
[image: Cover]


Copyright © 2007 by Robin T. Popp

All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Forever

Hachette Book Group

237 Park Avenue

New York, NY 10017

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

ISBN: 978-0-446-50378-5

First eBook Edition: December 2007


Critics Rave About 
Robin T. Popp and

TEMPTED BY THE NIGHT

“Robin T. Popp offers only the best! Yet another great work offering a highly intense paranormal romance that overflows with high action drama. Very highly recommended.” 

—MyShelf.com

“HOT . . . Popp’s Night Slayer adventures branch out into new territories for even higher stakes in this latest chapter.” 

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine

“Mesmerizing and had me on the edge of my seat for the entire ride! Robin T. Popp is fast becoming one of my favorite authors of this genre!” 

—RomanceReaderAtHeart.com

“Gritty, fast-paced suspense combined with an intense, intimate relationship. The characters from previous books make welcome appearances.”

—ARomanceReview.com

SEDUCED BY THE NIGHT

“Popp spins a suspenseful yarn and many will enjoy this take on vampire romance.”

—Publishers Weekly

“One of the best . . . [a] highly original twist on the vampire genre . . . Popp weaves threads of her former sci-fi genre into this vamp series to give a stronger base in reality. It sets the Night Slayers apart from all the other vampire books . . . Popp is a talent to stay.” 

—SR.TheBestReviews.com

“A fast-paced vampire romantic suspense tale that grips the audience . . . [has] a bit more of an authentic side than the usual supernatural spin . . . the forbidden romance adds to the fun . . . delightful.”

—Midwest Book Review

“A good read.”

—Southern Pines Pilot (NC)

“Top pick! 4½ stars . . . Gripping . . . intriguing . . . crisp writing and a fast-paced tempo propel this story through plenty of adventure, romance, and thrills. This is supernatural suspense in spades.”

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine 

“Thrilling and enthralling . . . if you’re looking for a great paranormal romance, allow yourself to be Seduced by the Night.”

—RomRevToday.com

“Chilling, passionate, and very surprising.”

—NovelTalk.com

“Highly recommended . . . sensual . . . the pace is breathless . . . Popp pulls a cross-genre twist on this, making her Night Slayer series unique . . . [She] is a talent to watch.”

—SR.TheBestReviews.com

“Imaginative . . . I look forward to the next installment of this nicely written and intriguing series.”

—BookLoons.com

“I definitely recommend reading [this book].”

—FreshFiction.com

OUT OF THE NIGHT

“Wonderful . . . a fabulous supernatural romance.” 

—Midwest Book Review

“A paranormal masterpiece . . . it captured my imagination from the very beginning.”

—Rendezvous

“Top pick! 4½ stars . . . Popp does a stellar job combining intriguing characterization with gritty suspense, adding up to a major thrill ride.” 

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine

“Thrilling all through its action-packed pages. You will be desperately turning pages just to see what is going to happen next.”

—TheRomanceReadersConnection.com

“Edge-of-the-seat . . . brilliant.” 

—SR.TheBestReviews.com

“A new twist makes this story unique and I was thrilled to see that there will be a sequel.”

—ARomanceReview.com

“Four hearts! Pulls the reader right into the story . . . the action is fast-paced . . . [the] romance heats up nicely, and the ending is a doozy . . . Popp delivers a surprise or two.”

—Romance Reader

“Fascinating . . . reimagines old legends and puts a new ‘spin’ on them.”

—Huntress Magazine



Also by Robin T. Popp

Out of the Night

Seduced by the Night

Tempted in the Night



To Adam, Dakota, Mihka, Garrett, and Marlaine—
for understanding and for being there.



Acknowledgments

As always, I’d like to thank: 

Fellow writers Donna Grant, Georgia Tribell, and Mary O’Connor for letting me rant and rave under stress. 

Agent Michelle Grajkowski—who assumes the role of big gun or cheerleader as needed and with finesse. 

Editors Karen Kozstolnyik and Michele Bidelspach—whose judgments I trust and whose talents I appreciate. 

My readers—as always—you make it all worth the effort. 







Prologue



Hocksley, England



Twenty years ago


As soon as he stepped out of the woods behind his family’s ancestral castle, Erik Winslow smelled blood. His vampire senses had no trouble detecting the sweet coppery scent hanging thick and heavy on the air. He scanned the wide stretch of lawn that lay before him, searching for the source, but saw nothing.

Driven by a growing fear, he raced across the yard and around to the side where he stumbled to a stop, met by a sight he would never forget. The blood-drained bodies of the Winslows’ manservant, Vince Renault, his wife Sarah, and their young son Robbie lay ghostly pale in the moon-light.

Erik dropped to one knee beside the boy’s body and pressed his fingers to Robbie’s throat. There was no pulse. He went over to the boy’s mother and found she was dead as well. Twin round holes on the side of both their necks revealed how they’d met their deaths—vampires. Creatures of the night. Like Erik—and yet nothing like him. Erik revered human life while these murdering bastards preyed on it.

