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      “Readers will love this novel, which twists Shayne’s usual combination of sharp wit and awesome characters with a killer who could have leapt right off of a television screen.” ~RT Book Reviews on Sleep With the Lights On

      

      
        
        WINNER: Paranormal Romantic Suspense of the Year

        FINALIST: Book of the Year

      

      

      

      “Maggie Shayne’s books have a permanent spot on my keeper shelf. She writes wonderful stories combining romance with page-turning thrills, and I highly recommend her to any fan of romantic suspense.” ~New York Times bestselling author Karen Robards
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      “This is page-turning, non-stop suspense at its finest. Shayne brings the characters to life for her readers, who will not be disappointed with this fabulously entertaining story.” ~RT Book Reviews on Innocent Prey

      

      “One of the strongest, most original voices in romance fiction today.” ~New York Times bestselling author Anne Stuart

      

      “Maggie Shayne is a wonderful storyteller. Creepy, chilling, and compelling, her entries into the world of the occult are simply spellbinding!” ~Heather Graham, New York Times bestselling author

      

      “A moving mix of high suspense and romance, this haunting Halloween thriller will propel readers to bolt their doors at night.” ~Publishers Weekly on Gingerbread Man.
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        who gave Damien his magic.
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        It is an old story

        But one that can still be told

        About a man who loved

        And lost....

        —The Epic of Gilgamesh

      

      

      Shannon took copious notes, swearing at the inefficiency of a penlight for writing in the middle of a pitch-dark theater. She swore again at the narrow arms on the seats, which were no good at all for holding a notepad. Especially when the jerks on either side of her seemed to think they owned exclusive rights to them. She growled a sigh, shoved the meaty arm to her left out of the way and whispered loudly, “Hey, do you mind? I’m trying to work here.”

      Anger was good. Anger would keep her mind away from the images burned into it. Tawny, with hair and eyes that matched her name, and a porcelain-doll face, and a smile that lit up a room. Her dreams of becoming a star, her overly dramatic way of expressing herself. Her fearlessness. Her stubbornness. Shannon wanted to remember the vibrant upstart actress by day, call girl by night, best friend forever. Not the pale, naked body sprawled on the rumpled sheets, with its vacant-eyed stare. Not the twin gossamer strands of scarlet meandering over her paper-white neck. God, not that

      The guy in the next seat grumbled and shifted as far away from her as possible. Shannon wrote, only vaguely aware of the spreading applause. The gradual quieting. The sense of expectation in the crowd. The deep, melodic voice of the man at center stage announcing that he would need a volunteer from the audience. A sudden burst of movement and loudly voiced offers from the female spectators distracted her only for a moment before she adjusted the dim penlight and continued writing.

      “The women here are practically drooling. It would be easy for him to lure one anywhere he wanted. Still no one who can tell me where he was last Wednesday night between...”

      Her pen stopped on the pad and a cloud of frigid air seemed to envelop her. She glanced up, toward the aisle three seats away.

      He stood there, a tall, shadowy form draped in black satin. An instant later the spotlight caught up with him, illuminating his hair, until it gleamed blue, and making his ivory skin seem even paler. His arm was outstretched, his hand reaching toward her. And his eyes, huge and round like an owl’s, seemingly holding the wisdom of the gods and the pain of a thousand hells, focused on her, keeping her prisoner.

      “You, Miss.”

      She wished her heart would stop racing. There was still no shred of evidence that the man was a twisted murderer. Only a matter of circumstance and her own suspicions. “Me, what?”

      His lips curved upward. His gaze fell to the notepad, the penlight and the pen she’d been juggling all evening, then jumped back to hers again. “What’s your name?”

      “Sh-Shannon...but, I⁠—”

      “A round of applause for the lovely Shannon, our courageous volunteer.”

      He said it loudly, waving toward her with a flourish and a ripple of that shimmering cloak. The spotlight obeyed him, instantly dousing her in a pool of hot white brilliance that did nothing to chase away her ominous chill. She squinted as the applause swelled. His hand closed on hers, big, warm, hard. He pulled, none too gently. The notepad, penlight, purse, everything, avalanched to the floor as she was jerked to her feet.

      She gave her hand a tug, but his grip was as good as any pair of handcuffs ever invented. He pulled her along at his side. Her protests went unheard beneath the noise of the crowd and the accompanying music. He dragged her up the steps far to the right and onto the stage. She could either fight him and look like an idiot, or accept this fiasco with a modicum of grace. She decided on the latter, though she thought the vain bastard could use a good kick in his oversize ego.

      He looked into her eyes, and again, his lips curved. It didn’t go far enough to qualify as a smile. More like an “I know what you’re thinking and find it amusing” kind of a look.

      She glared at him, her mind exchanging his black eyes for Tawny’s light brown ones—wide open, glazed, forever blind.

      His grip on her wrist eased. He frowned down at her and his hand slid down to clasp hers. They stopped center stage. Behind them, a red velvet curtain rose as silently as a ghost. Shannon glanced over her shoulder, saw a clear pane of glass balanced across the backs of two chairs.

      ‘‘The lovely Shhannnon—” he drew the consonants in her name out until it sounded like an incantation ”—is about to assist me in defying the very laws of nature...of Mother Earth...”

      She told herself not to lose her anger to the ever-growing tide of uneasiness that could easily become fear. Killer or not, he couldn’t very well hurt her right in front of thousands of onlookers. She stiffened her spine. “If you think I’m letting you saw me in half, forget it,” she rasped, teeth grated, mouth barely moving. She glanced sideways at him, saw the twitch in his lips, felt his hand tighten on hers.

      “Of gravity itself,” he went on.

      He had a way of speaking that was mesmerizing, each word enunciated slowly, his mouth seeming to caress every syllable before releasing it. It made you focus on his lips as he spoke, against your own will.

      “This way, Shannon.” Mist shot up from the floor, encircling their legs to twist and writhe in time with the erotic music, if music could be that. Slow, sexy, with an urgent beat. He led her to the makeshift table, waved an arm over it, then took her hand and guided her up a pair of wooden steps as the silken music swelled, his every movement in perfect synchronization with the beat. “Lie down, Shannon. And prepare to be swept away.”

