her age, 

she was in good health, but she still fretted since we didn't have any other family that could take us in if 

something happened to her. 

Aunt Linda's cancer was back, so Gran worried about her all the time too. And—if Aunt Linda died and 

Hadley's father didn't step up—Gran had no idea how she would possibly find the money to take care of 

another child long-term. 

For a while, Gran's brother, Bartlett, had been helping her out—giving her some money each month and 

doing some of the bigger chores around the house that Jason and I couldn't manage yet. 

But I'd ruined everything. 

I sighed and picked up Tina for a sense of comfort. She was warm and soft. She was purring. And her 

mind was silent to me. 

I'd heard the thoughts of every person in Bon Temps. So I knew some people weren't "good." For 

example, Deacon Jones at the church thought nasty things about a lot of the women in the choir, which 

was just one of the reasons I hated going to church. 

Actually—most of the thoughts I heard were either bad or just "neutral," which had been the only 

spelling word I'd been able to get right that week due to the almost-constant headaches I'd been having 

since Christmas Break. I loved staying home during school holidays, but—after they were over—listening 

to all the kids again was harder than ever. 

Gran had been worried when she saw my spelling test—full of red exes. I had tried to do well. I really 

had! But I was hearing so many different answers from so many different kids in the room—and all at 

the same time. And there had been a history class next door—just a wall away—and the teacher had 

made the kids read silently. 

And that was always the worst thing possible. Twenty-five kids all reading in their heads at different 

speeds! It only made my headaches—and my spelling—that much worse. At home, I knew the words 

and could spell them easily. But, at school, my pencil shook in my hand so much that I was glad to write 

anything! 
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Heck! During the last test, when the teacher had asked the students to write down "junction," I'd 

written "hurt." 

But none of that pain compared to the hardest thoughts I'd ever had to endure: Uncle Bartlett's. His 

thoughts were black, and—even remembering them—made me cringe. 

But I hadn't told Gran about them for a long time—so long that he began to think that I truly "liked" 

what he did to me, a thought that made me want to throw up. 

Still—I'd kept what Bartlett did a secret—until he thought about doing the same thing to Hadley. 

Like most people—Hadley thought I was weird and didn't like me. 

But I loved her. She was my cousin, after all. And Jason and Gran were both happier when she was 

around because she had such a "bright and healthy personality" as Gran had once said. In fact, Jason 

always thought about how he wished that Hadley was his sister—instead of me. And Gran always 

thought about how life would have been so much easier if I'd been born "healthy" like Hadley. 

But I hadn't been. I was Hadley's opposite. I was almost always sick from the headaches I got from 

school or church. Or from not being able to sleep. 

In fact, most people in town thought I was crazy because I was always holding my head or making 

pained faces. 

I had learned not to say anything unless I saw a speaker's lips moving, so I no longer responded to 

thoughts. But that just made a lot of people think that I wasn't "quite right in the head" since I didn't 

answer simple questions that came from right behind or to the side of me. 

Gran knew about my mind reading, of course. And so did Jason. My brother "used" my ability to get 

away with thinking mean things to me. But Gran told me to try to ignore the things I heard—so that 

things would be easier for me. 

She didn't understand. There was no ignoring people's thoughts. 

There was no ignoring the pain. 
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However, for Gran, I really did try hard to smile and to seem happy at home so that she wouldn't worry 

so much about me. Even if I had to pretend. But sometimes, it was too hard to even fake a smile. At 

those times, I just tried to make myself useful by cleaning something or the other, especially when 

Hadley was around to make Gran and Jason happy. 

But, then, Bartlett had thought about Hadley one day when she was over at the house while Aunt Linda 

was at the doctor's office. 

While the others had been in the living room watching television, Bartlett had come up to my room. As 

usual, he'd made me sit on his lap and had told me not to make a sound. He'd imagined touching Hadley 

as he'd touched me. He'd thought about Hadley being "ready" for him, whereas my body wouldn't be 

"ready" for a couple more years. From his mind, I knew what he thought my cousin was ready for. And it 

wasn't anything like Gran's romance books. It was dark; it was wrong. 

He also thought about how he could get her alone. He was going to volunteer to babysit her when Linda 

started her new round of chemotherapy. 

So, for Hadley's sake, I'd told Gran about what he'd done to me that very night. I told her how he'd 

touched me. I told her about how he wanted to touch Hadley even worse. 

I knew that Uncle Bartlett was an evil man, but I still wondered if I would have told on him if I hadn't 

heard him thinking about Hadley. The truth was that Gran had suffered fewer worries when he was 

helping her out financially. 

The truth was that I already felt like too much of a burden to her. 

Not surprisingly, when confronted, Uncle Bartlett had called me a liar. But Gran had believed me. She 

told him she'd kill him with the shotgun if he ever came back. Gran felt so bad about everything—so 

guilty—that I lied to her and told her that he'd touched me only the one time. There was no need at all 

to make her feel even worse! 

Thankfully, most people's thoughts weren't nearly as dark as Bartlett's—and they didn't do evil actions 

like he did. But it was also hard to find people thinking about good stuff. 
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After all, things like love and affection and acceptance were all more feelings than thoughts. For 

example, hardly anyone stopped for a moment to think about how much they loved a child or friend or 

significant other. 

Even kids didn't spend very much time thinkin' happy thoughts, especially not when I was around. 

And, when they did think about good things—like their parents or their friends or the new toys they'd 

gotten—I got jealous of them. 

I frowned. Maybe that was why God didn't answer my prayers and why Santa Claus hadn't given me my 

wish again this year. 

Envy was one of the seven deadly sins, according to my Sunday school teacher, who had felt guilty the 

week before because she set her son's pet grass snake free and then pretended not to know anything 

about it. 

I honestly didn't blame her. I was scared of snakes, too. 

I sighed as I looked at Tina. She was, supposedly, from Santa, but I knew better than that. I knew that 

the Santa Claus most people thought of definitely wasn't real. There wasn't a man in a red suit who left 

toys for children on Christmas Eve. I'd heard enough parents thinking about needing to buy the stuff for 

their kids' Santa lists to know that he was make-believe. Heck, I'd even heard Gran thinking about 

"playing Santa." 

That's how I knew the BB gun waiting for Jason under the tree on Christmas morning had been saved for 

by Gran for many months. And I knew that she'd carefully budgeted in Tina's cat food before taking one 

of the free kittens she'd seen advertised in the paper. I'd always snuck the little allowance that Gran 

gave me back into her purse, so I still didn't know how to make up for the price of the cat food. But I was 

determined to try. Gran always sold vegetables at the town's farmer's market, and I was already 

planning to help her to grow more food in order to make up for the costs of Tina's food. And I'd been 

picking wild berries wherever I could find them on the old Compton estate so that Gran could make jam 

to sell. 

Truth be told, I had almost denied wanting Tina on Christmas morning due to the cost of her. But I'd 

been too selfish to hide my happiness upon seeing her, and Gran had been too pleased with the gift to 

disappoint her. 
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Yep—thanks to being able to hear people's thoughts—I had known, for as long as I could remember, 

that the one bringing gifts on Christmas morning wasn't Santa. 

But did that mean he wasn't real? 

Gran had sat me down the first Christmas I'd lived with her and had told me that even though I could 

read thoughts and likely already knew that there wasn't a jolly old fellow who came down chimneys, 

there was still something called the Christmas spirit, and the real Santa Claus was a part of that. 

One thing was for certain. Gran did believe in magic, and she even had fuzzy memories of a magical 

creature visiting her. The first time I'd picked up on one of those memories, I'd been really young—three 

or four years old. Gran had been babysitting me in order to give my parents "a break" from me. 

We'd been putting away her Christmas decorations, and as she'd wrapped up a figurine she'd always 

called Kris Kringle, she remembered the magical man. There had been a Christmas tree in that memory, 

too. 

The man had been dressed in a long cream colored robe with red underneath, similar to Kris Kringle in 

the figurine. And he'd also had a long white beard—though the rest of his hair had been long too! 

Since "overhearing" that memory, I'd spent a lot of time wondering about Santa Claus. Kids believed in 

the man in the red suit with the reindeer and the sleigh, and—though I knew that Santa wasn't the 

source of their presents—I also knew that parents told their kids that they had to believe in Santa Claus 

and be good in order to get their Christmas wishes. 

So—was it a child's "faith" that qualified him or her to receive what was wished for? And just how bad 

did a child have to be before he or she would be disqualified? Did the "Christmas Spirit" only compel 

parents to get their child's wished-for items when he or she "believed" in Santa Claus enough? Did some 

magical force let parents know when a child had been "good" enough? 

And, then, there was Gran's memory of the "magic man." Had it been Kris Kringle?! Who else could it 

have been? 

That's when I'd begun to hope that there was a real Santa Claus, a being who could grant real gifts—not 

just toys and such. But magical gifts! Like the one I needed! 
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Surely someone with magic in him could fix what was broken in me! 

 

 

FEBRUARY 3, 1988 

ERIC POV 

"But I was honest!" I defended myself. 

Godric sighed. "Yes, but you were also cruel. Anyway, this letter has intrigued me. I wish for you to 

investigate the girl who wrote it," he added, handing me that damnable missive again. 

He and I had been arguing about my response to the little girl for several nights as my maker had been 

trying to decide upon a new "punishment" for me—since the other one obviously "wasn't working." 

I growled. Sookie Virginia Stackhouse had been haunting me for weeks, but I'd—at least—thought that 

the matter of the letter had been settled! 

"I've contacted Sophie-Anne," Godric said with a smirk. "It took some doing, but you've been cleared to 

visit her territory for up to two weeks. However, you will have to check in with Area 5's sheriff, William 

Compton." 

"No, Godric. Please. Anyone but that douchebag!" I sulked. 

Godric chuckled. "Little Miss Stackhouse lives in Sheriff Compton's area, so you have no choice but to 

play nice." 

"So—what is my excuse for going?" I asked my maker, the resignation thick in my voice. 

"Punishment," he said, his smirk even more devilish than before. "I've already lined things up with Mr. 

Compton." 

"What do you mean? Lined things up?" I asked. 
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"Once I realized that Miss Stackhouse was in Mr. Compton's territory, I did some research on the sheriff. 

He just so happens to have originated from Miss Stackhouse's hometown. At least—as a human. He 

owns a decrepit antebellum style mansion that is quite close to the Stackhouse homestead, in fact!" 

"So?" I asked with some trepidation. 

"Well—as many people are well-aware, including Mr. Compton, I'm sure—I enjoy buying old estates and 

rebuilding them to their former glory. As far as Compton is concerned, my purposes for sending you to 

Bon Temps are three-fold. One—to scout out the town. Two—to make a detailed renovation plan for 

the old estate should I choose to buy it. And—three—to punish you for a comment you made against 

the mainstreaming movement." 

"Let me guess—you're paying him too," I said sarcastically. 

"Of course. And he's more than happy for the rent. In fact, he's not been to his ancestral home in over a 

decade, so the idea of a wealthy buyer showing an interest likely has him all atwitter." 

I sighed. "Please, Godric. It's just a child wanting to know if an idiotic human tradition is real or not. 

Surely, you don't want to torture me in this way—do you? Have I not endured your punishments for the 

Fangtasia idea enough already." 

My maker sighed. "You have—endured the punishment. But you've learned nothing from it. I still feel 

your distaste toward humans just as much as always—except for one exception." 

"Exception?" I asked. 

"Whenever Sookie Virginia Stackhouse is mentioned," Godric smiled, gesturing toward the letter in my 

hand, "you feel something else entirely." 

 

 

FEBRUARY 4, 1988 

ERIC POV 
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Why Sophie-Anne Leclerq had given Bill Compton the position of sheriff was beyond me—given the 

inept vampire's culpability in the "coming out" of our species. 

Of course, from what I knew about William T. Compton, he'd been a waste of cum for his human parents 

and a waste of blood for his vampire maker. Then again, it was likely that Lorena was the ultimate 

reason for Bill's "success." Rumor had it that Sophie-Anne had had a vendetta against Lorena at some 

point, and Bill had betrayed his own maker to help the Queen of Louisiana eliminate her. 

I swallowed my considerable pride as I walked through the revolving door into Compton's hotel, which 

also served as his headquarters for Area 5 business. A little research had told me that Compton had yet 

to earn a profit from the ostentatious building in downtown Shreveport. Why the fool had chosen to 

build a hotel one block away from the river was mind-boggling. Had it been me, I would have built the 

dwelling right on the riverfront and would have attached it to a riverboat casino. 

As it was, it seemed as if the majority of the "tenants" in the hotel were required to be there, for Area 5 

vampires were forced to rent a certain number of suites per month as part of their requirement for 

staying in the area. 

I rolled my eyes as I took in the décor of Mainstreaming, the most "popular" business inside of the hotel. 

Mainstreaming was a bar where yuppie humans flocked after their tedious work days were over. There 

was absolutely nothing original about the bar; in fact, it was trendy for malcontent yuppies to hobnob 

with vampires nowadays. 

Trendy and sad. 

I looked around; I was in a mauve hell. 

Compton was perched in a booth at the back of the club. There was a pretty vampiress sitting next to 

him—no doubt his sister Judith, whom I'd heard was the real brains behind the area. 

Though I was centuries older than Compton, I sullied myself enough to give him a nod of respect that 

would have made even my maker proud. 

"Sheriff Compton," I said evenly. "Thank you for allowing my visit to your area." 
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He took his time responding to me. Sadly—for him—his smirk looked like the human condition of 

constipation. 

"Northman. I received a call from your maker. I hope I won't be having any trouble from you," he 

sneered. 

"None, Sheriff," I said calmly. "I am here to do my maker's bidding and to suffer my punishment." 

Bill chuckled and motioned to Judith, who took a key out of her pocket and handed it to her "brother." 

Bill tossed it to me. "That should open the front door of my old estate. Of course, the last time I was 

there, it was missing the back door and a few windows, so you might not need it," he chuckled. 

I bowed again and took my leave before fucking up and taking the mother fucker's head. 

 

 

SOOKIE POV 

The floorboards creaked underneath my steps, even though I was tiptoeing through the old house. 

Jessie Compton had been a friend of Gran's—I think. But he'd died in a car accident before I'd been 

born. His house had been empty since then—so empty that it was welcoming. It had become a refuge to 

me whenever Gran and Jason's thoughts were too much to bear—as they'd been that night. 

I'd been woken up by twin nightmares. Jason had been dreaming that he was drowning like my momma 

and daddy had. I'd coughed for air right along with him, and I'd also had to choke on the fact that he 

blamed me for their deaths—even when he was sleeping. That was bad enough. But Gran had been 

reliving the loss of my Grandpa Mitchell. He'd died in a tractor accident. And she'd found his mangled 

body. So I'd seen it too. 

Living with them in their dreams had been too much for me. 

At least, they wouldn't have to remember them. 
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I'd put on my winter coat and boots and had quietly snuck out of the house. I'd made my way through 

the old cemetery, thankful for each of the dead, thoughtless bodies between me and my family. The old 

Compton house would have been spooky for most, but it wasn't to me. I quickly found my way to the 

attic. The bedrooms were too ripe with memories, and I worried that ghosts might have thoughts too—

if I got close enough to them. But the attic had been completely bare when I'd first entered it. Now it 

contained an old blanket and pillow that I'd brought over several months before when the weather had 

turned cooler. 

Since it was below freezing that night, I quickly curled up into the blanket, though I didn't lie down. I 

leaned against the creaky wall and looked out of the window. The glass had been missing ever since I'd 

first seen the house. I closed my eyes tightly. Even before experiencing the nightmares of my family 

members, I had been tired. Lately, school had been even more difficult than usual. And Gran's 

nightmares had been happening almost every night for a week. Jason's dreams had been the last straw. 

I ventured closer to the window, but I couldn't any stars. In the gray gloom that February had brought 

with it, I'd begun to wonder if there were any stars left. 

Or if the sun would ever come out again. 

The weekend before, Gran had read a book about a woman who had killed herself by jumping out of a 

window. The woman had endured a horrible life, and Gran had understood why she'd done it. 

I touched the splintered wood of the weathered window sill. 

The idea of killing myself wasn't a strange one to me. 

But the thought of Gran having to clean up after any mess I made while slitting my wrists or otherwise 

harming myself was too much to bear. However, the thought now struck me that if I killed myself away 

from Gran's home, she wouldn't have to think about it as much. 

No one would make her clean me up. 

I pushed the blanket from my shoulders and hoisted myself up to sit on the window's sill. Again—I 

looked for a star, telling myself that if I saw one, I would stay alive for at least one more day. 

I stared for a long time, but I saw only black. 
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ERIC POV 

The little girl looked like a ghost from where she sat on the old window sill. The glass of the broken 

window was scattered on the ground more than thirty feet below her, but the girl was looking upward. 

I'd landed at the address of Sookie Virginia Stackhouse thirty minutes earlier, intending to get a lay of 

the land. But I'd soon seen a little girl—obviously Sookie—hurrying from the home as if she were being 

chased by a nightmare. She'd calmed down, strangely enough, once she'd been in the graveyard. She'd 

stopped running and had made her way to Compton's home, which was what a stereotypical haunted 

house would look like. But she'd clearly not been frightened of the dwelling. 

The little girl was still eerily calm as she looked toward the sky as if trying to find hope itself. 

I couldn't help but to look up too. A winter storm was blowing in and had brought thick clouds with it. To 

her human eyes, the sky likely seemed dark and smoky. Frankly, even to my vampire eyes, it was little 

different. 

I looked back at the girl. I saw her lips moving and I heard a prayer from them. She apologized for being 

such a burden to her family. She prayed that God would forgive her for everything that she "was." She 

laughed at herself for ever believing . . . in Santa Claus. 

And then she looked back up into the night sky. Again, I looked up too. 

And that's how I missed the fact that she'd jumped without making another sound. 

Even with my ability to fly, it was too late to keep her from hitting the ground hard enough to sever her 

spine. But she was not dead. 

Before I could even fathom what I was doing, I saw my own bloody wrist in her mouth, feeding her. 

Ensuring that the little girl who had written the letter about Santa Claus lived. 
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She'd stayed unconscious while I'd tended to the only bloody injury on her body, a wound to the back of 

her head. I'd licked it to seal it, even as I'd tried to ignore her sweet taste. 

After I was sure that I'd given her enough of my blood to heal—but not to turn her—I found a pallet in 

the attic room that she'd jumped from. The room smelled strongly of her, so I'd lain her on the old 

blanket, and I'd watched over her. 

A fall like the one she'd had should have done more damage. It should have warped her little body to the 

point that not even my blood could have saved her. Perhaps her God had been listening to whatever 

whispered prayers she was making. 

Or, perhaps, he'd refused to listen to them. 

If there were a God, his or her inner workings were certainly not something I would ever be confident 

enough to guess at. 

Regardless, I found myself strangely comforted by every breath the little girl took. 

"I can't hear you," she said groggily—even as she rubbed her eyes with her hands as only a child would. 

When she opened those eyes, I saw brilliant blue, a color that reminded me of the bluest sky I'd ever 

seen as a human. 

"I didn't say anything," I said. 

She smiled a little. "Your brain. I can't hear it. And I've never not heard someone." 

I frowned. "You can hear thoughts?" I asked. Could she be a telepath? 

She nodded and sat up a little, a smile forming on her lips that would have lit up even the most haunted 

of houses—if I believed in such things. 
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"I can't hear angels' thoughts," she smiled even more brightly. Her eyes were already leaking tears—

happy ones. "I knew that Heaven would be better! I just knew it!" She touched my hand and sighed with 

pure contentment. "I can even touch you and not hear them!" 

"You can't hear me?" I asked, seeking confirmation. 

"No. I can't hear anything at all!" she said, biting her lower lip before closing her eyes and saying a 

prayer that included her thanks that God had brought her to heaven even though she wasn't 'right.' 

When she opened her eyes again, she gripped my hand even tighter—as if I was the manifestation of 

her prayer. "Please, Mister Angel, can you check in on Gran and Jason from time to time? Can you make 

sure they're okay?" she asked, her eyes shining. 

"I'm not an angel," I responded. 

Her forehead creased as she looked at me closely. "But you have to be." 

"I'm sorry. I'm not." 

She looked around the room and gasped. 

"Why does Heaven look like Old Mr. Compton's attic?" she asked with confusion. 

"It doesn't. You are not dead." 

More tears slipped from her eyes; this time, they weren't "happy." 

"I'm asleep—aren't I? I was too much of a scaredy-cat to do it—wasn't I?" she asked. 

"To do what?" I asked in return. 

"To jump," she said simply. 

"Why do you want to jump?" I asked. 
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"I'm a burden on my family," she whispered. "I hear people's thoughts, and that makes me . . . ." She 

paused, her mouth dropping into a frown. "It makes me wrong." 

"Wrong?" 

She nodded. "Momma thought that it'd have been better if I hadn't been born. Jason thinks I'm to 

blame for her and daddy dying. And he wants me gone. Gran doesn't know what to do with me 'cause 

I'm doin' so bad in school, and she worries that I'll never be able to take care of myself. And Gran 

doesn't have any money to leave me. Sometimes she wonders why God would have made me like this—

just so that I'd have to suffer." She paused and brushed away more 'sad' tears. For some reason, each of 

those little drops was like a stab to my body. 

"So—you see, Mister Angel? I was made wrong. When I was littler, I asked Gran if I could pray to God to 

fix me; she told me I was perfect the way I was. But that's not what she really thinks," she added with a 

sad shake of her head. "She just told me that to try to make me feel better, but it's a lie." 

"A lie?" 

She nodded as only a child could, utterly convinced of a truth that she was not old enough to question. 

"I know it's a lie 'cause she's prayed for God to fix me too. And she blames herself for the way I am," she 

responded. 

"How?" 

"Gran couldn't have babies with Grandpa. So she had an affair with a man that came around. She was 

happy to have children, but she's always felt guilty for the affair. And Gran wonders if I'm like I am 

because of her sins," the little girl informed, reporting the "adult" situation matter-of-factly. 

"Your grandmother believes that the true father of her children was a supernatural?" I asked, voice my 

conjecture out loud. 

She frowned. "A supernatural? No. Um—vampires can't have kids. Right?" she asked confusedly. 

"Not in the traditional way," I returned. Obviously, the child had no idea that there were other 

supernaturals in the world, though it was clear to me that she was one. 



138 
 

"There's a part of the bible that talks about the sins of the father being passed on to his children and his 

children's children," Sookie said. 

It was my turn to frown. "Surely—if there's a God—he or she wouldn't be so cruel as to punish a child 

for another person's sin." 

The little girl shrugged as she used her blanket to wipe away her tears; remaining behind them in her 

intense blue orbs was a look of hopelessness. "Gran isn't sure; after all, there were the kids in Egypt that 

were killed because the Pharaoh wouldn't let God's people be free. So she wonders. And she worries." 

"And you hear her worries?" I asked. 

"I hear everything and everyone—if I'm close enough to them," she said hauntingly. "Except for you, 

Mister." 

"Eric. My name is Eric. And you are Sookie Virginia Stackhouse." 

"How do you know my name?" she asked in awe. "Are you like me? Can you read my mind?" 

I shook my head. "No. But I read this," I said as I pulled her letter from my pocket. 

"My letter," she gasped. "When God didn't fix me, I wondered if Santa Claus could." She frowned. "But 

there's no such thing as Santa Claus—is there? That's why you've come? To tell me there isn't one? Or 

have you come to tell me how to find him?" she finished with a small amount of hope. 

Her words. 

Her sorrow. 

Her guilt. 

Her tears. 

Her inexplicable hope. 

Everything about her. 
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It was all so innocent that I had to reconsider my knowledge of the word, "innocent." I'd always thought 

of the concept as the antithesis of guilt or knowledge. But the girl in front of me seemed afflicted by too 

much of both. 

Yet, instinctively I knew that she was as innocent as any being in the world could be. 

"Sookie, I . . . ." I found myself at a loss for words for the first time in a very long time. 

"If I'm not in heaven, am I dreaming?" she asked as she looked at her letter in her hands. 

Those hands were now shaking. 

"No," I said simply. 

"Are you an—uh—elf?" she asked. "One of Santa's elves? Aren't you too tall?" 

I chuckled. I couldn't help myself. "No. I'm not an elf." 

"And I'm not dead?" 

"No," I said soberly. "You jumped. But I healed you." 

Her bright blue eyes were wide as they looked at me in wonder. 

"I did jump," she said, seeming almost prideful for a moment. 

"Do you want to die?" I asked, letting my fangs drop down. In truth, the child had tasted amazing. And—

had I been a younger vampire or one who'd never had a family of his own—I might have indulged in her. 

However, killing a child was something I'd never condoned. However, in that moment, I hoped to scare 

her into wanting to live. 

But she didn't seem scared of me—or my fangs—at all. 

"I just wanna stop hearing. Gran'd be better off without me around," she said morosely—and with 

certainty. 
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"You aren't afraid of me," I commented about her lack of reaction to my fangs. 

"You saved me," she said innocently. "And I can't hear you. Do you think that's because you're a 

vampire?" 

"That is a logical guess," I said, standing up from where I'd been crouching. 

"Are you leaving?" the little girl asked pensively—her eyes suddenly brimming with tears again. 

"No. I will be in town for two weeks," I responded. "But dawn will be here soon." 

"And you have to find a place to sleep? So you're protected from the sun?" 

I nodded. "Exactly. And you should get home before you are missed." 

"But I wouldn't be missed," she said sadly. 

"You would be," I said with certainty. 

For some reason that I couldn't have explained in any of the languages I knew, the thought of her being 

gone from the world was repellent to me. 

She looked more than a little unsure, but she stood up too. 

"I will visit you at your home tomorrow night," I promised. "I would like to discuss some things with your 

grandmother." 

"What things?" 

"I am going to help you if I can, Sookie Virginia Stackhouse," I promised her. 

"Help me?" she asked. 

I nodded. "Yes." I sighed and then took a breath I needed—but only as a stall tactic as I considered my 

words. "Sookie, there's not a Santa Claus. But there are fairies, and some of them are telepaths—mind 
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readers like you. I know a few. I also know that they do not despair because of their ability. After I talk to 

your grandmother, I will contact the one I trust the most and see about getting you some help." 

"Really?" she asked, looking up at me with so much hope that it stirred even my dead heart. 

"Yes," I nodded. "Come. I will fly you home," I volunteered. 

She clutched her letter to her chest and gasped with awe as I picked her up and flew us from the same 

window she'd jumped from earlier. 

So that I wouldn't frighten the little girl, I flew only as high as the top of the trees in the woods around 

Compton's rundown property. Sookie's eyes were pointed upward the whole time. 

"I see a star," she whispered in wonder. 

"I do too," I said, though my eyes never left her face. 

"Wow!" she grinned as I landed us just beyond the tree line of the old Stackhouse farmhouse. 

I chuckled at her enthusiasm. 

"Are you sure you aren't an angel?" she asked. 

"Angels don't have fangs," I said. 

"I think some of them do," she said earnestly as she looked up at me, her eyes brighter than any star I'd 

ever seen. 

 

 

THIRTEEN YEARS LATER 

SOOKIE POV 
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I had celebrated my twenty-first birthday the day before. For many humans, that birthday was a 

milestone—a marker of adulthood. But I couldn't help but to acknowledge that I was lucky to be alive. 

I couldn't help but to remember the reason why I had survived past my eighth year. 

Eric Northman had stayed in Bon Temps for two weeks before he'd returned to Dallas so that the then 

Sheriff of Area 5, Bill Compton, wouldn't become suspicious of his elder's continued presence. 

However, though they were brief, those two weeks had changed everything about my life. 

Everything. 

True to his word, Eric had come to speak to Gran as soon as he'd awoken the night after I met him. With 

a brand of blunt honesty that I discovered was uniquely Eric's, he'd questioned her about her affair, 

and—though Gran had been ashamed that she'd had one—she hadn't "blamed" me for finding out 

about her liaison from her mind. She'd known, back then, that I couldn't help myself. 

She explained to Eric that, though having an affair was certainly out of character for her, she'd been 

unable to stop herself from falling in love with the beautiful stranger who'd suddenly appeared in her 

yard. To her shame, she admitted that she'd easily been convinced because of the man's guarantee that 

he could give her children, which she had so desperately wanted—and which my granddad couldn't give 

her. 

Now that I knew pretty much all there was to know about fairies—thanks to Claudine and Niall's 

tutelage—I figured that Fintan's allure was also a big reason for Gran's straying. I frowned. I couldn't say 

that I was a big fan of Fintan. He'd hidden his children from his own father—as if they were a dirty little 

secret—even before the war between the Water and Sky Fae had begun. Plus, he'd literally seduced 

Gran—without caring about the consequences of his actions. 

I put my thoughts about Fintan aside, however. After all—without him—I wouldn't have come to be. 

And though I'd once tried to kill myself, I'd learned to love who I was. 

Thanks to Eric Northman. 
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After Gran had mentioned that her lover's name was "Fintan," Eric had been even more convinced that 

the stranger was a fairy. And—as a bonus—Eric's most trusted fairy contact had a son named Fintan. It 

turned out that his friend was my Great-Grandfather Niall Brigant, Prince of the Sky Fae. 

Eric had a mobile phone back then, but there was certainly no service in Bon Temps, so he'd used our 

house phone to contact Niall. He'd warned that it might take a while before the fairy prince came, but it 

hadn't. 

Niall knocked on the door moments after Eric had hung up the phone. 

It turned out that Niall was the "magical" being from Gran's fuzzy memories. He'd visited her twice—

both times when my father and Aunt Linda were young adults. By then, Fintan had been killed—a fact 

which had caused Gran to cry for her beautiful lover. Niall had been touched by her grief and had even 

held her hand as she'd wept. 

After Gran had gotten ahold of her emotions, Niall had explained that Fintan's death had caused the 

magic that he'd used to cover up the existence of his one-quarter fairy children to dissipate. During his 

first visit, Niall had determined that neither my father nor Linda had enough fairy traits "to worry 

about." And then he'd used the fairy equivalent of glamour—which turned out to be less potent than a 

vampire's glamour—to make himself "fuzzy" in Gran's memories, as if he were a dream. Niall had visited 

my family again when Hadley and Jason were infants. And—sensing even less Fae in them—Niall had 

verified that Fintan's essential spark had not been passed along. 

Or so he had thought. 

He'd not thought that he needed to check subsequent children, so I had been missed. 

However, once Niall knew about me, he really seemed to become Santa Claus—or, more appropriately, 

Kris Kringle—in some ways. After all, he gave me the best present ever: Claudine. She arrived for her 

first visit the very next day, and she eventually became like a sister to me. 

I always found it funny that her name (and the names of all of her siblings) began with "Clau," just like 

"Claus." 
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Within a few days of meeting my fairy "godmother," I was building my first shields, and the blood Eric 

had given me to save my life helped those mental barriers to become strong even faster than anyone 

could have hoped for. 

But it wasn't Eric's blood that helped me the most when it came to my early lessons, nor did he 

disappear after he'd called Niall. Indeed, I went to the old Compton house each night Eric was there. 

With his perfect, quiet mind as my helper, Eric would help me to apply the lessons that Claudine had 

taught me during the day. Of course, I learned quickly that Claudine and Eric could never be around each 

other. She didn't have the gift of covering her scent like Niall did. But that didn't stop Eric and her from 

working in concert to help me to develop my shields more quickly. As it turned out, the ability to make 

them was in me all along; I just didn't know how to accomplish the feat. My shields were like a dormant 

organ in my body, and as soon as I "found" them, using them simply required practice. 

I smiled as I recalled how Claudine had compared the process of developing my shields to learning to 

swim. At first, learning to stay afloat could be difficult, especially if the body "fought" the water. 

However, soon enough, the body learned to work with the water—though swimming for a long time 

could still cause soreness or exhaustion, especially for a novice. 

That's why Eric had helped me so much as first! His mind had somehow assisted me in learning how to 

"float" so that I could "rest" from the swimming part. Eventually, however, I learned to "float" on my 

own, and now I was a master at my telepathy and my shields, just as full-blooded fairies were. It was as 

if I'd learned and perfected all of the swimming strokes throughout the years, so I was able to use 

whichever type of "stroke" I needed when it came to my telepathy. 

Indeed, nowadays, I could listen to many thoughts all at once without feeling overwhelmed. They had 

become like drops of water in a pool, and I could cut through them with the ease of an Olympic 

swimmer propelling through the water. Or I could target a single person's thoughts like a diver breaking 

the water's surface. Or I could simply float, keeping my body relaxed—almost above the thoughts so 

that I wouldn't become tired. 

I smiled. Whenever I "floated," it was always Eric's face that I saw—my memory of his eyes blending into 

the water around me. 

When Eric left Bon Temps, I handed him two pieces of paper. One was my letter looking for Santa Claus. 

The other was the perfect spelling test that I'd completed at school earlier that day. 



145 
 

Though not much, the two documents represented the depth of what Eric had done for me. 

However, the ripples of Eric's appearance in my life didn't end with his exit. 

Because of him, I had Niall and Claudine as permanent fixtures—or fixers—in my life. 

Finding out the difficulties which had befallen our once thriving family, Niall had stepped in—and 

stepped up—to help us. We were given financial help. And—gleaning information about the rest of our 

lives from my mind using his own telepathy—Niall had helped in other ways, too. 

As it turned out, Niall had invested in the world of pharmaceuticals. And Linda was given the best and 

most cutting-edge treatments available for her disease. In fact, we'd just celebrated her fourteenth year 

of being completely cancer free. 

Uncle Bartlett had met with a much more horrifying fate. I'd "heard" the basics of his outcome from 

Niall's head once I became strong enough to "swim through" his own shields to a certain extent. My 

great-grandfather had pushed me out again, but I'd learned enough to know that Uncle Bartlett had 

suffered for a very long time. 

I couldn't find it in myself to feel bad about that. 

As my heels clicked against the marble floor in the ornate lobby of The Moon, I looked up toward the 

huge skylight. And I saw stars. 

Many, many stars. 

Thousands. 

I'd not seen Eric after he'd left Bon Temps, but I always thought about him. 

He was the reason I was alive. 

He'd helped me to see stars again. 

He'd given me the gift of Santa Claus—even though the mythical figure wasn't real. 
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Because of Eric, my miserable existence had morphed into a happy life. Because of him, Godric had 

bought the old Compton place and had become the best neighbor and friend that Gran had ever had—

all the while ensuring that no other vampires interfered with our lives. 

Because of Eric, I was able to make friends. I was able to become the top student in my class. I was able 

to make my family proud. 

Because of Eric Northman, I'd learned to smile—really and truly smile. 

Still—it had taken me a long time to understand why Eric didn't visit me, especially after Godric bought 

and restored the old Compton estate. 

But now I knew. It was because he loved me as much as I loved him. 

He'd just been waiting for me to grow up—to reach the milestone of my 21st birthday. And then he'd—

finally—answered my letter about Santa Claus. 

 

 

ERIC POV 

From Godric, I'd kept track of Sookie Virginia Stackhouse. Being so drawn to her had—quite frankly—

frightened me thirteen years before. 

I'd spoken to Godric about my attachment to Sookie as soon as I'd returned to Dallas from Bon Temps. 

I'd left nothing out—not even the fact that I'd somehow managed to fall in love with an eight-year-old 

fairy-human child. Oh—I hadn't loved her in any kind of "physical way"; such a thought sickened me. 

No—on the contrary—it was as if Sookie had captured my very soul. 

And—from the first night I'd met her—I knew that I would be waiting for her. 

Hoping for her to—one day—feel as I did and to come to me once she'd reached adulthood. 
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Godric had called it fate that we'd met through her letter—fate that I'd arrived in Bon Temps on the very 

night that she'd run out of hope for herself. 

Maybe it was fate. 

Or maybe I was just a lucky SOB. 

Ironically, though far from human, Sookie had been responsible for making me "understand" humanity 

more—just as my maker had wanted when he'd sent me to Bon Temps. 

I'd learned that even a child could place others above herself. 

I'd learned that a "real" smile from Sookie was the grandest sight the universe could offer. 

I'd also learned patience—in many ways. 

I'd learned to be patient with humans, for—although they didn't enjoy the wisdom that longevity could 

bring—they did have their own brand of cleverness. 

I'd learned to be patient when it came to allowing my maker's "punishments" to become my lessons. 

My blessings. 

I'd learned to be patient with the disconcerting pangs of my own heart. 

For two weeks, I'd allowed the stirring of my soul to collide with the life of Sookie Virginia Stackhouse. 

But—even then—I'd recognized that patience would be the only way that she could ever be mine. 

And since then, I'd been waiting for her patiently—despite Pam's constant teasing. 

I'd neither been a saint nor a sinner as I'd waited for Sookie. I'd had sex with a few women during the 

previous thirteen years—just so that I wouldn't go on a bloody rampage. And I'd never denied myself 

fresh blood, though I'd learned the benefits of stomaching a TrueBlood—when needed for diplomacy. 
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Indeed, it was safe to say that my encounter with Sookie changed my life as much as it had changed 

hers. It was ironic that it took meeting a little part-supernatural girl to make me understand that—

though I was a supernatural—I was also a human. 

At least in part. 

As a vampire, I'd neglected that "human" part out of the practical need to stay hidden from humanity. 

However, Godric had been right. Our "coming out" allowed vampires to embrace the very roots of 

ourselves in ways that had never been possible before. 

After my time with Sookie, I knew that I would need to change my ways in order to deserve her. I didn't 

stop being a vampire, however. 

What I stopped was being rigidly tied to a time that had passed. 

What I did was evolve. 

What I did was discover Santa Claus. 

 

I'd "felt" Sookie as soon as she'd walked into The Moon. 

My blood should have been long-gone from her system, but it wasn't—a fact which Godric had also 

attributed to fate. 

I thought of my maker, even as my feet propelled me out of my office and toward Sookie. 

In 1998, Godric had turned over the running of The Moon to me and Pam. I'd been working as managing 

editor by then anyway, and I'd thrived in conducting business with humans and the two-natured—once 

I'd pushed aside my arrogant belief that I was better than they were, that is. 

Officially, Godric had opted to pursue a "quieter" life for a while in the home he'd restored in Bon 

Temps. 
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Unofficially, he and Stan Davis had staged a coup to remove Sophie-Anne from her throne by removing 

her head. They'd discovered that she'd been working with corrupt humans to steal government aid 

following the destruction caused by Hurricane Danny in 1997. Part of that aid was to go to shore up the 

levees around Louisiana, but Sophie-Anne was accepting money for "improvements by vampire" that 

were never done. Needless to say, my maker wasn't amused. 