He went to kneel beside his friend. From the slashes across Vince’s face, arms, and torso, it was obvious he’d fought desperately for the lives of his loved ones. As he was a seasoned vampire slayer, it would have taken more than one vampire to defeat him.

Pressing his fingers against Vince’s throat, Erik was shocked to discover a pulse, one so faint and erratic that death loomed near at hand.

“Vince?” He touched the man’s shoulder, hoping to rouse him—if only long enough to discover what had happened.

The manservant’s eyes fluttered briefly before opening. There was a glazed, wild light in the eyes that searched Erik’s face. “Er-ik.” He struggled to make himself heard. “Sarah? Is she . . . ?”

Erik fought the urge to look at the other two bodies. “She didn’t make it.”

“Robbie?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh, God.” Vince’s expression crumpled with grief. “My fault.”

“Easy now,” Erik said as Vince struggled to sit up. “You need to rest while I get the doctor.”

Vince shook his head. “Kacie?”

Erik looked around for Vince’s five-year-old daughter but saw no signs of her. Nor did he see Gerard, his great-nephew several generations removed, which was not good. When Erik had left the castle earlier that evening, the two families—Gerard’s and Vince’s—had been together.

“Find my daughter,” Vince rasped as he struggled to grab the front of Erik’s shirt.

“I will.”

“Promise me . . . you’ll take care of her,” Vince gasped urgently. He released Erik’s shirt and held his hand up expectantly.

Erik gripped it in his own without hesitation. “I promise.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Vince’s hand went slack. His eyes closed and he sighed for the last time.

There was no time to mourn the passing of his friend. With the sense that the nightmare wasn’t yet over, Erik jumped to his feet and continued to the front of the castle.

As he rounded the corner, he saw more dead bodies. This time, they were vampires. Erik continued running until the sound of fighting drew his attention to a place on the far side of the lawn. His relief at seeing Gerard alive was quickly replaced with grave concern. His great-nephew was an accomplished swordsman, but even he could not defeat four vampires at once.

Erik started forward to help but stopped short at the sound of a soft whimper.

Turning to identify the source, he felt a cold stab of fear rip through him. Deep in the shadows, almost hidden from view, Lily Winslow, Gerard’s wife, lay dead. Beside her, their young daughter Jessica battled a vampire for her life. Beyond them, another vampire sat hunched over a body. Two small legs were visible, kicking violently as Kacie Renault struggled—impotently—to save herself.

Both children were moments from death.

Erik pulled his sword from the sheath at his back and raced forward. As soon as he was within range, he plunged the blade into the back of the creature attacking Jessica, piercing its heart, then shoved the creature aside as he continued to run, his full attention now on the scene before him.

Loud, wet, sucking sounds, mingled with the faint choking cries of the young victim, fed Erik’s rage so that by the time he reached the vampire he was consumed by a blind fury. Weaponless, he attacked the creature with his bare hands. When the rage had subsided and rational thought returned, the vampire lay dead at his feet.

There was no time to think about what he’d done. He looked around, praying Gerard was still alive. To his relief, he saw his great-nephew, wounded but alive, hurrying over to his daughter. Three of the four vampires he’d been fighting lay dead on the ground; the fourth raced across the lawn toward the nearby woods. As Erik watched, the escaping vampire was joined by several others.

Erik knew that if he didn’t stop them soon, they would disappear and he might never find them again.

As he was about to start after them, a soft keening noise at his feet changed his mind.

Bending over young Kacie, he checked her pulse and found it faint but steady. She would need medical attention, but she would live. Feeling the weight of her gaze on him, he looked into her face. The whites of her eyes shone like bright beacons and a fine trembling shook her small body. Erik, not used to being around young children, knew he needed to do something but was hesitant to act. After all, to a terrified child, he would look like one of the enemy.

The soft whimpers grew louder and Erik couldn’t ignore the small girl any longer. Calming himself so his eyes no longer glowed with their unnatural crimson light and keeping his mouth closed so his fangs wouldn’t show, he reached for her. To his surprise, she moved readily into his arms and buried her face in his neck. It had been a long time since Erik had offered comfort to anyone—much less a child—and he wasn’t good at it. Still, he stroked her back and murmured words of comfort.

Around them, the night fell silent until only the four dead bodies and the sounds of two weeping children gave testament to the tragedy that had occurred.

In that moment, Erik made a vow. Someone would pay.

Hours later, after the town’s physician had come and gone, Erik left his apartment in the castle’s dungeons and went upstairs to find Gerard sitting in the family room, looking worn and defeated.

“How are they?” He asked, going to join him.

“The doc gave them both sedatives. They’re sleeping.”

“How are you?”

There was a long moment of silence. Erik saw Gerard shake his head, fighting to keep his emotions under control. “We were all here, in the family room, enjoying a quiet evening. None of us realized young Robbie had gone outside until we heard his scream. Vince and I grabbed our swords and hurried out.” He paused, his eyes taking on a faraway look. “There were so many of them. For every one I killed, two more came at me. I didn’t even know Lily, Sarah, and the girls had come outside until . . .” He took a shuddering breath and dropped his head into his hands. “Oh, God. I can still hear her screams.”