      She shivered a little, wondering if he spoke in those slow, measured tones all the time or only onstage. She lay back on the cool glass, her gaze never leaving his face. Even his breaths and the blinking of his eyes were grace epitomized, as if they, too, had been choreographed. He circled her once, one arm extended, cloak swirling as he moved. Then, with a flick of his fingers at his throat, he whipped the cloak from his shoulders, swung it outward, draped it over her. He drew it up from her feet, covering her right up to her chin.

      The fabric was heaven, satin inside and out. She wanted to rub it against her cheek. The scent that invaded her mind was dusky and potent. Like nothing she’d smelled before.

      His hand touched her forehead, sweeping downward. His fingertips closed her eyes. She stiffened, again thinking of Tawny.

      “Relax, Shannon. Don’t move. Let your muscles melt at my command. Break the bounds of earth. Free yourself from the constraints of gravity.”

      She sighed hard, blinking away the angry tears the image of her friend had brought to her eyes. Damien Namtar knew how to put on a show, if nothing more. Of course, he wouldn’t be the hottest magician in the world if he didn’t. Damien the Eternal. She’d have rolled her eyes if they’d been open. More like Damien the Master of Optical Illusion. But maybe she’d learn something about him if she paid attention. Maybe she’d manage to stop thinking about Tawny long enough to find a hint of who’d killed her.

      And how? For the love of God, how?

      She focused her mind, lying still as he’d instructed. She didn’t want to break this contraption and get dumped on the stage.

      Nothing happened. Shannon heard a collective gasp from the audience and opened one eye. Damien stood near her feet, holding a chair in one outstretched hand. She frowned a little. The chair that had been propping up that end of the glass? But her body was still horizontal.

      He set the chair down and walked to her head, pausing to lay that feather-light hand over her eyes again, closing them once more. She popped them right open again, though. She’d paid to see the damned show. She certainly couldn’t see it with her eyes closed, and she wasn’t about to miss what might turn out to be a clue.

      He was standing at the head of the makeshift bed now, looking down at her face. He pursed his lips when he saw that her eyes were open, but she didn’t close them again. His gaze grew intense, probing, piercing. He bent, and she knew he was pulling the other chair from beneath the sheet of glass. When he straightened he held the chair, whirled around and threw it off stage right.

      When she could see him again he had a plastic hoop in one hand. He ran it over and under her, then around her body, back and forth to demonstrate no strings held her aloft.

      The hoop was tossed aside, as well. He leaned over her face. “Concentrate with me now. Shannon. There is nothing to fear.’’

      With a look of glee, he pulled the cloak over her head. That would teach her for not keeping her eyes closed, she imagined he was thinking.

      She heard him mutter words in a language she didn’t recognize. Then there was a strange sort of vibration. She felt the glass under her back move. It slid to one side. She instinctively began to clutch it with her left hand, but his caught hers and held it still. Her chilled fingers, surrounded by his graceful, warm hand. She almost squeezed it, almost turned her palm to his and laced fingers with him. Weird notion. Luckily, he released her before she had time to follow through.

      She felt the glass slip out from beneath her. The music faded as the beat of drums grew louder, faster. She remained where she was, lying in midair above the stage. How the hell⁠—

      The cloak was moving now, satin rasping against the denim of her jeans as it slipped down her body. Damien stood there, stark-white shirt opened at the collar to reveal a muscled column of throat. Gleaming dark curls showed on his chest. He stood a few feet behind her, arms outstretched, palms up, eyes closed as if in concentration. He had incredible lashes for a man. In fact everything about him was pretty incredible. Shannon knew Tawny better than anyone, and she had a feeling Tawny wouldn’t have left the theater that night without at least offering...

      As he lifted his hands and the drums pounded frantically, Shannon seemed to rise on a cushion of air. She caught her breath. Higher and higher she floated, until she had to close her eyes to keep from getting dizzy.

      Then she just stopped, far above his head. She dared a peek downward. He was staring up at her. He stepped forward. “To me, Shannon,” he called loudly, firmly, in a deep voice that would be tough to argue with. Then he bent his elbows, snapped both fingers. The music stopped all at once...and she fell. It lasted an instant, the sensation of plummeting full-speed through space, the certainty that the landing was going to hurt like hell, the urge to scream out loud. She bit her lip...and landed in his arms.

      She blinked in shock. He stared down at her, and his smile was just a bit fuller. His banded arms cradled her tight to his chest, and the sensation was alien to her. She thought she might be just a little closer to understanding Tawny’s alley-cat morals after tonight. He lowered his head, touched her forehead with his lips. She was sure he’d burned a brand into her skin by the touch of his mouth. But that was stupid. It was the music, and the mist and the magic making her feel ripples of pleasure race up and down her spine. Not the touch of a man. Never the touch of a man.

      The crowd’s roar almost deafened her. He looked away from her, out toward the audience, and she followed his gaze. They were on their feet...every last one of them, and their cheers went on and on, vibrating right to the rafters.

      But her attention strayed back to the man who held her. His strong profile, the elegant line of his jaw, the aquiline nose. And the light gathering brilliance somewhere deep within those jet eyes. He loved this. He absorbed the adoration of the crowd the way the desert absorbs the rain. He was in sheer ecstasy. He almost glowed.

      The curtain lowered in front of them and he set her on her feet. His hands caught her shoulders, turned her to one side and pushed gently. “Offstage, Shannon. Watch from there.’’ A stagehand hustled toward her and Damien leaned over, whispering close to her ear, “You were wonderful.” Then the short redhead gripped her arm and led her offstage. He pointed to a folding chair and ran out of sight, a clipboard clutched in one hand.

      Shannon glanced back to see the heavy, rippling curtain rise as if weightless. Damien stood center stage, fastening the ties that held the cloak at his throat When the curtain stopped its spectral ascent the crowd beyond it still stood, still cheered.

      Sketching an elegant bow, he held his hands up for silence. “Thank you. Thank you all. I’m afraid the fair Shannon won’t be rejoining you. I’ve decided to have her for dinner.” Laughter rippled through the theater.

      Damien opened his arms to his sides, the edges of the cloak held in his hands. “Farewell, my friends.”

      A drumroll pattered across her heart. The crowd went still. He lowered one arm and swept the other over his face in typical Dracula style. He whirled in a circle, once, twice, faster, three times.

      Cymbals smashed. The cloak fell, a satin puddle. He’d vanished. Shannon came to her feet, squinting, searching that shimmering black mound. She saw movement and frowned harder. What the hell was that little...