The Louisiana coup had occurred quickly and quietly. Bill Compton had been among the casualties. I 

couldn't say that fact had made me lose any sleep at all. 

After that, Godric had taken on the role of Louisiana's regent out of the sense of duty that he was 

already famous for. Louisiana had been lagging when it came to human-vampire relations—thanks to 

Sophie-Anne. Unsurprisingly, the state was now considered progressive under Godric's leadership. 

Among other things—my maker had immediately made sure that the state's defenses against any future 

hurricanes were as good as they could be. 

And—as for why Godric had settled in Bon Temps rather than New Orleans? 

Well—he'd grown extremely fond of both Adele and Sookie over the years. And he'd even taken a much 

"improved" Jason Stackhouse under his wing. 

Godric knew that I loved Sookie, of course. But he also understood why I'd stayed away from her. 

I had wanted Sookie to have the chance to make her own way in life—to make her own choices, even if 

they didn't include me. 

I didn't want to help to free her from the chains of her telepathy just to chain her to my affections. I 

didn't want her to become mine out of obligation or inevitability. 

So I'd stayed away—though I'd always sent her a letter each Christmas so that she would know that she 

was in my thoughts. 

However, I'd never answered "the letter"—her first letter—which I carried with me. 

Always. 
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I caught sight of Sookie as I stood at the railing of the observation walkway. She was looking up. My eyes 

went upward too and I saw stars. 

As I made my way down to her, I brushed my fingers against the aged paper in my pocket. I'd 

memorized it long ago. 

Dear Vampires, 

I am eight years old. I don't have any friends, but the kids around me believe that there's a Santa Claus. 

On the other hand, the adults in Bon Temps think there's not a Santa Claus. But then they tell their kids 

they have to believe. And I know Gran saw him when she was younger. So I'm confused. 

Gran says that if vampires say something's so, then it's so—since some of you are very old and know lots 

more than humans. Please tell me the truth. Is there a Santa Claus? 

I need him to be real because I have a wish I think only he could give me. If he is real, could you tell me 

how to find him? Please. He's the only hope I have left. 

Sookie Virginia Stackhouse 

Hummingbird Lane, Bon Temps, Louisiana 

 

 

SOOKIE POV 

I'd treasured every letter that Eric had ever written to me. They'd always come on Christmas Day, and I'd 

opened them like the unknowable presents they were. I'd always answered them the very next day—

with news of my life. 

The letter in my pocket had not been sent on Christmas, though it was a response to my original query 

about Santa Claus. 
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I took the piece of paper from my purse and I read it for what seemed like the thousandth time since I'd 

received it at the birthday party I'd had the night before. 

Dear Sookie Virginia, 

When I told you—on the night that I met you all those years ago—that there wasn't a Santa Claus, I was 

wrong. So very wrong. 

I was skeptical then, and I saw very little that was good in the world. I was guilty of having a "little" 

mind—a narrow mind—despite my many years. I didn't have the ability to recognize anything that I 

didn't see with my own eyes. And I thought of myself as above those of different natures from my own, 

whom I regarded as mere insects. 

Because of you, however, I now know that there is a Santa Claus. He exists in the mind of a little girl who 

put others above herself to the point that she would die to make their lives better. He exists in the mind 

of a little girl who was so tortured by the thoughts of others that she should never have been able to 

hope for a Santa Claus at all. 

But she did hope. You did hope. 

And—when you did run out of hope—I learned that I could hope for the both of us until you learned 

again. 

Yes! I believe in Santa Claus now! In my thousand years, I've never seen a man in red coming down a 

chimney, but that fact proves nothing. In only two weeks, compared to those thousand years, you taught 

me that the most "real" things in life—the things that give us "true" life—are not things that can be seen 

by anyone, whether he or she be human, vampire, Were, shifter, fairy, or any combination thereof. 

Better than the existence of a Santa Claus, however, is the existence of Sookie Virginia Stackhouse, for—

in addition to hope—she taught me love. 

Ah, Sookie, in all this world there is nothing more real and abiding than you. And the way I feel about 

you. 

A thousand years from now, Sookie, nay 10 times 10,000 years from now, you will continue to make glad 

the heart that you restarted. 
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I will always love you with that heart. 

And now that you are an adult, I hope that you will choose me with your heart. 

I will await you with the hope of a child waiting for Santa Claus to come. 

Yours Always, 

Eric Northman 

"Sookie," a voice came from behind me. I recognized its beautiful resonance immediately. I turned 

around slowly. 

"Eric," I whispered, looking at him in person for the first time in more than a decade. He was dressed in a 

deep navy blue suit. His golden hair, which I'd once thought was a halo, had been cut since I'd last seen 

him. His eyes were just as I remembered, however—startling and beautiful. 

"You are beautiful," he said, sounding awestruck, as he reached out his hand toward me. 

I took his hand gladly, reminded of the fact that he had been the first being I'd ever touched who hadn't 

"hurt" me. I'd enjoyed my shields for years now, but I would never forget the comfort I'd first found in 

his mind. 

"I came to apply for a job," I said. 

He smirked. "Oh? As what?" 

"I heard that Santa could use a new elf," I smirked back. 

"You aren't here because you feel obligated—are you?" he asked, suddenly more serious than I'd ever 

seen him—even on the night he'd saved me from killing myself. 

"I'm here because I've been in love with you since I was eight years old," I professed. "I think a part of 

me has always known why you stayed away. And you needn't worry. I've been enjoying my life. I've even 

dated a little. But my standard has always been you, and I was just waiting for this," I said as I held up his 

letter to me. 
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He crooked his arm in my direction and smiled at me. 

Beautiful. 

"I think you might be perfect for quite a few jobs around here," he said as I linked my arm with his. 

I was certain that he was right. 

The End 
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SPOV 

Taking the now full carafe from the coffee maker, I carefully tipped it towards the mug, all the while 

wondering why in the hell I busted my ass for four years to get my degree when I was right back to 

schlepping coffee. 

I could’ve saved years and thousands of dollars if I’d just skipped the middle. 

“Sookie!” 

Shit! 

“Shit!” 

Bitching internally about my job was one thing, but being overheard by my boss’s secretary was 

another. 

So was cursing in front of her. 

Especially when using your outside voice. 

Holly had a little boy – at home – which for whatever reason meant we all had to watch our shits and 

fucks around her. 

Because he must have hearing capabilities that rivaled the NSA and might repeat what we said? 

I didn’t know. And quite frankly, I didn’t give a shit. 

Or a fuck. 

But being an intern, I didn’t have the clout to tell her to go fuck herself and stick her rules straight up her 

shit hole yet.  

So for now I minded my shits and fucks whenever I was around her. 

Trying to wipe the spilled coffee from my shirt sleeve – maybe that’s what my degree would be good for 

– I only managed to set the stain deeper into the fabric.  

And did I mention it was hot? 

Like a thousand suns on the summer solstice at high noon hot? 

So I was sure my expression was full of ‘You bitch!’ – unless her son was a satellite telepathic too, I was 

in the clear there – when I turned to face a glaring Holly standing in the doorway, who added a sneer to 

her expression as she said, “Mr. Madden is looking for you.” 

“Of course he is,” I snapped. 

But he was shit out of luck if he’d thought to bathe in my blood, unlike the other virgins he must 

sacrifice every morning to keep the crow’s feet from appearing around his eyes. 

JB DuRone took care of that my senior year of high school. 
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But it wasn’t my fault the coffee pot was bone dry when he’d demanded his latest cup, so I had to brew 

an entire new pot. 

Like me, His Majesty had no choice but to wait for it to finish. 

Being an intern sucked to the Nth degree, as did my boss, Victor Madden. But I only had another week or 

so until my six month internship was done and then I would be a real full-fledged junior reporter. 

I was going to consider it one of my Christmas presents to me this year. 

My other one would be because then it would be some other schmuck’s job to fetch His Holiness a cup 

of coffee. 

For their sake, I hoped they weren’t a virgin. 

But for now, I was still the less than virtuous schmuck, so I carefully wiped up the rest of the spilled 

coffee from the cup and dutifully carried it my boss’s office. 

And then channeled a bit of Holly’s shit fucking attitude, when I glared at the man seated in the chair 

opposite his desk. 

Eric Northman. 

On the surface he was gorgeous – unfairly so – but something about him rubbed me the wrong way 

from day one. 

Probably because the first conversation ‘we’ ever had was – in all actuality – between him and my tits. 

But seeing him sitting there with a smug expression on his face and a fresh cup of coffee in his hand, I 

had a sneaking suspicion it was the last of the pot, which meant he was responsible for why I’d had to 

make a new one. 

Like me, Eric was an intern at The Shreveport Times too. We’d started working there at the same time, 

but I had a feeling it was more than just my lack of a Y chromosome that meant I was the coffee gopher 

out of the two of us. 

Rumor had it Eric’s father was the famed news broadcaster, Andre Paul. 

Rumor also had it that he’d fucked half of the women in the building. 

I suspected both rumors to be true. 

Admittedly, it chafed my ass that everything came easily to him – both women and job opportunities – 

when I had to work for everything I had.  

And while being a junior reporter wasn’t my dream job, at least it paid my bills.  

What I really wanted to do was write books. Actual books, printed on actual paper, and had the name of 

an actual publishing house printed on the binding. I’d even sent out a manuscript to more than a few of 

them, both big and small, but the book gods hadn’t seen fit to even send me a rejection letter. 

Printed on actual paper or otherwise. 
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And I knew all too well that dreams weren’t going to pay my bills. The bright side was at least I had the 

money to pay for the dry cleaning bill to get the coffee stain out of my blouse. 

But I’d earned everything I had. I drove a piece of shit Chevy Malibu – whose days were numbered, but 

had been bought and paid for with babysitting jobs and waitressing tips – while Mr. Silver Spoon walked 

around with a corvette keychain dangling from his fingertips. 

So I guessed the son of Andre Paul was too good to fetch the boss coffee. 

And I also guessed he had a standing appointment at the clinic to get tested for STD’s every Monday 

morning. 

So I guessed that more than likely made me an über bitch. 

But it was never the time to show my tits to my boss and now certainly wasn’t the time for me to show 

him my ass either. 

Like shits and fucks, I minded mine whenever I was around him.  

So I put the cup of lava java on his desk and was about to leave the office, when Madden said, “Sookie, 

have a seat.” 

Eric was leaned back in his signature slouch, but I didn’t miss the way his eyes darted to his lap and back 

to mine again in silent invitation. 

It made me wish I had my own cup of lava java to dump in that lap. 

It was the only lap dance I would ever admit to wanting to see him perform. 

Because while he was unfairly good looking – like one of the guys from the Axe body spray commercials 

that had sexy angels falling at his feet – Eric knew it. 

What he didn’t seem to know was that it was his attitude that was an absolute turnoff. 

I didn’t care how great his ass was. His assface personality canceled it out. 

So I gave him my silent stare that all but called him an assface to his assface before turning around to 

plant mine in the chair next to his. 

My ass. 

Not my face. 

There would’ve been no way to keep my shits and fucks to myself had I face-planted into the chair in 

front of assface himself. 

But I started to second guess my assessment as to how many assfaces were actually in the room – 

bathed in the blood of sacrificial virgins or not – when Madden went on to say, “As you both know, your 

internships will be over at the end of the year. I also know you were both promised positions as junior 

reporters following the completion of your current assignments, but unfortunately sales are down over 

the last quarter and we only have enough money left in the budget to keep one of you.” 

The fuck? 
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I’d been working my fingers to the bone over the last six months – I had the paper cuts and coffee 

scalded skin to prove it – and now, when I was a mere week away from the promised land, he was taking 

it all away? 

Assface! 

Whipping my head towards the other assface in the room, I’d expected to see a smug expression on his 

face. 

The son of Andre Paul clearly had nothing to worry about. 

The daughter of Corbett Stackhouse obviously couldn’t say the same. 

However, it wasn’t smugness Eric was radiating. It was surprise, with a mixture of concern. 

It was…well, surprising. 

But before I could figure out what was making him tick and before the shits and fucks managed to 

escape my lips, Madden went on to explain, “You have both shown me you each have what it takes to 

become good reporters, so during the final week of your internships, I’m giving you a new assignment. 

Whoever manages to write the best article will be given the single junior reporter slot we have 

available.” 

Leaning forward in my seat, I could see in my peripheral that Eric had done the same. But that asshat 

also pulled his phone from his pocket to take notes on whatever Madden was going to say next.  

I couldn’t do the same. 

Because I’d been too worried about making a new pot of coffee to worry about grabbing my phone, 

thanks to the assface asshat draining the last pot. 

I hoped – like me – it was bitter to the last drop. 

Pulling me from my mental bitch fest, I forced myself to pay attention when Madden explained, “Over 

the last few years, select Shreveport citizens have been the recipients of kindness from the same 

stranger. Our very own Santa Claus, if you will. But his identity has remained unknown thus far. What I 

want both of you to do is to try and track him down. Find out his story. What motivates him and how he 

chooses those he ultimately helps. Your deadline is noon on Christmas Eve. I want it in time to go to 

print for the Christmas day edition.” 

Then looking at each of us in turn, he smiled like he hadn’t just given us an impossible task now that it 

was already December 20th. 

I could’ve built a pyramid in Egypt in less time. 

Stupid Eric – with his stupidly long legs – shot out of his seat and flew out of the room, like Madden had 

just fired off a starting pistol. 

So my much shorter legs took a little more time to get my ass up and out of Madden’s office, which gave 

me the time to hear Madden yell out in pain, “Aahh! That’s hot!” 

But with my eyes still staring after Eric’s retreating ass, I hated myself for agreeing with him. 
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Assface or not, he did have a mighty fine ass. 

EPOV 

It was bullshit. 

Plain and simple. 

I’d been told – no, I’d been all but guaranteed – that I would have a job at the paper at the conclusion of 

my internship.  

But now I had to perform a fucking Christmas miracle if I wanted to get what had already been promised 

to me? 

That was total bullshit! 

Especially, since I was now pitted against Sookie Stackhouse to get the coveted slot.  

I would admit when I’d first met her I’d been sure it had been her spectacular tits that had gotten her 

the internship. 

Blond hair. Big blue eyes. Lips meant for sucking my dick. 

She was the epitome of a wet dream. 

However, after being in her orbit over those last few months, I couldn’t deny the fact that she knew 

what she was doing.  

She was smart. A quick learner. She took everything that was thrown at her with ease, without ever 

breaking a sweat. 

All of it obviously came easy to her, but I had to work hard to get as far as I’d gotten. Journalism was still 

a predominantly male field and, while one would think that would tend to work in my favor, I seemed to 

intimidate a lot of them. 

And it wasn’t just my size or looks that made them uneasy. 

Being the son of Andre Paul was intimidating all on its own. 

I always felt like I had to prove myself because it, but what they didn’t know was that I had nothing to do 

with the man, nor did he have anything to do with me. 

Andre Paul Northman had left his family behind a long time ago, in favor of becoming Andre Paul, famed 

news broadcaster.  

While he’d been reporting to the world from the middle of an oil field in the Gulf War, my mom had 

been worrying at my bedside, hovering over me as I fought off a fever of a hundred and three. 

When he’d been bleating into a microphone about the bombing of the USS Cole on the shores of Yemen, 

my mom had been stitching together my jack-o-lantern costume for a school play. 

Pamela Northman was my only parent. 
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As far as I was concerned, Andre Paul had been nothing more than a sperm donor that donated to the 

cause of raising me by sending a child support check once a month. 

But I could no longer hide the fact he was my father, no matter how much I didn’t want to be associated 

with the man, when he’d unexpectedly turned up at my college campus for one of the many job fairs 

during my senior year.  

I’d never told anyone who he was to me – had never wanted anything from him – and it had been an 

easy omission to make, since he’d never used his given surname professionally. But I hadn’t known what 

to make of his unexpected arrival on campus that day or why he’d put on a show of ‘supporting his son’. 

I hadn’t seen it for what it was until I’d seen him on TV a couple of nights later, doing a human interest 

story on soon to be college graduates about to enter the workforce in a failing economy, to include his 

own son. 

What he hadn’t reported on was the fact he’d had no right to act like he was one of the worrying 

parents in the crowd because up until that point, I’d only ever seen him four times in person. 

Four times. 

What he also hadn’t reported on was the fact his son had sold the graduation gift he’d given him – a 

brand new red corvette – to help pay down his student loans. 

But I’d kept the keychain that had come with it as a reminder of who I would never want to be. 

However, his arrival on campus – and the subsequent news story that aired across the nation on the 

evening news – had outed me in a way, that I had no way of putting the genie back in the bottle.  

I’d been a business major with dreams of opening my own bar one day, but – as much as I hated to 

admit it – my father’s news report had been right. The economy was stagnant and I found myself 

competing with other college graduates for barista jobs. 

I loved coffee, but it wasn’t going to pay my bills. 

I’d done what I could to live below my means, so I could pay off the rest of my student loans and save up 

for the bar. I’d courted investors and applied for small business loans to no avail. So until the economy 

rebounded I knew I would have to put my dreams on the backburner and swallow my pride, doing what 

I needed to do in order to survive. 

In spite of my hatred for the man, I had a knack for journalism. It obviously wasn’t my first career choice, 

but be it from my DNA or my calling as a future bar owner, I liked talking to people and learning their 

stories. 

There wasn’t a single person in this world that didn’t have a good story in them, just waiting to be told. 

And any good journalist worth their salt didn’t forget a good story. So it was a bitter pill to swallow that 

the fact I was the son of a world renowned news broadcaster wasn’t going to leave the minds of any 

potential employer in the field any time soon, which Victor Madden reminded me of when I interviewed 

for the internship. 

Of course I hadn’t told him I was just there to pay the bills. That as soon as I had enough saved up to do 

what I really wanted, I would be out of there before the door could hit me in the ass. 
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But if I wanted to stay around long enough for that to happen, I knew I had to be better than Sookie, 

which felt like an impossible feat all on its own.  

Even though I could recall hearing about this supposed Santa Claus over the previous years, I couldn’t 

remember any one thing in particular about any of his good deeds. So I went to my desk and pulled up 

everything I could on the people he’d helped over the previous years, hoping I would be able to find a 

breadcrumb that would lead me to another, that would ultimately unmask the bearded Christmas 

crusader. 

The first family on record he seemed to have helped happened a decade earlier. Arlene Fowler, a single 

mother of two, had come home on Christmas Eve, from working a double shift at the bar and grill she 

was employed at, to find her home had been broken into. 

Only instead of anything being taken, a fully decorated Christmas tree had been left behind, along with 

presents for her and her two kids filling every conceivable space in the trailer they called home. 

The bare cupboards and refrigerator had been filled with food. 

At the time she’d claimed to have no idea of who had done it all, but she had been grateful nonetheless. 

It was why she’d contacted the local media to tell her story. 

So she could say thank you. 

It wasn’t until the next year that his signature became known. When Fowler had come home on 

Christmas Eve the previous year, her first indication that something was amiss had been a hand carved 

wooden angel ornament holding a small bell that had been left dangling on the doorknob of her front 

door.   

The second year an identical angel holding a small bell had been left behind, this time attached to the 

collar of a service dog tied to the front porch of a former service member who had returned from Iraq 

with a severe case of PTSD.  

That story hadn’t made the news until six months later when the former soldier felt well enough to 

come forward and tell his story, so he too could thank the mysterious individual who had unknowingly 

saved his life. 

Terry Bellefleur had planned to eat a bullet that night. 

Instead he’d gone on to have dinner with his new best friend, a collie mix named Dean. 

If he remained true to form, this would be the tenth year someone would be getting a visit from 

Shreveport’s very own Santa Claus. But none of the previous nine recipients appeared to have anything 

in common that could tie them together. They weren’t even all located within the city limits, with their 

lives and livelihoods spread out amongst the surrounding parishes.  

But knowing they must have something in common, I decided to start at the beginning and hoped with 

time, Arlene Fowler had been able to figure out who her mysterious benefactor was. 

Hopping into my car, it took me a little over thirty minutes to reach her home. But finding no one there, 

I headed to the bar and grill I hoped she still worked at and I wasn’t all that surprised to find my blond 

nemesis already seated in one of the vinyl booths lining the walls. 
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But given her expression, she was surprised when I slid into the seat opposite her. 

“What’s cookin’, good lookin’?” 

An obvious come on, I obviously hadn’t put any thought into it because I’d been hitting on her for 

months with no luck yet. 

Her staunch refusals only made me want her more. 

“I’m guessing a raging case of herpes in your boxers, but this enquiring mind doesn’t want to know,” she 

smirked. 

I really didn’t know what it was about her – blond hair, big blue eyes, and lips meant for sucking my dick 

aside – but there was undoubtedly something about Sookie Stackhouse that I was drawn to. 

I’d spent many a night trying to figure out what it was about her. I’d even tried to relieve that ache with 

other women now and again, but it never worked. She was never far from my thoughts whenever it 

came to thoughts of the opposite sex. 

Sookie was like a rash that I couldn’t get rid of when it came to the perpetual itch I just couldn’t seem to 

scratch. 

Much like that raging case of herpes she’d just accused me of having. 

But she had made it perfectly clear that she wanted nothing to do with me – personally or professionally 

– so I wasn’t surprised by her immediate rebuff. 

However, knowing my charms tended to work wonders on most other women, when I spotted the same 

unnaturally redheaded woman I recognized from the news story a decade earlier now heading towards 

us, I amped up my smile as she came to a stop at our table and purred out, “Arlene Fowler.” 

SPOV 

Son. Of. A. Bitch! 

She didn’t need to utter a single word for me to know Arlene Fowler was officially under Eric 

Northman’s spell. 

Her eyes grew round and then immediately glazed over, like he’d hypnotized her for fuck’s sake. 

It was disgusting. 

Mostly because there was nothing I could do or say that would ever have that same kind of effect on 

her. 

I was good at reading people – like really good – so I knew any shot I had at getting any information out 

of her was out the proverbial window. 

She only wanted in Eric’s pants. 

Little did she know it was full of raging STD fires. 
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So I had no choice but to be a spectator, watching her hands as they fluttered around her Ronald 

McDonald colored hair, while she batted her over-mascaraed lashes at him and asked, “Do we know 

each other?” 

Reaching out, you would’ve thought her clit sat in the palm of her right hand because her whole body 

shuddered when Eric took it in his own and flirted, “Not yet, but I’m hoping to right that wrong.” 

Wrong. 

My thoughts exactly. 

This entire assignment was already going wrong and I was only an hour into it. 

But Sookie Stackhouse was no quitter. 

Even if she was somewhat odd for thinking of herself in the third person. 

I mean I was. 

About myself. 

Whatever. 

Hoping to break the spell she was under, I tried to get her attention by speaking up and saying, “Ms. 

Fowler? I’m a reporter with The Shreveport Times and I was hoping to ask you a few…” 

“How is it you’re able to work here?” Eric interrupted, sounding as smooth as shit through a Christmas 

goose. Then dipping his chin slightly, he looked up at her through his unfairly long mascara-free lashes 

and purred out, “I thought you had to be at least eighteen to serve alcohol.” 

Eighteen? 

She was at least eighteen. 

Times two. 

Plus seven or eight. 

But she ate it up, like a fat kid with a candy cane sitting on Santa’s lap, and giggled, “I just look young for 

my age.” 

So then, was she really sixty-two? 

This enquiring mind did want to know. 

She looked young for being sixty-two. 

“Can I get an order of sweet tea to start?” I asked, hoping that by asking for something familiar and that 

related to her everyday work life, it would break up the one-sided love fest going on across from me. 

But it didn’t. 
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And Arlene Fowler must have been dual-clitted – or was it ambidextrously clitted and, if so, was that the 

real story I should be working on – because she had another small orgasm when Eric took her left hand 

in his right one and stroked over her ring finger with his thumb, asking, “How is it you’re still single?” 

“How is it I’m in a bar and I can’t get anything to drink?” I huffed out to no one in particular. 

Water water everywhere. Nor any drop to drink. 

Well, more like Budweiser and Pabst Blue Ribbon everywhere, but I figured I was allowed to take a little 

poetic license. 

I had nothing better to do. 

Other than dehydrate. 

Eric’s smiling eyes darted my way for a second, telling me I hadn’t – in fact – activated some latent 

invisibility power. So I didn’t know if he was just being nice or if Eric was parched too, when he said, 

“Arlene, would it be too much trouble for my friend and I to get a couple of sweet teas?” 

I would’ve called bullshit on him calling us friends, but I was thirsty. 

I hadn’t the time to empty a pot of coffee at work, like some people. 

Her eyes barely cut my way, but boy had she been cutting me up into tiny pieces when they did. 

Maybe she had a part-time gig at a Benihana’s? 

That bitch’s eyes were that of a Ginsu master. 

When she finally walked away, I looked to see if she’d left a trail in her wake, leading from the puddle I 

was sure she’d left behind on the floor. But finding none, I looked back up at Eric and shook my head in 

disgust, saying, “You have more moves than U-Haul.” 

“If that’s your way of asking if I have room to fit in your box, then the answer is yes,” he smirked. 

Christ. 

I hated it when he did that. 

Hated it. 

Because, while I might despise the man and everything about him, I had eyes. 

Two of them. 

Four if I wore my glasses instead of contacts. 

And he was undoubtedly the best piece of eye candy I’d seen in a great long while. 

So maybe I was that fat kid sitting on Santa’s lap. 

Because sometimes I found myself thinking about gobbling up his candy cane. 

Not that I would ever admit to that. 
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But being yet another notch on his bedpost wasn’t one of my aspirations, so it wasn’t too difficult to 

turn him down. 

Repeatedly. 

Instead I rolled my eyes and sighed out, “For heaven’s sake…” 

But the rest of my ‘You’d think you would know better by now’ was cut off by his wicked grin and even 

wickeder innuendo, when he said, “Heaven has nothing on what I would do to you.” 

“You’re right,” I grinned back. “A night with you would probably be more like descending into the pits of 

Hell.” 

Surely having your crotch feel like it was on fire was a hellish experience. 

I was just about to ask him about it, when I noticed Arlene headed our way again. And knowing there 

was nothing I could do to get her to want to talk to me over Eric, I did the only thing I could do. 

I gave her a reason to not want to talk to Eric either. 

As soon as she was within earshot, I reached across the table and grabbed onto Eric’s hands, while 

working up a few tears in the process, and said loud enough for her to hear, “The reason I asked to meet 

with you is to tell you the test results came back.” 

Letting my lower lip wobble, I faked a hitched breath and said, “It was positive and I’m so so sorry. But 

you need to know and you really should get yourself tested.” 

Seeing his dumbfounded expression, I stifled the overwhelming urge to laugh and harshly spit out 

instead, “Don’t look at me like that. If I had known, we could have used protection. But don’t forget, it 

was your idea to go bareback.” 

He looked lost – and uncomfortable – which really played into my clit-free hands, so I softened my voice 

and ended my bullshittery with, “The good news though is that’s it’s not a death sentence. Not 

anymore, at least…” 

Eric appeared to be frozen – and I would be sure to tell him to ‘Let it go’ when he regained his wits and 

got pissed at me – but it took everything in me to not laugh out loud when Arlene stood as far away 

from us as she possibly could, all but tossing our glasses onto the tabletop. 

After mumbling that she would give us a few minutes to look over the menus, she scurried away from us 

and our deadly diseased selves, as fast as her sensible shoed feet could carry her. 

Letting myself chuckle then, Eric’s eyes narrowed into slits now realizing what I’d done, while I took a sip 

of my tea and sounded out, “Mmm…refreshing.” 

Getting one over on him was refreshing for a change. 

But then it took a bullshitter to recognize one of their own. 

And I was too smart to be outsmarted by the likes of Eric Northman. 

EPOV 
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That bitch! 

No amount of telling Arlene ‘my friend’ had just been joking around was enough for her give me the 

time of day. 

Much less, any information on her mysterious Santa Claus. 

Instead she’d insisted on comping us our drinks – the only things we ended up ordering – and I only 

figured out why when I reached the door and turned back, seeing she had gone so far as to wear thick 

rubber gloves when she’d cleared our table, tossing the glassware into the trash bag she’d schlepped 

over there with her. 

Apparently, she’d assumed she could catch our nonexistent deadly sexually transmitted disease by 

touching anything we’d touched. 

Losing out on a three dollar tab had been worth it to her.  

It had been a little humiliating. 

And – I had to admit – funny. 

But I obviously hadn’t given Sookie enough credit. Knowing there was no way she could’ve gotten past 

me to Arlene, she’d taken her out of play. 

It only made me want Sookie even more. 

But that didn’t mean I would roll over and let her win. If she wanted to play, then I would play. 

And I would be more than willing to play with her in my bed when we were through. 

Holding my hands and hearing her talk about bareback encounters that hadn’t ever happened – much 

less with her – I could help but imagine doing those very things. 

With her.  

Even her lacing her lies with a deadly virus neither one of us had, hadn’t stopped me from growing hard 

under the table. 

I had it bad. 

And I would give it to her good. 

It would be very good. 

I flirted a lot. And I probably followed through more times than I should have, but not nearly as often as 

some people thought. 

If I’d bedded as many women as the rumors floating around the building had given me credit for, not 

only would my dick have fallen off by now, but I wouldn’t have the time to get out of bed, much less 

show up to work.  

Sookie was different though and not just because she didn’t flirt back with me. I just couldn’t put my 

finger on it. 
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Maybe I would be able to figure it out when I got to put the rest of me on her. 

Yes, when. 

Not if. 

The thought of ‘if’ was too horrible to contemplate.  

Seeing her sit down at her desk not long after I arrived the following morning, I could tell from her side-

eyed glances my way that she was waiting on me to blow up at her. But I wasn’t dumb enough to give 

her what she wanted. 

Unless she’d changed her mind and decided she wanted me. 

I would definitely give her that. 

But until then, I would play her silly games and she only had herself to blame for starting it. 

So I used some of those U-Haul moves she’d accused me of having by painting my face with a contrite 

expression and casually strolled over to her desk. 

Perching on the corner of one side, I put the small bag I’d been carrying down right in front of her and 

answered her arched brow with, “A peace offering.” 

“For what?” she asked, sounding more suspicious than curious. 

Her natural instincts were strong. 

But my competitive nature was stronger, so I kept up the sorrowful act by answering, “For yesterday. 

You got to Arlene Fowler first. I should have respected that and let you have the first crack at her.” 

Narrowing her eyes at me in a way like she was trying to x-ray my thoughts, she then turned her scrutiny 

onto the bag I’d put on her desk and carefully inspected the seal. 

Knowing casual was the way to go over sounding affronted, I stood up and looked down at her, 

apologetically adding, “I didn’t do anything to them. I was just trying to be nice, but if you don’t want 

them, then just throw them out.” 

It wasn’t even a lie. At least not the first half of my statement. 

I didn’t do anything to the sugar free gummy bears I’d just given her, but my motives for giving them to 

her were far from nice. 

Haribo, however, did do something to them, with whatever fucked up formula they used to make them 

sugar free. 

It was something I discovered back in college because it was one of the hazing rituals used by the 

fraternities on campus. But the Amazon reviews had been accurate. 

And hilarious. 

Who would have ever guessed those artificially sweetened little gummy bears would make your ass 

explode like Mount Vesuvius? 
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Returning to my desk, I tried to not be obvious about keeping an eye on Sookie and what she was doing 

with the gummy bears. But having kept an eye on her over the last six months, I knew her rituals like the 

back of my hand. 

At eight every morning she would have a cup of coffee on her desk. 

She would refill that mug again at nine. 

By ten o’clock she would stare at the clock and quirk her lips to one side, I assumed, counting down the 

hours until lunch. 

At ten thirty, she would dig around inside of the small carry-on luggage she called a purse, sometimes 

happily discovering a long forgotten stick of gum. But more often than not, she would stare down into 

its depths with a look of pure hatred, as though the bag had eaten whatever she’d thought she would 

find inside. 

If her scavenger hunt had come up empty, by ten forty-five she would literally be growling at her desk. 

The growling coming from both her stomach and her attitude. 

So it wasn’t until eleven o’clock that I really paid attention to what she was doing, but I had to keep my 

glee to myself seeing her rip open the little bag of sweet tasting revenge. 

SPOV 

It had taken me hours to try and track down another one of the Santa fuckers.  

Terry Bellefleur – given everything he’d gone through, I couldn’t think of him as a Santa fucker because I 

wasn’t always an über bitch – lived completely off the grid. 

Hell, he could have died off the grid by now. 

But alive or dead, I hadn’t been able to find him the new-fashioned way. 

Google. 

So I knew I would have to do it the old-fashioned way, by interviewing the locals to see if they could 

point me in the right direction. 

Or at least tell me what grid I should be searching. 

But knowing that would take a lot of legwork on my part – and regretting I’d worn heels to work that 

day – I stuck Bellefleur into my Scarlett O’Hara file (I would think about that tomorrow) and went to 

work on tracking down Santa fucker number three. 

I’d been at it for a couple of hours when that pesky tapeworm that lived in my gut reared its ugly head. I 

didn’t know what it was, but no matter how much I’d eaten for breakfast I would always be starving by 

ten thirty. 

Staaarrrvviiinnng… 
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Granted, most morning I didn’t have time to eat breakfast. I was always afraid of pissing off the Chevy 

Malibu gods by taking it for granted that my car would start on the first try, so I didn’t linger in the 

mornings. 

I hightailed it to whatever parking spot I managed to find the night before and threw wishes and prayers 

at General Motors. 

But my problem was my tapeworm – whom I had named Oliver, for Oliver Twist because of the way he 

would twist my stomach in his attempts to ring out the last bit of food to be found – had an ongoing 

case of amnesia that – like Eric’s raging case of herpes – was contagious. 

As soon as he was fed, we would both forget all about each other. 

So I never remembered to throw any snacks into my purse – which told me perhaps my Scarlett O’Hara 

file was full to bursting – and I was inevitably a hungry hungry hippo when I still had an hour to go 

before lunch. 

Spying the bag of gummy bears Eric had left on my desk, my eyes darted his way again wondering what 

he was up to. 

Eric didn’t do nice or sweet. 

He did all of the single women on the fifth floor. 

But sharing a body meant that Oliver could see everything I saw. So when a thorough search of my purse 

had yielded nothing but a couple of tampons, a tube of Chapstick, and a pen cap at the bottom, he 

spotted the rainbow colored bears in front of us and took control, ripping the bag open and ignoring my 

internal alarms blaring out that Eric shouldn’t be trusted. 

I couldn’t be mad at him though. 

Oliver. Not Eric. 

Eric, I could always be mad at. 

But Oliver and I were happier than a pig in shit when the sweet little round bellied bears tasted like 

heaven on our tongue. 

And seeing they were sugar free meant we could eat the whole bag. 

Double sweet! 

Or so I thought. 

Because I would’ve sworn gravity was still taking the empty plastic bag down into my trash can when I 

felt something. 

Something off. 

I couldn’t be sure what exactly was wrong, but it wasn’t long before I realized something else. 

Oliver wasn’t happy. 
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In fact, if I had to guess, he was raving mad. 

It was the only explanation for why it felt like a stack of C4 was about to explode out of my asshole. 

Oliver must have been trying to make a run for it by escaping with what was undeniably about to run 

out of me. 

I couldn’t really blame him. I supposed he was tired of constantly being confronted with a purse empty 

of anything edible, so as I tried to subtly run towards the bathroom, I threw out a few more wishes and 

prayers to the ass gods that I would make it to the toilet in time. 

But feeling the telltale knocking on my backdoor, alerting me to the fact that some heavenly tasting 

bears were about to come barreling through, I knew who I could blame. 

Eric. 

EPOV 

Talk about a mad dash. 

Sookie would’ve given Usain Bolt a run for his money in the Olympics hundred meter event.  

It was impressive, given how high her heels were. 

Now that it was a little after eleven o’clock most of the office had emptied out for the eleven thirty 

lunch hour – Sookie was the only one that adhered to the actual lunch hour – so I didn’t have to hide my 

amusement as I strolled towards the bathroom door. 

There was a single bathroom for both sexes within our office area, with gender specific bathrooms out 

in the hall. But since she had darted into the closest one, I could stand just outside of it and torment her 

some more. 

Hearing a low moan, followed by a very distinct explosion of sorts, I chuckled and knocked, asking, “Is 

everything okay in there?” 

“I hate you,” she growled and then moaned again. 

“Me?” I asked with all of the innocence of a newborn baby Jesus. “What did I do?” 

“You drugged me!” she accused. 

“I think you’re confused,” I laughed. “Your symptoms are probably due to whatever pharmaceutical 

cocktail you’re taking for that disease you told me you tested positive for yesterday.” 

“You’re an asshole!” she shouted through the door. 

“What was that?” I asked, lacing my tone with faked confusion. “Did you say you’re in the market for a 

replacement? I think that’s a good idea. The seal sounds worn out on yours.” 

“I hate you!” she repeated. 

Chuckling again, I replied, “You already said that.” 

“I can’t say that enough. It deserves repeating.” 
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“Come on,” I laughed. “Be a good sport. You’re the one who threw down the gauntlet yesterday. I 

merely accepted your challenge.” 

“I didn’t make your asshole spit out the strained carrots you ate twenty-one years ago!” 

“Colorful,” I chuckled. 

Moaning again, it almost sounded like she might be trying to hold in a laugh, when I heard her say, “You 

have no idea.” 

But she didn’t sound amused when she added warningly, “And you have no idea what you just started.” 

I wasn’t afraid though, so I teasingly argued, “Oh, I have an idea. The sounds and scents wafting through 

the door are giving me plenty of ideas. One of them being, I think you need more fiber in your diet.” 

“I hate you.” 

“So you’ve said.” 

“You haven’t heard the last from me.” 

Another explosion followed her threat and made me laugh out, “So it would seem.” 

I waited for whatever else she wanted to threaten me with, but when she said nothing else, I sighed out, 

“Alright. It’s been fun, but I have work to do. Not all of us can laze about all day long on our asses.” 

And I was still laughing as I walked away to the faint sounds of her yelling out, “I really hate you!” 

While I’d been waiting for Sookie to take the bait, in the meantime I’d managed to find Santa recipient 

number five, so I headed out hoping to catch him at his afternoon rehearsal. 