“I should have been here,” Erik said, guilt weighing heavily on him.

Gerard looked at him, eyes bright with tears. “I’m glad you came when you did. Otherwise, Jess and Kacie would be dead, too.”

Erik’s thoughts focused on Vince’s daughter. “What’s going to happen to Kacie now that Vince and Sarah are gone? They didn’t have any family left and I made a promise . . .” He let his words trail off because he was in no position to raise a small child. He hoped Gerard would want to help. After all, while he and Vince had been close, theirs was nothing compared to the relationship Gerard and Vince had shared. Giving up Kacie would be like losing another member of the family.

“In his will, Vince made me her guardian.”

“Good.”

Both men fell silent for several long seconds, lost in their respective thoughts. “Tonight is the first time either of the girls have seen me,” Erik said finally. “With everything that happened, I doubt they’ll remember me. It might be best if we left it that way.”

“What are you saying?” Gerard looked confused.

“I just think it might be best, under the circumstances, if they don’t know about me.”

Gerard shook his head. “No—keeping who and what you are a secret isn’t fair to them or to you.”

Erik gave him a sad smile. “Maybe not, but I think you’ll agree that it’s necessary. Right now, those girls need to feel safe—especially in their own home. Finding out they have a vampire living below them isn’t going to accomplish that.”

“Are you thinking of moving out?”

Erik heard the worry in Gerard’s voice and shook his head. He and Gerard had been friends from the moment he’d met Gerard as a small boy growing up in the same castle. He’d watched him grow up and taught him to use the sword. “No. I’ll stay below and be here any time you need me.”

Gerard sighed. “All right,” he said, finally nodding. “I can make up some excuse why the girls can’t go into the lower levels for now. But when I think the time is right, I will tell them about you.” He stood up, signaling the end of the discussion, and walked to the front door. Erik followed him outside.

The bodies still lay where they had fallen. Erik stood back as Gerard approached each one in turn to make his final farewells. When he saw Gerard withdraw several small wooden stakes from his coat pocket, he stepped forward.

“No,” he said, closing his hand around Gerard’s fist. It was bad enough the man had lost his wife and closest friends. “I’ll do it.”

For once, Gerard didn’t try to argue. He surrendered the stakes, stood, and gave Erik a grateful nod before walking off. Erik stared at the bodies. If they weren’t staked, in two nights they would rise from the dead. Not as primes like Erik, who had been killed by a chupacabra and retained his intelligence and capacity for rational thought. But as progeny—created by vampires—quickly losing their intelligence; degenerating until they were nothing more than bloodsucking creatures that killed indiscriminately for food. They would become the parasites of the vampire world. That, in Erik’s opinion, was a fate worse than the one he’d inherited. At least he could pretend to still be human.

He steeled his emotions. It was hard enough staking victims he didn’t know. These humans had been his family and friends for the past fifteen years. Losing them under any circumstance would have been bad, but this was heartrending. Erik set about his grisly task and had just staked the last body—that of ten-year-old Robbie Renault—when he sensed the presence of Michael, Sedrick, and Ty.

“We came as soon as we heard your call,” Michael said as all three hurried toward him.

The three vampires had been his friends, both in life and in death. Because all four had been killed by the same chupacabra, they shared a psychic link. It was through this link that Erik had summoned them.

Standing, he quickly told them what had happened. “I want the ones who did this . . . the ones who got away,” he demanded after he finished. “Find them and bring them to me.”

Michael, leader of the local lair, stared at him, clearly surprised. “You don’t think it was one of my primes, do you?” Erik made no comment and Michael gasped at his silence. “That’s absurd.”

“Is it?” Erik asked. “I don’t know anymore. I don’t live in the lair, nor do I spend time with your primes. Maybe you have insurgents who don’t like the rule about not feeding off humans.”

Sedrick opened his mouth to argue but Michael held up his hand. “We’ll look both within the lair and outside it to find your killers. We will find them.”

“You have three nights.”

“Three nights!” Ty gasped. “Erik, be reasonable.”

But Erik was beyond reason at this point. Justice—meted out by him—must be served. “Three nights,” he repeated. “Or the pact is off.”

“What?” Michael looked angry as the others stared at Erik, eyes narrowed.

“You heard me. If you don’t bring me their killers, then I will not only kill every vampire I see, I will actively start hunting them, be they prime or progeny, feeding off livestock or humans. I’ll kill them all,” Erik snarled. “This was my family and I will not rest until I have avenged their deaths—as I would avenge any one of yours.”




Chapter 1

Hocksley, England

The present

The rain shower that swept through Hocksley earlier that evening had soaked the surfaces of the centuries-old storefronts until they glistened like new. Puddles of water reflected moonlight across the empty cobblestone streets, casting an eerie glow over a town that, at this hour of the night, seemed as lifeless as the eyes staring up from the severed head at Erik Winslow’s feet.

In death, Sedrick’s face bore little resemblance to the man Erik had known. So little that, at first, Erik hadn’t recognized him. When the realization hit, it was accompanied by a sharp stab of shock and grief. Sedrick had been a close friend.