      The bat launched itself from its satin nest, fluttering wildly, swooping in crazy patterns before soaring out over the crowd. It dove low, eliciting shrieks of delighted honor, gasps of surprise. Then it turned and headed back to the stage. It angled left and flitted right past Shannon’s face and out of sight. The curtain fell again and the theater shook with applause. The noise went on and on before it slowly died. She heard people in the crowd shifting, moving. The activity backstage increased. Shannon shook away the spell the magician had briefly cast over her, and looked around her. She had a mission, despite that his mystical illusions had made her lose track of it for a few minutes. She crossed her fingers and started off in what she hoped was the right direction. She wasn’t finished with Damien Namtar yet. She had questions and she wasn’t leaving here until she got some answers.

      A tap on her shoulder made her spin around, half expecting to see the magic man himself smirking at her. Instead it was the same red-haired man who’d led her offstage. Her purse dangled from one pudgy, freckle-smattered hand. “Damien said I should give this to you. Said all your stuff’s inside.”

      “Thanks.” She took it, her gaze busy looking beyond the man. "Where is he? I need to talk to him.”

      “No chance of that. He’s gone already.”

      “He’s...gone?” She felt exactly like a balloon being slowly deflated.

      “Long drive to that palace of his in Tigris. And it’s raining.”

      “Palace?”

      The redhead looked at the floor, shaking his head slow. “Like somethin’ outta ‘life-styles of the Richer-Than-I’ll-Ever-Be.’ Know what I mean?”

      She did. She’d seen the photos in the entertainment magazines, which couldn’t get enough of the world-renowned, millionaire magician. Nor could his legion female fans. She tilted her head. “I heard he was a recluse. You’d think he would keep where he lives secret, keep the fans from hounding him.”

      “Everybody knows about that place, but there’s no danger of him bein’ hounded. He’s got a security system like Fort Knox. Nobody could get in there.”

      “Nobody, huh?” She thumbed the strap of her bag over her shoulder and turned to go.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Damien,

        Once again, I write you and hope for a response. And this time, I’ll make an effort to explain my motives more completely, and perhaps ease your misgivings about me.

        I am a vampire, like you, and a scientist I devote my time, over two centuries now, to the study of our kind, in an effort to better understand the peculiarities of our existence. Why are we here? To what purpose? And also, in the hope of easing some of the less pleasant aspects of our lives. I study The Chosen, as well, those humans with whom we share an inexplicable psychic link. Those we’re drawn to, and whom we instinctively try to protect. Those who can be transformed, and who have the same elusive antigen in their blood as all of us had at one time. My studies have yielded a great deal of information. But I crave more.

        You, Damien, I’ve been told, are the most powerful, the most ancient of us still in existence. You’re said to have abilities beyond those of younger immortals, and I’ve no doubt your wisdom exceeds ours, as well. I wish only to meet with you, talk to you, learn from your vast aeons of immortality. Your wisdom could benefit us all, Damien. I should like, very much, to be your friend.

        Yours in darkness,

        Eric Marquand

      

      

      

      Damien crumpled the letter with its formally patterned sentences that, in his opinion, made it clear to anyone who cared that the author wasn’t from this time, and tossed it into the cold ashes of his modern, marble hearth. This Marquand ought to learn to sound as if he belonged here and now. Damien had always thought that was the most important part of fitting into any culture—sounding as if you belonged. No sense drawing attention to yourself.

      He grimaced, remembering the last line of the note: I should like, very much, to be your friend. Friend. The word disgusted him. He didn’t want or need to be anyone’s friend. He’d lived through that debilitating pain once, and didn’t have the slightest urge to repeat it.

      This Eric Marquand, this infant of an immortal, this vampire who called himself a scientist, wouldn’t learn much from him, anyway. Marquand had probably gained more knowledge about the undead in his mere two hundred years of existence than Damien had in almost four thousand. Damien had existed in solitude. He wanted no contact with others of his kind, and most of all, no contact with The Chosen.

      The Chosen. They scared the hell out of him. This irresistible instinct he knew all vampires felt, to watch over them, to care for them—it shook him to the bone. It threatened his solitary life. He didn’t want to care for anyone. Not ever again. The only way to avoid the mental tug of those rare humans was to avoid them, and that was exactly what Damien had always managed to do.

      That is, until tonight. He’d sensed her presence in the audience from the second he’d stepped onto the stage. He’d felt her there, and there’d been that pull, magnetic, powerful. Some demon inside had urged him to see her, talk to her, touch her and feel the power snap between them. He’d felt that urge before, when he’d chanced to cross paths with one of them. He’d always been able to resist it. Not this time, though. He’d wanted to touch her, and he had.

      Maybe a little too much. Damien deliberately kept his mind closed, like pulling shutters tight over a window. He didn’t want or need to open himself to the thoughts and feelings of others. He didn’t care about them, wasn’t the least bit curious. But tonight, in the brief moments of physical contact with the woman, he’d felt an avalanche of emotions pouring from her mind to his, emotions so powerful they’d shaken him. He’d felt her pain, her anger. Most of all, her grief. And, for a second he hadn’t been sure if it was hers or his own, resurfacing to cripple him one more time. It was so similar.

      The ancient instinct to make things better for her had leapt to life, forced itself to the front of his mind. He’d doused that blazing urge with an act of will, and made a greater effort to shut her out. But it had been close. It had been too damned close.

      He’d need to be more careful from now on. And he’d most definitely need to avoid any more contact with this particular woman, who affected him the way no one ever had.
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        * * *

      

      She wore a black spandex bodysuit and leggings. A black nylon face mask, taken from a Cat Woman costume she’d bought one Halloween, covered her face. Only her eyes and mouth showed. The thin gloves that covered her hands were black, too, as were the lightweight tennis shoes on her feet. She even wore black nylons so her ankles wouldn’t stand out in the darkness.

      She’d given the man a chance. She’d phoned his house three times. He’d answered the first time, and as soon as she’d told him who was calling, he’d barked at her not to bother him and hung up on her. It had been busy ever since, and she suspected the hermit had taken it off the hook. Fine. He wanted to do this the hard way, then she’d oblige him. Hell, she had nothing to lose. His refusal to talk to her was a roadblock. She wanted to find out who’d killed her best friend and how. This guy was effectively stopping her in her tracks. Too much like being controlled. Too much like letting someone else pull the strings that ran her life. There wasn’t much that could make her angrier, more defensive, more ready to do battle. The last time anyone had controlled her life, she’d been sixteen years old, and the results were not pretty. It hadn’t happened again.