Bubba was an Elvis Presley impersonator and his Santa given gift had been an authentic Elvis Presley 

stage costume. 

I secretly questioned Santa’s thought processes by validating his oddball lifestyle choice. 

But pulling up to the nightclub where he performed three nights a week, my first clue that I was in for a 

bumpy ride was seeing the amount of cats hanging around in the back alley next to the employee 

entrance. 

The smell alone was a thousand times worse than what I’d been treated to standing outside of the 

bathroom, while Sookie was being reintroduced to the strained carrots that had been lingering in her 

digestive tract for the last twenty-one years. 

But if there was a smell-o-vision, I imagined the aroma surrounding me now was exactly what those cat 

hoarder houses smelled like I’d seen on TV. The ones where a person died in their home and their cats 

ate them when they ran out of food. 

My future dog would never do that. 

Carefully picking my way through the horde, I knocked on the propped open backdoor and called out, 

“Hello?” 
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It was only a few seconds later when my greeting was returned with a, “Well, hello.” 

Over-processed blond hair sat on top of her head, which was perched on her rail thin body that was 

clothed in a way that left nothing to the imagination. Besides her skull, the only other curves she 

possessed were her obvious implants. 

She looked like a Blow-Pop that was in danger of losing its gumballs. 

But she wasn’t making her interest in me a secret and I was desperate enough to get the lead over 

Sookie that I easily faked my interest in return. 

Which was what had led to the longest two hours of my life – being more of a captive audience, than 

actually captivated by Ginger – once she had invited me to wait for Bubba inside of the bar with her. 

Over those two hours – and after I’d figured out Ginger had no knowledge of who had been Bubba’s 

secret Santa – I’d amassed an impressive list of all of the ways I could kill myself with any number of 

items in the bar. 

They all ended with me getting eaten by cats and my digested remains eventually being buried out back. 

My savior eventually came in through the backdoor in the form of a man of Asian descent, wearing black 

leather pants and a vest that showed off the full sleeves of tattoos covering every available inch on his 

arms. If it wasn’t for Ginger’s presence, his Village People outfit could have made me believe I’d 

unknowingly walked into a gay bar. 

Not that there was anything wrong with that. 

But I could admit I wasn’t desperate enough to get the lead over Sookie that I could have flirted my way 

into his good graces. 

Finding out his name was Chow only reminded me that I’d skipped lunch and now I was starving. 

And made me briefly wonder how Sookie was doing post-gummy bear attack of the intestines. 

Shaking his head, Chow quirked an eyebrow at me in response to my Bubba inquiry and said, “He sure is 

popular today.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, with my own gut doing a little pitching and roiling. 

Either from my hunger or Sookie sympathy cramps. 

“Well, you know what time of the year it is, don’t you?” he asked. And before I could spit out the 

obvious answer – Christmas – he answered his own question by saying, “The annual convention in Las 

Vegas is held every year on the weekend before Christmas. Thousands of Elvis Presley impersonators are 

making their way to Sin City as we speak. I just left Bubba at the airport.” 

I was already on my feet and on my way out the backdoor, when I stopped in my tracks hearing him add, 

“I just told that other chick the same thing before I came in here.” 

“Other chick?” I asked, turning to face him and verbal vomiting, “Blond hair, blue eyes, and more curves 

than a raised-relief map of the Appalachian Trail?”  
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“That’s her,” he nodded. 

But it was the way he’d said it – and the leer in his eyes – that made me want to walk back over and hit 

him. 

Sookie was easy on the eyes, but it never occurred to me that my eyes weren’t the only ones that easily 

noticed. It probably had a lot to do with the fact that our office mostly consisted of women. 

Women who were jealous bitches when it came to her beauty and I’d heard them making scathing 

remarks about her more than once. 

But Madden and Bobby Burnham were the only other males in our office. The former was more 

concerned about his career than a hot intern and the latter had an obvious crush on me. 

Not that there was anything wrong with that. 

Hell, Bobby wasn’t the only one in the office to stare longingly at me when he thought I wasn’t looking. 

But seeing the interest of another red-blooded male – with tattoo covered arms – made my caveman 

tendencies come to the forefront. 

It was ridiculous. 

She wasn’t mine. She never had been and likely never would be. 

But that didn’t make my inner caveman any less appeased. 

So I would think on that later. 

For now, I had a plane to catch. 

But running back to my car, my plans changed on the fly because not only did I have a plane to catch, I 

had to catch a cab first. 

Because someone – who I suspected had blond hair, blue eyes, and an iffy digestive tract – had put a 

boot over the rear passenger side tire of my legally parked car. 

I couldn’t even be mad at her for doing it. 

The fact she was still playing the game she’d started, even after her bout against the sugar free gummy 

bears, only impressed me more. 

SPOV 

Pushing my car as fast as it could go, I wondered over the unexpected theme of my day. 

The Mad Dash. 

First to the bathroom and now to the airport. 

While Eric had been smart enough to log off of his computer, he’d still left clues behind on his desk as to 

where he had been headed. 
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Of course, it had taken me lightly rubbing a pencil over the top blank page of his stack of Post-It notes to 

make out the address he’d scribbled on the page before it, but I’d spent many a day binge watching old 

episodes of Law & Order. 

He wouldn’t get one over on me as easily as him and his ne’er do well gummy devils. 

I’d been lucky to still be sitting in my car when he’d gotten to work that morning. The fact he too drove a 

Chevy Malibu – granted, his was about fifteen years newer than mine – stumped me. 

The fact he had a Corvette key chain only reiterated how much of a douchebag he was. 

But it had kept me from looking for the sports car when I arrived at the bar and after learning where 

Bubba was, my brother’s gift had come in handy for more than just looks. 

Being a cop back home, Jason didn’t look too kindly on all of the parking tickets I managed to pile up 

around my new home. 

Being a Stackhouse, he’d given me one of the boots from his department’s traffic division and told me if 

I had to illegally park, to put the boot over one of my tires. It would make any other officer of the law 

pass right on by my car, thinking someone else had already gotten to it first. 

I used it all the time, but using it on Eric’s car had been especially sweet. 

Like those shitty little gummy grenades. 

My stomach was still a hotbed of activity, with the gory evidence leading from the scene of the crime 

and trailing through my intestines in a way that was worthy of any primetime CSI: Proctology show.  

I couldn’t tell if Oliver had made his escape, but if I had to guess, he’d gone out in a blaze of glory, with a 

flamethrower in each of his metaphorical hands. 

Something I suspected to be true because my glory hole still felt like it was on fire. 

Surprisingly though, I wasn’t all that mad at Eric. Sure, I despised all six plus feet of him, but in a weird 

way, I respected him a little more – very little, mind you – for playing dirty. 

And I despised myself even more for wondering how else he could play dirty. 

Like in between the sheets or up against a shower wall dirty. 

But speaking of showers – to myself at least – I needed one. 

Desperately. 

There was just no feeling clean after shitting an alphabet soup, cataloging everything you’d eaten from 

birth until present day. 

No amount of wiping would leave me feeling as fresh as a summer’s eve. 

Unless it was a summer’s eve locked in a porta-john that had spent the day tending to the digested 

offerings of the local Teamster’s union on jambalaya Friday. 
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But there hadn’t been time to run home and wash away the shitty run-off smell from my ass. Even now I 

wasn’t sure how much of a lead time I would have on beating Eric to the airport. 

Because I had no doubt he was coming. 

Any my thighs involuntarily clenched when I inadvertently wondered what Eric sounded like when he 

did. 

Came, that is. 

So, I noted, everything south of my waist was dirty. 

Positively filthy, actually. 

Just like my thoughts. 

But at least he wasn’t in the car – or a telepath – and seeing his car wasn’t anywhere in view behind me, 

I increased my speed knowing I shouldn’t count my eggs, no matter how many of them popped free at 

the thought of Eric’s ‘O’ face. 

I was never all that good at math anyway. 

Pulling up to the airport, I briefly lamented over not having my trusty boot on-hand, so I could park willy 

nilly at the first available stretch of curb. Instead I was forced into a parking garage labyrinth worthy of a 

Goblin King. 

And a brief glance at the ticket that had been spit out at me at the entrance, I saw it would take me 

forking over a king’s ransom in order to leave. 

Highway robbery. 

Maybe after I’d finished the Santa Claus piece, I could do an article on the parking monopoly at the 

airport. 

It wasn’t even Park Place, much less Boardwalk, and there wasn’t a hotel in sight for it to cost that much. 

But knowing I would have to haul my stinky ass a long way, I swapped out my high heels for the pair of 

sneakers I had tucked away in the back of my car. Not because I was in any way athletic or because I 

went to the gym on a regular basis, but because I was lazy. 

They’d been sitting on the floorboard since July, when I’d traded them out for a cute pair of sandals I’d 

picked up at Walmart. 

The only gym I visited regularly was the guy who made my once in a while foo-foo coffee at the 

Starbucks near my apartment. 

He spelled his name the regular way, though.  

Jim. Not gym. 

And I could use one of Jim’s creamy concoctions for the energy boost. Spending an hour or so reliving 

your life through everything you’d eaten from Gerber’s to gumbo exploding out of your ass all at once 

was exhausting. 
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But even booting Eric’s car wouldn’t be enough to slow him down. 

Him and his freakishly long legs would probably only need to take three giant leaps and he would be 

standing on the curb outside of Southwest’s departures terminal. 

So, with that thought in mind, I took off on my much shorter legs, all the while cursing mad dash themed 

days, tapeworms named Oliver, and long legged giants named Eric. 

EPOV 

Throwing a bunch of cash at the cab driver, I hauled ass into the terminal hoping I hadn’t missed Bubba. 

And at the same time, hoping I found him before Sookie did. 

Being tall gave me the advantage of being able to see over most people’s heads, which was a boon 

considering the terminal was packed with holiday travelers. 

Men. Women. Screaming kids. 

They were everywhere. 

Every. Where. 

Christmas wasn’t for a few more days, but it seemed like the entire population of the northern half of 

the state was getting a head start on going to wherever it was they were spending the holidays. 

Black Friday at every Walmart in a hundred mile radius likely had less people in line. 

But not having the first clue as to when Bubba’s flight to Vegas would be leaving, I could only hope he 

was stuck in one of the long lines at the ticket counters or the security checkpoints, knowing I wouldn’t 

be able to make it passed the TSA without a boarding pass. 

And I wasn’t about to dip into my savings to fork over money for a plane ticket I wouldn’t be using. 

But not knowing if Sookie would be willing to go that far, first I searched the crowd, hoping I would be 

able to spot a telltale black pompadour in the sea of people surrounding me. When no one stood out, I 

shuffled my way towards the nearest airport screen to at least be able to figure out which lines I should 

be searching, when I heard it. 

Or rather, her. 

Whipping my head towards the sound of Sookie’s voice, yelling out Bubba’s name, I spotted the top of 

her blond head first. 

She was shorter than I remembered which was weird. 

And irrelevant. 

But still… 

Logically, I knew there was no way she could have shit out enough to lose a few inches in height, but 

those thoughts stopped on a dime seeing a bald brick wall catch her around the waist. I was still too far 
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away to be able to hear what they were saying, but seeing her trying – and failing – to remove herself 

from his hold, I only saw red. 

I didn’t even think. 

About anything really. 

The fact she would be waylaid by the bald prick holding onto her, which would give me the advantage in 

finding Bubba first, never even crossed my mind. 

Instead I reacted on autopilot, forcefully shoving my way towards them, until I was finally close enough 

to hear him say, “Come on, babe. I’m telling you I’ve been a good boy this year, which must be why 

Santa brought you to me. But I’m gonna let you in on a little secret. For you, I can be naughty.” 

Seriously? 

That was his pickup line? 

I might have lingered longer, wondering what kind of asshole thought that shtick would work in a 

crowded airport where nearly everyone there was leaving for another destination. But seeing Sookie 

trying to worm her way out of his handhold got my feet moving again. 

“Listen here, Bubba,” she gritted out through her teeth. “Unless you have a toupee stowed away in your 

carryon, you’re not the Bubba I’m looking for. You don’t look like Elvis at all.” 

“You don’t look like Priscilla either, but I’m not complaining,” he leered. “Now what do you say? I can 

get you a ticket to go to Cleveland with me and then I can love you tender when we get there.” 

No. 

He didn’t. 

But he did, which was my only excuse for why I ripped her out of his hold and stared him down, snarling 

out, “Is that your way of softening the blow for what the Beetlejuicing steroids did to your dick? Telling 

women that you’re loving them tender because the shrunken head in your pants can’t give them the 

long hard fuck they want? You might be a pussy, but I can guarantee you, hers only wants what I can do 

to it.” 

A part of my brain knew what I’d said. 

The caveman part. 

But the rest of me didn’t really comprehend much more than the instinctual need I had to mark my 

territory that wasn’t really my territory. 

And after what I’d done to her with the gummy bears, pissing on her right then probably wouldn’t have 

gone over very well. 

But all of me stilled and my head whipped her way, hearing Sookie squeak out beside me, “Christ on a 

crapper…is it written on my forehead?” 

Did that mean she agreed with me? 
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And if so, which part? 

The long hard fuck part or the part where her parts only wanted what my parts could do to them? 

While I was still mulling over the possibility of our parts coming together, I watched her turn an even 

brighter shade of red when an older woman standing off to one side patted her arm and leaned in, 

smiling knowingly as she winked, “Good for you, hon. You don’t lovingly tenderize a plank steak. You 

pound it. Hard.” 

“And not like a jackrabbit either,” another woman that looked to be her sister standing next to her 

added.  

Then turning towards each other, they nodded in unison and announced, “You want the go for broke 

stroke.” 

Dear diary.  

Today I went to the airport and ended up on The Golden Girls. 

Send help. 

SPOV 

Wondering how in the hell I’d ended up on HBO’s Taxi Cab Confessions – The Bingo Edition, I’d been too 

engrossed in the two women to notice what was going on with the two men still in our circle.  

Eric must have forgotten about him too. 

Maybe too engrossed in his own web of lies about long hard fucks he wasn’t giving me. 

But I would admit to being interested. 

To myself. 

I wouldn’t admit that to him. 

Not yet, anyway. 

But with the two blonds too busy staring at the two silvers, the long forgotten bald jackrabbit saw an 

opportunity and took it. 

By sucker punching Eric. 

Time seemed to slow down, with Eric’s face twisting in pain as his head snapped to the side and I was 

sprayed with the droplets of blood and saliva flying out of his mouth, while he slowly fell to the floor. 

Eric. 

The same Eric who drank the last of the coffee, drove me batshit crazy with his come-ons, and gave me a 

gummy bear enema. 

The same Eric who’d come to rescue me from a bald jackrabbit, when he could have just as easily 

ignored me and my troubles and gone off in search of an Elvis named Bubba instead. 
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I didn’t think. 

I just reacted. 

By acting like a stark raving mad lunatic worthy of any episode of COPS. 

Throwing myself at the jabbing jackrabbit, I bemoaned my change in shoes because it was my sneakered 

foot instead of my heels that dug into his inner thigh, as I scaled his body and got him into a choke hold 

from behind. Using every ounce of strength I possessed, I held on like he was the last X-Box in Best Buy 

on Christmas Eve. 

But by not thinking and just reacting, I hadn’t given any thought to the fact he was so big that he had no 

neck to speak of. Instead his bald head just sat on top of his shoulders, with the girth and shape giving 

him the overall appearance of a circumcised penis. 

He was a very literal interpretation of a dickhead. 

So I tried not to think about the fact I was choking a strange dick. 

Literally or figuratively. 

And with no neck and a sweat-beaded bald head, he was able to slide out of my ineffective choke hold 

pretty easily. But as I slid down his back and onto my ass, two others unexpectedly came to our rescue. 

Hi-ho silvers! 

Wielding her tapestry carryon bag with a strength that belied her diminutive size, the silver-haired 

woman on the left swung hard and made contact with the right side of his face, the force of the blow 

causing him to stumble and the silver sister on the right to say, “Finally! You found something useful to 

do with those fruitcakes.”  

Nodding her head in approval, she then used his dazed state to her advantage by taking the opportunity 

to put her walking cane to other uses. 

Let’s just say that I doubted he would be jackrabbitting anyone any time soon. 

From the way he curled in on himself, I suspected it would be a gift that kept on giving, to any and all 

unsuspecting women, at least until the New Year. 

The whole episode of Jerry Springer lasted less than one commercial break, so Eric was just pushing 

himself to his feet when the airport security showed up. 

Needless to say, we both missed out on getting to Bubba before his flight left for Vegas. 

The spoonful of sugar-free gummy bears was that a dickhead missed his flight to Cleveland. 

So it was hours later by the time we were able to leave the airport – something Goblin Kings charged a 

hefty sum for, mind you – and since we’d reached some weird sort of long hard fucked truce, I offered 

to give Eric a lift back to his car. 
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Weird because before our Santa Claus assignment, Eric had just been background filler in the office we 

shared. One that was filled with unspoken shits and fucks because the boss’s secretary was a crazy bitch. 

But now we were both spewing shits and fucks. 

Me, literally on the former. And him, verbally on the latter.  

And I really should not have been thinking about wanting to make the latter literal.  

I really shouldn’t.  

And yet it was all I’d been able to think about all the way back to where Eric’s booted car sat. 

A metaphorical stocking filled with coal. 

But it had been easy to wonder over the what-if’s of long hard fucks in the silence that filled the car. 

Unlike his pants – I’d taken a peek or twelve during the drive back – it was strained.  

And uncomfortable. 

I’d had an easier time talking to him through the bathroom door, calling him an asshole all while mine 

was busy shitting out the ghosts of Christmas dinners past, than I had on the ride back to the bar. 

As well as I could read people, my people reading skills were epically failing me when it came to Eric. 

So when we finally reached his car, I pulled up behind it and parked, with my mouth having a mind of its 

own when I heard it ask, “Why do you drive a Malibu with a Corvette keychain?” 

I hadn’t sounded accusatory. 

I don’t think. 

But at least I hadn’t asked about that long hard fuck he was supposedly giving me, so I considered that a 

win. 

EPOV 

“It’s a reminder,” I softly answered and got out of the car before I ended up giving her any other 

answers I wasn’t prepared for. 

I purposely hadn’t said a word as she’d driven me back to my car. I didn’t know what to say or do now 

that I’d already said and done too much. 

There was no way she couldn’t know that she meant something more to me. 

I’d never been able to trust anyone easily. Daddy issues or something just as fucked up like it, I was sure. 

But now with all that I’d said and done because of – and in front of – her, I felt exposed. 

Vulnerable. 

I didn’t like it. 

So I may have glared at her, watching her get out and slip the steel boot off my car like an old pro, only 

realizing then that it hadn’t been locked into place. 
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I wondered why she had the boot to begin with. 

It wasn’t the only thing I wondered about her. 

But that was the problem. I thought about her too much. And I could no longer deny that Sookie had 

gotten under my skin in a way that transcended me just wanting to get under her skin in a literal sense. 

Through no real fault of her own, she was fucking with me in a way that I had no defense for. 

So I knew I sounded like an asshole when I opened my mouth and bit out, “Today doesn’t change 

anything. I’m still going to get that story in before you.” 

At first she’d looked confused. 

And then hurt. 

I could already feel the backtracking apology working its way up my throat, but I forcefully swallowed it 

down when she settled on appearing indifferent and thrust her hand out, saying, “May the best woman 

win.” 

Later on that night, lying in bed with sleep evading me, I berated myself. 

For being an asshole. 

For holding her hand a little too long. 

For being ensnared by her at all. 

I’d been with my fair share of women, but I’d never been in a relationship. I’d never come across anyone 

who held my attention for any amount of time. 

Until now. 

But for all intents and purposes Sookie was the enemy. She was the only thing standing between me and 

the job I didn’t really want but needed all the same. 

It was maddening. 

Like her. 

Even more maddening was the fact she’d attacked the roid raging asshole before I ever hit the ground. 

I’d seen the video evidence myself when we had to talk our way out of criminal charges in the airport 

security office.  

Gone was the woman struggling to free herself from his filthy paws and in her place was a seething 

blond ball of fury. 

My ego liked to believe that had I seen him coming, he never would’ve been able to lay a hand on me. 

But both logic and physics told me that he was the size of a small T-Rex, so my ego was just churning out 

shit like it’d eaten a bag of sugar free gummy bears. 

I just didn’t know how to feel about the fact she’d come to my defense so quickly.  
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I hated the fact she’d put herself in harm’s way. 

I liked the fact she’d thought enough of me to do it at all. 

Like I said, it was maddening. 

Just like her. 

So by the time morning rolled around I still hadn’t been able to solve a goddamn thing. The only thing I 

could do was go back to solving the riddle posed to us by another maddening person. 

Victor Madden. 

Driving straight out to the small coffee shop where Bellefleur had given his interview to the reporter 

way back when, I was relieved to find out he was still an irregular regular there. 

Pro – he wasn’t dead and hadn’t moved away that anyone knew of. 

Con – there was no predictability as to when he would show up there. 

But finding out the general area where he lived from the cook was a bonus. 

Finding out from the cook that a blond woman had been there about an hour earlier asking the same 

questions was frustrating. 

I wasn’t ready to see her yet. I hadn’t been able to figure out anything where she was concerned, so I 

could only hope that – like at the coffee shop – she would’ve been to Bellefleur’s and gone again by the 

time I arrived. 

Our assignment wasn’t based on who got their story in first. It was who got the better story in by the 

Christmas Eve deadline. 

So I hung my hat on that little tidbit as I made my way through the sticks to where Bellefleur supposedly 

lived, trying to find a shack in the woods that Garmin told me didn’t exist. 

The fact he lived out in the middle of nowhere and that the man otherwise known as Santa Claus had 

been able to find him was a clue itself. Bellefleur must have some idea on who could have left him the 

service dog because I highly doubted he’d been in contact with very many people back then. 

So seeing a beat up Chevy Malibu I recognized to be Sookie’s parked off to one side of the dirt road, I 

knew I was close. 

Or that Sookie and I were both lost. 

Only a day earlier and I would have thought – if that was the case – we could always find our way into 

each other’s pants in the backseat of my car. 

We would’ve had options. 

And I would’ve been open to exploring all of them. 

Now I was almost frightened of the thought. I was already in too deep with her without ever having 

actually been in her. 
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Following through now, I suspected I would never be able to get her out of my head. 

My perpetual itch would eternally be insufficiently scratched. 

Maybe she’d been right about being infected with a deadly disease, only the real virus she carried 

couldn’t be found in any blood test. 

God knows I was suffering from a full-blown case of Sookie Syndrome that – at the moment at least – 

felt like I was dying from.  

Wondering if somehow the airport pussy had rubbed off on me when I wasn’t looking, I tried to shake it 

off and parked my car behind hers. Getting out, I left my jacket behind in the hopes the cool air would 

help to keep all of me cool, while I tried to find the trail she must have gone down. But the closest thing 

to a trail I could see was just a less dense patch of forest, so I worked my way through it, cursing tiny 

blond women who could probably maneuver through the thick vegetation a lot easier than a man could. 

It felt like it had taken me forever to finally find the wooden shack nestled deep within the woods, but I 

knew it was the right one when I spotted Sookie sitting on the front porch, with Bellefleur and his dog. 

Her eyes turned my way and briefly hinted at something I couldn’t really name. So I told myself it 

probably had to do with whatever Bellefleur had told her about his story. 

Even my ego was silent, believing whatever it was she was feeling had nothing to do with seeing me. 

A belief she furthered along when that look disappeared and a smirk took over her face as I walked 

closer, before she turned back to Bellefleur and I heard her say, “Thank you for your time, Terry. I really 

appreciate you speaking to me about everything.” 

Everything? 

He’d told her everything? 

As he began to get to his feet, I held my hand up and called out, “Uh, Mr. Bellefleur? I was hoping to 

speak with you about how you came to get your dog.” 

Pulling out a shotgun from seemingly thin air, he pointed it right at me, while warning me with, “Dean 

ain’t goin’ nowhere.” 

What? 

But before I could say that – and thankfully, before I could quite literally (and ironically, I knew) shit my 

pants – Sookie reached over and put her hand on his arm, softly saying, “Now Terry, we don’t want the 

police to have to come out here, do we? Why don’t y’all go on inside and put that shotgun up, while I 

speak with the man.” 

I wondered for a second if maybe he was having some sort of PTSD induced spell. But I didn’t figure out 

until he lowered the gun and turned to go inside that I’d moved several steps closer to him instead of 

away. 
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It took my eyes meeting the back of Sookie’s turned head, watching him go into the house, to realize I’d 

taken those steps forwards because I’d been more worried about what he might do to her than I had 

been for my own safety. 

And after everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours, I didn’t know if it was rational or 

not for me to be completely and utterly pissed off, when she turned to me and slyly grinned, with her 

southern accent at the forefront as she said, “You need to be able to speak redneck in these here parts, 

where conspiracies abound and the government is out to get you. I may have insinuated you work for 

the government and were coming to check on the validity of Terry’s ownership of his dog Dean.” 

I could admit – had I been feeling rational about anything in that moment – that it had been a brilliant 

move on her part. Taking me out of play before I’d ever stepped onto the field. 

But I couldn’t admit – not even to myself – the cause for just how angry I was. 

I also couldn’t figure out who I was angrier with. 

Me or Sookie. 

Going from terrified that she was in – what I had believed to be – a very real danger to finding out it had 

all been a part of some ploy, so she could get Bellefleur’s story all on her own left me feeling nothing but 

rage. 

Never mind the fact she had intentionally provoked a dangerous man with very real demons when she’d 

been standing right at his side. 

That he could have just as easily and just as quickly turned the shotgun barrel onto her and pulled the 

trigger before I could have done anything more than watch. 

That he could have just as easily pulled the trigger on me. 

She’d done it all for some stupid fucking story on a stupid fucking Santa Claus. 

I couldn’t even look at her, much less speak to her, so I did the only thing I could do. 

I turned around and went back the same way I came. 

SPOV 

Watching him stalk off, I knew he was mad. But something told me maybe there was something more to 

it, so I hurried after him and his freakishly long legged strides, calling out, “Eric?” 

Meeting the thick vegetation lining the forest floor, I watched him push into it, with the thorny barbs 

tearing into his skin, but he barely seemed to notice. 

He seemed more hell bent on just getting away from me. 

A fact I didn’t want to admit to. 

But the fact remained he was acting pretty much like he’d said the night before. 

That nothing had changed between us. 
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I hated that he’d been able to see it. To read me like an open fucking book, when I hadn’t been able to 

read him at all. 

He’d figured out that I’d started having feelings for him that went beyond wanting to strangle him and 

he’d shot me down before I could even admit to myself that I’d had them. 

So when I finally caught up with him, I put my hand on his arm, trying to turn him around to face me and 

huffed, “You don’t have to be such a sore loser! You used your charms on Arlene and I used mine on 

Terry. What’s the big deal?” 

If nothing had changed, then it was the only reason I could think of for him to be so pissed. 

Whipping his body around in the next second, I nearly tumbled over, but caught myself on a small tree 

trunk and the heat of the moment got the better of me when I shouted out, “And why in the hell are we 

walking through the woods when there’s a dirt road right over there?” 

He didn’t bother to look at the dirt road.  

He didn’t seem to be able to see anything beyond the rage still flowing through his eyes, when he took a 

step closer and seethed, “What were you thinking? Terry Bellefleur obviously has issues and you stood 

right next to him, provoking him into feeling like a wild animal backed into a corner, when he had a 

fucking gun right there next to him. You could’ve been killed!” 

“I…” I stammered, with wide eyes staring into his narrowed ones. 

His chest was heaving, trying to fill his lungs with air, but the adrenaline pulsing through him seemed to 

be blocking it out. 

I could almost believe that he wanted to kiss me. 

I could definitely believe he wanted to kill me. 

He just didn’t seem to know which one he wanted to do more. 

“It wasn’t loaded,” I eventually admitted. 

Seeing the Benelli shotgun propped up by the front door, it was the first thing I checked before I’d ever 

knocked. 

I was blond. 

I wasn’t stupid. 

And, while blond, Eric wasn’t stupid either. It hadn’t occurred to me that He Who Could Read Me Like An 

Open Fucking Book wouldn’t be able to tell that he was never in any real danger. 

So maybe I was stupid. 

So stupid that not once did I consider Eric could have a very different concern until he spat back, “So, he 

could’ve just bashed the back of your head in with the butt of the gun instead while I watched?” 

Then giving me one last glare, he snarled out, “Lovely.” 
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I felt my lips part, even if I had no idea what I was going to say, but he didn’t wait around to hear 

whatever it would have been. 

He was back to being hell bent on getting away from me. 

Eric hadn’t been in the office by the time I’d made my way back to Shreveport, but even without him 

there, I still couldn’t stop thinking about him. 

I couldn’t get the image of his furious face out of my mind. 

I couldn’t get the sound of his accusing voice out of my thoughts. 

And I couldn’t even be mad at him for it because – instead of being angry I’d bested him in getting to 

Terry Bellefleur first – he’d only been worried about me. 

He’d been concerned with my safety, when he had been the one on the other end of a shotgun. 

I didn’t know what to do with that. He’d been the one to say nothing had changed between us. 

And yet everything undoubtedly had. 

Figures. 

The minute he goes on the offensive – instead of just being offensive – and all of my defenses crumble. 

He had to go and be sweet – in a barky sort of way – but it was turning me into mush. 

And my squishy insides were totally to blame for why I found myself standing on the other side of his 

front door later on that night.  

Knowing I owed him an olive branch, I’d come prepared. 

With a pepperoni pizza in one hand and a six pack of beer in the other. 

Granted, there weren’t any actual olives on the pizza, but they were nasty anyway. Besides, I had 

something else tucked into my bra that I planned on sharing with him, but first I had to get him to open 

the door. And since both of my clit free hands were full, I’d had no choice but to kick the door a couple 

of times in lieu of knocking. 

But it wasn’t until my toe made contact with the wooden door that it occurred to me Eric could very 

well be inside knocking someone else’s boots with his own kind of wood. 

He had a reputation, after all. 

One I wanted no part of seeing the evidence of, so I had already turned on my heel – my squishy turned 

churning insides having chosen flight over fight – when I heard the door open behind me. 

EPOV 

Seeing the unmistakable back of Sookie’s blond head, I heard myself sigh out, “What are you doing 

here?” 

She was the last person I wanted to see. 



187 
 

She was the only person I wanted to see. 

So I was completely fucked. 

Everything was. 

Slowly turning around, her eyes were squeezed shut, with one barely opening into a slit before they 

both popped open and she breathed out in relief, “You’re dressed.” 

She waits until I’m completely thrown off my game and a certifiable pussy in her presence to say 

something like that to me? 

It only reiterated how fucked I was, which was why I bypassed the ten different responses I would’ve 

had to her statement only a week earlier and repeated, “What are you doing here?” 

“What happened to your arms?” she asked, ignoring my question and moving closer, with her eyes 

trailing up and down my forearms, looking at the undeniable evidence I’d been infected. 

But poison ivy was to blame for the rash. 

Sookie was just the cause for all of my other ails. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked for the third time, annoyed by her mere presence. 

Annoyed that she was out in the hallway instead of in my apartment with me. 

Annoyed by my conflicting annoyances and annoyed that I was annoyed at all. 

It was annoying. 

Her eyes briefly met mine before dropping to the floor, when she eventually said, “I came over to 

apologize.” 

Needing more clarification than that, I asked, “For what?”  

After all, she had a lot to be sorry for.  

First and foremost for knocking me on my metaphorical ass when I wasn’t looking. 

“You know what for,” she hedged before her eyes met mine and she grudgingly huffed, “I should’ve 

realized that you wouldn’t know the shotgun wasn’t loaded.” 

That’s what she came over to apologize for? 

I was already shutting the door in her face, when she shoved the left side of her body against it and 

heatedly said, “Don’t be an asshole. I’m sorry for upsetting you, but if it’s not about the gun, then I don’t 

know why you’re pissed to begin with. Why would you care if he bashed my head in? You’re the one 

who said that nothing’s changed.” 

I did say that. 

But, as smart as she was, she really was an idiot. 
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She’d also just confirmed that she wasn’t a mind reader or else she would’ve known what I’d said was 

an epic lie. 

So maybe it was the heat of the moment. 

Or maybe it was just inevitable. 

But I didn’t give it or anything else much thought when in the next second, I swung the door open again. 

With the way she’d been pressing her body against it, she tipped into the apartment with it, so I caught 

her around the waist and pulled her up against my chest. 

Slapping the door closed behind her with my free hand, both of hers dropped the pizza box and six pack 

of beer to the floor, when my lips crashed down onto hers. Her gasp of surprise let my tongue sweep 

inside, but instead of pushing me away, she used her hands on my chest to snake up around my neck 

and pull me in closer. 

Hugging her to me and hunched over, when I straightened up, she came with me and her legs wrapped 

around my waist. Neither one of us seemed willing to break our kiss, so I blindly stumbled back to my 

bedroom and laid us down on the mattress, covering every inch of her body with mine. 

Every inch of her body against mine felt right. 

A part of me knew right then and there that I really was screwed. 

But I ignored it for now in favor of waging another battle with Sookie. 

One that involved seeing which one of us could strip the other bare first. 

Clothes went flying in every direction as we won our small victories against the buttons and zippers 

keeping us apart, until finally there was nothing. 

Skin against skin, I would’ve sworn I’d died and gone to heaven. 

I wanted to worship every part of her. Bathe every inch of her with my tongue. Map out every freckle on 

her body with my fingertips and commit them to memory for all of eternity. 

But all of it would have to wait because I learned something else about Sookie, other than what she 

looked like naked, which was a hell of a lot better than what I’d imagined. 

A. Lot. Better. 

She was also impatient. 

SPOV 

Gripping onto his ass, I pulled the lower half of his body down against mine, mentally whining on one 

hand that he wasn’t inside of me yet and glorying on the other over how glorious his ass really was. 

It. Really. Was.  

So I made a mental note to study it with my eyes later on and took a brief second to braille my way 

across it before moving on to take the length of him in my hand. 
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“No wonder you’re so cocky,” I breathed out, paying no mind to the fact I was stroking his ego because I 

was too busy stroking his shaft from base to tip. 

And Eric was either too focused on my stroking hand to have heard me or he saw no point in agreeing 

with the obviousness of my unintentional ego stroke. But now that I could actually feel the weight and 

girth of him in the palm of my hand, all I wanted to do was find out just what he could do with it. 

He was way too big to be a jackrabbit fucker. 

Eric had to be a natural born go for broke stroker. 

He had to be because he was big enough that if he didn’t take his time, he would break me in half. 

So it was a good thing I considered that a perfectly good way to die. In fact, they could put it into my 

obituary that I’d died from a stroke. 

It wouldn’t even be a lie. 

Maybe they could even rustle up a 1980’s Billy Squier and have him sing ‘The Stroke’ at my funeral. 

But feeling the moisture leaking from the tip that wasn’t yet connected to my iBod, I hit the pause on 

my mental playlist and whined out, “Tell me you have condoms here.” 

I was perfectly willing to stroke out in his bed. 

I was not willing to chance conceiving baby Northmans. 

But he had horns a plenty, so I would happily blow him for the rest of the night if that was the only way I 

could get him inside of me. 

Time only stopped for a moment before Eric was blindly reaching into the nightstand and all of me 

cheered hearing the unmistakable sound of a foil wrapper being ripped open. 

Something other than ticker tape shot out of the parade route in between my thighs and I didn’t know if 

I should cheer or jeer the increased security measures due to the times we lived in when I was 

unexpectedly cavity searched. 

Sliding one finger inside of me, my back arched upwards, with his mouth taking my open invitation by 

wrapping his lips around my nipple. Already on sensation overload, I cried out when he added a second 

finger and nearly lost it when I heard him say in a low dark voice against my skin, “So wet for me.” 

I was. 

Shamefully so, really. 

I’d only shown up on his doorstep with the intention of apologizing with pizza and beer. I certainly 

hadn’t expected to end up in his bed, naked as a jaybird and staining his mattress with my cum. 

Would I owe him another ‘I’m sorry’ for that too? 

Figuring I was already in for a penny, I might as well get a pounding out of the deal, so I reached down 

and grabbed onto his latex covered hammer.  
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Christ, he was huge. 

But he promised there’d be room for him to fit in my box and wanting to find out the truth of his words, 

I pushed him onto his back and straddled his waist.  

Placing the tip of him at my entrance, I slowly began easing my way down his shaft and sighed out, 

“Waste not, want not.” 

EPOV 

Holy. Fucking. Shit. 

If being pressed against every inch of Sookie’s skin was heaven, then I didn’t know what to call being 

connected to her by mere inches, even if those inches were covered in latex. 

But oh, what a glorious few inches they were. 

I was so screwed. 

Literally. 

Figuratively. 

Staring up at her, I couldn’t even begin to fathom what look I had on my face, so I was grateful she 

wasn’t looking at me. Her eyes were closed in concentration, with her hands pressed against my chest, 

as she slowly – carefully – worked her body down on top of mine. 

She was a tight fit, so it was a good thing she was already prepared. But given everything I’d been feeling 

of late where she was concerned, I hoped she was also prepared for me to not last that long. 

Already I could feel the telltale tightening in my balls telling me that I was close to losing the fight. 

Looking at her only exacerbated my problem. 

Sookie. Naked. On top of me. 

I didn’t dare to touch her, knowing feeling any more of her skin would do me in that much quicker. So I 

closed my eyes instead, trying to think of anything else that would keep me from blowing my load too 

soon. 

And it was working. 

All the way up until I was all the up inside of her and she bottomed out, with her ass sitting on the tops 

of my thighs and she pitched her hips from side to side. I could feel every pulse of her heart, throbbing 

against my shaft, but my eyes snapped open hearing her say, “They’re wrong…the best gifts don’t come 

in small packages.” 

Meeting her eyes with my own, she smirked and challenged, “You’ve lived up to your promises of both 

long and hard, but I think I’m still owed an actual fucking.” 

It was exactly what I needed to hear to get my head back into the game, instead of focusing on the way 

her inner walls were pulsating against the length of my dick. 
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Competitive Me and Caveman Me fist bumped now that they were in sync hearing her challenge. 

“Oh, you sweet sexy stupid girl,” I smirked in return, enjoying the way her eyes lit up at my taunt. Then 

picking up her metaphorical gauntlet, I grabbed onto her hips with both hands and stared up at her 

warning, “Just remember…you asked for it.” 