Trying to find the same calm detachment he once wore into battle, Erik picked up the severed head and placed it gingerly on the lap of the headless body. Slipping his arms beneath the corpse, he was about to lift when his gaze fell on the small silver knife lying close by.

Resettling the body, he took a moment to study the weapon without picking it up. The short blade was open and covered in blood. Erik briefly wondered if this had been the instrument of Sedrick’s death, but quickly discounted it as being too small to make the clean cut through tendons, tissue, and bone. This knife, with its polished silver handle and small blade, was more decorative than functional, though in the right hands he supposed it could be deadly.

Logically, it would have taken a sword to sever Sedrick’s head, which limited the pool of assailants considerably. The average person didn’t normally carry a sword, which meant that Sedrick’s killer was an actual vampire slayer. Since Erik and Gerard were the only known slayers in Hocksley and neither of them had killed Sedrick, there was a new player in town.

Erik had no idea who it was, but the knife might be a clue to the killer’s identity.

About to pick it up, Erik stopped when he felt the hairs along the back of his neck prickle. He stood and moved in front of the newcomer, hoping to block the view of Sedrick’s body. “Michael,” he began, grabbing his friend’s arms and pulling him to a stop.

“Where is he?” Michael asked, sounding both worried and guarded. “Where’s my brother? I heard his cry through the link and then nothing. I’ve been searching for him ever since.”

His voice trailed to silence as he stared beyond Erik’s shoulder. Erik saw the worry and fear in his eyes and gave up looking for an easy way to deliver the news. “Sedrick’s dead.”

“No.” The strangled sound was filled with pain as Michael pushed past him. “Why?” He cried, falling to his knees beside the body. “Who would do this?”

“I don’t know,” Erik admitted, struggling to keep his emotions under control so he could think. With four hundred years of fighting experience under his belt, Sedrick had been a formidable opponent. That meant his killer was that much more skilled.

“Gerard?” Michael turned to glare at him.

Erik gaped in return, not liking how quickly Michael implicated his great-nephew. He shook his head. “Impossible. Gerard’s been out of town for the last couple of days. This has to be someone new.”

He watched Michael’s gaze rake over his brother’s body and then fix on the ground by his side. “What’s this?” He bent and picked up the knife, turning it over in his hands. “Do you recognize it?”

“No.” Erik felt anger seething just below the surface, threatening to explode. Who dared to come into his town and kill his friend? “Whoever did this will pay,” he promised.

“But not by your hand,” Michael warned him. “His death is mine to avenge.”

Erik nodded, watching as Michael wiped the knife clean using a piece of Sedrick’s shirt. He closed the blade and tossed it to Erik, who caught it in midair. “I will search the lairs for his killer, but I will trust you to search among the humans.”

Erik fisted his hand around the knife. “If he’s human and still lives, I will find him.”

For an instant, Michael’s gaze softened. “You are a true friend.” There was nothing more to say, so Michael lifted Sedrick’s body into his arms and let Erik settle the severed head on top before walking off.

Pocketing the knife, Erik continued down the street. There was still time before the sun rose to search for Sedrick’s killer. As Erik knew all too well, avenging his friend’s death wouldn’t bring him back, but it would bring a certain satisfaction.

When Erik finally returned to the Winslow castle hours later, he went directly to his dungeon apartment through the castle’s back entrance, using the modern electronic keypad to deactivate the locks. He’d had plenty of time to perfect his living quarters and short of a large meteor striking the castle, his apartment was impenetrable.

The main room was a large, open area with only a counter separating the kitchen from the living room. He crossed to the refrigerator and removed a container of pig’s blood purchased from the local butcher. It wasn’t as potent or satisfying as human blood, but Erik had grown used to it over the years. He did, however, keep several bags of human blood, secured from a blood bank, in the freezer for emergencies.

After he finished eating, he went down the short hallway to his bedroom where he removed his black leather jacket. Next he eased off the harness that held his sword across his back and draped it over the back of the chair.

Moving about the room, he flexed his arms to ease the tension and aches. He felt old; when he paused to look in the mirror, he expected to see gray hair and a face withered with age. Instead, the same face he saw every morning stared back at him—youthful, with a half-moon scar at the lower corner of his right eye and dark brown eyes that matched the color of his shoulder-length hair.

He absently scratched the back of his head and reflected how there had been a time when he’d been more aware of his appearance, enjoyed that women seemed attracted to him. Now there were more important things to worry about in life.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the knife. He’d not found Sedrick’s killer, which meant tomorrow he’d have to start all over again. The town of Hocksley was small, located in a remote part of Northumberland, along the eastern coast just south of Scotland. Not many tourists came through their area and there weren’t many residents, so he felt positive that he would find the killer.

Laying the knife on his dresser, Erik started to undress, moving with a bone-tired weariness brought on by more than the coming of dawn.

Every time someone he cared about died, a piece of him died with them. He would have thought that by now there would be nothing left, yet the ache in his chest over Sedrick’s death told him differently.