      She scanned the big hulk of black that was his mansion, and wondered what was so great about this setup, anyway. No motion detector on the fence that surrounded the place. Just an alarm that would sound if the locked gate were tampered with, and a couple of surveillance cameras mounted up top. “Big, fat, hairy deal,’’ she muttered.

      She slipped the coiled rope from her shoulder, tossed the grappling hook to the tree limb that hung right over the fence—how could Mister Security have missed that?—and climbed up. Walking farther out on the sturdy limb, she attached the hook again, and lowered herself to the ground inside the fence. Simple. A kid could break into this place.

      Two spotlights came on, aimed right at her. She hit the dirt facedown, her heart thudding in her chest like a jackhammer. Damn!

      The lights remained on for several seconds before going out once more. So there were motion detectors. Anything moved within their range and those damned lights would come on again, giving her away if they hadn’t already. Okay, think.

      The sensor had to be aimed at the movement in order for it to work. She was assuming it wasn’t aimed right at ground level or the lights would snap on with every rabbit or field mouse or stray leaf that blew past. Okay. It was worth a shot. She hadn’t heard a sound from the house so far, so maybe magic man was asleep.

      She slithered toward the house on her belly. She hadn’t had much of a look at it yet, in this gloomy darkness. She knew only that it was huge, and dark. Not a light glowing from a single window.

      She’d try the door first—not that she expected to find it unlocked, but there might be a doggy door or something she could crawl through. As long as there wasn’t a doggy to go with it. She crossed her fingers and humped her way up the broad flagstone steps like an overgrown inchworm.

      When the door was right in front of her face, it slowly opened, and her vision was filled with a pair of calf-hugging black boots.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      What, exactly, are you doing here, Shannon?”

      His anger vibrated in those low, measured tones, but seemed to be held in rigid control. She opened her mouth to answer, still staring straight ahead at his gleaming skintight boots. No words came out

      “Much as I might fantasize about the implications of your present position, I think you ought to get up now.”

      She did, quickly, and she felt her face heating beneath the mask.

      That’s right, the mask. How the hell did he know it was me?

      She tugged it off and glared at him. “Look, I tried to talk to you at the theater, but you left. When I called, you hung up. You really didn’t leave me much choice⁠—”

      “The choice I left you with was to leave me alone.”

      His dark eyes burned with some inner fire. Black fire. Dark light. How was that possible? She blinked and shook herself. The wind picked up a little, and it made a deep moaning sound when it passed through the branches of a big oak tree. Perfect October night wind.

      She faced him, and tried to ignore her shiver of apprehension. How could a man as attractive as this one make her feel so afraid? Nothing scared her. Not even death. Not that she’d admit it, anyway. She couldn’t afford to, in her present condition. “I’m afraid I can’t leave you alone.’’

      “Why not?”

      “Let me in and I’ll tell you.” She watched his face, and knew when he didn’t refuse that he was wavering. “It's important.”

      “It must be.” He glanced down over her attire as he said it, and his sarcasm couldn’t be missed. Just when her chin rose and a few choice set-downs jumped to her lips, he nodded once and stepped aside. “Ten minutes, Shannon. Then you either leave on your own or I call animal control.”

      She sauntered past him, feeling triumphant, glancing back over her shoulder. “Who do you think they’d pick up? Cat Woman or Batman?”

      He grimaced as if her little joke had been so bad it was painful, but he couldn’t hide the twitch at the corners of his lips. She wondered, for a second, why he’d want to. Then she turned to see where she was going, and all her thoughts stampeded from her mind like cattle from a burning barn.

      The short hall she’d traversed opened into a circular room that would put the Oval Office to shame. Black marble fireplace with two arched openings. One for the fire and the other to hold the neatly stacked logs. The mantel stretched the length of it, and was littered with artsy objects encased in clear-glass cubes of varying sizes. The floor gleamed, the same swirling black marble as the hearth, accented here and there with colorful Turkish rugs. Their patterns were wild, orderless, vivid. Were those black eyes peering up at her from behind swirls of scarlet and gold? God, these things, with their braided tassels and secret meanings, could pass for Aladdin’s magic carpet. One lay near the fireplace, all but invisible under a mound of pillows. Round, square, oval, satin, silk, velvet, blacks and reds and golds. A chaise lounge the color of goldenrod, and big enough to hold a crowd, held court to one side of the fireplace. Its shimmery fabric would glow with the firelight when there was a fire. There was a couch, but it wasn't really. It had no back. The plump red cushions angled upward at either end, curving over scrolled wooden arms. Long strands of red fringe hung to the floor all the way around it. The wooden legs and trim were engraved with obscure shapes and symbols.

      She blinked and gave her head a shake.

      “Not what you expected?’’

      It was as though an icy wind had just blown over her, the way she shivered.

      But it wasn’t an icy wind. It was a cool breath, and four simple words spoken softly, close to her nape.

      She drew a breath, closed her eyes, calmed herself. She wouldn’t let the man’s mystic demeanor shake her. After all, it was only part of the act. A persona he put on and took off like the satin cloak he wore. An image. He took it further than she’d anticipated, but that wasn’t proof he’d taken it to the ultimate extreme. Was it?

      “Perfect setting to keep the image intact, Damien.” She continued scanning. There were two wide, arched doorways, at ten o’clock and two o’clock if the fireplace was noon. Neither of them had a door. Instead they were draped with countless strings of beads that looked like onyx. “Although,” she went on, trying to keep the amazement from her voice as she found one wondrous item after another, “I don’t know why you bother. I was told few people ever get past the front gate. So, who are you trying to impress?”

      “The room is for me. I like it this way.”

      The walls and high ceiling were plastered, their surfaces rough, like stucco, and slightly yellowed, as if very old, although she was sure they were new. The lights were recessed into the walls, with half circles of intricate plaster work shading them from below. The effect was a muted glow that seemed to emanate naturally from above.

      She stepped closer to the mantel, eyes widening as she looked more closely at the items within the glass cubes. Small figures of bearded, almond-eyed men. What looked like a billy goat standing on its hind legs, apparently plated in gold. A chipped piece of pottery, with animals and designs painted in dulling colors and perfect symmetry. An uneven, rather rectangular hunk of stone with line after line of tiny, detailed marks. Writing? “Are these things as old as they look?”

      “That depends on how old they look.”