Lifting her up, I pulled her down again, with my hips thrusting up and meeting hers somewhere in the 

middle. Her hair flew in every direction and her tits bounced, like she was riding a mechanical bull. But 

there was nothing mechanical about what we were doing. 

Finally having her where I’d wanted her for so long was freeing, in a terrifying sort of way. But not 

knowing if this would be a onetime thing, I decided to just live in the moment and enjoy it. 

Her nails bit into the skin on my chest, with her holding on for dear life, but when my eyes trailed down 

her body, watching myself disappearing inside of her over and over again nearly did me in. 

So I did what I had to, to make it last. 

Her eyes grew wide when I pulled her off of me and the protest was already leaving her lips, when I 

flipped her over and pulled her ass up, before slamming back into her. 

Fuck. 

The new view wasn’t doing me any favors either. 

Hearing her muffled moans and chants of my name into the mattress weren’t helping matters either and 

knowing a losing battle when I saw one, I kept a firm grip on her hip with one hand, while the other slid 

around to her front. 

Finding her clit, I rubbed my fingertips over it furiously, with my body tensing up with my inevitable 

climax, and I heard myself all but begging her in a hoarse sounding growl through gritted teeth, “Come 

for me. Now.” 

SPOV 

How in the hell he’d become the master to my thoroughly whipped pussy, I’ll never know. But I’ll be 

damned if I didn’t come on his command. 

Inhaling a combination of the laundry detergent he’d washed his sheets in and the mouthful of my hair 

pinned under my panting lips, all of it expelled out of me when I came screaming his name. 

If it hadn’t been the most mind blowing orgasm I’d ever had, I might have been more put out over how 

he’d so easily leashed my kitty. 

But I shoved that into my overflowing Scarlett O’Hara file, feeling him shoving into me twice more 

before he came with a strangled cry of his own. 

So I soothed my pussywhipped ego with the knowledge that at least I wasn’t the only one. 

Another gust of air was forced out of my lungs when his body landed on top of mine, but having already 

decided being fucked to death by Eric was acceptable, I didn’t offer any protest. Instead I merely floated 
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in that space in between reality and orgasmic bliss, letting my eyes close and my heart work out 

whether or not we were going to live or die. 

Perfectly happy in my sandwiched place in between Eric and his mattress, I didn’t really care either way. 

When he eventually rolled off to one side of me, both sets of lips protested when he slid out of my body, 

but I was oddly pleased when he pulled my back against his front and curled around me. 

With my faculties slowly returning, I realized I was too pleased. 

It was a concern. 

Eric had a reputation for being a player. Whether or not it was deserved, I didn’t really know. Because 

the fact of the matter was that I didn’t really know Eric. 

But I wanted to. 

It was yet another concern. 

“What are we doing?” 

Hearing him give voice to the question he may as well have plucked from my thoughts, I tensed in his 

arms and took the easy way out. 

After all, I seemed to be all too easy where he was concerned. 

My whipped pussy was a testament to that. 

“Cuddling?” 

“Sookie,” he sighed against my hair before climbing over my body so that he was facing me. 

But the possibility of being faced with the asshole I knew, instead of the man who’d made my insides 

squishy and newly crowned master of my mommy bits, I narrowed my eyes at him and bit out a truth I 

hadn’t been willing to admit even to myself until I heard the words come out through my lips. 

“I swear to god Eric, if you say nothing’s changed, I’m gonna hurt you.” 

And I would too. 

One trip to Home Depot was all it would take and they would never find his body. 

But ticking off my mental shopping list of an axe, tarp, a chest freezer, and wood chipper, it all stopped 

on a dime, hearing him softly admit, “Everything’s changed.” 

Grinning like one of those besotted bitches on the Hallmark channel’s movie of the week, I hated myself 

even more when I squeaked out, “Really?” 

Really? 

I was nearly as surprised I could manage a squeak, considering how lubed up I was. 

But I was more surprised, wondering where in the hell my balls had disappeared to when it came to 

talking to him. I wasn’t so sure I liked being so vulnerable around him. 
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My nakedness notwithstanding. 

But I didn’t like him holding all of the cards, not knowing if he would fold or play the hand I’d just 

unwillingly dealt him. 

I hated not being able to read him like I could anyone else, so I was completely caught off-guard when 

he shook his head and slid back on top of me, with the surrender in his eyes and his voice, before he put 

his lips on mine and breathed out my one word response back at me. 

“Really.” 

Feeling him waving his white flag of sorts, I decided I would be gracious and accept him at his word. 

I also accepted another offering of his gracious plenty. 

Blond. But not stupid. 

That was me. 

EPOV 

After another round in my bed, we eventually made it into the shower where I slowly and methodically 

washed every inch of her body. 

That led to another round, with the water turning ice cold by the time we were through. 

Now sitting on my couch, she was swimming in one of my hooded sweatshirts she’d thrown on and had 

her legs tucked up inside of it trying to get warm, as we ate cold pizza and drank warm beer. 

It was undoubtedly the best night of my life. 

But all of it was unexpected too, which is why I asked, “Did you have any idea this would happen when 

you decided to come over here?” 

“No,” she snickered with a mouth full of pizza. Swallowing the bite, she smiled and admitted, “If I had, I 

would’ve worn sexier underwear.” 

“Were you wearing underwear?” I playfully leered. 

I’d been so focused on getting her naked I hadn’t taken the time to appreciate whatever she’d had on. 

And knowing for a fact she wasn’t wearing anything under that sweatshirt, I wasn’t focused on much 

more than that when I heard her say, “I was. They were sexy lacy bits in red, blue, black or whatever 

color floats your boat. That white cotton pair, signaling it’s time for me to do laundry and lost in your 

sheets somewhere, aren’t mine.” 

I was about to call bullshit and inform her that any panties in my bed were undoubtedly hers because I 

never brought anyone home with me, but stopped short when she shot up off of the couch and ran back 

towards the bedroom calling out behind her, “Speaking of lost in your sheets…” 

Already on my feet, thinking it was her way of getting me to chase her – which I was more than happy to 

do – she came running back into the room with a business card in her hand and held it out to me, saying, 

“The other reason I came over here tonight.” 
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“The Law Offices of Desmond Cata…Catali…” I stammered, reading the card out loud. 

Wondering if she was informing me of her intentions to sue me for something, I didn’t have to wonder 

for long hearing her say, “Uh huh. Terry Bellefleur gave it to me. He said the card was included in a note 

left with the dog. If he didn’t want him or couldn’t take care of him, he was asked to contact Desmond 

Cata-fuck-if-I-can-say-his-name-right and he would see to Dean’s retrieval and welfare.” 

“Why are you showing me this?” I eventually asked, stunned really that she would share the best lead 

either one of us had in finding Shreveport’s Santa Claus. 

Shrugging her shoulders, my eyes were focused on the way the hem of my sweatshirt slid up and down 

her bare thighs, so I had to force myself to pay attention to her words hearing her say, “I felt bad for 

what I did to you out there. I thought it was only fair to make us even again.” 

When I was finally able to tear my eyes away from her legs and looked up at her again, I watched her 

lips twist to one side as she said, “And honestly? Working for the paper isn’t my dream job. What I really 

want to do is write books and there are other jobs out there I could get in the meantime. So if you really 

want it, then you should have it.” 

“It’s not my dream job either,” I admitted and heard the disgust in my voice when I added, “In fact, it’s 

my last resort job. What I really want to do is open my own bar.” 

I hated being in the same field as my father. 

Hated. 

But hearing Sookie admit that she was willing to find another job made me think maybe I’d given up on 

finding something else too soon. I hadn’t even looked for another job after landing the internship at the 

paper, even though that had been my plan all along. 

It was supposed to be a stopgap in my career. 

It was never supposed to be my career. 

But it had been all too easy to get comfortable in my new routine. The work itself was easy enough and 

it paid well enough that I could have just as easily lost years there instead of the few months already 

gone by. 

It wasn’t what I wanted. 

And still staring at something – or rather someone – else I really wanted, I watched as she took a step 

forward and pressed her body against mine. Smiling up at me, she asked, “So what you’re saying is that 

we were both killing ourselves to get a story for a job that neither one of us really wants?” 

“I guess so,” I smiled in return, letting the card slip from my fingers and fall to the floor. 

My hands had somewhere better to be. 

SPOV 

Naked and sweaty yet again, I laid on top of Eric’s prone body on the couch, trying to catch my breath. 
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Being fucked to death by him really would be a great way to go. 

But through the slight window in the curtain of my hair covering my face, my eyes fell to the business 

card still lying on the floor and I heard myself say, “Aren’t you curious, though?” 

Yes, curiosity killed the cat, but my pussy was already comatose. 

What difference would it make now? 

“About what?” he mumbled sleepily beneath me. 

“Santa Claus.” 

Tightening his arms around me, they loosened again and I heard the smile in his voice, as he said, “He’s 

not real. I waited up for him when I was six and saw my mother putting the gifts under the tree in the 

middle of the night.” 

Picturing a six year old Eric hiding behind a couch or underneath a table had my lips smiling against his 

chest, so I kissed the skin under my lips and said, “Not that one. The other one.” 

My whole body moved when he shrugged and replied, “A little, I guess. But he obviously doesn’t want 

any recognition for what he’s doing or else he wouldn’t have been doing it all in secret for all of these 

years.” 

“I guess…” 

It was eating at me though. I hated unanswered questions. I liked solving puzzles. 

The thought of giving up without solving the puzzle of Shreveport’s Santa Claus was chafing my ass. 

And I was already plenty chaffed down there to begin with, thanks to Eric’s Christmas cracker going for 

broke all over my mistletoe. 

Repeatedly. 

“I can hear the cogs turning, Miss Stackhouse.” Then pressing his lips against the top of my head, he 

added, “What are you thinking?” 

Sitting up on top of him, his eyes went straight to my tits and I felt his boy bits stirring underneath me 

again. 

It was distracting. 

To both of us. 

So I wrapped one arm around my chest and pointed at my face with my free hand, saying, “Eyes are up 

here, Northman.” 

“I know where they’re at,” he smirked and trailed a single finger down the front of my body. Using his 

fingertip to tap on my clit once, he grinned wider when my body convulsed on top of his and still not 

looking up, he added, “They’re blue.” 

Unlike his balls. 
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We’d had more sex than a college frat on Homecoming night. There was no way he could go another 

round. 

And yet his Homecoming King scepter was tapping out Morse code against my ass. 

The lyrics to ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’, if I wasn’t mistaken. 

Figuring I would remove temptation from his reach, I scooted up his body because – a gracious plenty or 

not – he wasn’t sideshow freak huge. 

But what I hadn’t figured on was him grabbing onto my hips and pulling me further up his body, with his 

eye lighting up and his voice dripping with sex as he said, “Don’t mind if I do.” 

I didn’t have to ask what. 

I figured it out pretty quickly when his mouth was dripping with sex. 

Mine. 

Because he’d pulled me all the way up until I was sitting on his face, so he could go down on me. 

What had I been talking about again? 

EPOV 

If I wasn’t so thoroughly spent – and content – I probably would’ve been more disgusted with myself 

over how I was completely unable to resist her.  

One bat of her eyelashes and I was her puppet. 

But curled around her in my bed again, I couldn’t work up the appropriate outrage at my own lack of 

self-control. 

Outrage that was put even further out of my reach when she flipped over, so that we were facing one 

another. 

Looking at her, looking thoroughly fucked, and knowing I was the one who’d made her that way, my 

chest swelled. 

So that must’ve been where my ego resided. 

I refused to believe it could possibly be anything else. 

Too soon for that. 

As much as we’d been enjoying ourselves together, the only thing putting a damper on it all was not 

knowing what it was we were doing. 

Other than fucking each other’s brains out. 

We had mutually agreed that everything had changed. 

But what did that mean? 
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I knew what it meant to me, but not knowing what it meant to her, I was still in limbo, with my own 

insecurities rearing their ugly heads every now and again. It probably had a lot to do with why I’d fucked 

her six ways from Sunday. 

That I knew how to do. 

Being in a relationship – much less starting one – was completely out of my wheelhouse. 

So watching her lips part, I was equal parts hopeful and terrified at what she was about to say. 

“Now, before I was so rudely interrupted…” 

Interrupting her had been the least rude thing I’d done to her in the last few hours. But unable to ignore 

the fastball she’d so willingly thrown down the center of the plate, I felt myself grin and swung at it, by 

interrupting her yet again and saying, “I didn’t hear you complaining.” 

“How could you with my thighs pressed against your ears?” she giggled in return. 

Yep. 

I had it bad. 

But before I could even twitch at the thought of going into extra innings, she said something completely 

unexpected. 

“How do you feel about crashing a Christmas party with me tomorrow night?” 

“Huh?” 

Eloquent. 

That was me. 

I rolled my eyes at myself, knowing Sookie was way too smart to want to be with a dumbass. 

Lifting her head, her eyes found my alarm clock, and she flopped back down with her hair falling in her 

face. Before she could do anything about it, I automatically reached out, not liking being blocked from 

my favorite view, and tucked the errant strands behind her ear. 

It was nauseating how completely whipped I’d become. 

But she kept me from thinking on it too long by saying, “Today, actually. The Law Offices of Desmond 

Catacombs is having their holiday party at one of the fancy hotels downtown. I was thinking of crashing 

it. Want to come with me?” 

Her eyes were dancing with mischief. 

It did things to me. 

Things I wasn’t willing to admit, so I fell back on what I knew and flirtingly teased, “I have been coming 

with you. Repeatedly.” 

Truer words. 
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I felt like I was fourteen years old again, only this time I actually had something better than my own 

hand to wrap around my dick. 

“I’m surprised you’re not passed out,” she snickered. “Surely losing that much fluid in one night should 

leave you dehydrated.” 

Hearing Sookie ringing the bell to sound the start of the next round, I knew somewhere out there an 

angel had just gotten their wings. 

But I’d barely made a move towards her, when she slapped her hand on my chest and snorted out, “Nuh 

uh. Stow your sail, captain. This booty can’t take another pillaging tonight.” 

Too late. 

After all, you can’t un-ring a bell. 

And this, I knew how to do. It was everything else that I was uncertain about. And since I couldn’t seem 

to find the balls or the words to tell her what I was thinking, I hoped I could show her instead. 

SPOV 

Lying with my head on Eric’s chest and once more trying to catch my breath, I ticked off the things I now 

knew about him. 

He could fuck like the world was about to end. 

He could make love to me like I was the only woman in the world. 

I didn’t know what to do with that. What it meant or what he was thinking. 

But afraid of what the answer might be, I tucked that puzzle away for now and went back to the other 

one. 

“So, do you want to crash the Christmas party with me later on?” 

Except for his heart beating underneath my ear, every part of him stilled with my question before he 

finally sighed out, “I thought you didn’t care about getting the story.” 

Lifting my head up to look at him, I found his eyes and answered, “I don’t. Our coffee swilling boss is an 

evil asshole for pitting us against each other to begin with. In fact, I’m pretty sure he arrived to work the 

other morning in a plume of black smoke.” 

Eric’s lips turned upwards and his chuckle did something to me. 

Something I didn’t want to admit to feeling. 

It was too soon for that. 

So I did what I was best at. I ignored it and said, “But I’m still curious about whoever this Santa Claus guy 

is. Aren’t you?” 

After a long moment, his eyebrow pitched upwards as he hedged, “So, you just want to find out who he 

is? It has nothing to do with getting the story in?” 
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“Not just who he is, but how he chooses who he helps,” I answered more animatedly. “How he knows 

them or their situations at all, when they all claim ignorance.” 

This person was obviously of some means. They didn’t have to be crazy rich to have filled Arlene 

Fowler’s trailer with toys and food or to pay a couple of thousand dollars for a trained service dog for 

Terry Bellfleur. Even the Elvis Presley costume given to Bubba had been auctioned off to a silent buyer 

for a less than twenty thousand dollars. 

But Arlene Fowler, Terry Bellefleur, and Bubba had zero in common with one another. 

Other than Shreveport’s Santa Claus, that is. 

“Right now, there could be some unsuspecting person walking around in his sights,” I added. “Aren’t you 

curious how he came across them or why he wants to help them at all?” 

“I guess,” he eventually agreed. But there was something about his tone that made me suspect there 

was more to his answer that he wasn’t saying out loud. 

But unable to read him like I could anyone else, I had no choice but to take him at his word. 

“So you’ll go with me?” 

I could crash the party alone. I’d even booked a room in the hotel for the night, so I would look like I 

belonged there. But since Eric had been there every step of the way – even if he’d been my adversary at 

the time – it wouldn’t feel right not having him there with me when I finally found out the truth. 

Hell, we might even do better working together instead of against one another. 

Our naked tour around his apartment proved we could work well together when we put our minds to it. 

Staring hard into my eyes, I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what he was thinking, when he 

eventually answered, “Sure.” 

See? 

Given his expression and the tone of his voice, I would’ve bet the house he was anything but sure. 

EPOV 

Standing in the lobby of the hotel in my last-minute rented tux, I tried to keep myself from fidgeting and 

act like I actually belonged there, while I waited for Sookie to show up. We’d agreed to meet up at the 

hotel, since we both had to come up with something to wear to the formal event – neither one of us 

were actually invited to – in the eleventh-hour. But it wasn’t crashing the holiday party that had me 

feeling like a jumpy jackass. 

It was my jacked up feelings where Sookie was concerned. 

I was out of my element.  

Flirting, I could do. 

Fucking her until she blacked out was a simple – if not mind-blowing – endeavor. 
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But fuck if I knew how to get us beyond that and into something more… 

More… 

Yeah.  

I couldn’t even figure out what in the hell I wanted, so how in the hell could I get her to agree to it? 

Most of my anxiety stemmed from the fact the countdown had already begun. Our deadline to get the 

story in was less than twenty-four hours away.  

Ever since she’d left my apartment earlier that morning, the more I thought about it all, the more 

certain I was that I didn’t care about getting the job anymore. She could have it. 

But I was still screwed either way.  

If she went ahead and submitted the article or neither one of us did, the fact remained that we would 

no longer be co-workers. 

So would we go our separate ways too? 

Before last night, I’d only known her as a co-worker. An acquaintance.  

Now I knew what her ‘O’ face looked like and I wanted to know so much more about her than that. But 

it was how much I wanted to know everything about her that had me all tied up in knots. 

What if what happened between us was just a casual thing for her? 

Could I be okay with us only having a friends-with-benefits kind of relationship? 

Just the thought of her being with anyone else made me nauseated, so that was a big fat fucking no. 

But it was not knowing what she wanted that kept me on edge. There was something about her 

insistence on pursuing the lead on the story that made me uneasy. 

Maybe because I was worried if we found the answers we’d both been tasked with getting, that things 

would go back to the way they were. 

So I don’t know what in the fuck I was so worried about. 

It was already too late for that. 

Speaking of late, Sookie should’ve been there by now. The party was already in full swing, with cocktails 

served at six-thirty, followed by a dinner at seven. 

She’d thought we would have a better chance of not getting caught if we inserted ourselves into the 

party after dinner had been served, which was why she’d wanted to meet up at eight. 

It was five after, so where in the hell was she? 

No sooner did I have the thought when I vaguely registered the ding sound of the elevator arriving. It 

had been sounding every few minutes or so for the last twenty minutes I’d been standing there, so I 

don’t know what made my head turn towards it that time in particular. 
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And then I knew. 

That an angel had just gotten their wings. 

And that I was totally – irrevocably – fucked. 

SPOV 

Eric was the first thing I saw when the elevator doors opened. 

Sex on a stick was a hard thing to miss. 

And remembering him hard had my eyes trailing down his tuxedo clad body and settling on his crotch. 

God, why was it so hot in here? 

It was December for Christ’s sake! 

Not to mention I was dressed like a Beverly Hills hooker, so it wasn’t like I was all bundled up. 

But my small bundle of nerves down below was up and reaching for its master, now sensing his close 

proximity. 

Finding out who the Santa Claus was didn’t seem all that important anymore. 

Not when I had a room key tucked away in my clutch and Eric in my sights. 

And thought of his sleigh tucked away in my lady bits, so I could ride him well into the New Year, was 

only greasing my skids. 

So to speak. 

Giddy up. 

I had to question if he really could read my mind because a second later his foot lifted in the first of 

several giant strides that carried him towards me. 

Only for the elevator doors to slide shut right before he reached me. 

I hoped it wasn’t an omen of things to come. 

Pressing on the button to open the doors again and muttering out a single, “Fuck” with each push, Eric 

was waiting on me with a smirk when they slid open again. 

“Here?” he asked, with an arched brow. “I’m game if you are.” 

I didn’t know if he was serious. 

Not seriously asking if I wanted to fuck in the elevator – we were both probably more than willing to do 

that – but serious about us. 

Was there an ‘us’? 

He’d agreed that everything had changed, but we could have two very different definitions of what that 

actually meant. 
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In my mind, it meant that we had started something that had the potential to amazing. 

And – more importantly – exclusive. 

But we hadn’t actually nit-picked the particulars, so I didn’t know what his thoughts were on the subject. 

And the fact he had fallen back to the tried and true Flirty Eric I’d known for the last few months didn’t 

give me any clarity on the subject either. 

But I was a voracious reader in all ways, so it was easy for me to read into his actions and words. 

In two very different ways, with each one having a vastly different ending. 

So rather than dwell on the unknown, I pushed my own insecurities away and stepped out of the 

elevator, getting down to business that wasn’t my lady business by asking, “Have you taken a look into 

the ballroom yet?” 

Taking a step back, his expression went from flirty to guarded, but I attributed it to our clandestine 

Christmas mission when he said, “Dinner was just being wrapped up a few minutes ago and people were 

starting to mingle.” 

“Perfect timing,” I smiled and looped my arm through his, hoping at least Flirty Eric would show his face 

again. 

Him, I knew well, but I didn’t know what to do with Brooding Eric. 

EPOV 

“Something wrong?” she asked, staring up at me like she was trying to solve a puzzle. 

Where to begin? 

Should I start with my jacked up feelings whenever I even thought about her? 

Or how about the silver blue dress she was wearing that just the sight of her in it made me lightheaded? 

Or what about how worried I was that everything was about to crash and burn, when we’d barely even 

begun? 

We’d barely stepped into the ballroom and already I knew there was no way I could continue on with 

the charade, either pretending we were actually invited guests or that I wasn’t two seconds away from 

losing my mind. 

Watching everyone around us, laughing and dancing and seemingly without a care in the world, when 

my world had been turned upside down, was too much for me to handle. 

Which was probably why my mouth chose then to act without my brain’s consent, when I heard myself 

ask, “What are we doing here?” 

If she really wanted the job, she could have it. I just really wanted her. 

I just didn’t know if she would agree to it. 
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Pursing her lips, I somehow knew she was going to answer with the obvious – looking for a lead on Santa 

Claus – so I cut her off by turning to face her and clarified, “Us. What are we doing here?” 

Studying my face for a long moment, she seemed to understand what I was really asking before she 

shyly asked, “What do you want us to be doing here?” 

Sookie didn’t do shy. 

She was a force of nature to be reckoned with, so seeing her show any amount of vulnerability made me 

feel relieved. 

And hopeful. 

Pulling her body flush against mine, her cheeks flushed when I admitted, “I want us to be an ‘us’. I don’t 

want to turn back into a pumpkin when the clock strikes midnight and I don’t want to lose whatever we 

started when one or both of us are out of a job the day after tomorrow.” 

There. 

I said it. 

Now it was up to her to do something with it. 

SPOV 

Courage is grace under pressure. 

Or so says Ernest Hemingway.  

But I was no Ernest Hemingway, as my never received rejection letters from the Publishing Gods would 

attest to.  

Hell, I wasn’t even Mario Lopez on Extra, which was why I was in no way graceful when I practically 

jumped on him and quickly agreed, “Okay.” 

He seemed just as surprised as I felt hearing my response, but honestly I was more relieved that he’d 

laid it all out there. 

Now I wanted nothing more than to lay him. 

Repeatedly. 

And feeling my stocking pulse at the thought of what I knew he could fill it with, I grabbed onto his hand 

and decided to put my hotel room to better uses than trying to fit in to a party I no longer cared about 

attending. 

Fuck Santa Claus. 

I had better ways to get my jollies. 

But I found out pretty quickly that Eric was a lot sturdier than I’d given him credit for because instead of 

pulling him along behind me, I rebounded against his chest when he pulled me back to him. 
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Opening my mouth to ask him what in the hell was his problem – we’d just reached an agreement and 

now it was time for him to John Hancock his way across my Beverly Hills hooker – I forgot all about 

happy endings when his lips descended onto mine. 

So I took it as our happy beginning. 

And I tried to give as good as I got. But in a crowded ballroom, it wasn’t going to get as good as I knew I 

could get, so I eventually tore myself away from him and said, “Let’s get out of here.” 

“I thought you wanted to find Santa Claus,” he smiled back at me. 

Still standing at the entrance of the ballroom, I heard a slight commotion coming from the lobby and I 

felt myself smile seeing the cause. 

Pulling Eric along with me, I grinned and said, “Found him.” 

But this Santa Claus had seen better days. His long white hair was tangled, with a scraggly beard 

covering his face and a dirty threadbare coat hanging off of his thin frame.  

The poor guy was probably just looking for some place to get warm, but the hotel staff didn’t appear to 

be feeling all that giving, unless giving him a hard time counted. 

What kind of Grinch would throw Santa Claus out onto the street when Christmas was…? 

Was…. 

Well, I didn’t know what time it was, but I knew Christmas was only a day and a few hours away. 

But the stooges who worked at Hotel Hoity Toity would surely end up on his naughty list. 

Walking right up to them, I let my inner bitch shine through and snapped out, “Is there a problem?” 

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” the flustered bell boy breathed out when he turned to look at me and widened his 

eyes seeing I was dressed to the nines. 

Or sixty-nines, considering the Beverly Hills hooker thing I had going on. 

“We’ll have him gone in a jiffy.” 

In a jiffy? 

Frankly, he just reminded me I needed to get an oil change and add peanut butter to my shopping list. 

But seeing the downtrodden look in Santa’s eyes, I slipped the key card out of my clutch and pressed it 

into his dirty hands, saying, “He’s a guest.” 

And then winking at Santa, I added, “In room 1208. Be sure to order room service and put it on the tab.” 

They had my credit card on file and even though I didn’t have a lot, I could spare a few dollars to help 

out someone who was down on their luck. After all, it was only money and I had enough in my savings 

to get by for a little while until I could find another job. 

Maybe schlepping coffee with Arlene. 
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My apartment was only a few miles away, so Eric and I could wait to seal the deal. And with my trusty 

boot, we wouldn’t even need to waste any time looking for a good – legal – place to park. 

But I didn’t want to lose out on even more time by grabbing the outfit I’d worn to the hotel from the 

room, so I mentally wrote it off.  

Santa smiled gratefully at me when the bell boy backed off and then turned his smile on Eric when he 

pressed a few twenties into his hand. 

So I turned and smiled at Eric too, asking, “Are you ready, Mr. Northman?” 

“More than you know, Miss Stackhouse,” he smirked in return, but his eyes... 

They said a lot more than that. 

EPOV 

Staring across the kitchen table, I watched Sookie having a heated discussion with who I had since come 

to learn was her imaginary tapeworm named Oliver, before shoving a piece of bacon into her mouth and 

tearing it in half with her teeth, while snarling out, “Are you happy now?” 

I didn’t know about him, but I was. 

Happy. 

Now. 

It had been a year since she’d agreed to be mine. A year since we’d given up on chasing the ghost of 

Christmases past in lieu of chasing our dreams. 

And each other. 

But chasing dreams took time, which was why by day I’d been working in the sales department for a 

telecom corporation for the last ten months, while Sookie worked her way up to being the executive 

assistant for a big wig in one of the larger banks downtown. 

By night she would work on her new manuscript – which was really good in my not so humble opinion – 

and on weekends we would check out the local clubs and vacant commercial properties, brainstorming 

ideas on what kind of bar I eventually wanted to own. 

But the best part was that we did it all together. 

We hadn’t spent a night apart since that first night when she’d shown up on my doorstep with a pizza 

and beer in hand, but she officially moved in two months later when the lease was up on her apartment. 

Now I loved her more than I’d known was possible. I knew her better than I knew myself now, but she 

was still a mystery to me in some ways. Like I never knew what she was going to say, with every quirky, 

vulgar, sweet thing that fell out of her lips a veritable surprise. 

Which was why – even though I had a pretty good inkling of what her response would be – I was still a 

nervous wreck at what I was about to ask her. 
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I’d bought the ring a couple of weeks earlier, with the intention of asking her to marry me on Christmas 

morning. But seeing her sitting there with tangled hair and no makeup on, wearing a scowl aimed at her 

nonexistent tapeworm, my hoodie, and nothing else, I didn’t want to wait another twenty-four hours. 

Like everything to do with Sookie, I wanted it all and I wanted it now. 

“So what do we have left to do today?” she asked, looking up at me now that Oliver was appeased with 

her bacon tribute. 

Celebrate? 

Hopefully? 

But I knew her question revolved around the umpteen items on her list of things to do before we left for 

her Gran’s house in a few hours, which was where we were spending Christmas. 

So I tried to act nonchalant, even though my heart felt like it was about to beat out of my chest, and got 

up to start clearing the table, while I said, “Pack our clothes. Pack the car. Pick up the pies at the bakery 

you’re going to pass off as home baked.” 

Feeling the piece of bacon she’d thrown at me hit my back and hearing it hit the floor, I turned around 

to smirk at her, adding, “Clean the kitchen floor.” But seeing my opening, I kicked it closer to where she 

was still sitting with my foot before going down on one knee to act like I was going to pick it up. Instead I 

reached into my pocket to take the ring out. 

SPOV 

I wanted to tell Eric to leave the bacon there because in less than twenty-four hours he’d have his little 

buddy to pick it up for him. 

The puppy he’d always wanted was probably tearing up my brother’s place at that very moment. 

But I forgot all about puppies and pee pads and future chewed shoes, with my eyes going wide seeing 

him pull a small box out of his pocket. 

A ring box. 

Opening it up, he didn’t say a word, but seeing what was inside I wanted to laugh and cry. 

But in the silence I found a few words to say myself, when I snort-sobbed out, “Are you shitting me?” 

Because sitting inside of the box was a diamond engagement ring. 

Being worn like a belt around what I suspected was a sugar free gummy bear. 

The asshole. 

God, I loved him. 

“Not this time,” he smiled and took the ring off of the bear, promising, “This one’s made from real sugar, 

just like you. But if you want the bear you’re going to have to agree to marry me.” 
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“Ah,” I nodded with a smile and used the sleeves of my stolen sweatshirt to wipe the tears from my 

eyes. “So what you’re saying is it’s all or nothing?” 

“That’s what I’m saying,” he agreed, looking like he was about to jump out of his skin. 

He was adorable. 

And stupid if he thought I would say no. 

But we were a matching pair of assholes, which was one of the reasons why I loved him. And why I 

strung him along for a little while longer by saying, “You know I can’t say no to gummy bears.” 

Leaning towards me, he held the red bear in front of my lips and said, “I’m counting on it. But I still 

haven’t heard you say yes.” 

A year ago I never would’ve imagined being here. 

I never would’ve imagined blowing off that asinine assignment would’ve led me to discovering 

something so much better. 

And it had nothing to do with my change in employment. 

So not only did Eric hear me say yes, I was sure our neighbors heard me say it too, when I shouted it out 

several times in the ensuing celebratory sex-a-thon that had us running late to get on the road.  

Our clothes were thrown willy nilly into a suitcase. 

The car was haphazardly packed, like the apocalypse was nigh and we were getting out of dodge. 

Tripping over a package left on the doorstep, I just took it with us thinking it was yet another Amazon 

delivered Christmas gift one of us had ordered. So we didn’t discover until later on what was inside, 

when a rambunctious puppy Eric named Oliver – so I wouldn’t look like I was talking to imaginary 

tapeworms – chewed it open. 

Tucked away in the box was an acceptance letter from one of the publishing houses I’d submitted one of 

my earlier manuscripts to, the deed to a commercial property Eric had had his eye on for the bar he 

wanted to open, and an ornament. 

A hand carved wooden angel, holding a bell. 

But it was what they were all resting on that clued us in to who the man behind the beard actually was.  

Like my first impression of Eric, looks could be deceiving because seeing the outfit I’d left behind in 

Hotel Hoity Toity a year earlier, I knew there was only one person who could have sent it. 

A dirty and disheveled Santa Claus. 
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Chapter 1 – Repayment 
 

Eric broke the wax seal already knowing the letter’s sender; the mark of the Fairy Prince was 

unmistakable. If the contents were as expected, the notice was long overdue relief. The Prince held a 

debt over the Viking and it was high time it was repaid. While Eric had no idea what task or assignment 

awaited him, he held no regret over enlisting the Fairy’s help in killing his sadistic maker. Eric chuckled 

to himself, Niall didn’t help; he handled it. How he discovered that Eric needed to be saved from Appius 

was something the fairy never disclosed. Over the centuries, Eric realized he didn’t care what other 

magic or intel was used. Three hundred years of pain, punishment, and violation caused by his maker 

had the Viking ready to give up, but Niall had saved his life.  

Eric pulled the thick paper from the envelope and laughed. As usual, Niall’s words didn’t disclose much, 

it was an order to leave certain doors open to permit the Fairy entrance to Eric’s private office. The 

meeting was two nights away; he’d have to wait only a short while longer. For now, he returned to the 

remaining pile of correspondence on his desk and continued to work. It was work he hated, but 

necessary. When Felipe DeCastro decided he wanted Louisiana, things changed. Then a Sheriff to the 

Queen of Louisiana, Eric had to fight for his Queen. The outcome, Felipe and Sophie-Anne perishing, 

wasn’t expected. Since all Sophie-Anne’s children died in the takeover attempt, the Council stepped in 

and named Eric King of both Louisiana and Nevada.  

He hadn’t wanted either state.  

With the better shopping options, his child, Pam, volunteered to handle Nevada. He sent both his 

children to manage the state on his behalf; his oldest child, Karin, was the named Regent with Pam as 

her second. Thalia, his trusted and very strong two-thousand-year-old friend, moved to New Orleans to 

serve as his second in command, state enforcer, and personal protector.  

He kept two prizes from the fighting for his occasional entertainment, Victor Madden and Bill Compton 

sat in cells below his New Orleans palace. Their collaboration brought about the takeover, but it was 

their other sins that had Eric ‘visiting them’ at least once a week.  

“Your Majesty,” his assistant called from the door to his office. “Your next appointment is here.” 

“Send him in.” The start of his meeting ended the trip down memory lane. 

OOOoooOOOooo 

Two nights later, Eric waited in his private office with his doors open. The Fairy Prince knew that 

sections of the palace were built with layers of iron to prevent unwanted fairy guests and open doors 

would be the only route directly into the secluded area. Eric hated hosting Niall in his private chambers 

since he didn’t share his personal life and history with many. At the same time, he welcomed the 

opportunity to keep their conversation confidential. As scheduled, the fairy appeared in the room. It had 

been centuries since Eric had seen Niall. Though he’d aged with some graying hair and faint wrinkles, the 

prince was an imposing presence in the office. Eric recalled that the man always appeared happy in their 

prior encounters, yet today he wore the weight of the world on his shoulders.  

The debt to be paid was going to be large. Eric could feel it in his bones. 
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“Viking.” 

“Fairy.” 

The two greeted each other cordially as they met in Eric’s private office. Niall took in Eric’s casual outfit 

and almost scolded the King’s appearance, but refrained given the severity of the situation on Fairy. 

Leave it to the Viking to dress in jeans as a King. “Are you enjoying life as Royalty?” The Prince asked. 

“I find it boring. The biggest threats to the Kingdom were eliminated in the takeover, and New Orleans 

and Nevada are quite profitable,” Eric wasn’t exaggerating. Felipe DeCastro and his fighters had been 

the only potential threat to Louisiana, the Council fully backed his position and now, for close to a year, 

Eric sat on a lucrative, but utterly monotonous kingdom.  

Niall laughed at Eric’s response, “It might be boring now, but I heard the fight for the Kingdom was 

epic.” 

“As far as battles go, it was satisfactory. Felipe and his senior staff were killed. The loss of the Queen and 

her court was regrettable.” 

“Yes, I understand you aren’t happy with the results,” Niall smirked at the new King.  

“My youngest child certainly is. She offered to manage Nevada for me immediately.”  

Niall raised an eyebrow and offered, “Let me guess, she’s living on the Strip?” 

Eric shrugged, “That’s where the designer shops are. As an added benefit, the stores are all open 

twenty-four hours.” 

“From what I’ve heard, I could see why a wealthy female would enjoy it.” The Prince walked around the 

office for a moment before settling in one of Eric’s guest chairs. He was stalling, trying to get a read on 

the vampire before he announced his visit’s purpose, “I teleported quickly, but did see your Palace is 

under renovations.” 

Eric’s scoff was loud, “Sophie-Anne was a fair and shrewd leader, a designer though?” He shook his 

head. “I’ve been able to pay for all the renovations by selling the gold she used in her trimming, 

doorways, you name it, she covered it with gold! I did keep some of the paintings.” 

Niall looked up to the painting behind Eric’s desk. It looked like a farm with a rustic, narrow, and long 

building in the center. “I don’t know much of your life’s history,” he pointed to the painting, “Is that 

from your time as a human? It doesn’t look like something Sophie-Anne would have collected.” 

“I sketched what I could from memory and worked with a painter to create something as close to my 

human home as I remember. The large building was my house. I raised six children there,” his 

expression changed and for a moment, his normally stoic mask softened. Eric shook his head, “I guess I 

can’t say that I raised all of them since my maker had other plans.” After a pause, the king stood now 

with his hands on his hips and was slightly angry that Niall had opened the door to difficult memories, 

“That painting is one the reasons this office is not for the public. I have a meeting room instead.” 

Niall nodded, “I realize that, but I didn’t want to be part of a public meeting, fairy in a vampire palace 

and all that.” He smirked at his joke. Niall could see that his attempt at humor failed, so he dropped his 

smile, maintaining a pleasant outlook was difficult these days anyway. “Hence my request for you to 
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open the door and allow me directly into your chamber office,” Niall was taken aback by Eric’s anger, 

but after a moment, he realized Eric’s attachment to his family would serve him well with the favor he 

needed. Satisfied that Eric would be up to the task he was about to bestow on him, he started, “I’m 

certain you’ve figured out why I’m here.” Eric nodded in affirmation. “The favor I’m about to request will 

cancel your debt to me.” 