Despair filled him as he thought of his life, now measured by the number of loved ones lost rather than by the passing of years, and the thought of ending it all flashed through his head with the same intense longing it did every day just before dawn. He could think of no better way to meet his end than by standing on the edge of the cliffs he loved, listening to the ocean’s waves crashing against the sheer wall of rock, and watching the sun rise over the horizon until the sun turned him to stone. Oh, how he missed seeing the sun, feeling its heat on his face. The misery inside him turned into a physical pain, nearly choking him. He was tired of this endless existence.

Instead, he crossed the room to his bed and lay down. He had too many responsibilities; too many people were counting on him. Death would have to wait.

The next night, after Erik woke and sated his hunger, he carried the knife to his study and called the nearest medical facility, which was located in the next town. There was always the chance that Sedrick had injured his killer before he died. Unfortunately, there was no listing of a patient being treated for severe cuts, scratches, puncture wounds, or significant blood loss.

Next, he called Myrtle’s, Hocksley’s only inn, to get a list of any out-of-towners. There weren’t that many and he resigned himself to going into Hocksley in order to check out each guest personally.

He left the knife on his desk and returned to his bedroom where he donned his sword and jacket. Then he left.

The Winslow castle had been built near the top of a cliff, virtually surrounded on three sides by a sheer drop into the ocean—not that one could walk out the front door and fall off. There was at least a good two to three hundred meters between the castle’s front door and the cliff’s edge. On the fourth side, a dense wooded section of land separated the castle from the town of Hocksley.

There were two ways to get to town: by car, taking a road that meandered along the edge of the cliff before finally looping around to town; or by foot, along the well-worn path through the dark and gloomy forest. The first way took about thirty minutes and the second took half that time. Erik headed for the woods.

Once he arrived in town, Erik navigated the streets until he reached the tavern district. There had been a time when the residents of Hocksley wouldn’t go out after dark because of the vampires. But over the years, familiarity had bred contempt and the people now seemed to think that while there might be some truth to the old legends, there wasn’t anything to worry about.

As he drew near the inn, he heard the sound of drunken laughter coming from within. Drunks, with their impaired judgments and slower reflexes, made easier targets for vampires. Therefore, the inn was the perfect place to find vampires and, by extension, those hunting vampires.

Erik selected the building across the street and scaled its outside drainpipe to the rooftop. Perched on the edge, he could see down into the street below.

For an hour or more, all was quiet. When the first drunk patrons stumbled out of the door, Erik went on full alert. He didn’t have to wait long before movement in the shadows below caught his attention. Vampire.

The door opened a second time and a figure stepped out. This one was dressed in dark clothes and moved with the stealth and grace of a hunter. Erik kept his eyes on him, curious to see what this newcomer might do. Odds were that this wasn’t the slayer he was looking for, but when the figure started after the vampire, Erik dared to hope.

The figure reached behind himself and something glinted in the moonlight. Erik took a longer look and felt a burst of excitement. There was only one reason why anyone would carry a sword these days and that was to hunt vampires.

Following the figure with his eyes, Erik ran quietly along the rooftop, keeping himself out of sight from those below. When he reached the end of the building, he didn’t slow down but simply held his arms out for balance and dropped neatly to the cobblestone street, absorbing the shock of impact with his legs.

Immediately, he took off running, following the muffled sound of hurried footsteps up ahead. At the end of the block, he paused to listen and heard the noise of a struggle coming from the darkened alley beyond. He hurried to the entrance and saw two figures fighting.

The swordsman obviously had skill. He countered every move of the vampire’s attack, using his free arm and sword together to keep the vampire’s razor-tipped claws from raking his arms or face. Erik hurried forward, reaching down his back to draw his own sword. His intention was not clear even to himself. The vampire was clearly a progeny and Erik had no intention of letting it live. The slayer, of course, couldn’t have known that. When Erik got there, the slayer had just finished piercing the progeny through the heart and turned to face Erik.

For a second, neither moved. Erik took in the slayer’s smooth, almost boyish complexion, the dark knit cap pulled low over his head, the slender build concealed beneath dark clothes—and the gloved hand holding the sword with practiced ease. This was a swordsman who knew how to use his weapon; he had the obvious skill to take off a man’s head.

Erik’s anger, simmering beneath the surface, roared to life as he faced Sedrick’s killer.

Lunging at his opponent, Erik came up short when the slayer blocked him. The impact of the swords clashing vibrated up his arm. Erik quickly stepped back and lunged again. Once more, the slayer met his attack. Again and again. Like a well-choreographed movie, they lunged, parried, and blocked each other’s moves.

Erik sensed they were falling into a pattern, and on his next attack he changed his strategy mid-strike, catching the slayer by surprise. The tip of his sword sliced through the upper sleeve and Erik knew he’d drawn blood when he caught the smell of the sweet coppery scent. The wound appeared to throw the slayer off his game because his sword dipped and he seemed suddenly unsure of himself.

Erik took advantage of that momentary weakness to grab the slayer’s sword arm at the wrist. He shoved the slayer up against the nearest wall, using his own body to pin him there. Before Erik killed the slayer, he would hear his confession.

With one hand holding the slayer’s sword arm to the brick wall, he pressed his own sword arm against the man’s throat, applying enough pressure that the killer took the hint and stopped struggling.