      She faced him, frowning. “They’re artifacts, aren’t they? You collect them. But where do you find things like this, in some pharaoh’s tomb?”

      “Nice guess. Try a bit earlier and a little farther south.” She bit her lip, racking her brain, but he cut her off. “It doesn’t make any difference, Shannon. I’ve given you ten minutes, and you’ve wasted the first three gawking at my living room. Are you going to tell me what it is that drove you to dress in that ridiculous outfit and break in?”

      Her anger returned, and with it, her awareness of why she was here. “You think it’s some silly thing, don’t you? That I’m an obsessed fan and all I want is an autograph or a souvenir of Damien the Eternal.

      He tilted his head to one side, crossing his arms over his chest as if waiting patiently for her to get to the point. It was infuriating. She unzipped the small fanny pack that was snapped around her hips. The manila envelope she pulled out wasn’t sealed. “How often do you do that levitation routine using an audience member as a volunteer, Damien?”

      His gaze dipped to the envelope, then met hers again. “It’s new. Tonight was only the third time I’ve done it. I like to keep the act varied.”

      “This was the third time,” she repeated. “Do you happen to remember your volunteer last week?” She pulled out the photos, not giving him time to answer. She kept her eyes on his, careful not to glance down at the pictures she held out to him. She’d seen them too many times already.

      He looked at her for a long moment, brows creasing. She saw some kind of war going on in those glittering black eyes. When he took the stack, his fingertips brushed over hers and she shivered. She turned away from him, paced to the piece of furniture that looked like Cleopatra’s bed and sat down.

      She refused to look at him. She gazed, instead, into the cold hearth, noticed the crumpled bit of paper there, wondered what was on it and whether he’d leave the room long enough for her to get a look.

      She never heard him approach, so it shocked her when his hand closed around her wrist and he jerked her to her feet. His grip was like iron, and he glared down at her with a fire in his eyes that was potent, and dangerous.

      “What in hell is this garbage?’’ His other hand clutched the photographs.

      Fear should have taken over. That it didn’t wasn’t on account of her unshakable courage. More that she had nothing to lose. Nothing at all. What was the worst he could do to her? Kill her? So he’d beat the disease to the punch. Big deal. It was laughable.

      “Don’t you recognize her, Damien? I’ll admit, it’s tough with her skin white as candle wax and her eyes glazed over like that. Still, her hair is the same. Tangled, but basically the same. She was an actress, you know. At least she wanted to be.”

      His grip tightened. “What kind of sick prank are you trying to⁠—”

      “You do remember her. Good. It’s no prank, Damien. Tawny Keller is dead. She died in her bed, a few hours after she performed for the last time, as your audience volunteer.”

      His gaze narrowed. His grip on her arm eased, then his hand fell away. He turned slightly, shook his head.

      Shannon reached into the fanny pack again, pulling out several stapled-together pages. “Don’t believe it, huh? Well, try this, then.” She thrust the papers under his nose. “Medical examiner’s report, autopsy results.”

      His gaze rose to hers again. Anguished. She had the briefsense that he was bleeding inside, but it vanished as fast as it came.

      “How did you get these things? Are you a cop?”

      She squared her shoulders. “Not a cop, a PI.” He hadn’t taken the papers, so she tossed them aside. They spread their pages like wings and fluttered to the floor. Silence stretched tight between Damien and her. She didn’t want to live it again, didn’t want to feel it again. “I found the body.” The memory rushed over her, even though she fought it with everything she had. Pounding on Tawny’s door. Worried because she hadn’t answered the phone, and they always talked first thing in the morning. The door hadn’t even been locked. God, she was careless!

      Shannon felt a cold hand grip her heart as she recalled walking in, calling, hearing no answer. But she’d known, she’d felt that dread even before she’d entered the bedroom and seen what no one should ever have to see.

      She turned to hide the pain from him and paced away. “They’re keeping the whole thing quiet. There’d be a circus if the apparent cause of death leaked to the press. But I saw her. I knew. I traded my silence for the photos, the reports. I’ve worked with this ME before, and he’s a stickler for the rule book. He wouldn’t have let me have these things if I’d given him a choice.” She stared into the darkened fireplace, battling tears and eventually winning. “They threatened to pull my license if I got involved in this, but I don’t really give a damn. She was my best friend.”

      He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry.” He’d moved closer to her, stood right behind her now. He must walk like a cat. “But I still don’t see⁠—”

      She whirled on him, poking his wide chest with a forefinger. “Don’t you? She bled to death, Damien. And the only injuries found on her entire body were those two little marks on her throat. You tell me how the hell anyone could do that to her, and then you tell me who you’d suspect if you were in my shoes.”

      He closed his eyes as if he were in some kind of physical pain and turned slowly away from her. “It’s impossible. There had to be some other injury, or⁠—”

      “Read the damned autopsy report if you don’t believe me. The cause of death is listed as extreme blood loss. They can’t explain it. If this were an upstanding citizen instead of a hooker-slash-actress, they’d be probably call the FBI.” She closed her eyes. “But it was just Tawny. Just some nobody who grew up on the streets and did what she had to do to survive. Just my best friend since I was sixteen years old. I’d have never lived to see seventeen if it hadn’t been for her.” He said nothing, only stood with his back to her, one hand shielding his eyes.

      “The police think I’m crazy. They say there’s no evidence to point to you. But I’m not crazy. I’m good at what I do, and right now the only goal in my short, miserable life is to get to the bottom of this.” She sniffed, and tried to erase the waver from her voice. “I’m trying to track down the woman who volunteered to be your assistant the week before Tawny did. Rosalie Mason. But you know something, Damien? I’m not having much luck. And my gut tells me I’m not gonna find her, or if I do, she won’t be in any shape to tell me a thing.”

      She heard his slow, long sigh. “So, you came here to accuse me of murder. You’ve done that Maybe you ought to leave now.”

      “Rosalie was a prostitute, too, you know.” She paced back and forth in front of the fireplace, ignoring his words, going a little faster with every lap. “She attended the show that night with a john. No one’s reported her missing. No one wants to talk to the cops about where she might be. They’re ignoring the fact that she just isn’t around anymore, because no one cared. But it’s different with Tawny. Someone cared about her. And I’m not letting this go.”

      “Go home. Shannon.”

      His form appeared in front of her, stopping her pattern. She stared up at him.