“It’s been a long time coming, and I’m prepared to pay as we discussed. Killing my maker is worth any 

price, nothing could be worse than living under the thumb of that sadist.” Niall noticed that Eric’s face 

was tight as he mentioned his maker.  

Niall paused and thought that Eric might change his mind when he learned of the favor, but then he 

recalled what he’d learned about Appius and decided Eric was correct. This favor would be nothing in 

comparison, “I have a great-granddaughter. She needs protection.” 

Eric was immediately concerned, “A fairy? A young fairy? Can she cover her scent?” 

“She’s a human fairy hybrid, she smells sweet, but not of fairy. She’s prepared to live in a gilded cage, if 

you will. Her safety is paramount until I can deal with certain…threats.” 

A hybrid to protect? Never did Eric consider this could be the favor. When he thought about it over the 

centuries, he was sure Niall would request someone’s death. The comment about the gilded cage 

bothered him, but it was accurate. He would take the woman’s protection seriously, and frolicking 

outside the palace would be forbidden. Her happiness with that situation would depend on how long 

this protection would last. “Perhaps you should start at the beginning. What is the threat? How long will 

I have this woman?” 

Niall sighed and began his story. Fairy, his realm, was currently engaged in a civil war. At the root of the 

conflict was reproduction. The Fae had seen a dramatic drop in birthrates over the past four centuries. 

“Some fairies came to Earth specifically to breed. My wife, Queen Mab, agreed with the method of 

breeding with humans, but only if the resulting children were raised on Fae.” 

Eric couldn’t hide his disgust, “So she’s been kidnapping the hybrids?” 

Niall lowered his face, ashamed of his wife’s actions, “Not at first. She yielded to my wishes to allow 

them to remain on Earth. About ten years ago, our birth rate dropped to almost zero, and she 

disregarded my edict. We’ve been fighting over this for years now.” Niall sighed and rubbed his face. 

“Now the hybrids are brought to our realm to mate. Mab isn’t a proponent of Fairies approaching and 

courting the hybrids. Rather, her soldiers capture hybrids on Earth and move them to Fairy. There, they 

are forced to breed. The resulting children are treated as members of the Fae race in adopted families 

and the hybrids are kept as breeding slaves. My granddaughter was one of the hybrids captured.” 

Eric was startled that Mab would go as far as capturing her granddaughter, “She kidnapped her own 

family?” 

Niall looked down, “No…no. My Earth relations resulted from a relationship I had with a human before I 

married Mab.” 
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Eric nodded in understanding, “You got her out though?” A ghost of pain crossed Niall’s face while he 

responded with a nod. Eric realized the situation with the great-granddaughter and war with his wife 

explained the somber look Niall was sporting.  

Both men were quiet for a moment. Eric’s head was spinning on how to fulfill his debt to Niall while he 

kept a young fairy hybrid safe. Keeping her at a distance was out of the question seeing as he felt 

compelled to have her live in his secure chamber and if she went anywhere, it would be with him. He 

glanced at Niall while he deliberated. The Fairy prince said he needed time to deal with a threat. 

Knowing that time worked differently in Fairy, Eric wondered just how much time would be needed. In 

addition, many fairies, like Niall, could teleport and he considered this to be the biggest security risk. 

Since Eric’s chamber was protected from teleporting fairies, he worried that the hybrid might become 

sick due to the exposure for he knew iron was lethal to fairies. So, in addition to time, he needed to 

understand how to prepare his palace for the woman. The more he thought, the longer his list of to-dos 

grew, mostly human needs. Currently, his chamber had a shower and a tub, but no other equipment for 

human needs, access to food was only in the donor residence (a separate building), and given the 

pained look on Niall’s face, the hybrid could be delivered to him in a broken condition. Dealing with an 

injured human, emotional or otherwise, wasn’t something he was prepared to handle. 

“Niall,” he paused, “Understand that I’m not declining you this repayment, but I will need to learn more 

before I can agree.” 

“Of course. What do you need to know?” 

For the next hour, Niall and Eric reviewed his concerns and made plans for the next steps. In the end, 

Eric realized that while for Niall, he might end the threat to hybrids in a few months, on Earth, that same 

time-frame could be years. That lead to a dizzying discussion on how time worked between the two 

realms. Niall had somehow synced the time on Earth to his great-granddaughter, so for her, the time 

that passed in Fae was the same as how the time passed on Earth.  

The time difference would now work to Eric’s benefit as Niall had agreed to cut the time hold with his 

great-granddaughter while Eric prepared his home. So while it could take several months for Eric to line 

his iron with copper (the trick he learned that would prevent fairies from entering while protecting the 

fairy within from iron poisoning) for his new charge, the time in Fairy could be minutes.  

The hardest part was dealing with the emotional healing of this hybrid. Niall agreed that she needed the 

additional time for healing in Fairy, but he needed her gone so he could fight the war without her 

getting caught in the fray. For this situation, Niall suggested a demon counselor and Eric agreed, a 

demon would know about the Fae realm and could offer better support.  

“So we have a plan?” Eric asked to confirm. 

“One more thing, Eric. This will impact you the most and I have an offer to ease your…inconvenience.” 

Warning lights went off in Eric’s head. So far, hosting and protecting his great-granddaughter was 

already more than an inconvenience. He couldn’t imagine what more could be coming. Niall spoke and 

Eric couldn’t contain his reaction. 

“I want you to bond with her for protection from your own kind.” 
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“Do you know what you’re asking? A bond is forever. If either of us die…does she plan to be turned? I’ll 

be tied to her…” 

“VIKING! Hear me out!” Eric stopped talking, nearly embarrassed that he’d rambled out of his reaction. 

“I can break the bond when I’ve stopped the madness in Fairy.”  

“I appreciate that suggestion, but I’m still not comfortable with a bond.” 

“I’m prepared to offer you something in exchange,” Niall pulled a box from his pocket and approached 

Eric. “This.” 

The King’s brow furrowed in confusion, “This looks like a ring box. Are you proposing, Niall?” 

Niall smirked, “You’re not my type, nor am I yours.” The Fairy Prince joked. “Speaking of type, I didn’t 

ask…you’re not currently linked to anyone? A bond won’t be an issue for that reason?” Niall was fishing 

for information.  

This time, Eric’s face projected hurt before he schooled his features, “No.” 

Niall nodded, Eric’s answer confirmed something for him. Rather, Eric’s hurt face confirmed he had 

someone of interest, but no longer. “I had heard rumors of an… attraction a while back,” Niall opened 

the box. “Back to my offer. When you wear this ring, you’ll be immune to silver and sunlight. You’ll feel 

no pull to rest, though your body will need sleep like a human.” 

“WHAT?! How is this possible?” Eric put his hand out for the box 

Niall shrugged, “I’m a powerful fairy, you know…lots of magic.” 

“There are two rings in here.” 

“I believe you’ll need additional coverage. Share as needed.” 

Eric was puzzled by the comment for additional coverage, he was shocked by the promise of daylight, 

and he was concerned about the trouble this woman would bring to his doorstep, “What am I missing, 

Niall? Are you taking these rings back when you collect the woman? This seems like overkill to 

compensate for a bond, especially as you confirmed, I am not tied to anyone.”  

“My research showed that bonds are sacred for your kind, I felt the need to compensate for it. Repaying 

my debt is her protection from fairies and the bond ensures she won’t have problems with your kind 

either,” as an afterthought, he added, “The rings are yours to keep.” Eric had been studying Niall 

carefully throughout the entire conversation and felt something was being left out, but when pushed, 

Niall kept quiet, “You’ll understand more once you meet her. I’ll teleport her here now for a quick 

meeting, and then we’ll leave so you can begin preparations.” 

Eric tried once again for full disclosure from Niall, “There’s nothing else you need to tell me? Nothing I’ll 

need to prepare for meeting her?” He shook his head. “I’m agreeing to fulfill my debt, and I promise no 

harm will come to her that I can control.” He stood and moved closer to the fairy. “The thing is,” Eric 

paused, “She doesn’t know that, or me, and I don’t want to scare her.” 

Niall put his hands up to calm Eric, “She’s been primed for this brief meeting. I anticipated that you 

would need time to prepare for her arrival. I’ve studied your current history, and shared it with her so 
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she knows something of you. Most importantly, I’ve told her I would not introduce her if I had any 

concerns about her safety.” He stared into Eric’s eyes. “You will not frighten her.” 

Reluctantly, Eric nodded his head, “If you’re sure, then I am ready.” 

Niall disappeared in a blink and returned as quickly. Eric’s eyes bulged out of his head and he ran around 

his desk to get to the woman. Before anyone registered his movements, he had the great-

granddaughter in his arms, and he called out her name, “SOOKIE!” 
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Chapter 2 – Surprise 
 

The embrace ended abruptly. Acting as if she’d burned him, Eric pulled back. It wasn’t to get away from 

her though, it was to get a good look at what he’d felt. Sookie was dressed in traditional Fairy clothing, a 

long, flowing, gossamer dress with a full-length cloak covering her. The clothing hid her news, the 

embrace did not. Carefully, he pulled back the sides of the cloak, and tightened the fabric of her gown to 

reveal a large baby bump. “Sookie?” His word was a question with layers that were understood, but not 

heard. In a flash, he realized what had happened and he turned to Niall, standing protectively in front of 

Sookie. “You said you saved her!” In his rage, he spit the words out, but tried to control his urge to lash 

out further, an angry Eric would not help Sookie right now. 

“Yes, but not until after Mab had her in the program.”  

Eric restrained his reaction with great difficulty. Sookie was raped. Niall used words like mated and 

program, but they all boiled down to the violation. He’d speak more to Niall about his lack of action for 

his great-granddaughter later. Right now, he needed to understand what the hell had happened. The 

last night he’d seen Sookie was the night they handled the Maenad and found her friend Lala’s killer. It 

had been a good night, they had kissed, multiple times, and when Bill had shown up, she refused his 

claim on her. Then nothing. She’d vanished by the next night. 

“Sookie, what happened after the Maenad situation? I called the next day to see if you were alright and 

you were gone.” 

She shook her head and started to speak, but she never looked up at Eric, “No. After you dropped me at 

home, I went to bed. I woke the next morning and got ready for work. There was a note from Bill on my 

car, but honestly, after the way he treated me in Dallas, calling me a whore for kissing you, well, you 

know… Anyway, he left this note like everything was fine and I tossed it in the trash.” She shook her 

head. “I’m getting off track. On my drive to Merlotte’s, it happened,” she started to cry and Eric pulled 

out a handkerchief. The two men waited for her to take some breaths and calm down before she 

continued, “I was in my car…” 

He couldn’t stand her cowering stance any longer, so he interrupted her, “Sookie, stop.” She stopped 

talking, but did not look up, “Look at me. Why are you looking down?” 

Niall interjected, “Knowing I was planning to have her pose as your pet for protection, we trained her for 

you.” 

“YOU WHAT?!”  

“We didn’t use punishment, Eric. It was a review of the rules as we know them.” 

Eric stared at the Fairy Prince for a moment, trying to ensure Niall knew how pissed he was. Then he 

softened and turned back to Sookie, “Sookie, look at me.” She made no change to her stance. “Please, I 

want to see your beautiful eyes. I’ve missed them for over a year now.” 

Slowly Sookie raised her head and Eric had to stifle a gasp. The woman in front of him was Sookie, the 

object of his infatuation, the girl that lit up rooms, and brightened his spirits. At the same time, the 

woman in front of him wasn’t that Sookie. Her time away had been wearing on her, her light was gone. 
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Instead of calling attention to her changed appearance, he smiled and said, “There you are. I’ve missed 

you.” He hoped his statement would get her smiling, but it had no effect. ‘We have a long road ahead of 

us. I can see that.’  

Sookie had spent months in a cell, she’d been beaten, she’d been raped, and she’d been told repeatedly 

that she was worthless. As a result, she took his comments as an admonishment, “I’m sorry, Master, I 

didn’t leave on purpose.” 

The word ‘Master’ got caught in his throat when he tried to reply. Niall may have been accurate that she 

would need to refer to him as ‘Master’ per protocol, but that didn’t mean he liked it.  

He offered the prince a scowl before he responded to Sookie.  

“Sookie, please don’t call me Master. I don’t like it. My comments were not scolding. I know you had 

nothing to do with your disappearance. I wanted you to know that while we hadn’t known each other 

for long, your departure had an impact on me personally.” He moved her to a chair and he sat in front of 

her. “Can you continue your story? You were trying to drive to work?” 

She nodded. “I never made it,” she shook her head and continued. From her description, one moment 

she was in the car, the next there was a flash, and she was in some garden. Eric realized this was why 

her car was found smashed into a tree on the side of the road. Sookie went on to explain that at first, 

the place looked like a paradise. To her surprise, she saw her brother, Jason, in the garden as well. As 

soon as she’d mentioned Jason, the crying started again, and Eric looked to Niall for answers.  

Niall shook his head and answered Eric’s unspoken question, “Jason was killed as a lesson to Sookie. 

Sadly, the women are more valuable, so the decision to hurt, and then kill Jason to punish Sookie was 

made.” 

From what he knew of Sookie, Jason was her only family since her Gran was killed. He pulled her into a 

hug. “I’m sorry, Sookie,” stroking her hair, he spoke other soothing words, “I know how much you loved 

your brother.” 

Meekly, she offered, “I have nothing left.”  

Eric kept his mouth shut at her comment. Sookie had a baby on the way, she had friends (he hoped), she 

had him. Right now, she didn’t need a lecture on what she had, she deserved time to grieve over 

everything she’d lost, and what had been done to her. He decided to change the subject so they could 

move forward with her emotional healing by having her live with him, “Sookie, I need to make some 

preparations for your arrival. Since the work is extensive, I can relocate my palace to Shreveport, close 

to Bon Temps if you’d like that. I can also refurbish this palace. I’ll leave that to you.” 

“There is no reason to be close to Bon Temps. Sam is the only person there that would be of interest to 

me, and I don’t know how seeing him will go,” Sam had been on her case about vampires before she left 

for Dallas. Now she’s returning after being hurt and violated by yet another race? Knowing how 

judgmental Sam could be, she wouldn’t risk it. 

Eric chose not to concentrate on the Shifter. Relations between the two of them were combative ever 

since Sookie went missing. “Arlene, Tara?” He knew all her friends since he’d searched for her for 

months.  
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“How do you know them?” 

“Sookie, I searched for you for months, and met those two as a result. I regret that the takeover and 

fighting stopped my search. Well, it wasn’t the fighting as much as taking over the states.” 

Sookie looked at him sideways and asked about his new position, recalling that he’d never wanted to be 

more than a Sheriff. Glad she was talking, he spent time on the story, leaving out the parts that related 

to her in the takeover. There would be plenty of time to cover that given all the threats were gone. For a 

few minutes, Eric got a glimpse of the old Sookie, she was attentive and interested in the story. It 

seemed that talking about the fight for a takeover, Pam’s new full-time shopping job in Vegas, and his 

boring kingdom had taken her mind off her plight. That lasted until the baby moved. Instantly, her hand 

went to her stomach, and Eric could see the slight shift under the dress. Instead of causing a look of joy 

from the expectant mother, Sookie deflated. That, he would need to discuss with Niall. From what he 

knew of Sookie, motherhood would be a natural fit for her big heart. 

Since the distraction of his kingdom was over, he returned Sookie to her friends, he wanted to be sure of 

his Palace location. “So, Sookie, your friends? As I said, my kingdom has taken me away from the search 

personally. I want you to know though, that I’ve had three investigators searching the world for you. 

Because I dropped out personally, I lost track of your friends, but surely you can reconnect.” 

She shook her head as tears formed. Rather than explaining, she gave Niall a pleading look and he 

responded, “I’ve researched these friends. Arlene got herself in trouble committing a hate crime on 

behalf of the Fellowship of the Sun, so she’s in jail. Tara ran off, no sign of her. I have someone following 

up. I believe she’ll be found as soon as she starts working or using some type of identification.” 

“I’ll follow-up as well, Sookie. We’ll find her,” he took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “It boils 

down to where you want to live, Sookie.” 

“If you really don’t mind, Shreveport, maybe a suburb, would be quieter for me.” 

“Done,” he waved his hand like it was magic and the new palace would be ready. “I’ll have something 

constructed immediately.” 

Sookie nodded, and looked at Eric with a question in her eyes. She wanted to ask him about his search. 

She wanted to know why he searched for her. Eric could see the unspoken question, and encouraged 

her to ask. With a deep breath, she spoke, “Why did you search for me?” She put her hand out to stop 

him from answering immediately, “And don’t lie.” 

His eyebrows rose as he realized Sookie had no idea that he was interested in her, “Sookie, I missed 

you.” 

She scoffed, “You missed my telepathy!” She waved her hand to dismiss his words, “I told you not to lie, 

if you searched for me because you wanted my telepathy, I need to know.” 

He knelt at her feet and took her hands, “Sookie, you’ve been through the ringer, you’re stuck with me 

regardless of how this conversation goes. Right now, I’m asking you to trust me that my interest in you 

was not telepathy, and we’ll talk more when you return. You look tired, and I don’t want to push you 

into too long of a visit when I have no place for you to rest right now.” His hand moved to her face to 

wipe her tears. “Can you trust me on this for now?” She cleaned her face for a moment, then nodded. 
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As Sookie stood to leave, Eric asked her for any specific requests on her new home. She had none. 

Luckily, he’d kept up the expenses on both her and her brother’s home. Perhaps he would be able to use 

items from them to help make her comfortable. Niall left with Sookie, and returned quickly so he and 

Eric could finalize the timing of the construction and Sookie’s return. 

Niall knew the conversation was going to be difficult. Eric had held back in front of Sookie. “Let it out, 

Northman, I know you kept your comments to yourself.” 

Eric didn’t disappoint, “SHE. WAS. RAPED!” Niall took a breath, and Eric stopped him from speaking, 

“Don’t say mated, or bred, or in the program, the word is raped!” 

“You don’t think I know that? I can see the results when she walks into a room. I’m reminded of her 

abuse when she cowers at a raised voice. The hardest to witness is the lack of any maternal feelings an 

expectant mother normally has. She refuses to acknowledge the baby and if the topic does come up, she 

calls the baby ‘his’ and not ‘hers’,” he inhaled a large breath to clear his head, and the Viking noticed the 

pained look on his face. “I know you’ve seen that in your few minutes with her. That came from Mab’s 

program, the babies are never considered to belong to the birth mothers,” Eric flinched at that wording 

and Niall knew he needed to disclose as much as possible so the king could prepare. “There’s more.” 

“MORE!?” 

“Sookie is stubborn, and she didn’t exactly comply with their wishes,” he paused and gave Eric an 

apologetic look. “She has scars from her early lessons.” Niall stammered over what he needed to say, 

“Physical scars and beyond, she’d timid and nervous. I know she has a long road of healing ahead.” 

Eric seethed. How could he have let her be taken!? One moment, he was driving her home from the 

orgy, the next she was gone. Why did it take so long for Niall to rescue her? The questions in his head 

were flying in and escalating his anger by the second. His look was ominous when he glared at Niall. 

Unfazed by the anger, and acting like he could read the vampire’s thoughts, Niall spoke calmly, “If you 

kill me now, you’ll never get her back. My staff are caring for her in Fairy, but they don’t know how to 

get her to you.” 

“Someone needs to pay for the crimes against her!” Eric yelled. “Where is the animal that touched her?” 

“Still with Mab.”  

“I want him.” 

Niall thought long and hard about the answer, and Eric gave him the time. The fairy knew who the 

baby’s father was, and he deserved a lengthy and painful punishment for his actions against Sookie and 

other hybrids, but he was a fertile male fairy. While he hated his wife’s actions, her motivation remained 

a problem on Fairy as the population was dwindling. The fact was Preston, Sookie’s rapist, might be 

needed to repopulate. Looking at Eric though, knowing he was leaving his very troubled great-

granddaughter with him for protection and he hoped, healing, he acquiesced, “I will do everything I can 

to save him in the fighting so he can be brought to you.” 

“That’s a good start,” he moved to sit behind his desk and gestured for Niall to sit as well. “How will I 

handle the scent of the baby? He or she will likely smell strongly of Fairy, I guess.” 
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“It’s a she, and you are correct,” he reached into his pocket and pulled out a glass vial with a silvery 

liquid. “One drop of this after a bath, and the scent will be covered. When I return with Sookie, I’ll 

ensure you have a significant supply.”  

Eric took the container from Niall and opened it to sniff. It smelled of nothing, so he was concerned 

about its effectiveness. Guessing where Eric was headed with his frown, Niall explained that it was a 

proven serum and used by thousands of young fairies on Earth. Knowing he had no choice but to trust 

the prince, he put the vial in a desk drawer, and moved onto his next topic, “I’d like to know more 

history, please. How were Sookie and her brother found? Did you know Sookie and I already knew each 

other? Anything else that hasn’t been covered.” 

“I knew I had family on Earth, but my son hid them with magic. When Adele Stackhouse was killed, the 

spell hiding them was lifted. Mab found them.” 

“I don’t understand. Did some beacon turn on at the farmhouse when Adele died?” 

Niall shook his head, “No. Adele came to Fairy on her way to the Summerlands, she’d been blessed with 

this gift as the bearer of Fae children. Since Fintan, my son, was already dead when she arrived, Sookie’s 

grandmother was seen by one of my other grandchildren, Claudette. Unfortunately, Claudette has been 

tainted by my wife’s beliefs and to gain her mother’s respect, she started the hunt for Jason and Sookie. 

I didn’t know about Adele’s visit or the hunt until it was too late, after Jason and Sookie had been 

captured.” 

“And what did you know of Sookie and me?” 

“I knew you’d met, interacted a few times. From my Earth investigators, I also know that Compton was 

here to enslave her for the Queen,” Eric nodded. “I guess you found out?” 

“I still have Compton in a cell that I visit on a regular basis. His crimes go further than that. Queen 

Sophie-Anne, I learned, only wanted to have Sookie brought to her for her vampire child, Hadley. The 

enslavement was Compton’s part, and he’d double-crossed his Queen in an attempt to gain a Sheriff 

territory in Nevada under DeCastro. This was all handled by DeCastro’s lieutenant, Victor Madden. He’s 

currently Bill’s neighbor in my cells,” Eric let out an angry breath before continuing, “Compton had lost 

Sookie and needed to make it up to DeCastro. He and Victor planned the takeover, and Bill enabled the 

Nevada vamps to get into key areas of the Palace.” 

“They didn’t count on you.” 

“I would have fought for my Queen and her court as her Sheriff, but at that point, I found out about the 

plans for Sookie. It added to my enthusiasm,” Niall nodded in approval. “I can arrange for you to visit 

them if you’d like.” 

“I would. Compton took Sookie’s virginity under false pretenses. I’d like to tell her I made him answer for 

it.” 

“Sookie knows what Bill had planned?” 

“Yes. I didn’t keep any secrets of what I discovered when I researched happenings on Earth for her,” the 

Prince leaned forward over Eric’s desk. “I also understand that she was an infatuation of yours when you 

first met.” 
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Eric stiffened. His feelings for Sookie were not Niall’s business, and he wondered how the fairy had 

heard about his interest in Sookie. Of course, referring to it as an interest was lying, Eric became smitten 

with Sookie the moment she stood up to him at Fangtasia. His feelings had only grown. He’d made up 

reasons to see her. Dallas hadn’t been his idea, but he was happy to have her there. That is, until she 

opened her mouth to infiltrate the Fellowship during the day. He was mad then, and her bravery made 

him mad now as he thought of it, but he was getting off track, and Niall was staring at him, expecting 

something, “I won’t deny that.” 

The Fairy chuckled before he added, “Before the takeover occupied you, I know you personally searched 

for Sookie. Once your Kingdom drew your time, you continued to spend significant time, resources, and 

money searching for her via others. I think I’m leaving her in good hands.” He rose now and smoothed 

the nonexistent wrinkles from sitting. “Speaking of leaving her, I’ll join her in Fairy while you get to 

work,” he pulled a phone out and handed it to Eric. “I’m in the contact list of this phone. It’s the only 

way to reach me directly. Call when you’re ready.” 

“I will.”  

Niall added with a twinkle in his eye, “I’ll meet with Compton when I return.” 

Eric’s phone rang as Niall was disappearing, “Pam.” 

“What has been going on, Eric? Karin and I can barely keep up with your moods.” 

“She’s back, Pam.” 

In Nevada, Pam smiled, knowing exactly who the she was. Her maker‘s reaction to the missing girl was 

like nothing she’d ever felt from him, grief, full-blow grief over the loss of Sookie. By the next night, he’d 

transferred his grief into his obsession with finding her. Pam knew that while he went on day-to-day 

with the Kingdom, some part of her master pined each night for the lost telepath. She was relieved and 

happy for him, “That’s great news! Where was she?” 

He sighed, ready to dig into what he knew with his child, “It’s a long and difficult story.” 

OOOoooOOOooo 

For the next few months, Eric threw his efforts into selecting a property, designing two buildings (a 

residence and offices for his kingdom work), securing staff for Sookie, and most importantly, brushing 

up on babies. It had been over one-thousand years for him, and things may have changed.  

Once the initial decisions for the buildings were complete, he focused on the people Sookie would need. 

For the birth, Eric had met with Dr. Ludwig and she would arrive the same day as Sookie, and stay 

through the birth.  

Ludwig had recommended a demon counselor, and she was also moving into the residence. Eric spent 

time meeting with the counselor so she would be prepared to help Sookie on the first day. Eric was 

confident that Sookie and the baby’s physical needs would be met, but it was the emotional recovery 

that would be the problem. 
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He was most pleased with the hire of a caretaker for Sookie, Carrie Williams. The woman would serve as 

a doula for the birth, then as a nanny and aide for Sookie. She was caring, she was excited to help with a 

baby, and she was a Werewolf. The Were part added a layer of security he couldn’t pass up.  

Once the buildings were close to completion, Pam flew in to help decorate. Eric and his youngest child 

spent two days combing through Sookie’s farmhouse for ideas and furniture they could use in the new 

house. Eric was proud of his youngest child, she refrained from saying anything snarky or nasty about 

the farmhouse and its collection of old, worn furniture. She tagged items for a move, all while keeping a 

rough layout of the new living area in mind, and then moved on to the next task. 

In the attic, Eric found something that he thought Sookie would enjoy and he decided to design a 

nursery around the piece. It was an old rocking chair made of dark stained maple with soft, green 

painted swirls as highlights. He could match the furniture to the wood of the rocker, and use the green 

as a base color for the walls. From there, Sookie could incorporate whatever linens and decorations she 

wanted to customize the room. He hoped she’d want to do that for the baby, but given her lack of 

enthusiasm over pregnancy, he wasn’t confident that she’d want to outfit a nursery. 

Pam was also given the additional task/reward of shopping for Sookie’s clothing. She filled a closet with 

the maternity clothes needed for the next two months and started a collection of post-maternity wear 

that she placed in storage for now. Pam was pleased to buy all designer labels for the woman, knowing 

Sookie would likely yell. She had enjoyed Sookie’s fire before she disappeared. 

With a team working overtime, the house was outfitted for Sookie, her baby, and staff, so he made the 

call to Niall.  

“Niall, we’re ready.” 
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Chapter 3 – New Home 
 

Sookie and Niall arrived on the back porch in a flash of light and Eric quickly escorted them inside the 

house. It was daylight, and he’d planned the arrival that way since all his vampire staff would be down.  

“Welcome home, Sookie,” Eric waved his arm around and Sookie gasped.  

The first room they’d entered was the eating area of the kitchen. The front door may have been more 

appropriate, but he chose the sliding doors to the deck entering this room because it was a replica of the 

farmhouse. “That’s my Gran’s table!” She ran into the cooking area and opened the cabinet doors, “Her 

dishes and glasses!” 

Eric smiled at her excitement, “Pam and I raided the farmhouse. There’s much more to see.” He put his 

hand out and she took it without hesitation. 

Niall raised his brows, Sookie had been resistant to all physical contact while in Fairy. Pam, also present 

and wearing the ‘sunlight’ ring, stayed in the kitchen and asked Niall a question so he would remain with 

her, “Niall, are you staying until nightfall? I understand you wanted to ah…meet Bill Compton.” 

He looked down the hall where Eric had led Sookie, concern etched on his face, “I am staying. I want to 

be sure she’s settled in.” Pam nodded. “Though after seeing her willingly take Eric’s hand, I think I’m not 

needed.” 

Pam hesitated to say anything until she heard the door close to the upstairs master suite, “He loves her. 

He was taken by her when she first arrived, and it grew from there.” Pam knew Eric would kill her for 

sharing, but for some reason, Niall’s concern about leaving Sookie had her talking, “In the last five 

months while he prepared for her, his infatuation with her grew.  When you popped onto the deck, his 

emotions exploded. You’re leaving Sookie in the best place for her.” 

“Thank you for telling me. I can focus now on what I need to do in Fairy,” he paused and considered 

what he and Pam could do while Eric gave Sookie the tour. “Are you aware of the safety features added 

to this new home?” Pam nodded. “Why don’t you review those with me so we can give them time 

alone?” 

She put her arm out toward the door, “We’ll start outside. When I leave tomorrow at dawn, I have to 

turn the ‘sunshine’ ring over to Thalia. I want to soak up the sun while I can.” 

Niall chuckled at her, “Fair enough.” 

Sookie was on the master suite balcony when she noticed Pam and Niall walking out together, “I guess 

they’re doing their own tour.” 

Eric listened for a moment and answered, “Pam is reviewing the outside security elements added to the 

building.” They were in the master suite, sitting in a room full of farmhouse furniture. In this room, there 

were three doors, two bedrooms and a nursery. Ignoring the nursery door, Sookie walked to the door on 

the right. She peeked in, noticing the feminine décor and correctly guessed that it was her room. Eric 

watched Sookie take in the room for a few moments, and then sat on the bed, “Do you like this room?” 

“It’s beautiful and I appreciate that you found my Gran’s quilts. They are a nice reminder of her.”  
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“I wanted you to feel at home, but what I mean, there are two bedrooms in this suite. You can have 

either.” 

“But I see some of my things in here?” 

“Anything can be moved.” 

Her head shook as she answered, “No, this is nice.” The room was large with a king-sized bed dressed in 

soft pink sheets and one of her Gran’s quilts. On one wall, there was a large collection of hanging and 

shelved family photos that Pam had found at the farmhouse and Jason’s house. It was a beautiful 

collection, and Sookie could hardly believe the cold vampire had put it together for her. Many of the 

photos were in shoeboxes, so it wasn’t a matter of taking them off the mantle and moving them here. 

On another wall, there was a dresser with a mirror and to the right door, her walk-in closet. The door 

was open so she pointed to the clothing, “Pam?” Eric smirked and nodded. The final wall had two doors 

and Sookie could see one was to the bathroom, the other one had her fearful.  

Eric saw her look away after taking a glance at the door to the nursery. It was a topic they couldn’t 

avoid, so he dove in, “It’s the nursery. There are three doors to it, one from the sitting room, and one 

from each of the bedrooms.” Sookie turned her head in question at Eric’s description. He stood and 

answered, “I know you’re struggling with the pregnancy. I have a hired someone to assist you, but 

Sookie, I won’t let you go through this alone. I’m going to help you through the remaining days of your 

pregnancy, I’m going to coach you through and heal you from the birth, and I’m going to be an active 

caretaker for your little girl.” 

It was too much. For her, she’d only left Eric about two hours ago and she was no further along with her 

healing. He’d had five months to plan and look forward to her arrival, and she knew he was happy that 

she was here; he’d already told her multiple times. Instead of thinking through a response to his kind 

and sincere words, she spat out, “It’s not my baby, it’s his!” Now that the anger had broken through, she 

continued, “Niall should come and retrieve her after she’s been cut out of me because make no mistake, 

I’m not making the effort to birth this baby!” 

Though his plan was to not respond to her anger, the words were spoken with so much venom Eric 

reacted. He audibly gasped and took a step back from Sookie. He knew this reaction was possible, but 

seeing it was another thing. They had about two months before the birth, and the demon counselor 

would need to work hard with Sookie. “We’ll take things one day at a time. Can we do that, Sookie?” His 

words and expression pleaded with Sookie and she nodded after a pause. “Would you like to rest or 

meet your staff? They are waiting for my call to join us if you’re ready.” 

“Why do you keep referring to people as my staff?” She shook her head. “I have no staff.” 

“You do now,” he moved back and took her hands to guide her to the bed. Once they were seated and 

angled to face each other, he explained, “Look, my kingdom is boring and practically runs itself, but 

there are times I will need to leave this house and go to the offices I built next door. On some rare 

occasions, I may need to travel for business. Right now, when I leave, you’ll need to stay here and I don’t 

want you to be alone.” Sookie started to speak, but he held her off. “Let me finish explaining then you 

can yell.” He hoped she would yell at him, it would be refreshing, as if the old Sookie was still in there. 

“You have healing to do, so Marina Simpson will be staying here to help with your emotional healing. 

I’ve also hired Carrie Williams to provide for your physical care. She’ll cook and care for you and,” he 
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didn’t want to say baby and start the issues all over again since she had calmed some. “She’ll provide for 

whatever needs you have.” 

“I don’t think I’m very good company.” 

He smiled, “You’re always good company and in this case, it’s not for you to be good company. These 

women have been hired to help you.” Since Sookie hadn’t recoiled from any of his touches, he put his 

arm around her shoulder and pulled her to him. “I’m also here to help you. You can yell, hit…  Sookie, 

you can even cry on me.” 

Sookie looked up at Eric and gave a watery smile, “But you hate tears. You told me so in Dallas when I 

cried on you after the Fellowship thing.”  

Sookie was correct; he hated tears, but knew they would be part of her healing process and the 

postpartum experience. He really had read up on babies and births. “I know, Sookie, but it’s all part of 

the process. There are things that will be part of your life with a vampire that you won’t like. We’ll both 

adjust,” in an effort to lighten the mood, he added, “I’ll purchase hankies and tissues by the case.” 

When she snorted a small laugh, he wanted to claim victory.  

“Now, though, my little fairy, it’s time for you to rest.” 

“Yes, the travel and house tour have worn me out,” she added with a large yawn.  

“I can see that,” he got up to leave, telling her, “I’ll be in my room. I can hear you if you call, the 

soundproofing encompasses the entire master suite, but we can hear everything within it.” 

“Thank you, Eric.” He nodded and headed to the door. “No, I mean, really, thank you for all of this. I 

know this is a debt you’re repaying, but I appreciate it.” 

“I would have taken you in for protection without the debt, Sookie. I wish the circumstances were 

different, but I’m happy you’re here.” 

“I appreciate that, Eric, and I know you’re giving this your all, but…” 

He put his hand up, “I know you’re not in a position to respond to that in kind. I’m trying to ensure you 

know I’m here for you and no other reason.” 

She gave him a soft smile before he left the room. 

She got in the bed and tried to fall asleep, but her head was spinning. For some reason, she trusted Eric 

and believed he was telling her the truth. He wanted to help her, not repay his debt. That belief had her 

feeling safe for the first time since she’d been captured. Niall and his staff had cared for her, but she 

lived in fear every moment. One thing she knew about Eric, he had the strength and resources to 

protect her, and she also knew he had the motivation. His feelings for her came through in every look 

and touch. She wasn’t in a position to reciprocate. Right now she had to focus on getting through each 

day.  

OOOoooOOOooo 
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Eric lounged in his room as promised. He took the time to sort through Sookie’s first hours. To his 

surprise, she responded positively to physical contact. She also appreciated the furniture and other 

items from the farmhouse. That was all good. The baby though, she refused to consider the baby. That 

was going to be a hurdle to get over, but he was confident they would. If Sookie denied this baby to the 

extreme she’d claimed, having Niall take the baby to Fae, she’d regret it years from now. Before he 

could consider more, he heard Sookie crying out in her sleep and he ran to her. Sookie was deep into the 

nightmare and Eric had a hard time waking her. He held her loosely since she was thrashing around and 

called to her, but it was several moments before her eyes were open and she recognized him. “ERIC!” 

“You’re okay, Sookie, I’ve got you,” His grip tightened and he rocked her for a several moments until the 

shaking stopped. “Do you want to talk about it?” She bit her lip and shook her head. Eric, she believed, 

would never understand and she feared his reaction. What Sookie didn’t realize is that while Eric may 

have hired a counselor, he was likely more suited to handle some of Sookie’s therapy. He proved it by 

sharing something of his own history, “It’s hard getting through this. I know all the feelings you have 

inside, well, some of them. You’ve been violated. We share that, Sookie.” She turned in his arms to see 

his face. It was a look she’d never seen before, vulnerability.  

“I had no idea.” 

“I don’t talk about him, my maker, but he turned me into a vampire so he could have a sex toy to use 

and abuse at his whim.” Fresh tears fell on Sookie’s face, though this time she cried for Eric. Guilt 

covered his features, “Sookie, I didn’t tell you to upset you. It’s been over for hundreds of years. I 

wanted you to know so you could feel free to share anything with me. I won’t judge you,” He’d seen the 

panic on Sookie’s face after he’d asked her to talk about the dream. While he wanted to help her, he 

wasn’t sure how she would feel about that. He hoped some knowledge of his background would ease 

her concerns. 

“I appreciate that, Eric, and maybe at some point I can voice what happened in reality and my 

nightmares if that’s what’s needed to move forward. Right now, though?” She shook her head as fresh 

tears fell, “I’m sorry for what we both went through, but I can’t put it into words yet.” 

“I understand. Do you want to continue your nap?” 

“No. I’m…” Her stomach chose that moment to finish the sentence with a loud growl. 

They both chuckled and Eric was relieved she could still smile, “Hungry, I guess?” She nodded. “The 

kitchen is stocked. Perhaps your great-grandfather would like to join you for some refreshments.  

“Only if you have sweets,” Her smile grew. “In Fairy, at least at great-grandfather’s house, sweets are 

the biggest part of the food pyramid.” 

Eric made a mental note to check with Ludwig on whether sweets were an indulgence or a necessity for 

fairies. Sookie’s baby was over half-fairy and they’d need to know the best diet for the pregnancy and 

beyond. This was not something he would bring up with Sookie yet. When the baby was mentioned, he 

could see her shut down. A loud growl came from her stomach, so he helped her out of the bed and 

headed to the kitchen. Like he was a lifeline, she gripped his hand on the way down the stairs. Niall met 

them on their way and again noticed Sookie’s ease with Eric. Perhaps the feelings weren’t only Eric’s. 