Then Erik caught the faint powdery scent of perfume and took a closer look. What he’d taken to be a boyish face was, upon closer inspection, surprisingly delicate. Like a woman’s. At the same time, he noticed the rounded curves of the body he was pressed against.

As he grappled with his shock, the woman tried to free herself from his grip. Erik was impressed with her strength, but held her easily. When she raised her leg to knee him in the groin, he twisted his body and took the blow on his thigh instead. The pain was slight, but it did much to remind him of why he held her.

It rankled his admittedly old-fashioned chauvinism to think this woman might have bested Sedrick. He moved closer, allowing himself to draw her scent deep into his lungs, hoping to rattle her as much as she had rattled him. “You’re playing a dangerous game, pet. Someone is likely to get hurt.”

“I think that someone is going to be you.”

The voice, more than the words, shook him badly. All thought of this being Sedrick’s killer vanished. “Kacie? Bloody hell,” he swore, unable to stop himself. “When did you get home?”

Instead of answering, she strained against the arm pinning her to the wall, arching into him. A sizzle of pure male awareness shot through him, as did the thought that Kacie Winslow was surprisingly well-developed. Why was it he had never noticed that before?

“Get your hands off me,” she spit at him when he didn’t immediately release her.

His laugh held no humor. “Right, so you can run me through with that sword of yours? Not likely.” If he’d thought that three years away from home would have changed her, he was wrong.

“I won’t run you through,” she promised between gritted teeth.

“No, probably not, although not because you won’t try. Skills a bit rusty, are they? Well, that’s to be expected. Not much opportunity to use a sword in the field of accounting, is there?”

She muttered a curse under her breath and shoved against him again. He almost groaned aloud because it had been too damn long since he’d held a woman in his arms and while Kacie’s tongue was still as sharp as ever, parts of her were round and soft. “Best you stop that, love,” he growled, “or I might change my mind about letting you go.”

“You’re not scaring me, Erik. I know you don’t feed off humans.” Her tone was contentious.

“I’m not as neutered as you think I am.” He gazed into her hazel eyes, letting his own take on a reddish glow. “In your case, I might make an exception.”

Her mouth opened, but she bit back whatever she had planned to say and held still.

“That’s better,” he growled. He stepped back slowly and took his hands away, but not before relieving her of her sword. Though she glared at him, she didn’t try to take it back. “So . . . the prodigal daughter returns. Does your father know you’re here?”

“Gerard is not my father.”

Erik tamped down the irritation he felt on his nephew’s behalf. “He adopted you. He raised you as his own.”

“Yes, well, signing a piece of paper doesn’t alter one’s DNA. My biological father—as you recall—was killed by a repugnant piece-of-shit undead.”

The “like you” was implied and he inwardly winced at her grouping him with those who’d killed her family.

Noticing again the sweet coppery scent in the air, he remembered her injury. “Let’s see that cut.” He sheathed his sword and gently took hold of her arm to get a better look.

“It’s nothing.” She tugged to free herself and he reluctantly let go.

“It’s not nothing,” he assured her. “It needs stitches. Let’s get back to the castle and I’ll sew it up.”

Distaste for the idea was written all over her face. “Right. I think I’ll go to Doc Turner and let him do it.”

“Doc Turner’s dead.”

“What?” She looked dazed. “When did that happen?”

“The winter after you stopped coming home.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she mumbled, more to herself. “Dead dead?”

He felt like rolling his eyes, but didn’t. “No one turned him into a vampire, if that’s what you mean. He was eighty-six and died in his sleep.”

She gave him a defiant look. “Then I’ll go to whoever took over his practice.”

“That would be no one.”

She looked aghast. “Are you telling me that there’s no physician in this town?”

Erik enjoyed giving her a nasty smile. “Of course there is. There’s old Hank.” Veterinarian and town drunk.

“Fine. Where can I find him?”

“Let’s see, at this hour, we can probably find him at the pub, well into his cups.”

She turned on her heel and started off in the direction of the pub.

“Forgetting something?”

She turned and he held out her sword, forcing her to walk back for it. When she was close enough, he gripped her uninjured arm above the elbow. “I’m not letting that old boozer mutilate your arm. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.”

“I don’t want you touching me,” she said, trying to pull away.

“Too damn bad.” They’d been bickering like this since she’d turned sixteen and realized her new fencing instructor was a vampire, not the human she’d mistaken him for. It had set the tone for the next five years. He’d taught her everything she needed to know to be the best vampire slayer around and she’d been an apt student. When she’d gone off to college, he wondered if she would continue her training and was pleased when she had. For the first four years away, when she came home during holidays and summers, they fell back into their routine. Then, when she’d started her Master’s program three years ago, she simply stopped coming home. She looked at him now with undisguised contempt and he resigned himself to the fact that the situation between them was never going to change.

“Come on,” he said. “The stink of your blood is filling the night and soon every vampire in town is going to come sniffing for the source. So unless you want to fight them all, let’s go.” Still holding on to her, he pushed her to start walking.