      “So, which is it, Damien? Are you insane enough to believe you really are what you pretend to be onstage? Or is this just a publicity stunt? A few vampire killings while you’re in town to entice the populace. Oughtta work wonders at the box office.” Her brows drew closer as she studied him. “How much did Tawny suffer before you killed her, Damien? Just how the hell did you do that to her?”

      His anger pounded down at her like a physical force. “What do you think?”

      If his tone and his threatening stance were supposed to intimidate her into cowering silence, it didn’t work. She thrust her chin up and held his gaze. “I think this is a pattern. And if I’m right and it holds true, then I’m next in line, aren’t I? I’ll know for sure, then. And you know something, Damien? I almost hope you do come for me. Because I’ll be waiting.”

      She felt his rage. It seemed to zap and spark in the very air between them. If it did, then it must be wrestling with her own, because she was furious. He hadn’t denied a thing.

      “Oh, will you?”

      “You’re damn right I will, and you’d better take me out on the first try, because I won’t hesitate. And I never miss.”

      “Going to shoot me, are you?”

      “Blow your head right off your shoulders. I don’t know how many other girls you’ve left lying dead in your wake, but you messed with the wrong one this time. Tawny was my best friend in this world. It ends here. So give it your best shot, magic man. It’s gonna be your last one.”

      She turned away from him, started for the front door, but his hand shot out to grip her arm and he twisted her around to face him again.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”
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        * * *

      

      Her eyes widened, eyes the exact color of very old amber. He felt the rush of dread that passed through her. But she didn’t show it, didn’t cower or even lower her head. Her golden blond hair framed her face so she looked like an angel. At the moment, a fiercely angry, avenging angel. He opened his mind, deliberately opened it, for the first time in aeons. The bombardment stunned him. He released her, his hands automatically pressing to his temples at the force of all that hit him. Voices, thoughts, emotions, sensations. Thousands upon thousands, pummeling him all at once. Too much. Too many.

      He closed his eyes, took a staggering step backward. The noise of countless voices pierced his eardrums. Feelings of pain, pleasure, heat, cold, sickness, exertion, trampled over his body until it vibrated as if electrified. Visions flashed in front of his eyes, blinding him. A thousand scents assailed him, a thousand tastes coated his mouth before he managed to block them out, slamming the door of his mind like the lid of a casket. Closing it, sealing it.

      For the love of Inanna! It had been so long since he’d attempted to receive the sensations of others...he’d grown in power, in strength, in the ability to do the trick, and at the same time, neglected the taming of his own abilities. He’d need to work on it, relearn the ways to filtering the vibrations, to home in only on the mind in question.

      Which, at the moment, was hers.

      He opened his eyes, blinking the room into focus. He was alone. He turned to stare down the short hallway. The door stood wide, with only the night beyond it.

      Gone. As if she’d never been there.

      Damien closed the door and stood for a moment, still trembling with the aftereffects of the blow he’d just taken. He made himself move back into his comfort room. The haven he’d created for himself. The place he felt the most relaxed. The sunken eyes of the dead woman stared up at him from photos scattered over gleaming black marble floor. The marks on her lily-white throat seemed to taunt, to laugh at him.

      You think yourself the enemy of death, Damien? You think wrong. I’ve won at last, you see? You’ve surrendered. I own you now.

      He lunged forward, snatching the horrible pictures from the floor, falling to his knees in front of the hearth, throwing them down on top of the cold ashes. “I didn’t kill her.” The words came as if on their own, in a harsh whisper. The face of the once-beautiful young actress stared at him, accusation screaming from the silent depths of her sightless eyes. He focused the beam of his thoughts, and the photo burst into flames. Red-orange tongues danced and licked, spreading to the other photos in the hearth and then to the letter he’d thrown there earlier. Damien watched them burn and wondered what more he could have done to prevent this.

      The thirst—the damned need—had grown stronger with every year he’d lived. It raged now like the Bull of Heaven, sent down to wreak the vengeance of the gods on mankind. It was impossible to deny, or to deprive the hunger. Animals no longer sufficed. The cold plastic liquid stolen from blood banks couldn't fill his burning need. He couldn’t ignore it.

      He’d tried. In fact, he’d made it a ritual of self-torment. Whenever the hunger came, he refused to feed, fought the bloodlust, resisted it until it became all powerful. He’d thought that by resisting it, he’d be the one to grow stronger. It hadn’t worked out that way, though. Every time he tried, the lust raged more potent in his veins, until every cell of him screamed for the elixir, until his mind left the realm of his control and he hunted, swathed in a bloodred haze of mindless need.

      And even then, he’d thought he’d kept a modicum of restraint. He’d fed only in sips, and only from those women who’d hounded his steps after a performance. The groupies. The ones who slipped uninvited into his dressing room, baring pretty necks and offering themselves to him, sometimes begging him to take them.

      Fantasies, he knew. And he’d laugh off their offers, only to appear in their bedrooms—in their dreams—a few hours later. There, twined in their warm, mortal arms, he could sate his roaring lust. And by his simple command, these willing victims would remember the entire exchange as an erotic, pleasure-filled dream. As they drew their first breaths; bathed in sunlight, the marks on their throats would begin to heal.

      If they noticed the wounds at all, they’d remember a minor accident to explain them. One that had never happened. He thought he’d been so careful. Always leaving them asleep, looking utterly tranquil and contented, having gained as much satisfaction from the exchange as he had.

      Had he gone too far? Had that desire inside him overwhelmed him to the point that he’d drained one of them and not even been aware of it? Could it?

      That’s right, Damien. I’ve won. You’ve not only surrendered, you’ve joined my army. Joined it alongside sickness and war and famine. One of my horsemen now, Damien. An instrument of death.

      He moaned in agony and folded his arms around his middle. No one despised the shadow of death more than Damien. No one. Death was his enemy. His greatest foe. If he’d reached the point where feeding his own demon meant feeding death another victim, then he’d end his existence tomorrow. He’d walk naked into the sunrise. He’d...

      No.

      He straightened his body and stared into the blackened remains of the photos in the hearth. Red still glowed around the edges of the letter, and bits of white showed amid the charred paper. Before he did anything, he needed to learn the truth. If he’d killed, if indeed he had taken a life, then he deserved to surrender his own.

      But if not, then there was someone else.

      He paced the floor, deep in thought. Someone who, perhaps, wanted the world to believe Damien was guilty.

      His steps stopped near the first archway. Someone who was doing it by preying on the women whose blood he’d tasted?