Sookie would need that connection to get over her ordeal. He smiled and helped her to a seat at the 
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table while Eric pulled some prepared platters out of the refrigerator. He’d been given specific 

instructions on the meal by Carrie.  

Pam joined the group in the kitchen and asked Sookie if she liked the house. “Yes, Pam. Thank you for 

helping Eric. I especially appreciate the photo wall. That must have taken many hours of your time.” 

Pam gave her a soft smile, “As soon as I found the pictures, I knew I had to do something with them. 

They won’t do you any good in a shoebox.” Pam sipped from her goblet and added, “I also enjoyed 

shopping for you.” The statement was made with a twinkle in her eye, she wanted to make Sookie yell. 

She was let down by the girl’s subdued reaction.  

“Yes, I’ll spend more time on the closet later, but I can see it’s full. Thank you.” 

Pam’s disappointment flowed through her bond with Eric. His head whipped in her direction and he 

quirked his brow, not able to figure out the cause. She mouthed ‘later’ to him while Niall was capturing 

Sookie’s attention.  

By the time they’d eaten their late lunch, the sun was setting. Niall took advantage of a gap in the 

conversation to ask Pam for help with the ‘matter they’d discussed earlier.’ Knowing this was Niall’s 

request to ‘visit’ with Compton, she smirked, standing to guide him to the Kingdom offices. Niall 

explained that he’d be leaving after he was done with Pam, so he said his goodbyes to Sookie. Her lack 

of reaction to his departure stung some. He’d enjoyed being with her. Leaving her with Eric was the right 

choice though, she needed to be out of Fairy for her health and his ability to focus on his war.  

Once Pam and Niall were gone, Eric turned to Sookie, “How about we finish the tour?” Sookie looked 

panicked, and he realized she thought he meant the nursery so he quickly added, “We didn’t cover this 

floor or the grounds yet.” He positioned his arm with the elbow out and she took the hint. Her hand was 

swallowed by his larger arm and, at the same time, they fit. “Let’s start outside while we still have some 

twilight.” 

Eric and Sookie walked the garden paths, around the pool, and to the gazebo, chatting about life in 

Louisiana, his duties as King, and any gossip he had from Bon Temps. Since the baby wasn’t discussed 

and thankfully, the little one didn’t wake for the walk, they were able to ‘ignore’ the elephant in the 

womb, so to speak. Needing a break, Eric eased Sookie onto one of the cushioned lounge chairs in the 

gazebo. There, he covered some of the details of Sookie’s life with him. Her main guard would be Eric. 

For her first two weeks, he would be her only guard as she adjusted. Once his vacation was over, 

another vampire in his retinue, Indira, would cover when Eric was not available. Eric was concerned 

about introducing Indira given that she was excited to be helping with a baby. The vampiress would 

need to control her enthusiasm until Sookie was ready. Indira would wear the other ‘sunshine’ ring 

when needed. So far, Eric was the only vampire to sport the ring continually.  

“I met Indira once at Fangtasia.”  

Eric nodded, “She puts in time to be on display as part of her fealty.” He paused and added, “Well, now 

her full-time job is guarding you, so she doesn’t put in time at Fangtasia.” Eric noticed Sookie was 

rubbing her ankle, or at least trying to bend over to do it. He positioned himself so he could put her feet 

on his lap and proceeded to ease her swollen ankle discomfort. Sookie moaned her reaction. “You may 

have my second as your guard due to scheduling.” 
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“That feels good,” With her eyes closed and a soft smile on her face, she asked, “Do I know this 

vampire?” 

“Vampiress, and I know she’s been at Fangtasia when you’ve been there. Her name is Thalia.” 

Looking horrified, Sookie cried out, “SHE’S MEAN! She’s the one that scowls and doesn’t speak.” 

“She’s also two-thousand-years-old and would protect you if needed. Indira will be your friend while she 

protects you. Thalia will be a protector only. I know she’s not ideal, but I need you to accept this. My 

Kingdom may require my attention while Indira is unavailable.” 

It was said with a grumpy face, but she did offer a ‘Fine!’ then told him to get back to her ankles. He’d 

stopped while reacting to her comments about Thalia. “Eric?” He hummed a response and she 

continued, “Niall said we needed to bond.” 

“Did he tell you what that means?” 

“Yes, we exchange blood three times, and after that we’re connected until he returns. No other 

supernatural can touch me without penalty of death, we’ll be able to locate each other, share feelings…  

I’m not sure about anything else.” 

“That about covers the blood bond part. There is also a Pledging ceremony I’d like to do as well. That’s a 

public declaration of our bond. In supernatural terms, it’s a marriage.” 

“Is that what you want?” Sookie was taken aback by this news. 

“Very much, and I know right now it’s overwhelming. We’ll bond before the baby comes so my claim will 

include her, then later we can discuss a Pledging Ceremony.” 

Sookie was visibly relieved, “Thank you. I was prepared for the bond, not anything else.”  

He nodded and changed the topic, “Ludwig will meet with you when we return to the house.” 

Sookie scowled at the mention of the elf-doctor, “Has she gotten any more pleasant since my last 

interaction with her?” 

“Unfortunately, no,” With her scowl, he felt the need to explain why he chose Ludwig as her doctor. 

“She’s a supernatural doctor, so it makes sense for her to work with you.”  

She scowled again, but ordered him to keep rubbing. 

He happily complied. 

OOOoooOOOooo 

Later that night, Sookie met her staff followed by a medical appointment. Ludwig gathered a family and 

health history from a petulant Sookie, measured Sookie’s bump (causing Sookie’s mood to plummet 

further), and then set her up for an ultrasound. Sookie tried to stop the ultrasound, she did not want to 

see the baby. Citing a medical need, Ludwig persisted. With her head turned away from the monitor and 

her hands clenched in anger, Sookie acquiesced with a huffed out ‘Fine!’  
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Meanwhile, Eric was torn. He’d never had this viewing opportunity of his children so he wanted to look 

and enjoy it. On the other hand, Sookie needed his support, and he feared she would distance herself 

from him if he gave into his desires. Somehow, Ludwig must have picked up on his dilemma and she 

gave him the opening, “Eric, come take a look.”  

He started to shake his head, but Sookie gave him permission, “Go ahead! I’m certain this is your only 

opportunity to see something like this.” Before he moved to the monitor, he kissed her head in thanks. 

When she didn’t recoil, he figured he was safe for looking at the baby. As he moved to stand behind the 

diminutive doctor, he had to control his reaction. Ludwig had ordered a 3D ultrasound machine and the 

baby’s face was front and center. One little hand was raised up next to her head, the other was 

positioned on her chin as if she was in deep thought. Over the years, Eric had heard the phrase ‘cute 

button nose’ and now that he’d seen this baby’s nose, he understood. Modestly, her legs were crossed 

covering her private parts, and Eric took a moment to pray she would continue to hide her private parts. 

Forever. While all that was cute, he found her mouth amusing, rather her tongue was amusing since it 

was currently sticking out. He couldn’t refrain from commenting, but did so quietly to Ludwig. “Do you 

think she’s sticking that out at me or you?” 

Ludwig raised her eyebrows and smirked, “Definitely you.” 

“That’s what I was afraid of.” 

Ludwig helped Sookie clean up all the goo, and told her they needed to talk. While Sookie was getting 

her clothes straightened out, the elf handed Eric a thumb drive, whispering pictures and video. He 

smiled at the doctor in thanks. 

When he returned to Sookie’s side, he took her hand, asking, “What did you need to discuss, Doctor?” 

“Two things, first your bond.  When will that happen?” 

“At the end of my two-week vacation.” Ludwig nodded her approval, but remained quiet until Eric 

nudged her, “The other thing to discuss?” 

“The birth.” Sookie appeared stricken. The birth wasn’t something she wanted to think about, let alone 

talk about. Ludwig saw her discomfort, but forged ahead, “I understand there are difficult circumstances 

surrounding how your baby got here…” 

Eric winced and knew what was coming. “It’s not my baby; it belongs to the rapist.” 

Grateful that Niall had prepared her for such a reaction, Ludwig stayed cool as a cucumber. It was her 

hope that in asking her next question she might see some maternal instinct emerge, “So I’ll be finding 

some way to get the baby back to Fairy after the birth?” 

Eric was about to step in until he saw Sookie put her arm across her baby bulge. ‘Maybe there is some 

part of her that what wants to keep this baby.’  

Sookie replied to Ludwig’s question, “That won’t be necessary. Eric has a nanny here.” 

She responded with a bland, “Fine,” but inside she was cheering. Sookie’s first thought was to physically 

protect the baby. She and the demon counselor could work with that, “We’ll discuss more in a few days. 

I’ll see you all tomorrow. I have some appointments tonight.” 
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“Oh,” Sookie said. “I thought I was your only patient?” She backpedaled, “Not that I need to be, I 

thought that’s what Eric told me.” 

“I’m staying here and my patients are coming to see me at Eric’s offices. My priority is you, and that’s 

why he wanted me close.”  

The elf doctor stood to leave and was to the door when Sookie offered, “Well, thank you for that.” 

According to her Gran, manners always mattered, though she was sure Gran never considered a 

situation with an elf doctor, pregnancy by rape, and a gilded cage for protection.  

After the doctor was gone, Eric took a chance. “Sookie,” he paused until she looked up at him. “The 

nanny isn’t the reason you don’t want to send the baby to Fairy, is it?” 

“It’s not safe there…she…it’s not fair to Niall. He needs to fight a war, not worry about a baby.” 

“I think there’s a small part of you who wants to protect her,” she opened her mouth to deny his words, 

but he didn’t want to hear it, “Let’s get you some dinner.” Her head spun from the topic change and her 

rebuttal on protecting a baby who was lost. That was especially true when they got to the kitchen and 

she smelled fried chicken.  

While she ate, Eric considered what he’d learned. He knew she wanted to deny any concern for the 

baby, he also now knew it was lie, a lie he would help her uncover. 

OOOoooOOOooo 

The next weeks flew and Sookie adopted a comfortable routine. For the first two weeks, Eric spent all 

his time with Sookie at her insistence. He stayed with her when she met with the counselor, he stayed in 

her bedroom when she bathed, he even slept beside her. For Sookie, Eric was her anchor and she 

happily blood bonded to him before he returned to work. Using the bond to feel Eric while he was gone 

helped her cope. Also helpful was Indira’s friendship, the two had hit it off and Sookie often found 

herself confiding in the vampiress. Thalia was another story. The ancient vampiress wasn’t mean, but 

she wasn’t friendly. Sookie chose to steer clear of her. The one time Thalia did need to guard for her, the 

vampire stood outside Sookie’s door while she napped. Eric adjusted his work schedule so he joined 

Sookie for dinner, helped her to bed at night, and returned to sleep with her at about four in the 

morning. He’d found he needed only six hours of actual sleep a day and he knew that would come in 

handy after the baby arrived. For him, sleeping with Sookie had a double benefit. He got to hold Sookie, 

and he got to hold the baby and feel her move. While awake, Sookie wouldn’t permit anyone to touch 

her stomach. At night, he would wrap himself around her, often pushing his hand up under her night 

shirt. Sookie probably knew he wanted to hold her and the baby, but she said nothing. His infatuation 

with her had turned into love and that included the little one inside her. Not talking about the baby, 

making plans, and sharing excitement was frustrating, but she needed the time to heal. He’d make it up 

later with spoiling. 

While Sookie was adapting to life back on Earth, Eric also took time to plan for the birth and first weeks 

of the baby’s life. He met with Ludwig while Sookie napped one day and they discussed, or rather 

argued, over the birth. Sookie had made it clear to Ludwig that she wanted a C-section delivery. 

Adamant that a vaginal delivery was healthier for the baby and mother, Ludwig put her foot down. 

When the doctor used recovery time as an argument against the surgery, Eric, wanting to give into 
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Sookie’s wishes, explained he could heal her. Ludwig was livid, and let him know about it during their 

private meeting. Eric didn’t understand the details on the difference between the delivery methods and 

was using his priority to make Sookie happy as his only thought. Realizing he was wrong, he had to 

determine how to recant his promise. To make matters worse, Sookie hadn’t softened in her feelings 

about the baby. Ludwig left in a huff, telling him to fix his mistake, “Sookie is due in two weeks. You 

need to fix this Viking!” 

Before he could get a plan together for the conversation with Sookie, Pam called. “Yes, Pam?” 

“We had a call scheduled to review the next few weeks, specifically the upcoming ball.” 

From his office, Eric groaned. He hated the thought of the ball, especially since it was a week after 

Sookie’s due date, too close for comfort, “I don’t want to think about the ball, I don’t even want to 

attend the ball.” 

“You can’t explain your absence! At least I’m coming to Shreveport instead of you traveling to Vegas.” 

“Thirty minutes away from her is too far right now.” 

Pam lit into her maker. Sookie’s presence wasn’t announced, but it wasn’t a secret. The baby, however, 

the fairy baby she was about to push out, only a few knew about her, “Eric, you can’t do anything to 

raise suspicion. Your attendance is mandatory and you know it.” 

“Fine, Pam. You plan everything out then tell me when and where to appear.” 

“That’s what I’m trying to do!” Though alone in her Vegas office, Pam raised her arms in frustration and 

slapped the desk. Her maker never did think clearly with Sookie so close. She hoped Thalia was ready to 

step up to the plate and run Louisiana in a few weeks. Once the baby arrived, Eric would be good for 

nothing. Before she could say more, she felt panic coming from Eric. 

“Eric?” 

“Sookie needs me,” he said, and the line dropped. Trying to find out what caused the panic, she called 

the onsite nanny, then Ludwig, and then Indira. Nobody answered. As a last resort, she called Thalia.  

“Yes.” 

“Thalia, this is Pam. What’s going on over there?” 

“Sookie’s water broke, she’s having the baby.” 
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A/N: Thank you for the request to write this story. It was a good break from original fiction (that muse 

was in hiding so it was helpful to do something else).   

This is the final part – last chapter and a short epilogue rolled into one.  Let me tell you – writing a four 

chapter story is hard. There are so many places I want to go but had to refrain. As it was, I scrambled to 

get this finished as it was. THEN – you knew there was a then – my PC started to randomly stop 

charging. It knows there’s a new one coming from Santa (that’s my guess). 

Anyway, thank you for reading. This one has some emotional tissue warning (could impact some of you). 

Thank you to my wonderful beta msbuffy, she had to react quickly when I finally finished this last part 

and I appreciate that. I’d blame my computer completely for that, but we all know . . . I added stuff at 

the last minute. 

Valady and everyone: Have a very Merry Anything and Happy New Year. 

~mags 

One final thing (for fun). I got comments from California Kat. You’re probably shaking your head and 

wondering why I mention it. That’s a fangirl moment for me. Just sayin’ 

 

Chapter 4 – I Never Thought It Would Be Like This 
 

Luckily for everyone involved, Sookie’s labor progressed so quickly there wasn’t time for a debate on the 

C-section. It helped that Ludwig did her prep work slowly and she told the on-call nurse to take her time 

getting to the house. Before Eric knew it, or more accurately before Sookie knew it, Eric was positioned 

behind Sookie in a bed, helping her push. He’d never attended the birth of any of his children so the 

experience was a both blessing and a curse, seeing the birth was a wonder, but watching Sookie in pain 

nearly killed him. As he’d promised, he healed her with blood while they waited for the little one to be 

bathed and checked out. Ludwig smiled as she delivered the bundle to an exhausted Sookie, “She’s 

small, but otherwise perfect, and now that she’s had her first bath, she’s ready for her first meal.” 

Breaking Eric’s heart, Sookie turned away from the girl and adjusted her shirt while she explained, “I 

know we discussed the importance of breast milk with a fairy baby. I know I have no choice for the first 

few meals until I can pump, but for now,” she looked at Ludwig’s face and blatantly ignored the baby, 

“you put her on.” 

“Sookie,” Eric beseeched her, “Please look at your baby.” 

“I can’t Eric. I c…can’t.” Her eyes pleaded with him to let this go. “You can look at her and you can enjoy 

her. I kn… know you want to.” 

She was right, he did want to hold the baby, coo to her, and talk to her. He hesitated and looked again at 

Sookie. With her nod to confirm she meant what she’d said, he took the infant from Ludwig and walked 

a few feet from the bed. The doctor had swaddled her so tightly he couldn’t see much, but he knew a 

diaper change would be needed soon. He’d wait for his chance to check her out then. For now, he 

smiled and welcomed her to the world. With a soft voice, he also promised to speak to her mommy 
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about a name. When he was done with his greeting, he returned to Sookie. With Ludwig and the nanny’s 

guidance, they positioned her for her first meal and Eric beamed, until he felt Sookie’s sadness, 

“Sookie?” 

“It was easier when the baby was inside,” She looked down. “I could ignore…” her voice trailed off 

without finishing the sentence. 

He wanted to ask her again to look at the baby, and he would, but for now he’d refrain, she had just 

delivered a six-pound baby. “One day at a time, remember, Sookie?” Keeping her eyes on him only, she 

nodded while the baby nursed. When the nanny said she’d finished nursing on one side, she helped Eric 

position her on his shoulder for burping, then helped to get her nursing again. The baby fell asleep while 

eating and Eric moved her to the bassinet in the room.  

Since the baby was settled for a nap, he moved to Sookie’s side and held her while she broke down. 

While he’d been tending to the baby, he felt Sookie’s conflicting emotions, simultaneous longing, fear, 

and aversion. Believing Sookie needed to process her feelings, he kept quiet and soothed her through 

their physical closeness. Finally, she spoke, “I don’t want to feel this way.” 

“I know Sookie, I know,” he kissed her forehead. “We’ll get through this together.” 

They were quiet for a few more minutes before she spoke again. “You love her,” Sookie stated matter-

of-factly. 

With the bond, lying was pointless. He nodded, “Since before she was born; she’s a part of you, Sookie, 

and you know I love you. You can feel that.” 

She looked down. Eric didn’t hide his emotions from her as Niall predicted he would. Eric’s love felt like 

a blanket, soft and comforting. She cared deeply for him. Those feelings had started before her 

abduction though it wasn’t love, not yet. She might not be ready to mother this baby, but that didn’t 

mean she’d hold Eric back. “I can feel your love and it helps me. Please know that while I can’t return it 

yet, I welcome it. Right now, you’re my best friend,” before continuing she looked up, “and I trust you 

and care for you. As for the baby?” She paused. “I don’t mind that you love her. Lord knows all this isn’t 

her fault. You can dote on her, coo, anything you want… I won’t resent it, but right now I also won’t 

participate.” 

“I know you’re struggling. Thank you for understanding how I feel,” he caressed her cheek. 

“That’s just it, I don’t understand,” he raised his eyebrows in question. “How do you… I mean, why do 

you love a baby? I didn’t think vampires could love a baby.” 

“Of course we can! Well, not Thalia, but the capacity to love isn’t gone. Many wouldn’t love a child 

because they’re too twisted or have no history of children. As we discussed a few weeks ago, I had a 

family as a human and I loved my children. Do you remember Maxwell Lee, another vampire from 

Fangtasia?”  

“Yes, suit and tie all the time.” 

Eric chuckled, “That’s him. Anyway, he knows about the baby and he wants to meet her.” He could see 

her protest starting so he followed up with a quick, “When you’re up to it.”  
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Tears pooled in her eyes as she responded, “I don’t know when that will be, Eric. Be patient with me.” 

“I will, I am, I promise,” the soft kiss on the lips was his way of committing to his words. “I do have a 

request though,” Sookie nodded. “Can we call her something other than ‘her’ or ‘the baby?’” 

“I’m… I’m not ready yet,” Sookie wished she wanted to name the baby, but nothing in her called out to 

do it. She could see and sense Eric’s disappointment, but that only made her feel worse. It didn’t give 

her the sudden desire to name the baby. She yawned, “Right now, I want to get cleaned up and sleep. 

Can you take me back to our room?” Eric hadn’t slept in his bed for weeks, to Sookie, her bed was his 

bed.  

“Sure. I’ll take care of you, and then come back for the little one,” He nodded to the nanny as he walked 

out and she confirmed she’d stay with the baby. Once in their room, he helped Sookie clean up from the 

birth and settled her into bed. He rested with her until he knew she was asleep then he was out the 

door like a bullet, heading to the delivery room. There, he found the other ladies of the house cooing 

over the bassinet. In a whisper he asked, “Is she awake?” 

Indira put her head up, “Not yet, Your Majesty, but she’s stirring.” Then her smile took over her face, 

and she added, “She’s so cute! Do we have a name?” 

Eric’s joy at seeing the enthusiasm for the little one dimmed as soon as Indira asked about the name, 

“Not yet, ladies. I’m thinking I’ll call her Button for now.” Since the others popped their heads up when 

he said she had no name, he explained that Sookie wasn’t ready to name her, and they were not to push 

her. The group was saddened by the news that Sookie hadn’t immediately bonded with the baby, but 

Button gave them some immediate comic relief. She filled her diaper. 

The nanny, Carrie, giggled over her shoulder, “King Northman, I believe you were looking for an 

opportunity to change Button. Now’s your chance.” 

He looked around and shook his head, “I suppose I’ll have an audience?” Knowing Eric hadn’t had 

private time with the baby yet, everyone but Carrie left. “You’re staying to help?” 

“I’m pretty sure that’s meconium. That can be hard to deal with, though not smelly.” 

With Carrie’s help, he got the baby cleaned and changed, including checking her over like he’d wanted 

earlier. Eric thought she was perfect. When he was done, she wasn’t crying or looking too sleepy, so 

Carrie suggested, “Why don’t you take her to the nursery and show her around? You can hear Sookie 

that way and be close enough in case little Miss here starts to get hungry.” 

He went to the suite and when he saw that Sookie was still asleep, he decided to enjoy the baby. Picking 

her up to his face and whispering, he spoke, “Hi, Button. Mommy’s sleeping so we’re checking out your 

nursery. Mommy hasn’t seen it yet, but she will soon.” When he put his finger into her tiny hand and 

she clasped it, his dead heart melted. “Mommy isn’t ready for all this yet, but she will be.” With a look of 

longing, his head turned to the door where Sookie slept. ‘She has to be ready soon, I hope.’  

His gaze came back to the baby and he told her, “Until then, it’s you and me, Button, and we’ll start with 

a tour of your room.” He angled her so she could ‘see’ the corner of the room where a large tree had 

been painted over the soft green walls. “This is Yggdrasil, the tree of life. It was very important to my 

people, so I will be sure to teach you about it.” He turned in the room with her. It had been supplied 
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with linens, diaper goods, and some bright newborn toys, but otherwise was undecorated. “I left the 

artwork and other decorations for your mother to choose,” with a smile like he’d had an epiphany, he 

added, “Maybe we’ll all go shopping.” She shifted in his arms and waved a hand. His smile brightened. 

“You like that idea, huh?” Before he could enjoy that reaction to his talking, her face screwed up and 

almost as if it was slow motion, she started screeching! “Okay, okay, you’re hungry, I guess,” with a 

finger in her mouth to quiet the cries, he added, “At least I hope so.” 

Getting her latched onto Sookie without waking her felt like a triumph, but the victory was short-lived. 

Sookie felt the baby and woke. Instead of looking down, since Eric had latched Button on while Sookie 

rested on her side, she turned to Eric, “Hi.” 

“Hi.” 

“Did I sleep long?” 

He shrugged awkwardly from the position he was in, holding the infant, “Maybe two hours. She had a 

dirty diaper that awoke her.”  

Ignoring any mention of the baby, Sookie asked, “Can you get takeout from that Italian place I like on 

Derberry Street?” 

The request was like a blow to Eric, and he had to dull his side of the bond so she wouldn’t feel his 

anger. Nothing, nothing about the baby? How could she possibly ignore a child attached to her breast? 

He decided to speak with the counselor directly about the situation. Understanding that she didn’t want 

to fawn over the child was one thing, but ignoring her altogether was another, and Eric was concerned. 

The concern only grew over the next few weeks. The demon counselor told Eric be more patient in his 

expectations of Sookie. He countered that they were missing opportunities for the baby and mother to 

bond, and he wanted Marina to get more aggressive with her therapy. While the demon insisted the 

baby didn’t realize that Sookie was missing from her life, Eric believed she was wrong. Button would 

turn her head in Sookie’s direction all the time. Now it was happening when Sookie was out of sight. 

With the baby being over half-fairy, he wasn’t sure if she had some power than enabled her to track 

Sookie, but, even without a power, he knew Button yearned for her mother. Because he bonded to 

Sookie while she was pregnant, he had a faint blood connection to the baby, and he felt it from both of 

them. Further troubling him, Sookie began pumping breast milk, so while they had an ample supply for 

food, Button was missing out on the one connection she did have to her mother.  

Eric stepped in as much as he could and enjoyed having the infant with him as often as possible. To 

extend his time with Button, he often did his work from an office in the house (Button would never 

enter the Kingdom offices as far as he was concerned). Happily, the newborn slept on Eric’s chest while 

he read reports from his Sheriffs, worked on Kingdom budgets, and participated on conference calls (the 

call attendees were those he trusted with knowing he had the baby as she wasn’t always quiet). In 

between specific work tasks, he would often connect with Button through talk, touch, and sight. He 

loved that if she was upset, a word or touch from him would calm her. He was a pro at diapering, 

sleeper snaps, and swaddling. What he still couldn’t do was get Sookie to bond with the baby, and it 

killed him. Nothing could replace the time needed to heal Sookie though. 
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Sookie knew Eric was concerned about her less-than-welcoming reaction to the baby, but she felt he 

couldn’t understand. “How could I let myself love that little one knowing…” She stopped her thoughts 

right away. Thinking about Preston’s threats only caused panic attacks. She hadn’t had one since before 

the baby was born and she didn’t want to take a step back now.  

Besides, if anything was going to cause a panic attack, Eric’s planned Christmas Ball would do it. As his 

presence was required (it was his Kingdom), she would be alone for almost six hours that night. Well, 

not alone, but without Eric was the same thing to Sookie. Carrie was a wonderful caretaker and nanny, 

but she wasn’t Eric. The woman had just started dating a new man and in the past, Sookie would have 

latched onto that topic, trying to pry details from a girlfriend. Not now, not with Carrie. The truth was 

she didn’t want anyone but Eric, so she didn’t try to forge anything but surface relationships with the 

other women in the house. She giggled to herself, and recognized her progress that she could now 

giggle. Eric lived with three women in addition to herself, Indira, Carrie, and Marina. Ludwig moved out 

after the birth although she visited twice a week. Sookie thought that was just so she could laugh at Eric 

in baby mode, and that caused another giggle to bubble out. 

“What’s so funny, Sookie?” Eric leaned out of the bathroom wearing a towel tied at his waist. He was 

happy to hear her laughing out loud. Her recovery was progressing. 

“Thinking about how Ludwig likes to see you with the baby.” 

Eric kept his happy reaction at her words to himself, but Sookie had matter-of-factly mentioned the 

baby without having the associated rush of pain. To maintain her calm feelings, he kept the conversation 

light, “She does enjoy it. I caught her photographing me at her last visit. I better not find them on the 

Internet.” 

Sookie smiled, “More likely she’ll save it as leverage for something.” 

“That would be her style,” not worried about dressing in front of Sookie, Eric had been prepping for his 

night out while they spoke. Somewhere during doctor’s appointments, sleeping together and actually 

sleeping, Button’s birth, and breastfeeding, they’d lost the need for modesty with each other, not that 

Eric ever considered himself modest. Their closeness wasn’t sexual, it was intimate, trusting, and loving. 

He turned after his shirt was on and asked, “Bow tie or long tie?” 

“Long. I like the more modern look,” Sookie smiled at him, but he felt her worry and sadness. “You look 

very handsome.” 

“Thank you. Don’t be sad though, next year, you’ll be with me.” 

“I’m not sad because you’re going without me, I hate that you’re going at all,” she pushed her palms 

against her eyes in frustration. “That’s wrong, I know it! I have no right to need you to stay on the 

property with us all the time. You have a life and I… I keep you stuck here because I can’t cope without 

you.”  

Her emotions were a combination of sadness and anger, and he hated it, “Hey. I like being needed. I 

love you and would stay home with you every minute if I could.” She scoffed and waved her hand. 

“What does that mean?” 
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“Eric, I moved in and became your life. It’s not fair to you. You drink bagged blood, and you don’t, ah, do 

any of the other activities you would normally do with a donor,” he started to speak, but Sookie held up 

her hand. “People talk, Eric, I’ve had your blood and can hear more than folks expect.” She took a deep 

breath, “Anyway, I’m an anchor.” 

“STOP!” His words were more forceful than he intended, thankfully, she didn’t flinch. He stopped with 

tying his shoes and moved to sit with her on the bed. “Sookie, did you or did you not deny Bill’s claim on 

you at the orgy we attended?” He paused, then added, “That sounded more interesting than it was, but 

my point is, you weren’t Bill’s.” 

Her brows drew together, giving her an adorably confused look, “Correct. He’d been behaving like an 

ass.” 

“Because of that, we decided to see each other, give us a chance. We talked about it on the way home,” 

his eyes sparkled. “In fact, we kissed over it.” 

She blushed, remembering the heated kisses, “We did. Then Mab’s program happened. I don’t know 

where you’re going with this.” 

“Since then, I’ve been searching for you, Sookie! What I’m telling you is, you aren’t an anchor, you aren’t 

here to repay a debt, I want you here, always,” he pointed to the bed at the end of his comments, and 

she knew he meant with him, not the bed specifically. 

Still doubting him, she asked, “What if I never recover from all this? What if I’m never comfortable 

sexually?” 

Taking her face in his hands, he responded, “Then we’ll be best friends forever, friends with snuggling 

benefits.” 

She burst out laughing, knowing he wasn’t kidding. Eric loved to snuggle. “Okay, I get it. I can’t live 

without you, and I can tell you aren’t lying to me. If that ever changes, you tell me. Okay?” 

“I will,” He went back to his shoes and finished up so he could get to his limo. Before giving her a final 

kiss, he reminded her about the staff remaining at the house, “Carrie and Marina are here with two 

guards patrolling. If the house is closed up, fairies cannot get in. You’re safe.” 

“Logically I know that. I won’t relax until you’re back though.” 

“I know. I’ll send you love from Shreveport,” he leaned in to give her a goodbye kiss. “Oh, and Pam is 

coming home with me.” 

“Good. I always enjoy a visit from Pam.” 

He smirked over his shoulder, thinking that this visit might not be great. Pam had been shopping for 

Button and the closet was going to be filled. Reminding Sookie of the baby would probably have a bad 

outcome, but he wasn’t going to stop Pam either. 

He stopped quickly in the nursery to kiss Button on his way out, but refrained from holding her. The 

serum from Niall covered the fairy scent, but not the ‘baby’ scent, and only a few in his Kingdom knew 

about the little one. It broke his heart because she was reaching for him as he left, and he wished he 
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hadn’t stopped in the nursery. Reluctantly, he got into the limo with Thalia and Indira, and headed to 

the hotel for the ball.  

A few hours after Eric left, Sookie was reading in her room when she heard Carrie speaking to the baby. 

The Were did this all the time, believing Sookie couldn’t hear, but with Eric’s blood the chatter was loud 

and clear. Tonight, the topic was Eric and how much he loved his baby girl. Sookie knew there had been 

talk about how Eric was the Daddy, but he’d purposely told the women to stop using that term. Until 

Sookie accepted the baby and honored him with the title, he would not say it aloud. That saddened 

Sookie because she knew Eric wanted to be the Daddy, not a caretaker.  

Her thoughts were interrupted by the doorbell. Carrie peeked her head in from the nursery and 

announced, “That’s my boyfriend. I left my phone at his house this morning, and he’s just dropping it 

off,” seeing Sookie’s concerned look, she added, “He’s not coming in, don’t worry.” 

“Okay then. Besides, you told me he’s another Were, so I can’t be too concerned.” 

Carrie nodded, told her the baby had fallen asleep, and she’d be back right away. Sookie returned to her 

book and only a moment later, she heard a voice she’d never wanted to hear again.  

“Where’s my baby, Sookie?” Preston asked in a sing-song voice as he ascended the stairs. “I’m here to 

take her,” he paused as he made his way down the hall, “and you back to Fairy. Now that you’ve given 

birth, you’ll be wanted for the program again.” 

Sookie’s worst nightmare had come true! He was back! She sent panic through the bond and thought 

quickly on her next steps. She listened for Carrie in the house though she couldn’t hear Were thoughts 

completely, she could tell Carrie was unconscious. Marina was in the house, and Sookie could hear her 

running from the kitchen to help. The demon counselor could throw fireballs, but that wasn’t safe in the 

house. Sookie was at a loss for how to get out of this mess. Her gaze turned to her closet door. In the 

back, there was a panic room and she only needed to get to that. Since Preston wasn’t in the room yet, 

she could probably make it herself, leaving the baby vulnerable. Sookie knew that wasn’t acceptable. In 

that moment, she knew her desire to keep the baby out of her heart had failed. Fear of Preston’s return 

was the exact reason she had chosen not to love the baby. Ironically, it was now the exact reason she 

knew that she did love her.  

As quietly as possible, she tiptoed to the nursery, grabbed her infant, and made a dash for the panic 

room. She didn’t make it. Preston grabbed her by the hair and started pulling backward, her feet 

scrambling to stop him while her arms were bound tightly around the baby, “PRESTON! Eric will find and 

kill you. Let us go!” 

His grip only tightened as he tried to pull her back, “I heard Niall hid you with a vampire. Are you letting 

him feed from my child?” 

Preston was making headway on getting Sookie to the door and while she could feel Eric coming closer, 

she didn’t know how close. If they made it to within a few feet of the open front door, he would teleport 

with both of them. At that moment, Marina entered the room and tried to fight off the fairy. Marina was 

thrown against the wall and knocked out, but her fight gave Sookie a few precious seconds to make it to 

the closet. There, she reached for the door to the panic room, but not before Preston caught her again. 
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He grabbed the end of the long shirt she was wearing, and she was able to get away for a second, but 

not long enough to get to the panic room. 

Sookie knew she had to protect the baby, Button, yes, she knew the nickname, had to stay on Earth with 

Eric, even if she died trying. 

The baby wasn’t going to like it, but she opened the nearest deep draw and shut her in. Then she 

grabbed a shoe off her rack, turned it with the stiletto heel facing out, thank you for the never worn 

spiked heels, Pam, and struck! Preston reared back from the blow and shook his head, but lunged at 

Sookie again. 

This time he grabbed her throat and tried to choke her, but with the heel still in hand she lowered her 

weapon into his back over and over again. The Fairy was persistent though and after giving a good fight, 

Sookie blacked out. 

OOOoooOOOooo 

She woke in bed, cradled by Eric. At first her eyes were wildly looking around for a threat, but she 

calmed quickly. Her second reaction had Eric bursting with joy, “Where’s my baby?” 

Button was sleeping next to Eric, and he handed her to a crying Sookie quickly. “I’m so sorry, baby, so 

sorry. Are you hurt?” Sookie continued to cry, talk to, and rock the baby until she started rooting for a 

breast.  

Eric was overjoyed! “Guess she didn’t forget about nursing. I was afraid after we switched to bottles,” he 

leaned over to help the baby attach, and then wrapped his arms around both of them.  

The only noises came from a grunting baby as she nursed. Sookie took the time to stare at her baby for 

the first time. Tears fell as she watched her eat, the baby raising her arm trying to touch Sookie’s face. 

After the infant was burped and switched to the other side, Sookie finally spoke again, “He’s dead? He 

can’t take her, right?” 

“He can’t take her and he will be dead shortly. I wanted to stay with you for now.” 

“So I can love her and not lo…lose her?” Sookie was still scared, he realized. Her voice had a childlike 

quality to it as she asked.  

“That was your fear? That you’d love her and lose her?” 

She sniffled and nodded, “For the entire pregnancy, I was told the baby wasn’t mine. ‘Don’t bother to 

love her. You won’t be allowed to see her.’ You know, things like that. It was drilled into me, Eric. I was 

afraid to love her.” Her head dropped and she added, “I was afraid to love you, too. I thought I would be 

taken back.” 

He smiled and chose to focus on Sookie’s revelation about the baby. That was most important. “But you 

do love her?” He nodded to the closet. “You fought for her.” 

She nodded and more tears fell, “I felt it the moment I realized she was my baby, not his. I knew I had to 

save her, protect her. I knew that if I died, she would need to stay with you. If distracting him gave you 

the time to arrive, then that’s what I had to do.” She turned her head suddenly when she realized 
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something. “Carrie said she was dating a Were! Preston can shift like that, scent and everything. He 

planned this!” 

Eric nodded, “Yes, he tried to shift when I got here, but I put him in iron cuffs. That stopped him.” 

“This whole thing was scary, but part of me is glad it’s over. He’ll never hurt us again,” She gazed lovingly 

at the baby and sighed. “I never knew it could feel like this.” 

With her hand cupping the top of the baby’s head, she asked the infant seriously, “Can you forgive your 

Mommy for being scared? Will you let me love you?” 

The baby grunted again and Eric interpreted, “That grunt means yes, in case you didn’t know.” 

Sookie looked over her shoulder at Eric, “I didn’t know. You’ll have to teach me everything.” She gave 

him a peck on the lips. 

He added his hand to Sookie’s at the top of the baby’s head, “We’ll both teach you.” Then he leaned his 

head around so the baby could see him, “Won’t we, Button?”  

“I do like that nickname, but I think it’s time she had her real name.” 

“Do you know what name you want?” Sookie nodded. “Gonna tell me?” 

“Abigail. It means…” 

“Father’s joy…” If his heart could beat, it would be stopped right now. He’d considered himself to be 

Button’s, rather, Abigail’s father, but Sookie never agreed to marriage and never made him an offering 

of co-parenting. He was going to need to ask, “Why did you select that name?” 

She gave him a beatific smile, “Because she is your joy. Also, with the pledge, we’ll be married.” If 

possible, Eric’s smile grew at this news.  

“You’re sure? I mean, the pledging and the baby?” 

“Yep. I love you, you’re my best friend,” Sookie shuffled to rest Abigail on her lap while the baby’s eyes 

continued to explore her Mommy’s face. “As far as the baby, well, Eric, you are her Daddy.” She looked 

at him with hesitation, “You want that, don’t you?” 