She refused to move her feet. “You can’t make me go with you,” she challenged. He saw her preparing to strike out at him and with a jerk, dragged her close enough to keep her off balance.

As the familiar tension crackled in the air between them, Erik’s eyes shone a little brighter and he smiled, revealing his fangs. “Want to bet?”

The trek back to the castle was made in silence, but Erik didn’t mind. He was too preoccupied with searching the night for the presence of other vampires to make small talk.

Once they reached the castle, Kacie tried to go in the main door, but he steered her to his private entrance. She’d never been in his apartment and standing on the threshold he wondered if she might refuse to step inside, but she didn’t.

“Pull up a stool,” he told her after he closed the door behind them. Instead of moving to comply, she stood gazing around the room. With the couch, throw rug, and seating arrangement, it looked just like the rest of the castle.

“Where’s your coffin?”

He stared at her, aghast. “You’re joking, right?”

She shrugged. “You’re a vampire and vampires sleep in coffins.”

He gave her a dour look. “Maybe in the movies. Not in real life.” He walked into the kitchen to retrieve a box of first aid supplies from the cupboard, which he set on the counter a little harder than he’d intended. Feeling her gaze on him, he looked up to see her staring at him expectantly, eyebrows raised. “A bed,” he said with exasperation. “I sleep in a bed. Like you—except mine isn’t made of nails.” He gave her an unpleasant smile at which she merely rolled her eyes.

She went back to surveying the room, stopping when her gaze fell on the far wall. “Where does that lead?” She gestured to the heavy door.

“To a hallway that connects with the castle’s main stairwell.”

She nodded and said, “So that’s the door.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I was a kid, I asked Gerard what was down here. He wouldn’t tell me. Just said to stay away because it wasn’t safe. I got curious and decided to find out for myself, so I went exploring. I found this door, but I could never get it open.”

“I keep it locked.” He gestured to the bar stool, wanting to take care of her arm and get her out of his apartment as soon as possible. “Come sit down.”

She gave him a sharp look. “I told you, I’m fine—”

“Don’t argue with me, Kacie. If the wound is left untreated, it’s going to get infected.”

“I’ll clean it myself when I get upstairs,” she said stubbornly.

“Is that right? And are you also going to stitch it closed?”

She shot him a defiant look. “I’ll use butterfly bandages.”

He found himself staring into the eyes of the angry teenager she once was. Back then, she’d viewed the world and everyone in it with contempt. No, he amended, not everyone. Just him. “Those might work for some of the smaller cuts,” he said, trying to hold on to his patience, “but not that deep one. It needs stitches.” He was starting to sound like a broken record, which just added to his irritation.

“Do you know what you’re doing?”

“Yes; now sit down.”

She stared at the stool and Erik stood patiently, waiting for her to make up her mind. Finally, she sat.

He turned to pull the first aid supplies closer and when he turned back, she had removed her dark cap. Rich, auburn waves fell about her shoulders, much longer than Erik remembered. The change in her appearance was astonishing. She looked softer. More feminine. When he met her gaze, he found himself drowning in her rich hazel eyes. Stunning.

Get over it, Winslow. This is Kacie. She hates vampires—and she hates you.

He cleared his throat and walked behind her so he could stand on her injured side. Pulling out his knife, he cut through the fabric of her bloodied sleeve and carefully peeled it away from the edges of the wound. The sight of the gash defiling the otherwise smooth perfection of her skin was sickening. He muttered an oath because he had done this to her.

Kacie jerked at the sound he made and leaned away. “Have you fed tonight?” she asked warily. “Because I’m not sure I want you hovering over my bloodied arm if you haven’t.”

He hadn’t—and her blood was a siren song, calling him, luring him closer. He ignored it, bringing four hundred years of well-honed self-discipline to bear. “I have no interest in your blood,” he lied, pleased his voice sounded so normal.

Reaching into the cabinet behind him, he took down a bottle of whiskey and poured a healthy amount of the amber liquid into a glass. For a moment, he considered drinking it himself, but instead handed it to her. “Here. It’ll help deaden the pain.”

She took it from him and downed the entire contents in two swallows, leaving Erik somewhat surprised.

He waited for the alcohol to take effect, busying himself by getting a damp cloth and dabbing at her arm with a gentle touch until most of the dried blood was gone. She was lucky. It was a neat, clean—albeit deep—cut, but it could have been so much worse.

Shaking himself, he took out a sterilized surgical needle and threaded it. He hesitated. He’d sewn up a lot of wounds in his time—on warriors, knights, and slayers. All men. Despite her caustic tongue and slayer garb, the woman before him was both feminine and delicate. The last thing he wanted to do was inflict more pain on her—or worse, do a poor job of suturing and leave her with a ragged, ugly scar as a constant reminder of this evening.

“Try to keep your arm relaxed, at least as much as you can,” he advised. Taking a breath, he applied pressure to the needle and pierced the edge of the wound. Her flinch was accompanied by a quick curse, but after that she impressed the hell out of him by sitting quietly while he worked. She might not have been so trusting if she’d known the war that raged inside him.