      No, how could anyone know that? He would have been aware if anyone had seen him, wouldn’t he?

      Preying on the women who’d assisted him onstage, then?

      His gaze flew to the spot where he’d last seen Shannon.

      If he didn’t go after her, watch over her, and his theory was on target, her life might very well end tonight.

      If he did go after her, as his every instinct was screaming at him to do, and his greatest fears were true...her precious life might end anyway. Anu, how could he risk killing someone he wanted only to protect? How could he risk his need for solitude by giving in to the urge to protect her, when his mind was telling him to run in the opposite direction?

      What the hell was he going to do?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

      

    

    
      The raven soared into the night, its glistening blue black wings spread as it rode the wind, spiraling upward, ever upward. Then, folding those gleaming wings to itself, it dove at dizzying speeds, until anyone watching would have caught his breath in alarm, fully expecting to witness the death of a once-graceful bird. Instead, though, the wings unfurled. The bird slowed, arched upward and, with gentle flapping, alighted upon the rail of a balcony on the twenty-third story.

      Shannon slammed the apartment door, turned the lock, shot the dead bolt, fastened the chain. Breathless, she leaned back against the door and closed her eyes. The courage, the defiance, had been flawless right up until he’d grabbed her and told her she wasn’t leaving. At that moment, with that iron manacle of a hand gripping her arm, those cold, sure words hanging in the air and those unnaturally gleaming, jewel black eyes holding her captive, she’d felt pure, undiluted panic.

      Instantly his image flashed into her mind, a snapshot of the way he’d looked at that moment. What had happened to him? He’d released her all of the sudden, his hands going to his head as if it were splitting in two. His eyes squeezed shut tight in apparent pain.

      And she’d run like a rabbit

      She’d climbed over the fence to make her escape, no longer caring how many alarms she set off. Her rope and grappling hook still hung from the monster of an oak tree out front. Her Cat Woman hood probably still lay on his front step. She’d forgotten the photos of Tawny and the autopsy report. She’d forgotten everything except that she didn’t want to die. When he’d grabbed her arm and told her she wasn’t leaving, she’d thought she was about to.

      She squeezed her eyes tighter to prevent the stupid tears that tried to leak through, and shook her head at the bitter irony. Her, running from death. Her, not wanting to die. God, what a joke! Not for the first time, she heard herself cursing fate for its idiotic mistake in choosing Tawny as the victim of this sick killer’s whim. It should have been Shannon. Tawny had a future, a life waiting for her. A career. She’d have made it happen, too. Shannon knew she would have. She had a way of willing things to go the way she wanted. Shannon swore and swept a hand over her damp eyes.

      It shouldn’t have been Tawny. It should have been me. God, why wasn't it me? At least one of us could have gone on, lived, maybe had a family someday....

      Blinking, she crawled out of the self-pitying puddle she’d stepped into. If she didn’t get herself together, it would be her. And it would end any chance she had of bringing Tawny’s killer down before her time on this planet ran out. If he was coming for her, it would probably be tonight. Tawny had died the same night she’d volunteered as his assistant. And as far as she could tell, the other woman, Rosalie, hadn’t been seen since the night she’d taken her turn in the spotlight. So he would probably come tonight. Probably pretty soon.

      She was tired. Damn, but she was tired.

      Shannon dipped her hand into the fanny pack for the stubby .38 revolver. It had been with her the whole time she’d been at Damien’s. She’d never really been in any danger. She could have dropped to one knee, pulled out the little black handgun and pumped all six rounds into him in under three seconds. Sure, it would’ve been tough to prove self-defense, when she’d broken into his house and he’d been unarmed. So, she’d have done some time.

      Not a hell of a lot, though.

      She took the gun into the bathroom with her, set it on the little sand-colored counter that surrounded the shell-shaped coral basin. Within easy reach. No one was going to sneak up on her. Not even someone who walked as quietly as he did.

      She stripped off her clothes, quickly and not too neatly, tossing them and leaving them where they landed. Then she stepped beneath the hot, pounding shower spray and just let it soothe her aching muscles. God, it would be good to take a break from all of this. Relax with a good book, or a bowl of popcorn and an old Bogart movie. Jump in the car that often cost her her grocery money and head south until she hit sand and sun, and just bask for a while. But she knew she couldn’t. Not now. She’d set the wheels in motion and she had to see things through to the end. There wasn’t a lot of time. She was all too aware of that

      Even with Tawny’s death and all its repercussions, all the questions screaming for answers, Shannon still couldn’t stop her mind from wandering where she least wanted it to go.

      Damien Namtar.

      The image of him floated into her brain again, damn him. He was a murder suspect. Not to the police, granted. But in her mind he was. Right now he was the only suspect. So she shouldn’t think about the odd awareness she felt around him, the prickling sensations that encompassed her, the palpable touch of those eyes. “Physical distractions,’’ she muttered, and tipped her head back to let the hot water drench her hair. She inhaled the moist steam, hoping it would put some sense into her head. He was handsome, in a dark, exotic kind of way. Add to that the fact that his performances were always loaded with sexual innuendo, and it was no wonder her libido was responding this way.

      Or was it? She’d thought herself immune to sexual desire. She’d had little experience; the clumsy, drunken gropings of the man who was supposed to be her guardian, the foster parent she’d been sent to when she was sixteen. She’d had no choice about going to live there. Orphans, abandoned children didn’t have a hell of a lot of choices, and God knows she’d had none to speak of up to that point in her life. Certainly no choice over what that bastard had tried to do to her.

      From that day on, though, the choices had been all hers. No one had ever told her what to do again. No one ever would.

      Only one good thing had come out of that time in her life, and that was that she’d met Tawny. They’d been sent to the same foster home. They’d suffered the same abuse, albeit for a short time. They’d fled before the bastard’s attempts could lead to the ultimate violation. They’d had little choice. Neither Shannon nor Tawny had trusted authority enough to turn him in then. Whom would they have told? The same pencil pushers who’d sent them to him? And where would they be sent next? Someplace worse?

      Later, Shannon had written a letter to the social worker, recounted everything, even signed her name—but she hadn’t told them where to find her. She couldn’t risk losing control of her own life again.

      The results of their brief stay with that man had been totally different. For Tawny, there was no more respect for her body. It became a means to an end, and she used it that way, laughing inwardly at the men foolish enough to pay her for something they could get at home free. Idiots, she’d called them. If they were dumb enough to hand over their hard-earned cash, that was their problem. She’d always said the Johns didn’t know it, but they were the ones being used.