“I want all of it, Sookie. Forever.” 

They sat in silence while Abigail drifted off to sleep in Sookie’s arms. Eric knew Sookie wasn’t completely 

healed, but today was a huge breakthrough and he remained silent while enjoying the feelings of relief 

and love coming from Sookie. Eventually, Sookie started to nod her head as well so he repositioned 

them on the bed, the baby sleeping between them as she should have been from the start. Sookie was 

right, feeling her panic, leaving the Ball without explanation, arriving and seeing Preston trying to kill 

Sookie, the entire thing was scary. The outcome though? He knew they’d make it. Sookie would make it.  

OOOoooOOOooo 

A week later, Christmas Eve afternoon, Sookie and Eric came in from the limo, their arms laden with 

shopping bags, treats, and in Eric’s case, a baby carrier. The day after the Preston incident, Sookie woke 

with an urgent need to decorate a nursery and Christmas shop. They’d been out every day since then for 
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‘just one more thing.’ Seeing her excitement was Eric’s Christmas gift, and he told her that often. She 

still found things to buy him from Abigail and most of them related to him being a Daddy.  

Once their bags were down, and Abigail was sitting with Sookie near the tree, Eric announced a special 

Christmas surprise for Sookie.  

“It’s guests, right? I mean, I noticed the dining table was set for three extra.” She’d seen it as soon as 

they walked by.  

He smirked, “Yes. They are arriving now. Is my princess almost done feeding?” 

“She’s been on for awhile, so I would say yes,” Sookie answered Eric first, then realized what he’d said. If 

the guests were arriving now, they weren’t vampires. Her original guess of Pam, Karin, and someone 

else from Vegas was wrong. The sun was still out. 

“It will be a few minutes until they park and unload.” 

“I’m very excited.” 

“I can feel that.” He watched as Sookie moved Abigail to her shoulder for a burp, and then pulled her 

back. “Hopefully she’ll stay awake for a few minutes. She’s looking around now.” 

“She loves the tree.” 

Eric knelt to the baby’s level so he could speak directly to her, “You do, don’t you, Button?” He gave her 

a wide grin and she gave him the reaction he wanted, a squeal. Squealing had started two days before 

and he tried to get that reaction from her whenever she was awake. This time, she added a swinging 

arm to her response, and Sookie and Eric gave each other goofy grins.  

The doorbell took them out of their fawning and Eric moved to answer it. Sookie cried out when she saw 

the three walk in. Hoyt had Arlene’s kids with him. “HOW!?” 

Eric smiled at her excitement, “I still cannot find Tara, but with further investigating I discovered that 

Hoyt took in Arlene’s children when she was jailed. I heard you talking about them to Carrie one night, 

did some digging, and here they are.” 

Coby and Lisa ran to Sookie calling for their Aunt. She handed Abigail to Eric and took them in an 

embrace, “You got so big! How are you? What grades are you in? Where are you living?” 

Lisa answered, “Give us a second, Aunt Sookie.”  

Sookie gave a tearful laugh, “Okay. Settle in first.” They hugged for another moment then Sookie 

grabbed Hoyt. 

Eric explained, “Hoyt knows what’s happened. He wanted to see you.” 

“Thank you, Eric. This was a great surprise!” She moved to stand beside him, “Everyone, this is Eric 

Northman and he’s holding our daughter, Abigail.” She waved her arm in a come here motion, “Come 

on, meet my family.” 

OOOoooOOOooo 
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Epilogue 

Four years later… 

Eric was woken in the best of ways. Sookie was naked on top of him, showing all her glorious six-month 

baby bulge, “Wake up, my husband, I want you.” 

He responded immediately and banded his arms around her waist, “What time is it?” 

She gave him a naughty smile, “Early enough for a quickie before Button wakes up, if you get moving.” 

She changed to a pout. “You had to work late last night, you know how horny I am with this pregnancy. I 

had to go to bed,” she put a hand to her brow showing her hardship, “Unsatisfied.” 

He chuckled at her theatrics, “Well, let me make that up to you. I can’t have my wife walking around 

telling people she’s unsatisfied.” He leaned in and went for a nipple, and had Sookie bucking right away.  

Before they went any further, he heard a voice from the other bedroom, “Daaaadddyy, Moooommmy!” 

Sookie whimpered and he laughed at her. He was already pulling away since Abigail only needed to run 

through the nursery to make it to their room. Before Sookie could finish with her nightshirt, Abigail was 

jumping on the bed, “GOOD MORNING, Mommy and Daddy!” 

You’d never guess Eric had missed out on sex from his reaction. He grabbed her and started hugging her 

as though it had been years since he last saw her, “Good morning, Button!”  

Sookie knew Eric loved her, she knew he loved sex, but Abigail was a bright spot in his day and she held 

no resentment over their special bond. Instead she rubbed her tummy, and thought about the boy they 

would have in about three months. Likely, she guessed, he would have the same bond as Abigail with 

Eric since they continued to share blood while she was pregnant. Baby Jason was going to be loved and 

spoiled like his older sister, no doubt. Sookie shook her head to get going on the day, though silently she 

counted the hours until Abigail needed a nap. Her husband better prepare to be attacked! 

While they were finishing breakfast, Eric received a call on his cell to open the house door. Niall was on 

his way. He froze. In all the years they’d been together, he knew in the back of his mind that Niall would 

come and tell Sookie the threat was over. He could feel her love for him, they’d been married for three 

years now, she was expecting their second child, and yet a pang of concern still rose within him.  

“What’s wrong?” Sookie had felt everything right away. “What was that call?” 

Eric was already standing to open the door when he answered, “Your great-grandfather is here.” 

She wasn’t seeing the problem. “Oookay, why are you upset?” She asked as she followed him with 

Abigail trailing behind. 

He turned from the door with a pained look, “If he’s here, the threat is over.” She nodded and offered a 

‘duh’ look. “You don’t need to stay here for protection.” 

The ‘AHA’ popped into her head. She wanted to clear it up immediately, “No, we’ll stay because we are 

your family.” 

His face visibly relaxed, “I was pretty sure that would be your answer, but…” 
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“You thought I’d see him,” she pointed to the regal fairy in the doorway, “and want to leave?” 

“Something like that.” 

She moved to stand with Eric as he grabbed his Button. “Niall,” she started. “Come in, we were just 

finishing breakfast. Would you care to join us?” 

“That would be lovely,” he pointed to her stomach, “I see marriage and children agree with you so 

much, you wanted more.” 

“It took awhile. Button and Eric were patient with me, but I came around. Marina stayed with us for a 

year. We still talk on the phone sometimes. Carrie is still with us.” 

“I’ve been peeking, I know. Finished your degree, too. What will you do with that?” 

“I run the charitable arm of Eric’s corporation. It gets me out of the house part-time, the rest I can do 

here, so it’s a good balance for a working mother.” 

They sat at the table and she laughed when Niall went for a Danish. He loved sweets as did Abigail with 

her fairy genes. They chit-chatted about the kids and their lives, and Niall gave a summary of the fighting 

in Fairy. After the breakfast had been cleared, Sookie asked Indira and Carrie to play with Abigail for a 

little while. She wanted to talk to Niall without the child around. 

“I’m glad your war is over.” 

“It’s a relief,” he turned to Eric. “I heard about Preston, though the situation had been handled before I 

knew he had left Fairy.” 

Eric beamed at his wife with pride, “Sookie fought him off.” 

Niall smiled at her, “I’m glad. Anyone that knew you before your time in Fairy knew you had spunk. 

Looks like it’s back.” 

Eric laughed, “She gives me grief all the time.” She mocked being affronted and he smiled. “I love it.” 

“Good, good,” he flattened his hands on his legs and took a breath. “So, now that the threat is over, 

your debt to me is paid in full, Viking.” Eric nodded and Niall turned to Sookie. “Will you be staying with 

your vampire?” 

“Forever, Niall. We’ve decided to have a few more kids, and then I’ll be turned.” 

“That’s as it should be. How many?” 

Eric and Sookie answered at once. He said six while Sookie said four. Eric raised his brow at her and she 

set him straight, “When you’re the one pushing them out, we’ll have six.” 

He looked at Niall and shrugged, “Hard to argue with that.” 

Niall laughed at their discussion as he pulled a box from his coat pocket and spoke to Sookie, “I guessed 

that your turning was the plan, so I prepared these.” He opened the box and inside Sookie saw about a 

dozen sunshine rings. 

“Niall?” 
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“For you and your children. At some point, you might need to start sharing, but that’s better than no sun 

at all.” 

“It is, Niall, thank you.” 

“I’ve got to get back. Things are still adjusting from the civil war.” Eric left to get Abigail so she could say 

goodbye to her Great-great-grandfather.  

With Abigail back they started the goodbyes, and he gave Sookie a hug, “You be happy, Great-

Granddaughter.” 

She stood wrapped around Eric while he held Abigail. With a bright smile, she offered, “We are, Niall, we 

are.”  
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The Wish by kjwrit 

 

Jason’s excellent adventure where – for one night – everything goes right. 

For Jason, that is. 

Written for msbuffy 
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~o~O~o~ 

Lugging the old desk up the stairs, Jason wondered for the tenth time why in the hell his sister waited 

until the last minute to decide it had to go into the attic. 

And why in the hell he hadn’t ducked her, roping him in to doing it. 

Then finding a stray bit of chicken stuck in his teeth, he remembered why. 

Sookie had brought him some wings he hadn’t ordered, when he’d been at the bar with Hoyt that 

afternoon. But Jason had been nodding his head at accepting the free basket, not realizing she’d been 

bribing him into pulling a groin muscle.  

But that didn’t explain why she wanted it moved right the hell now, so he huffed, “Why am I breakin’ my 

back again? Gran’s old desk ain’t never done anythin’ to you, so I don’t know why you’re sendin’ it into 

no man’s land.” 

The attic in the old farmhouse had always given Jason the creeps. 

Things went in, but they never came out. 

In his mind, that was a job for Scooby Doo. 

Better yet, if he’d had Fred and Shaggy there, at least they could’ve helped him get the desk up the 

stairs.  

They probably would’ve come prepared with snacks and everything. 

And Daphne would have been nice to look at, while she watched him flex his muscles. 

Jason loved redheads. Even cartoon ones. 

But then he loved blonds and brunettes too. 

No one could ever accuse Jason Stackhouse of being a discriminator. He was an equal opportunity 

hound dog. 

It probably wasn’t what their Gran had in mind when she’d raised them to not judge others, but it still 

counted in Jason’s little black book. 

But it was another blond who he loved in a sisterly way that spoke up and said, “That old desk takes up 

too much space and I need the room to put up the Christmas tree. No one ever uses it anyway.” 

“That ain’t true,” Jason argued. 

He used it all the time to set down whatever he had in his hands on his way by. 

“Your empty beer bottles don’t count,” Sookie huffed. “But you can count the water rings on the wood 

to see how many you’ve left on it after you get it into the attic.” 

With that she flounced back down the stairs, while Jason silently wished he’d had a brother instead. 

At least he could’ve helped him lift the desk. 
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“I heard that,” she called out behind her, which made Jason amend his wish. 

He wished he had a brother who didn’t have a freaky head thing going on. 

“Keep it up,” she yelled up the stairs. “And you won’t be getting any of the cookies that are about to 

come out of the oven.” 

Dammit all to hell. 

Cookies were his weakness and she knew it. 

She didn’t even need her freaky head thing to know it either. 

Resigned to his lot in life, Jason dutifully moved the desk into the attic – after he’d crept through it like a 

cat burglar, with his trusty baseball bat in hand, prepared to take out whatever creepy monsters he 

might’ve come across. 

So he hoped Sook wouldn’t go looking for Gran’s old dress dummy any time soon. While he felt bad for 

hitting a woman, to him she’d looked like the headless horseman’s girlfriend. 

Even Scooby Doo would have taken a swing at that and he was a professional. 

Deciding that made it okay, Jason hid her corpse behind some old boxes, knowing Sookie might not feel 

the same, and then he shifted some other things around to make room for the desk before moving it 

into place. 

But when he’d set it down, he heard something come loose inside of the desk and took a peek, hoping 

he hadn’t broken it. 

Seeing a secret compartment had popped open inside, Jason reached into the desk to investigate, now 

that – in his mind – he was an honorary member of Scooby and The Gang. 

He’d been hoping to find a long lost treasure, like a bag of long forgotten candy. So he was more than a 

little disappointed when he pulled out a weird looking round green compact instead. 

He shook it a little, hoping to find at least a few jellybeans inside because – as far as he was concerned – 

they had a shelf life of forever.  

But hearing nothing and unable to open it, Jason clutched it in his hands, grumbling to himself that 

nothing was going right for him that night and said to no one in particular, “Just once, I wish I had one 

night where everything went my way.” 

Feeling a weird charge run up his arm, Jason yelped and dropped the green compact on the floor, with 

his head whipping around, wondering if the Ghost of Jellybeans Past had just passed through his body. 

But seeing nothing, his eyes went back to the green compact still spinning on the floor and knowing he 

had yet to get Sookie a Christmas gift, he picked it up and shoved it into his pocket to re-gift it to her. 

She liked old ugly crap like that and he would get a good laugh outta watching her not being able to 

open it. 

Besides, there was nothing better than free stuff. 
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That was what got him there to begin with. 

Damn Buffalo wings. 

Wandering back downstairs, his nose led him straight into the kitchen where he saw every available 

space was filled up with cookies. 

Chocolate chip and oatmeal raisin. Sugar cookies shaped like Christmas trees and a whole battalion of 

gingerbread men. 

He didn’t even care that half of them had fangs. 

Suddenly famished, Jason stared at them longingly wishing Sookie would let him have them all, but he 

knew she would only give him a few of each because the rest were for the church’s Christmas Eve party 

the next day. 

Standing up from where she’d been bent over in front of the oven, pulling out yet another tray of 

cookies, Sookie’s head whipped his way with wide eyes and said, “You’re probably starving. Why don’t I 

pack all of these up for you to take home?” 

His lips parted in surprise, but he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth – even if he’d already 

taken care of the headless horseman’s girlfriend who didn’t even have a mouth. 

So while Sookie began boxing up the other cookies, he put his own mouth to better uses by filling it with 

a chocolate chip cookie, when she interrupted him mid-cookie moan by asking, “Were you able to get 

everything on the kids’ Secret Santa Wish List?” 

Cookie crumbs flew out of his mouth, with Jason choking on both the cookie and the reminder, and his 

hand found the ugly green compact hidden away in his pocket, wondering if that had been one of the 

things on Lisa and Coby’s list. 

Honestly, he’d forgotten all about the Secret Santa gig. Hell, he’d only said he’d go in halves with Sookie 

and volunteered to do all of the shopping to impress the cute chick who’d been watching them draw 

names at the time. 

Downing half of the glass of milk Sookie set down in front of him, he managed to catch his breath and 

hedged, “Define everything.” 

Halting her actions, Sookie turned and stared hard at her brother, before pointing the tip of the 

Christmas tree shaped sugar cookie at him and accused, “You didn’t do any shopping, did you?” 

“Define any,” he innocently tried again, with his eyes falling to the floor. 

“Dammit Jason!” she snarled. “The party is tomorrow. And tomorrow is Christmas Eve! How are those 

kids gonna feel when they get there and have no presents to open?” 

With the way she was slamming the cookies into the boxes, Jason had a feeling he would have nothing 

but cookie crumbs to eat, but he knew better than to say anything about it when she was so mad.  

Then quickly finding the bright side, Jason decided that was as good as a box of Cookie Crisp cereal. 

He’d pour them into a bowl with milk and eat them with a spoon. 
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Problem solved. 

Having forgotten all about what they were just talking about, Sookie reminded him again by adding, 

“You’re lucky the stores are open late. So as soon as you get these into your truck, you need to get your 

butt to Shreveport and hope like hell they have everything on their list.” 

“Why can’t you go?” he grumbled, having also forgotten all about the fact he’d been the one to 

volunteer to do the shopping. 

“Because I’ve gotta bake more cookies now that I’m giving all of these ones to you!” she yelled back. 

“And I don’t even know why I’m giving them to you, but I am. So now you’re going shopping and you’re 

not coming back until you’ve gotten every last thing on those lists!” 

Jason thought she sure was bossy, but as much as the thought of going shopping didn’t appeal to him at 

all, the thought of giving back the cookies so she could do it instead was way worse. 

Shopping, he could do. 

Baking cookies from scratch, he could not. 

Decision made, once he had all of the cookies loaded into his truck – along with a pilfered bowl, spoon, 

and the gallon of milk from Sookie’s refrigerator – Jason set off towards Shreveport. 

The good thing about vampires coming out of the coffin was that all of the chain stores and malls in the 

city stayed open real late now. But since it was December 23rd, he knew they would be packed with last 

minute shoppers.  

Not wanting to waste his whole night when he had boxes of cookies just waiting to be eaten, Jason 

shoved a fistful of cookie crumbs into this mouth and put the pedal to the metal as soon as he hit the 

interstate, hoping to shorten the normally forty-five minute drive. 

Reaching speeds that would make the ghost of Dale Earnhardt proud, it wasn’t long before he noticed 

the flashing red lights in his rearview mirror and he grumbled internally again about how nothing was 

going right for him that night. 

Pulling over, Jason turned off his truck and shook his head at the cost of paying for the surefire speeding 

ticket that would be coming his way. But seeing it was Andy Bellefleur who was slowly making his way 

towards Jason, he knew that fine had just doubled. 

For some reason Andy didn’t like Jason all that much, but what Andy didn’t know was that Jason 

admired him. He’d always thought he himself would make a kickass cop. 

Not only that, he could make it to Shreveport in no time at all if he had a police cruiser at his disposal. 

Rolling down his window at Andy’s approach, Jason reached for his wallet to get his license and 

registration when he heard a growled out, “Stackhouse. You have any idea how fast you were goin’?” 

Wishing to himself that he could be a cop for the night, Jason could then show Andy just how fast he 

could really go. 

He bet that cruiser could easily hit one-twenty. 
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“Naw,” he replied. 

But knowing his boyish charms would be wasted in this instance, Jason hoped to play on Andy’s fatherly 

sympathy, when he added, “I was just tryin’ to make it to Shreveport to get Arlene’s kids some 

Christmas gifts. You know…they ain’t got no dad, so I was wantin’ to help ‘em out some.” 

Shaking his head, Andy couldn’t figure out what possessed him in that moment, but he couldn’t stop 

himself from saying, “We could get there a lot faster in my car. How ‘bout I deputize you for the night?” 

“Really?” Jason asked with wide hopeful eyes, suddenly looking forward to going to Shreveport more 

than ever. 

“Really,” Andy replied with a sour look on his face, wondering why in the hell he was thinking this was a 

good idea. 

Five minutes later, Jason was sitting in the driver’s seat of the police cruiser, with the interior now 

smelling like Gran’s kitchen thanks to the backseat being full of cookies.  

But starting the car, he looked down at himself before looking back over at Andy and asking, “Shouldn’t I 

be in uniform? You know, since I’m deputized for the night?” 

Five minutes later, Jason was sitting in the driver’s seat of the police cruiser, with Andy sitting in the 

passenger’s seat wearing nothing but a white wife beater and holiday boxer shorts that said, ‘No 

Peeking!’ and Jason wearing Andy’s two-sizes-too-big uniform. 

Flying towards Shreveport, with lights and sirens blaring, Jason guessed they would reach the city limits 

in about fifteen minutes and he couldn’t stop grinning from ear to ear. 

Andy wasn’t smiling, but decided he wasn’t completely off his rocker for going along with the insanity 

now that he was holding a bowl full of cookie crumbs and milk. So he shoved another spoonful into his 

mouth and asked, “What’re you lookin’ to get in Shreveport?” 

“Not sure,” Jason grinned. “The list is in my wallet though.” 

He’d glanced at it when Sookie had shoved it his way two weeks earlier, but he hadn’t noticed what 

items were written on it. He only knew where it was at all because he’d written down that cute chick’s 

name and number on the back. 

Jason was like Rain Man when it came to keeping track of the women in his life. 

By the time they reached the exit for Shreveport, Andy had a pretty mean milk mustache going and both 

men were covered in cookie crumbs. Jason had killed the lights and sirens about five minutes earlier 

because they were a lot more annoying than the movies made them out to be, so coming up to a traffic 

light he stopped as it turned red rather than blast through it. 

As an officer of the law for the night, he knew he had to lead by example. 

Besides, he wanted to shake the cookie crumbs out from where they’d fallen inside of his borrowed 

shirt, not wanting his chest to look like a cookie crumb decorated Christmas tree. 
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In Jason’s experience, you never knew when you might find yourself shirtless and in the company of a 

lady.  

But thinking of ladies and being in Shreveport reminded Jason of one lady in particular.  

Pam was real nice to look at and he sure wouldn’t have minded looking at her while he was in town 

doing his shopping. And with the way she could sometimes scare people just by dropping her fangs, he 

bet he wouldn’t have to wait in any lines at the mall either. 

Boy, he sure could’ve used her help that night. 

Still sitting at the red light, the windows had been down because Andy was lactose intolerant and the 

gas he was making would fuel a small African village for an entire month. But Jason wasn’t expecting the 

voice that was suddenly in his ear, saying, “Stackhouse.” 

Jumping in his seat, cookie crumbs flew out of the window and pelted Pam’s body like a shotgun blast. 

Jason automatically reached out to wipe them from her front – perhaps lingering a bit longer than 

necessary – and smiled with his greeting of, “Hey Pam. What’re you doin’ here?”  

Eying Jason’s hand still groping her left breast, she brushed it and the rest of the cookie crumbs from her 

black leather Fangtasia getup, while grimacing, “I’m not sure.” 

“You feelin’ okay?” Jason asked with concern. And recalling how Sookie had come across a soap opera 

Eric with no memories, he added, “You know your name? Who you are? Quick! Who’s the president?” 

Jason couldn’t honestly say he could recall who the president was, but he was pretty sure his name 

started with an ‘O’. 

Osama? 

Oprah? 

Opera Man? 

Snickering to himself, he knew that last one wasn’t right. But he sure did like Adam Sandler’s SNL skit. 

And thinking of Adam Sandler – and given the time of year it was – it was no real surprise when the first 

few lyrics of The Hanukkah Song started to play in his head.  

He was swaying to the, ‘Put on your yarmulke, Here comes Hanukkah…’ and nearly missed it, when Pam 

replied, “I know who I am.” 

“Huh?” he asked, having forgotten what they’d been talking about. 

But while they’d been talking, the light had turned green and the car behind them had finally gotten fed 

up at waiting for them to move, so they blared on their horn. 

Pam’s head whipped their way and her fangs dropped down, with the driver throwing his car into 

reverse and speeding backwards the same way he’d come. 
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That reminded Jason of his earlier ‘No lines, No waiting’ wishes, so he put on his charmulke and said, “I 

know a pretty little lady like you probably has better things to do, but what do you say to helpin’ a fella 

out by comin’ along to the mall to do some last minute shoppin’?” 

He left out the part where he wanted her to scare the other people away, so he wouldn’t have to wait in 

any lines. 

Jason figured that part would just happen naturally with someone like Pam. 

Pam stared at her little telepathic friend’s brother, still unsure why she’d felt the sudden urge to be at 

his side, when she’d been working the door at the bar. She wasn’t even sure how she’d found him so 

easily.  

He’d never had her blood. 

But she would damn well make sure she had a little bit of his, if she was going to be stuck in a crowded 

mall two nights before Christmas. 

There was nothing worse than the smell of bundled up vermin, with desperation and eggnog leaking 

from their pores. 

So she had no explanation for why she agreed with a bit out, “Fine.” 

Sliding into the backseat, Pam had to first slide the numerous cookie boxes out of her way and 

wondered if they’d robbed a bakery at some point along the way. She coughed to cover up the 

unintentional giggle-snort when she spied two fanged gingerbread men in one of the open boxes, one 

with yellow icing for hair and the other with chocolate brown bangs. 

Snapping the head off of that one, she tossed it onto the floorboard and crushed it with her shoe, 

hoping it was spelled as a talisman of sorts and had ended Compton wherever he happened to be at the 

moment. 

Now that would be a Christmas miracle. 

Piping up from the driver’s seat, Jason said, “Pam. This here is Andy. Andy. This here is Pam.” 

Turning in his seat, Andy nodded at Pam and muttered, “Ma’am.” 

Wondering if out there somewhere, someone had a spelled fanged gingerbread version of her – it was 

the only explanation for how she’d come to be there – she gestured towards the milk mustache on 

Andy’s face and offered sourly, “You have a little something…there.” 

But having to inhale in order to speak the words, Pam noted her reply wasn’t the only source of 

something sour in the car and choked out, “What. Is. That. Smell?” 

Having a Toys R Us in the same strip mall as Fangtasia, Pam recognized it from their dumpsters. 

Teacup humans soiled diapers, like Bill Compton spoiled a good time. 

Jason guffawed from the front seat and said, “Breathe through your mouth. Andy and milk don’t get 

along.” 
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“Don’t get along?” she snarled through the hands she’d covered her face with. “The Hatfields and the 

McCoys caused less carnage!” 

“I forgot to take my Lactaid this mornin’,” Andy chuffed in embarrassment. 

Rolling down the back window for Pam, Jason wasn’t all that surprised when she stuck her head out of 

it, looking like one of those stately longhaired Afghan dogs.  

What he didn’t know was that she was keeping her eyes peeled for Christmas carolers. 

One lit candle was all it would take for the car to go up in flames, like a redneck Bruce Willis Die Hard 

movie remake. 

Finally arriving at the mall, Pam sped out of the car to the entrance, welcoming the smell of eggnog 

infused vermin over what she’d been forced to endure on the ride there. But seeing the gaseous one 

walking towards her, she was surprised he didn’t leave a cloud in his wake. 

She was sure he was the inspiration behind Pig Pen from the Charlie Brown cartoons. 

Taking in the ‘No Peeking’ sign on his boxers, she glared at him and said, “That warning isn’t sufficient.” 

What he needed was one of those yellow placards to denote the nuclear wasteland below his 

waistband. 

Or some yellow crime scene tape at the very least. 

Caught up in the hustle and bustle of the mall shoppers, Jason ignored their exchange and straightened 

his shoulders as he took in the crowd, knowing all of his experience playing football was about to come 

in handy. 

But he needed to know where he was going first, so he pulled the list out of his wallet and was relieved 

to see there were only a few items for each kid. 

Bypassing the clothes and socks he was sure Arlene had written on there – because no kid in their right 

mind would want that – his eyes went straight to the good stuff. Lisa wanted some charm bracelet, 

which wasn’t cool at all in his Y chromosome opinion, but he lit up seeing Coby had written that he 

wanted a hover board. 

He never would’ve guessed him and a kid would have the same likes. 

Feeling his Marty McFly coming to the forefront, Jason turned towards his partners and said, “We need 

a toy store.” 

Having spent more time in the mall than she would ever admit to – but Eric’s credit card could attest to 

– Pam tilted her head to the side and said, “East wing. Lower level.” 

Nodding, the three of them ventured inside, like the Island of Misfits had come to Shreveport, with Pam 

in her black leather cat suit, Andy in his skivvies, and Jason in an oversized uniform, looking like a little 

boy playing dress up in his daddy’s clothes. 

The fact no one seemed to register the oddball group in the crowd demonstrated just how busy the mall 

was with frazzled shoppers. A few times Jason had to throw his shoulder into them to break through the 
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horde in front of him and it took Pam grabbing onto his collar from behind to steer him in the right 

direction. 

Andy trailed in their wake still wearing his milk mustache, with neither one of them willing to walk 

downwind of him. 

But reaching the entrance of the toy store, Jason panicked seeing it was filled to the brim with shoppers. 

He could barely see anything in the store past the people, so he lifted Pam onto his shoulders and asked, 

“Can you see any hover boards?” 

“Is that like an emery board?” she asked. “Because if it is, then we’re at the wrong store.” 

Then glancing down at her nails she thought she could always use a good manicure. 

“I don’t know who makes them,” Jason replied. “But this is the store that would have them. I just can’t 

see inside with all of the people in there.” 

With the vicious looks on their faces, all vying for the battery operated goods for sale, Jason didn’t think 

even Pam’s fangs could scare them away. 

Maybe she could get that chick Thalia to come help?  

“I got this,” Andy remarked, with a casual wave of his hand as he moved past them and into the store. 

One by one, the people Andy passed by went from harried to hurried, covering their faces and fleeing 

the store, like rats from a sinking ship. 

The unseen silent and yet deadly cloud following his every step. 

Jason watched a man turn green, dropping the Darth Vader Lego alarm clock he’d been clutching to dry 

heave into the nearest trash can, while another woman made it as far as the kiosk selling personalized 

Santa hats before passing out from holding her breath. 

But having already programmed his body to breathe through his mouth, Jason was unaffected by the 

noxious odor that was managing to empty the stores on either side of the toys store too. So he was still 

standing and able to see Andy put the spoonful of milk laden cookie crumbs into his mouth before using 

it to point at the shelf where the last hover board sat. 

“Sweet!” Jason exclaimed and headed for the door, forgetting he still had Pam on his shoulders, which 

resulted in an unfortunate run in with her head and the door frame. 

Now lying on her back on the dirty mall floor, Pam was miffed, of course. But seeing her opening, she 

laid it on thick and swiped at the tiny head wound that was already closing before showing the drop of 

blood on her fingertip to Jason and saying, “I’m losing too much blood. I need to feed to replenish it or 

else I’ll meet the true death.” 

Take that Meryl Streep, Pam thought. 

She deserved an Oscar for that performance. 
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Jason was torn between wanting to snag the last hover board and helping the pretty vampire. But since 

Andy seemed to have the hover board covered – in an invisible cloud of gas – Jason decided the pretty 

lady would be his priority. 

He never turned down a pretty lady. 

Especially one lying on her back, no less. 

Helping her to sit up, Jason’s head whipped around and eyed the cart selling roasted nuts, while he 

asked, “Do they sell TrueBlood here?” 

They did, Pam knew, but the synthetic blood was conceivably the liquid version of what Andy’s ass 

smelled like and she wanted no part of either. 

So she feigned dizziness and slumped backwards in Jason’s arm, slapping the back of her hand up 

against the already healed wound on her head to hide it from sight and said, “There’s no time. I need 

blood now.” 

Then opening one of her closed eyes to stare at Jason, she deadpanned, “Real blood.” 

“Oh,” Jason breathed out. Then shrugging, he said, “I guess you can have some a mine.” 

Pam didn’t give him the chance to rescind his invitation and latched onto his neck before he even saw 

her move. Preparing the skin with her tongue, she paused to spit out the stray cookie crumbs she found 

there, before moving in for the kill. 

So to speak. 

Her master would be very upset with her if she harmed his bonded’s brother, so she only took a small 

sip – or three, maybe four – before sealing the wound and trying to find any of the fairy blood she knew 

his sister’s blood contained on her tongue. 

All she could taste was the fact he’d had Buffalo wings at some point in the very recent past. 

Disappointed, she shoved him backwards and stood up, throwing a halfhearted, “Thanks,” over her 

shoulder as she walked into the toy store. 

Jason was just thankful his pants were two sizes too big – they hid the reaction his body had to Pam’s 

bite – and he felt a little like a pedophile for walking into a toy store with a hard on. 

But seeing Andy licking the now empty bowl clean, he knew what could help him out with his little 

problem and inhaled deeply. 

Through his nose. 

Crisis averted, Jason grabbed the last hover board and took it up to the register where the clerk was 

breathing in and out of a plastic shopping bag pressed against his face.  

But after he made his purchase, he was forced to wait while Pam picked out a Thor action figure and a 

Tinkerbell doll, mashing their faces together and dramatically crying out, “Oh Eric!” before dropping her 

voice as low as it could go and grunting, “Oh Sookie!” 
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Shaking his head at her playtime porn, while Andy went and got himself an eggnog milkshake, Jason 

decided to give the hover board a spin.  

He’d just gotten it out of the package and was about to give it a go, when he heard someone further up 

the mall shout out, “Stop! Thief!” 

Turning towards the sound, Jason spotted the guy running from another store with the shoplifted loot in 

his hand. So he looked at Andy, who was now walking towards him with his milkshake held in front of 

him, and said, “Shouldn’t you do somethin’ about that?” 

“Outta my jurisdiction,” he huffed, more from the brain freeze he’d just given himself than anything 

else. 

But seeing Jason’s WTF look, Andy jutted his chin back at the man wearing his uniform – with a part of 

him wondering how he was going to explain the blood on the collar to Halleigh – and said, “You been 

deputized. Go…deputy.” 

“Right!” Jason exclaimed and jumped to his feet, in hot pursuit of the robber. 

Or was it burglar? 

He always got those two confused. 

But his thoughts led him to wonder whatever happened to the McDonald’s Hamburglar. 

And Grimace too, which Barney was an obvious rip-off of. 

That always pissed him off and it helped to fuel his run after the thief. Still clutching the hover board, he 

held it like a football and shouldered his way through the crowds, when he finally spotted a clear path 

towards the guy about fifty feet ahead of him. 

Now regretting having eaten so many cookies – because he felt like he was about to toss his – Jason 

threw the hover board out in front of him and landed on it with both feet, with his momentum sailing 

him and board across the parquet path before him. 

But it still wasn’t fast enough. The guy was gaining ground and Jason stared hard at his back, wishing 

with all of his might that he could go faster or for the guy to trip on something. 

And then he did. 

As though he’d stepped into a Three Stooges skit and onto a banana peel, Jason watched the guy go 

flying one way, while his stolen loot flew the other way. 

His hover board seemed to have sped up too because before he knew it, he’d glided up just in the nick 

of time to catch the bag of stolen goods on its way back down, with him coming to a stop where the guy 

was now laying on his back. 

With his shoe pressing on the guy’s shoulder to keep him there, he pulled his too big pants up a bit with 

one hand and held the loot in the other, while staring down at the guy and growling out his favorite 

Home Alone line of, “Merry Christmas ya filthy animal.” 
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The gathered crowd, watching it all go down, burst into simultaneous applause and cheers, with Jason 

alternately bowing and pulling his pants up, just as the mall security arrived and took the criminal away. 

When Pam and Andy finally showed up – with Pam still upwind of Andy – she picked out the charm 

bracelet for Lisa and used her own charm to get him a nice discount, with the glassy eyed sales guy 

nodding in agreement that the trinket was only worth half of what they were charging for it.  

After one last stop they were soon on their way again. Dropping Pam off at Fangtasia, Andy dropped 

Jason off at his truck still parked on the side of the road where they’d left it, and before long Jason was 

back at the farmhouse. 

“I can’t believe you got it,” Sookie remarked with a smile, knowing the hover boards were a hot 

commodity that Christmas. 

She didn’t question the fact it was no longer in its box. 

This was Jason, after all. 

Sookie figured she’d just put a bow on it and call it a day.  

But seeing him staring longingly at the new batches of cookies she’d baked in his absence, she looked 

back at him incredulously and said, “You can’t possibly want more cookies.” 

“Andy ate most a mine,” he grumbled and rubbed his tired eyes with two balled fists. 

Her lips parted, wondering what her brother was doing with Andy Bellefleur of all people – Andy hated 

them both – but they closed again, with Sookie deciding she didn’t want to know. 

Especially if their run in was because her brother was the suspect in another homicide. 

So she swallowed her inquiry and only said, “Fine. Go sit down and I’ll bring you a plate.” 

Putting a few sugar cookies shaped like collies, wolves, and panthers onto a plate, she went to pour him 

a glass of milk, but discovered the entire gallon jug was gone. 

She didn’t need to be a detective to know who had stolen it either. 

Stomping into the living room, Sookie was about to give him a what-for for taking things without asking 

– again – when she found Jason sound asleep on the couch. 

Shaking her head, she knew there would be no waking him up. He slept harder than any vampire she 

knew, so she set the plate on the coffee table in front of him and grabbed the old hideous afghan from 

the back of the couch. 

But just as she was about to drape it over his prone body, a flash of color caught her eye and she 

reached down, pulling the picture out of the pocket it had been sticking out of. 

All but throwing the blanket over him then, Sookie ran from the room in search of her cell phone, 

leaving a trail of giggles in her wake. 

Eric was going to laugh his award winning ass off when he got her picture text of Jason, Andy, and a 

fangy smiling Pam, all gathered around a somewhat frightened looking mall Santa Claus. 
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~Fin~ 
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Tapping a perfectly lacquered fingernail against her lower lip, Pam tilted her head to one side and stared 

at the monstrosity in front of her, not quite sure if she was amused or offended. 

And it took quite a lot to offend Pam. 

But sure of one thing, she looked at her Master and mused, “What’s wrong with poinsettias? It is 

nearly…what did you call it? Oh yes, the pagan holiday of consumerism and ill-will towards others. I’m 

sure your bonded would appreciate those more than she will this gift.” 

“What do you mean?” Eric asked, never taking his eyes off of the paperwork that littered his desk. 

Running a bar and an Area was a lot of work. 

Paperwork. 

“This…” she gestured at the vase on his desk, ready to be delivered to her little telepathic friend by the 

next day, and carefully explained, “Isn’t prudent.” 

What she left out was that his bonded was a prude. 

“Sookie will love it,” Eric argued. “They are flowers. Women like getting flowers from their men.” 

Smirking at his capitulation that he did indeed belong to her, Pam wisely didn’t point it out and only said, 

“But these…flowers could be considered by some,” – silently adding, ‘some named Sookie’ – “To be 

vulgar.” 

“Nonsense,” Eric dismissed with a wave of his hand, inadvertently scattering the papers from his desk 

and onto the floor.  

Huffing with all of the veracity of a backwoods telepathic waitress Pam silently noted, he leaned over 

and grasped at those he could reach and then used his booted foot to pull the others back towards him, 

while saying, “They are the same flowers portrayed in the Georgia O’Keeffe paintings. They’re classy.” 

“Mmm…” Pam sounded. 

Classy. 

Like a backwoods telepathic waitress? 

“Eric,” she pleaded more than stated because when his gift went over like Dracula attending a 

Fellowship of the Sun church and managing to fart in it, it would be Pam who would have to suffer his 

wrath.  

So she used the same tone as when she was explaining the simplest of things to the likes of Ginger – or 

Bill – and said, “These flowers look like a vagina.” 