Standing so close to her, her powdery fragrance washed over him, intoxicating his senses. Her skin felt as soft as satin and he couldn’t help but notice the way her full breasts rose and fell with each breath she took.

Erik tried to look away and when he failed, told himself that his interest was merely the result of not having been with a woman in . . . he tried to think back to the last time and realized the fact that he had to think about it meant it had been too long.

He focused on the stitching.

“All done,” he said several minutes later, after tying off the last knot.

She studied his work with a critical eye. “Nice job. Thanks.”

That surprised him. “You’re welcome.” The silence between them grew awkward, so he occupied himself with putting away the supplies. When he heard her move, he looked over to see her walking across the room, her attention on the pictures hanging on the wall. They were the pride of his collection; works by Da Vinci, Renoir, Van Gogh, and Rembrandt, to name a few. He’d purchased them from the artists personally and they remained undiscovered to the rest of the world.

He went to join her. “They’re fantastic, aren’t they?”

She jumped a little at his question, as if he’d caught her deep in thought. “They’re nice.”

“Nice?” He couldn’t believe he’d heard her correctly. He pointed to one colorful work on the wall. “That’s a Monet.”

She looked at it. “Very nice.”

“Kacie, the weather is nice. A cool breeze on a hot day is nice. These are artistic marvels,” he exclaimed in frustration. “These have been painted by some of the most talented artists the world has ever known.”

Her scowl said that she was as exasperated with him as he was with her. “Fine.” She turned her attention back to the paintings, stopping in front of each one in turn to study it more closely. “Ooohhhh. Aaaahhhh. Stupendous,” she mocked. “I’ve never seen anything like . . .” Her words trailed off as she stopped before a landscape painting. “Is that a McLaughlin?” Her tone took on a breathless quality that immediately piqued his curiosity.

“Yes. Are you familiar with his work?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “Dad—Gerard—gave me one of his pictures years ago. A sunset. It was . . . really terrific. I’ve acquired several more in the last couple of years—whenever I could afford to. Prints, of course, not originals.”

He was floored by her admission and she seemed suddenly self-conscious in the silence that fell between them. “If we’re done here, I should go.” She went back into the kitchen to retrieve her sword from the table.

He nodded and headed toward the door that led into the castle so he could unlock it. “You can go out this way,” he told her. Now that the more immediate concern of her injury had been seen to, it was as if his mind had been freed to start thinking again—and he didn’t like the direction of his thoughts. “Why didn’t you tell Gerard you were coming home?”

“Who says I didn’t?” She asked, her voice cool and impersonal.

“He would have told me.”

She seemed to consider that and then shrugged. “It was a last-minute decision. I’m moving to the States with Ben—my boyfriend—my fiancé. I left some things here—clothes, shoes, you know, personal things—that I wanted to take with me.”

The announcement floored him and he wasn’t sure how to respond to it. Gerard would be crushed when he learned, but it wasn’t Erik’s job or business to try to talk her out of it. Hell, he hadn’t even known she had a fiancé. “Gerard’s out of town—at an armory convention, showcasing his work. He’ll be upset to have missed you. He should be home next week—if you can wait.”

“I don’t know.” She looked conflicted and busied herself adjusting the drape of her jacket over her arm. As she did, a flash of silver caught his eye and he took another look. It was her belt buckle. Made of hammered silver, it was larger and more ornate than he would have expected her to wear. There was an odd shape or pattern to it across the middle. It shone with the darker, dull gray of unfinished metal and looked out of place in the larger design; almost like a piece was missing.

Erik started. His mind was putting together a picture he didn’t like. “Did you get home today?”

“No. I got in yesterday.”

The bad feeling got worse. “Did you happen to go into town last night?”

A peculiar expression came to her face. “Yes. Gerard doesn’t have any food in the house and I got hungry.”

“Did you run into any problems?”

She shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

She started to leave, but he held out his hand. “Wait here a second. I’ll be right back.” He hurried to his study and grabbed the knife from the top of his desk. When he got back to the living room, he studied the handle. It was made of the same hammered silver as her belt. With a sinking feeling, he held it out to her. “Did you lose this last night?”

She gave him a surprised look as she reached for it. “How’d you get it?”

“I found it in the street. Next to the body of a dead vampire.” He waited a heartbeat. “Did you kill him?”

She was too busy examining the knife to look at him. “Of course I did.”

She said it with such nonchalance, Erik could only stare at her as she slid the closed knife into her belt buckle, where it completed the design, perfectly camouflaged. She turned then and started to leave, but he couldn’t let her go.

Grabbing her arm, he pulled her to a stop, receiving a pained look. “What?” she demanded.

“I just want to make sure we’re clear on this. You killed a vampire last night—with that knife.”

“Of course not,” she bit out. “That would be impossible.” He felt a rush of relief—that didn’t last. “I lost the knife in the fight, so I killed him with my sword.”

She glared at him and tried to pull her arm from his grip, but he refused to let her go. All he could hear was the ringing in his ears. “You killed him.” Sedrick. Erik felt sick.

“Yeah, I killed a vampire,” she bit out, raising her sword until the tip pricked his throat. “Now—let go of my arm before I have to kill another.”
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