The things she reduced herself to for her Master… 

“I know,” he smugly declared, as though she – Pam – was the idiot in the room. 

Then straightening the piles of papers on his desk – into all of the wrong piles, Pam sourly observed – 

she glared at the thought of having to stay late to fix her ‘system’, while Eric went on to say, “All of 
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those books she reads – the ones with heaving bosoms and pulsing manhoods – they all refer to a 

woman’s genitalia as her lady garden.” 

Then meeting her eyes – his looked confused over her narrow-eyed stare at her now messed up system 

of paperwork – he added, “This is code. Get it? A flower. That resembles her lady garden. It is so she will 

know I am thinking of her garden of eatin’.” 

The TruBlood Pam had unfortunately just tipped into her lips spewed right back out, once and for all 

making her system of paperwork utterly unsalvageable, and she looked at her Maker, wondering if he 

had somehow been spelled with an Idiot Incantation. 

“It is a vampire’s version of eating salad,” Eric smiled, unaware of his progeny’s thoughts. “That is where 

the phrase ‘tossing salad’ comes from. I coined it.” 

Slowly, deliberately, carefully, she hedged, “One. You know that’s not how it’s pronounced.” 

“I have been speaking English for longer than there has been an England,” he declared, with another 

wave of his hand. “And I took a class in the seventies.” 

Only the mixture of synthetic blood and her saliva now soaking through the pages kept them from being 

blown across the room again, but still she couldn’t leave worse enough alone and said, “It’s called the 

Garden of Eden.” 

“Articulate, Pam,” he instructed. “Ea-tin.”  

Then tipping his head back and sticking his chin out, he looked like Luciano Pavarotti preparing to take 

the stage at Milan’s Teatro alla Scala – and surprisingly sounded like him too – when he sang out, 

“Tah…tah…tah. Tin.” 

Pam swore, if her Master segued into talking about ta-ta’s, she would toss Bill Compton’s salad. 

“Speaking of ta-ta’s,” Eric grinned. “My lover’s are exquisite.” 

Deciding that swearing an oath to no one but yourself didn’t really count, she tried to bleach the image 

of tonguing Compton’s constipated hairy asshole from her mind.  

At the same time, she ignored her Master’s impromptu mimed juggling act, while getting back on track, 

by saying, “And two. You know that the first half of the last thing you said is impossible and the first first 

last thing you said, that’s not what it means.” 

“Ginger!” he bellowed out, completely ignoring Pam’s words, which – quite frankly – had confused even 

Pam.  

When the overly glamoured waitress appeared, she had only completed half of the bow/curtsy thing she 

always performed for him, before he pointed at the direct cause for Pam’s first ever headache the 

following night and said, “See to it those are delivered to Sookie by noon tomorrow.” 

“Yes, Master,” Ginger obediently replied, taking the vase in both hands and holding it away from her, as 

though the blooms could possibly queef in her direction at any given moment. 
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Passing by Pam, she was almost certain she heard the woman mumble under her breath, “Pussy 

willows?” 

If only, Pam thought. 

If only. 

The following night… 

“PAM!” 

Hearing the unexpected booming voice of her Master, bellowing out of the back offices, it caused her 

ass to lift slightly off of the throne it had been perched on. 

And possibly, she’d queefed. 

But Pam would never admit to such things – to herself or to anyone else – so she schooled her features 

as she rose from the chair and obediently answered her Master’s call. 

Finding him in his office was no surprise. 

Although, finding nearly every inch of him covered in the remnants of his gift – as though he’d been 

beaten with Georgia O’Keeffe’s version of a whomping pussy willow tree – more than a queef 

threatened to leave her body. 

However, she managed to stifle her giggles because Pam never giggled – when witnesses were present – 

and opened her mouth, only managing to get out, “I…” 

But Eric cut her off by warning, “Tread lightly my child, for if the next words you utter are, ‘told you so,’ I 

swear to you, I will go out and make another child. A female child, with whom you will have to compete 

with for my attentions. She shall be fierce and loyal.” 

Deciding she wasn’t all that worried because her Master’s bonded would be much more fierce if Eric 

went out and ‘murdered’ yet another human – a human woman at that – Pam only rolled her eyes, as 

she drolly replied, “And tell me, oh master of his own vagina monologue, have you already chosen who 

this fierce and loyal warrior shall be or will you be holding a contest?” 

Side-eying her Eric straightened up, causing even more torn petals to fall from his body and litter the 

floor at his feet, brusquely replying, “Of course I have already chosen her.  Holding a contest would just 

be asinine.” 

“Then what is her name?” Pam asked, zeroing in on both his eyes and their bond. 

So she knew he was full of shit when his eyes darted to stare at nothing on the wall, while he shrugged 

with his answer of, “Karin.” 

“Karin,” she deadpanned. “I am quaking in the boots I am not wearing as we speak.” 

“Because I have not told you her full name,” he argued. Then clearing his throat, he attempted to sound 

menacing when he clarified, “Karin the Slaughterer.” 

“You’ve been watching that insipid WWE on pay per view again, haven’t you?” she accused. 
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There would be no point in lying. Even if she couldn’t tell through their Maker/child bond Eric wasn’t 

telling the truth, Pam was the one who paid his cable bill each month. 

Knowing he was caught red-handed, he shrugged with a smirk and admitted, “UFC. It is like the human’s 

version of pit fighting.” 

Clearly caught up in his excitement, he animatedly exclaimed, “The cartilage in their ears becomes 

permanently damaged from being pummeled.” 

Then assuming a boxing stance, Eric threw his fists and feet wildly through the air, before spinning 

around to face his progeny again and exclaimed, “They mushroom into a deformity they call cauliflower 

ear!” 

Holding her hand up, she shook her head and stopped him from telling her any more. 

Pam had had quite enough of hearing her Maker speak of anything that had to do with salads. 

~o~O~o~ 

Three nights later, Sookie had been standing in her living room eying the Christmas tree she’d just 

dragged into the house and was trying to decide where it should go, when it hit her. 

That telltale happy feeling that told her Eric was close by. 

But after his last stunt, she wasn’t all that happy with him and thanks to the vampire blood in her body, 

she knew before opening her front door who she would find standing on the other side of it. 

The Bearer of Brash Gifts, formerly known as Mr. Highhanded. 

Sookie had had a sneaking suspicion it had been Eric who had sent her that nasty flower when she’d 

been in the hospital, after Rene’s attack back when she’d still been with Bill. But being sent a dozen of 

them had been more than her blazing red cheeks could handle. 

Even the poor kid who’d gotten stuck delivering them thought there probably weren’t that many 

vaginas in full bloom in the Labor and Delivery ward. 

Why couldn’t he have sent a nice poinsettia?  

What was wrong with the classics, like a dozen red roses? 

But then again, maybe Shakespeare had gotten it wrong because she could testify that a rose by any 

other name would not smell as sweet. 

She didn’t care what it actually smelled like. Nothing with that name could ever be called sweet. 

Because Sookie had googled the outlandish flowers and found their given name was even more 

offensive. 

Clitoria. 

No shit. 

That was their name. 
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It was a spot on description too. 

So she had narrowed eyes when she whipped her front door open, but they widened when she saw 

what Eric was holding in his hand. 

“A cat?” she questioned. 

Silently nodding his reply, Sookie could tell from their bond that he wasn’t being entirely truthful. 

So the day ended in ‘Y’. 

And as much as she normally loved cats – she missed her Tina terribly – there was something decidedly 

off about the cat he was holding. 

It was a weird brown color and it looked like someone had taken a weedwacker to cut the fur around its 

face. So it made it all the easier for her keep her anger, when she glared at him and asked, “Are you 

sticking with a theme?” 

“What do you mean?” Eric asked, looking adorably confused and reminding her of her amnesiac lover. 

Which made it harder for her to stay mad at him, but even so, she managed to grit out through her 

teeth, “Don’t make me say it.” 

“Say what?” he purred, which only lent credence that his gift giving theme of late was feline in nature. 

And au natural too, if you wanted to get technical. 

“I am afraid I do not know to what you are referring,” he bullshitted. “You know that English is not my 

native language.” 

Waving her hand at him, she pshawed, “Oh please. You know exactly what I’m talking about. And you 

took a class in the seventies!” 

“Thank you,” Eric answered in a way that – quite frankly – only confused Sookie even more. 

So the day ended in ‘Y’. 

Stepping into the house – because no matter how crude he could be, Sookie couldn’t actually bring 

herself to rescind his invitation again – Eric thrust the cat into her arms and pulled her down to sit 

beside him on the couch. 

Unable to ignore it any longer, Sookie held the tabby up for inspection and seemingly nodded to herself, 

muttering out, “Well, at least he’s fixed.” 

Eric’s single barked out laughter made Sookie jump – and the cat hiss – before he reined it in and 

schooled his features once more. 

It only made Sookie more suspicious. 

“Eric,” she glared. “What aren’t you telling me about this cat?” 

“What is there to tell?” he asked with all of the innocence of a newborn baby Jesus in a manger. 

But Sookie knew a tap dancing baby Jesus when she saw one. 



264 
 

Being the sibling of a modern day Fred Astaire, who could tap dance his way around the truth to anyone 

but her, the signs were obvious. 

But before she could interrogate him any further, Eric managed to both change the subject and stay on 

topic by saying, “I have brought the suitable supplies to include a window seat, which I will install before 

I leave here.” 

Then his eyes positively glittered, when he stared down at the cat and said, “I have been told cats love to 

lie in the sunlight.” 

As though he could understand Eric’s words, the cat’s head whipped his way and he growled. 

Eric smirked. 

And being a spectator to it all, Sookie would have sworn the cat smirked too – only adding to its 

weirdness – before making itself comfortable by curling up on her chest and purring up a storm. 

It was Eric who hissed then, grabbing the cat by the scruff of its neck and throwing it against the far wall, 

with Sookie yelling out, “Eric!” 

But moving her eyes to where the cat had ended up on the floor to see if it was injured, watching it 

shake off its splat landing caused Sookie’s eyes to narrow again. 

And then glare at Eric. 

Again. 

“Why does that cat have bangs?” she accused. 

She’d known something hadn’t looked quite right to her when she’d first looked at it. But seeing what 

were undeniably bangs, swaying in the breeze she knew something was definitely up. 

“Bangs?” Eric innocently tap danced, with his eyes finding his cuticles very interesting in that moment. 

“Eric!” she repeated. 

“Fine,” he huffed and grumbled in a low voice, “Perhaps I did not fully think things through.” 

“What things?” Sookie groused in return. 

“I may have visited your former witchy roommate,” Eric hedged. 

So when he said nothing more, Sookie prodded him along with, “And…” 

Speaking his next words in a fast paced clip, he answered, “And-I-may-have-had-her-turn-your-former-

lover-into-a-cat.” 

“Eric!” she yelled again. 

It wasn’t the first time she’d ever yelled his name multiple times in one night, but it was the first time 

she wasn’t getting any enjoyment out of it. 

“What?” he huffed and then shrugged his shoulders when he added, “It would not have had the same 

oomph if I’d had it done to the tiger.” 
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Then narrowing his eyes into slits, Eric added, “He is already a pussy.” 

Finally! 

He admitted there was a theme. 

But it didn’t matter to Sookie what he was trying to accomplish and she only glared back at him, 

rhetorically asking, “You want oomph?” 

Before Eric could answer for the unanswerable, he found himself standing outside on the porch seconds 

later, with kitty Bill thrust into his arms and his invitation once again rescinded. 

The following morning… 

Sookie was running late for her lunch shift at Merlotte’s, but finding a box on her doorstep on her way 

out had stopped her in her tracks. 

Eric had seen to it that she didn’t have to even try to imagine what horribly tasteless thing could be 

inside because the box wasn’t so much a box as it was a Plexiglas aquarium. 

But still, she grimaced seeing a box turtle inside of it. 

“He just can’t help himself,” she muttered to herself, wondering where his sudden fixation on her lady 

bits stemmed from. 

First he’d gotten her aptly named flowers with huge hulking clitorises and then had Bill turned into a 

pussy cat. 

Now he was giving her a box turtle? 

Seeing a folded up piece of paper taped to the turtle’s back, she ripped it off and read what he had to 

say for himself. 

Lover, 

I was remiss in trying to gift you with your former lover turned cat, but I hope you will enjoy your new 

pet. 

His name is Eric. 

Like your current lover, he is coldblooded, will live for a very long time, and has a hard shell. But on the 

inside he is quite malleable. 

You are the only woman who has gotten past my hardened exterior. 

Oh, and he likes to eat salad. 

Tossed salad. 

You know what I mean when I say this. 

~Eric 
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“Weird,” Sookie muttered, reading the letter three times, while wondering if Eric had known how she 

might misconstrue his words. 

Shaking her head, she decided that he couldn’t because – taking a class in the seventies or not – 

sometimes slang went right over his head. 

Like trying to sweep up broken glass with a broom, Eric wasn’t always up to the task. 

And while she didn’t necessarily want a pet turtle, it wasn’t awful, even if she still suspected he was 

making some sort of reference to her box. So she picked up the Plexiglas aquarium he was in and carried 

him inside, figuring if she got sick of him she could always make herself some turtle soup. 

But knowing she would need to stop by the store and pick up some salad, Sookie wondered if maybe 

Eric’s oddball wording had been his way of telling her she needed to eat healthier. 

The jerk. 

Deciding it was better to be safe than sorry, she tossed out the verbal equivalent of turning the deadbolt 

by saying, “That glorious ass of yours still isn’t welcome in my home, Eric Northman.” 

That’ll show him she meant business. 

Business that had nothing to do with her lady business. 

~o~O~o~ 

Having stalked his lover’s house in the nights following the Compton catastrophe, Eric knew he was still 

in the dog house with Sookie over his pussy themed gifts, by the telltale glow surrounding her home that 

indicated his invitation to enter hadn’t yet been reissued. 

So Eric thought long and hard over what he would give her next in his attempt at smoothing things over 

with his easily ignitable bonded. 

But not having the first clue as to what she would secretly want – that woman kept more than just her 

former lover turned cat close to her chest – he decided to enlist the help of someone who had known 

Sookie for her whole life. 

Her brother. 

With it being a full moon, Eric had no choice but to seek out the bitten were-panther in Hotshot. Upon 

his arrival, the smell of panther piss had been nearly overwhelming, but Eric now had a better 

appreciation for Sookie’s relief over her mistaken belief kitty Compton had been neutered. 

And he had appreciated her mistaken belief a lot already. 

Quite a lot. 

But with the various hovels empty of their inbred occupants, Eric had been forced to wait for their 

return. It was nearly three in the morning before the weres slowly made their way back to their 

compound one by one. But having been bored, in the meantime Eric had decided to set out the things 

he’d gotten for Sookie’s other pussy, having no need for them, nor any desire to return to PetSmart to 

get a refund. 
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He’d already gotten one too many stares when he’d returned to purchase Tortoise Eric. 

The ten pound bucket of Scoop Away cat litter he’d poured into various spots had had a very negligible 

effect in disguising the odor of cat urine. But watching some of the younger weres pounce on the 

various cat toys he’d placed throughout the yards, he smiled seeing they were a big hit. 

Still holding the wand of one of them, when Sookie’s sibling finally came into view, he held it up and 

whipped the feather tethered to the end by a string in his direction, while calling out, “Stackhouse!” 

Like a moth to a flame, the elder Stackhouse sibling was immediately drawn forward. But tired from his 

run through the woods, he merely batted at it a few times before curling up on the carpeted window 

seat lying on the ground at Eric’s feet and mumbled out, “Whatchu want?” 

Jason hadn’t liked the idea of his baby sister datin’ vampers, but now that he was half-Supe too, he 

figured he oughtta keep his trap shut about it. 

But thinking of half-Supe made him hungry for some chicken noodle. 

Or maybe some clam chowder in one a them bread bowls, like they do at Panera. 

That was as good as a soup sandwich in his mind, so that made it half-soup. 

Eric’s eyes glinted dangerously at the Stackhouse boy, unsure what to make of the giggle/gurgling sound 

coming from him. But knowing Sookie would be very upset with him if he damaged her brother – even 

more so than he was already naturally damaged – Eric ignored it and stated, “You will tell me what your 

sister’s greatest wish is.” 

“Sook?” Jason asked, already half asleep, with his slumbering mind making him believe he was standing 

in line at Panera. So it was that side of his brain that had him answering, “Tomato.” 

Jason remembered how Sookie always wanted tomato soup to go with her grilled cheese. Deciding that 

was as good as being half-soup too, Jason nodded to himself more than to Eric’s incredulous sounding, 

“Tomato?”  

With the carpet under his cheek moving to and fro with his actions, Jason sleepily reiterated, “Yeah. 

Tomato.” 

His lover’s greatest wish was a tomato? 

Eric was all for tossing her salad, but he didn’t see why she would covet the bulbous fruit. 

But then again, Sookie had always managed to surprise him and confuse him even more – he wasn’t the 

mind reader in their pairing – so if it was a tomato his lover wanted, then it was a tomato she would get. 

The following morning… 

For the second time that week, Sookie’s feet skittered to a halt the moment she stepped outside. 

Shaking her head, like a shit brown banged cat named Bill, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.  

All of the flowers that had once surrounded her house – the same ones that had been lovingly planted 

and tended to by her Gran – were gone. 
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Marigolds and azaleas. Rose and hydrangea bushes. They were all gone and had been replaced with 

every tomato plant west of the Mississippi, if she had to guess. 

Jersey tomatoes. Beefsteak tomatoes. Cherry and Roma tomatoes. 

Wandering around her flower-turned-tomato-beds, she didn’t know what to make of it all. Why 

someone would do that or what in the hell she was supposed to do with them all. 

Sookie enjoyed a nice ripe tomato every now and again, but the amount she now faced was just plum 

tomato crazy. 

She hadn’t even considered her troubles were thanks to her Brandywine beau until her eyes lit across a 

sign, staked into the ground smack dab in the middle of them all. 

My Lady’s Garden of Eatin’ 

White hot fury instantly shot through her veins and she screamed up at the sky, shaking her fists at the 

injustice of it all, while her blood pressure rose to dangerous levels and her face turned the color of – 

ironically – a ripe tomato. 

Bending over at the waist, Sookie began ripping the plants out like a woman possessed, vowing to 

herself that it would be a cold day in hell before Eric got to dine at her Chez Coochez again, much less 

managed to get himself an invitation. 

~o~O~o~ 

Time and again Sookie had proven herself a worthy companion by thinking out of the box in order to 

help Eric when dealing with his enemies. Now he had somehow become his own worst enemy, with his 

actions keeping him out of her box. 

But Eric had come to the conclusion he could no longer rely on himself or the help of others to come up 

with a suitable gift for his lover. He’d known her to be easily ignitable, but he never would have 

suspected she could be capable of such destruction. 

Finding the tomato plant bonfire burning on his front lawn upon rising the night after he’d DIY’d her 

flowerbeds, the fumes had seeped into his resting place all throughout the day and had him smelling like 

a Papa John’s delivery driver for three nights now. 

A part of him worried for Tortoise Eric’s safety, but he knew it was every Eric for themselves now and 

could only hope his little coldblooded namesake had gone to ground. 

Or – at the very least – into his shell. 

But Eric couldn’t understand what had angered his lover so. Perhaps his banged pussy present had been 

a bit insensitive, but he had put a lot of thought into the flowers he’d initially chosen and even more 

effort into coming up with fully ripened tomato plants in December. 

All to give Sookie her own Garden of Eatin’. 

She fed him. It was only fair that he returned the favor. 
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But she clearly hadn’t wanted any of it and thinking back on other things he’d given her, Eric soon 

realized there had been a theme. In the past he had gifted her with things she’d needed. 

A new coat. 

Fresh gravel poured over her driveway. 

They had been easily picked and easily done. But now that they were something more than just vampire 

and telepath, he wanted to give her something more… 

More… 

Something more. 

And then it dawned on him. 

Once upon a time, when he’d no memory of who he was, he had offered her something more. He had 

offered to stay with her always and while at the time she hadn’t agreed because she felt it would’ve 

been selfish of her, she also hadn’t disagreed. 

And Eric was all about technicalities.  

So even though Sookie hadn’t appeared to want him with her at all as of late, he had no doubt she 

would eventually come around. 

And then he would eventually get to her to come around him. 

Multiple times. 

But he knew her attachment to her ancestral home meant he would have to be the one to stay with her. 

And wanting her to be able to stay at his side when the sun rose in the sky, he knew the hidey hole 

Chow had built into the closet floor wouldn’t do. 

So he called in a debt by placing a late night phone call to the Were Herveaux. 

The following evening… 

Sookie was dead on her feet when she finally made it home, but thinking it only made her think of Eric 

and how much she missed him. 

He was dead on his feet too. 

Literally. 

But pulling an unexpected double shift had exhausted her. However, seeing the familiar pickup truck 

already parked in her driveway, her eyes narrowed and a welcome shot of adrenaline coursed through 

her veins. 

If they’d found another dead Were buried in her woods, she didn’t want to know about it. 

Both wearily and warily, she walked into the house – about to give Alcide a what-for for breaking and 

entering, while silently grumbling over the inability to rescind a Were’s invitation – when she came to an 

abrupt stop at what she saw sitting in her living room. 
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“The hell is that?” she huffed, too tired to use all of the words that should’ve been used in that 

sentence, while wondering if maybe she was dreaming. 

Maybe she was still sitting in her car in Merlotte’s parking lot, drooling on herself at that very moment. 

One could hope. 

But her hopes were dashed when Alcide waved his hand in a ‘Voila’ fashion and said, “I just finished it.” 

“No you didn’t,” she argued back. “It’s still sitting there, so until you rip it out of my house, you’re not 

done.” 

But as much as she hated it, a small part of her heart ached, suddenly missing Lafayette. 

He would’ve loved it and all of its gaudy splendor. 

“But you haven’t seen the best part,” Alcide said and then opened the doors, revealing the armoire 

adorned with matching cupids on each side was in all actuality a passageway. 

A passageway that led down. 

Into one of the circles of Hell, she was sure. 

“The hell is that?” she repeated. 

“Eric said you wanted it,” he replied, sounding affronted. And then sounding disgusted, he added, “So 

you could stay with him during the day.” 

“Come again?” she asked, unable to process the audacity of the Supes in her life. 

“That’s what he said,” the Were grumbled. 

But it had been what he’d said that made it all finally click into place.  

Eric was still sticking with his theme. 

The subtext was nearly as bad as his Garden of Eatin’. 

But as far as she was concerned, he wouldn’t be getting to snack on anything in the Cupid’s cupboard 

he’d had Alcide build or the one she’d been born with either. 

In fact, he’d be lucky if she didn’t get herself a crossbow and let her love fly smack dab into the middle of 

his heart. 

Alcide was just lucky to have made it out of the house alive because Sookie had taken out her Christmas 

tree and a side table when she went Lizzie Borden on Eric’s gift. 

~o~O~o~ 

Sitting on her couch the following night and staring at the remnants of her psychotic break still strewn 

across her living room floor, Sookie watched Turtle Eric pushing one of the many Christmas ornaments 

lying around across the floorboards, while wondering how it all had gone so wrong.  
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She couldn’t for the life of her figure out what in the hell Eric had been thinking by doing all of the things 

he’d done lately. 

But feeling the telltale void approaching her front door, she got up and grabbed the broom, prepared to 

shoo kitty Bill away again, when instead she found Pam standing there, somehow looking both bored 

and amused. 

So the day still ended in ‘Y’. 

“You will come,” she said in lieu of any type of greeting. 

“Not you too,” Sookie sighed, with her shoulders slumping with defeat. 

Eric – and Pam too, come to think of it – must have been with hundreds, if not thousands, of women in 

their long lifetimes. 

What was so special about her little patch of poontang that they couldn’t stop going on and on about it? 

Stepping into the house, it only then occurred to Sookie that she hadn’t rescinded Pam’s invitation. But 

then she hadn’t needed to. 

The jury was still out on whether that fact would remain true, but if she was being honest with herself, 

she was glad for the company. 

She didn’t want to be alone on Christmas Eve. 

Eying the destruction lying on the living room floor, Pam made sure to stomp on a particularly 

displeasing ornament – a Gone with the Wind bauble – because in her opinion, Scarlett O’Hara was a 

stupid twat. 

And Sookie had no business admiring twats, unless it was Pam’s twat. 

What Eric didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. 

Or her. 

Because he would do more than hurt Pam if he’d found out she’d expanded Sookie’s horizons. 

But Christmas was the time of miracles, so she held out some hope she might get some action from her 

little telepathic friend. 

However, when Sookie only glared at her, she gave up on getting any for the moment and stared at the 

chocolate stained Elf on a Shelf pajamas Sookie was wearing, adding, “You need to change.” 

“Am I being summoned,” Sookie snarled. “Because Eric’s got another thing coming if he thinks he can tell 

me what to do after everything he’s done!” 

Crinkling her brows, Pam rolled her eyes and replied, “Eric has had no other thing coming. He has been 

faithful to you, in spite of your ungratefulness.” 

“Ungratefulness,” Sookie sputtered in outrage. 



272 
 

But before she could unleash her fury – and rescind Pam’s invitation – Eric’s loyal child held up her hand 

and said, “Yes. You have been particularly nasty to him as of late, when he has only been trying to do 

what you wish of him.” 

“I didn’t wish for him to give me a bouquet that would make my OB/GYN blush!” she raged. “I didn’t 

wish for him to turn Bill into a cat that’s had him marking his territory all over my front porch and 

yowling all night long with his ass perched over my long gone flower beds because he’s too uptight to 

take a shit!” 

Well, that explained the unfortunate odor Pam noticed when she arrived. 

And the look of constipation Compton wore even as a vampire. 

But still on a roll, Sookie didn’t pause and went on to add, “My flower beds that my dead grandmother 

planted with her own two hands that he ripped out to plant tomatoes!” 

“Tomatoes!” she reiterated. “In December! Who in the hell would want tomatoes in December, much 

less enough to feed all of Louisiana!” 

Then stomping over, she picked up two halves of wood and held them together for Pam to see the 

broken pieces made a single cupid and added, “Then he did this! He destroyed my family’s home to put 

in some Den of Iniquity thinking I would be grateful?” 

Having heard quite enough, Pam marched over and ripped the pieces from Sookie’s hands, throwing 

them to the floor with enough force that Turtle Eric scurried – for him anyway – underneath the 

Christmas tree still lying on its side and ducked into his shell, his Christmas bauble abandoned. 

“Yes,” Pam answered, with her fangs snapping down and her stare deadly. “Eric thought you would be 

grateful to be able to spend time with him in a place where he wouldn’t be forced to leave you at 

daybreak. Eric thought you would want to remain in your family’s home, so he was willing to uproot his 

own life in order to give you that. He planted a tomato garden in December because it was what your 

insipid brother said you would want, when he was forced to ask for help. He gave you flowers because 

he thought that is what women want their men to do to show their love. Eric thought they were elegant 

because that is how he sees you. But all I see is a spoiled bitch who is too stupid to see that a man who 

hasn’t known love in a thousand years was trying his best to show how he feels by giving his ungrateful 

little twat everything she might want because she’s too proud to admit she wants for anything.” 

Well, that certainly took the wind out of Sookie’s sails and eventually she heard herself softly admit, “I 

only want him.” 

“Then you are both stupid,” Pam declared, with her gaze softening. “You already have him.” 

But running back over everything Pam had said, Sookie realized one thing hadn’t been addressed and 

asked, “So what loving thing was he trying to show me by having Bill turned into a cat?” 

Side-eying her, Pam’s stare hardened as she said, “We were having a moment. Don’t ruin it.” 

And before Sookie could undoubtedly ruin it, Pam shoved a garment bag that appeared out of nowhere 

into Sookie’s hands and added, “Now, go change.” 

~o~O~o~ 
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Pulling up to Fangtasia, Sookie got out of Pam’s minivan and smoothed out the dress she’d thought she 

would never see again. It was identical to the one she’d worn at the summit, but had been lost 

somewhere in the rubble after the bombs went off and destroyed the hotel the following day. 

Pam had had another one made from memory. 

Apparently her vault held all sorts of information. 

Sookie felt a little overdressed for going to the bar, but decided she felt pretty and she wanted to look 

pretty for Eric. Besides, it was Christmas Eve after all, so there was nothing wrong with getting a little 

gussied up. 

But seeing no other cars in the parking lot, she turned to Pam and asked, “Where is everyone?” 

Granted, most folks likely had family obligations than kept them at home, but Sookie had never seen the 

lot completely empty when the bar was open. 

Pam’s only response was a smirk before she jutted her chin towards the front door and said, “Inside.” 

Sookie couldn’t tell if that was her answer or an order. But then Sookie had only seen references to her 

girly bits when Eric had apparently been trying to say something else.  

So she had to accept that she wasn’t all that great at reading people, when her telepathy was of no use 

to her. 

Either way, she was chilly and didn’t dawdle any longer, walking as fast as she could in her high heels 

into the bar, but she stopped short at the sight that greeted her. 

Instead of the cliché vampire bar she had come to know and sometimes like, the interior had been 

decorated to look like a winter wonderland.  

A small part of her mind registered the huge snowflakes hung from the ceiling. The poinsettias placed on 

every table, with larger groupings of them surrounding a fully decorated Christmas tree set up on one 

side of the stage.  

She even managed a small smile seeing the life-size stuffed Santa Claus sitting on Eric’s throne.   

But what held the majority of her attention was Eric. 

Standing in the middle of the dance floor, with his eyes drinking her in, he wore a tuxedo and a small 

smile, with his arms hanging down and his hands clasped in front of him. 

Unable to recall a single reason why she had ever been mad at him, she was suddenly famished. 

And she wanted to eat him. 

Holding out one hand towards her, Sookie’s feet carried her forward until she was standing in front of 

him, her hand in his. 

“Lover,” he shyly greeted. “You look stunning.” 
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Her lips parted, with the apology she knew he was owed working its way up her throat, but all that left 

her was a small gasp when Eric suddenly took her in his arms and began to slowly move them around 

the dance floor, just as the music started up. 

And hearing the familiar voice that began to sing ‘Blue Christmas’ tears immediately sprung up in her 

eyes, with them turning towards the stage. 

“How did you get him to sing for us?” she whispered, knowing Bubba rarely acknowledged his former 

life, but it was always a treat when he would spontaneously sing. 

“I have my ways,” Eric smirked, pulling her closer to his body, with the tension he’d been carrying 

melting away now that he had his bonded in his arms again. 

Taking in the lyrics, Sookie turned her teary eyes upwards and admitted, “I would’ve had a blue 

Christmas without you.” 

“Don’t cry,” he pleaded, with his eyes widening in alarm. “I thought you would like this.” 

“I don’t like this, Eric,” she softly smiled. “I love it.” 

Then pulling him down for a kiss, she added, “And I love you.” 

Overjoyed at finally giving Sookie something she actually enjoyed, Eric lifted her up and slowly spun her 

around the dance floor, with their feet literally having left the ground and Sookie’s laughter filling the 

room. 

But in the lull in between songs, Sookie heard the unmistakable meows coming from somewhere 

outside of the room. Knowing Bubba’s dietary preferences, she wasn’t all that surprised, but it brought 

to mind Eric’s other gifts and how he’d still managed to keep with the theme they all held in common.  

Just as quickly though, she shook the thoughts from her mind, remembering everything Pam had said to 

her. 

Pussies hadn’t been the theme. It was Eric’s love for her. 

So she decided one of her gifts to Eric would be to not bring up the shit brown banged cat named Bill. 

It was Christmas, after all. 
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Squirrely Girl and the Three Gay Bears by hisviks 

 

Kjwrit's Squirrely Girl has an excellent adventure of her own and cracks a nut or two with a happy 

interspecies ending for a set of familiar faces.   

Unbetad so excuse the messes, msbuffy deserves herself some time off too. 

Written for kjwrit from hisviks (and the rest of the Directory)  
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A/N: As you may or may not have noticed the lovely kjwrit contributed a LOT to this calendar and we 

couldn't be more thankful. So in a quick scramble that I've now come to associate with this Advent 

extravaganza it was only fitting to gift kjwrit with something of her own. I looked, I really did look for a 

six foot four Swede who cares way too much about Hammerby soccer games and occasionally dabbled 

in drag but in the end I only ended up with a bunch of gay bears, again. Which brings us to the theme of 

this tiny microfic with a touch of crack... nut cracks that is... 

This tiny slip comes with a bit of a backstory and I shall try to keep it brief for fear it will be longer than 

the microfic. I enjoyed the ending of kjwrit's gift story "The Wish" so much that I promised kjwrit I'd try 

to make the picture as described in her fic a reality. So off I went to Google image search for the 

necessary stock photography and well, in the name of Jason's excellent adventure I had one of my 

own... read the extract below from my email to kjwrit below and you will understand. 

Admittedly I'm not the best Photoshopper, but I managed to make something that could pass... I think... I 

live to tell the tale but only barely... Googling pictures of Andy Bellefleur in combinations that started 

tame; wife beater, undressed, chest only became all the more disturbing when it reluctantly went to 

nude and naked since that thick neck of his couldn't accommodate the wife beater from the story and I 

somehow ended up on a gay bear fan site... then it got more disturbing as I tumbled into a Jason/Andy 

slash thing... so this year for Christmas I'm asking Santa for a tub of bleach to drown myself in... 

 

Squirrely Girl and the Three Gay Bears 
 

Once upon a time there were three gay bears who lived in a house in the forest. There was a great big 

hairy bear, a middle-sized bear wearing the eternal expression of constipation and a tiny golden bear. 

One morning, their breakfast nuts were far too hot to eat, so instead they decided to go for a walk in the 

forest. While they were out, a little girl called Squirrely Girl came through the trees and found their 

house. She knocked on the door and, receiving no answer, pushed it open and went inside. 

In front of her was a table with three chairs, one large chair, one middle-sized chair and one small chair. 

On the table were three bowls of hot nuts, one large bowl, one middle-sized bowl and one small bowl. 

Squirrely Girl was hungry and the nuts looked good, so she sat in the great big chair and started 

munching away. The chair was very big and very hard and stank of wet dog. 

Squirrely Girl jumped off quickly and went over to the middle-sized chair. But this chair was far too soft. 

She peered into the bowl and wasn’t even surprised to find the nuts were shrivelled up and dry, in 
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among them she spotted a few dark hairs and prayed to God that they were bangs... She moved over to 

the little chair, found it surprisingly comfy and picked up the tiny bowl. 

This time the nuts were neither too hot nor too cold, they were just right. She quickly noted the brand 

of Skarsnuts before she ate it all up, she’d definitely be buying those again. But she was too heavy for 

the little chair and it broke in pieces under her weight. 

A little embarrassed by her ever expanding bottom, Squirrely Girl moved upstairs, finding three beds. 

There was a great big bed, a middle-sized bed and a tiny little bed. She briefly remembered the salty 

goodness that were Skarsnuts before emitting a tired yawn.  

Thinking bigger was always better she climbed into the biggest bed, again finding it very hard and far too 

big. Then she tried the middle-sized bed, but it was far too soft, she could barely scramble herself out of 

its hold, Squirrely Girl swore she heard it scream “MIHNE!” and gave the bed a good kick, collapsing it in 

on itself. In the end she climbed into the tiny little bed. It was neither too hard nor too soft. In fact, it felt 

just right, all cosy and warm. With lingering thoughts of Skarsnuts and the pretty man on the package, 

Squirrely Girl was soon fast asleep. 

The three gay bears returned back from their walk in the forest, finding their front door standing slightly 

ajar. The big hairy bear stormed in, growling only to be distracted by a fly and forgetting what he was 

growling about. 

“Somebohdy has been sitting in mah chair!” the constipated one complained. The two other gay bears 

ignored him, not quite sure anyhow why they tolerated him or why they lived with him at all.  He clearly 

was the exception to the rhetorical question, ‘Does a bear shit in the woods?’ 

"Somebody has been sitting in my chair,” the tiny golden bear noted after a good whiff. It smelled of 

sunshine and honey and other things all bears liked. He couldn’t even care that someone had broken the 

expensive antique when it smelt this good. 

The big hairy bear looked at his bowl of nuts and growled accusingly, "SOMEBODY HAS BEEN EATING MY 

GREAT BIG OVERSIZED NUTS!" 

The constipated bear immediately went to inspect his own bowl, finding it untouched, “SOMEBODY HAS 

BEEN EATING MAH NUTS!" 

The big hairy bear came to take a closer look, and scoffed, “Liar, no one’s interested in your shrivelled up 

nuts. Are those hairs?” 

“It’s fibre,” the constipated one hissed. 

“Right,” the hairy one replied with a roll of his eyes. 

"Somebody certainly has suckled up all my nuts,” the golden bear grinned, showing off his empty bowl 

with manly pride causing the other two to deflate. 

Following the trail of nut shells the three gay bears moved upstairs. Again the big hairy bear growled, 

mostly because he seemed incapable of anything else, but in this instance for the sight of his messed up 

bed. He’d spent the better half of the morning getting those thousand thread count Egyptian cotton 

sheets just right. 
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"SOMEBODY HAS BEEN SLEEPING IN MY BED!" 

The constipated bear voiced a similar complaint in an accent no one had yet to make out or 

comprehend. As ever, they ignored him while he tried to put the broken bed back together again. 

The golden bear looked at his bed, finding the source of that delicious scent and with a waggle of his 

brows leered, "Somebody is sleeping in my bed!" 

“CUT!” 

“What now?” Eric complained, moving the bear mask away from his face while the ‘director’ fell into 

another rant about artistry and intention. 

“Why am I the tiny bear again? Clearly I’m not tiny!” Eric complained, gesturing at his crotch as if Sookie 

had somehow forgot, ignoring the temper tantrum taking place below.  

“Because,” Sookie huffed, gesturing wildly with her arms pointing out the obvious that was clearly 

visible only to her.  

“Because?” he indulged with a grin, she was far too cute in her Squirrely Girl costume to really stay mad 

at her at all. The mere sight of it and mention of a bed had been the thing that made him agree to 

partake in Lafayette’s ridiculous play in the first place. 

“Because,” she whispered barely meeting his eyes, “I'm clearly in the tiny bear's bed.” 

“Is that so?” 

She hummed in reply, pulling the covers back in an invite for him to join her. 

“And what does that make me?” he goaded, easily slipping in beside her. 

“It makes you,” she smiled, “It makes you just right.” 

 

-Fin- 

 

 