      For Shannon, it was different. She’d made up her mind that she would never want to be touched by a man. Never. She couldn’t even think of sex without remembering the disgust, the humiliation, the stench of his breath. How could closeness with any man ever bring her pleasure? She’d shunned Tawny’s methods of survival, taken a menial job cleaning hotel rooms, instead.

      It had been a long time, though. And for some reason, she wasn’t recalling all that revulsion when she thought of Damien. She probably should be.

      She sighed and tried to put him out of her mind, but she couldn’t. She remembered his performance tonight. Scantily dressed beauties running their hands up and down his body to some frantic jungle beat as he prepared to perform the next feat, seductively touching and caressing him as they fastened chains around him for an escape trick. It was little wonder he had groupies throwing themselves at him. Little wonder he seemed to exude some mystical allure to her. He probably had the same effect on most women, which surely accounted for the gossip she’d read in the fan magazines about the ones who were constantly offering to take him to bed after a show.

      The question of the hour was, did he murder them after obliging them? Had Tawny been taken in by his sex appeal and offered herself as others did? It was something Tawny wouldn’t have hesitated to do. Was that why he’d killed her?

      Or maybe the opposite was true. It might be the ones who seemed indifferent to him that suffered the ultimate punishment Maybe Tawny had turned him down. Maybe that was why he’d killed her.

      But why do it in such a grisly way? And how? How the hell do you drain the blood out of someone, leaving only two tiny wounds in her neck? How do you do it without a drop of blood spilling on the sheets, or the pillows the person is lying on? What the hell do you do with it after you've taken it?

      She lathered her body, rinsed it, washed her hair, and still felt no closer to knowing what had happened to her friend.

      There had been precious few other cases demanding her attention. She’d referred them to larger investigations firms, hating to have to give away business when she’d fought so long and so hard to get established. But this took precedence, and besides, she wasn’t exactly saving up for retirement. It wasn’t as if she was going to be spending much money. All she needed was enough for the next few car payments, and another month or two’s rent, if that. She wouldn’t be taking on any new cases. She kept the office open only for her own case now. And when she found Tawny’s killer, she’d close it for good.

      She intended to focus solely on Tawny’s murder from here on. She couldn’t afford a single distraction. She would use every second of the time she had left to⁠—

      Dizziness swamped her and she reached out blindly, clutching the shower curtain to keep from falling. She let her body rest against the cool, wet tiles of the shower stall, held her head with one hand and shut the water off with the other. She waited for the vertigo to pass, but it didn’t.

      Damn! Why now? Why the hell now?

      She groped for a towel, twisted it around her and staggered out of the shower, pausing only to clumsily pick up her gun before continuing through to the living room. She had to get to bed, had to lie down, rest until it passed. It would pass. It always did. God willing, the bastard wouldn’t show up to kill her before it ran its course.

      She needed the bed, and she fought to keep her balance until she got there. She would burrow under the blankets because the chills would come next .And then she’d shiver and shake and run a fever until they finished with her. These episodes usually lasted only an hour or so. But they’d been coming more frequently lately. Her body’s little alarm clock, reminding her every so often that time was nearly up.

      She made it just to the doorway of the bedroom before she collapsed. She felt her legs melt from her ankles to her hips, and then the floor rose up to greet her. She pulled her arms under her to push herself up, but they’d become useless, heavy, nearly impossible to move.

      The shaking kicked in. Her body jerked with the chills, and she could hear her own teeth chattering. God, she was so cold. She felt the goose bumps rising on her arms and legs. If she could just get to the bed. She’d always had time to make it to the bed. The damned episodes were hitting faster, harder, than before, she realized, as well as more often. She didn’t want to think about what that meant.

      But why the hell did it have to happen tonight?

      Concentrating fiercely, she managed to tighten her hand around the gun, though the effort cost her. She broke into a cold sweat, fought to catch her breath. She couldn’t lose the gun. She had to cling to it in case he came for her. He’d kill her if he found her defenseless like this. God, she hated being helpless, weak, not in control of her own body. She focused on the feel of the cold wood grips in her hand, made herself feel the trigger, kept her mind on where the barrel was pointed, even as she strained to make her arms function and struggled to pull her shuddering body across the floor. Every muscle in her throbbed and ached in protest, burned with an unseen fire. Then the damned convulsions tried to tear them from the bone.

      Someone bent over her, lifted her, and a familiar scent invaded her awareness. Dusky. Subtle. Somehow erotic. The arms around her, the chest against her, felt familiar and warm and hard. She forced her eyes open, tried to focus her vision, but saw only a blurred outline. It didn’t matter. She knew perfectly well who held her, who carried her across the room and lowered her to the bed. Covers were tugged over her, tucked tightly around her. The electric blanket she’d so recently purchased for just this kind of occasion was plugged in, turned on. She knew, because she felt it begin to heat her chilled skin.

      He gently worked the gun out of her trembling hand and set it aside. His hands, those big, hard, magic hands with their long, elegant fingers, pushed her hair away from her face.

      “Do you want me to call an ambulance. Shannon?’’

      She heard the words, heard that soft voice, which had been harsh the last time he’d spoken to her. It was still like velvet music on her ears, but so gruff now. So hesitant.

      She tried to form an answer, gave up and shook her head, instead. Even that small effort took every ounce of energy she could summon.

      “Your family, then?’’

      “N-noo. There’s...no one.’’

      “What is it? What’s wrong with you?” The low, level timbre of his voice seemed to have deserted him. He spoke quietly, as if he might hurt her ears if he used his normal tone. She felt the strength of his hands on her shoulders. The warmth of them. The pressure of each fingertip, pressing urgently into her flesh.

      Fear tried to make itself heard in her mind, but there was too much else there in the way. She knew, somehow, that she ought to be afraid of him right now, but she wasn’t, and that had to be because of the illness. It must be dulling her intellect, or she’d be scared to death.

      The electric blanket’s heat seeped a little more deeply into her body. The shaking slowed. The chills eased slightly, but left behind the aching that made her feel as if a steamroller had just mowed her down. She felt his weight leave the bed, heard his steps.

      God, she was so groggy when these spells came. Why hadn’t he killed her yet? Where was her gun? Why wasn’t she screaming for help, or reaching for the phone or dragging herself to the door?

      He returned, the bed sinking when he sat on its edge. Pills touched her lips. Then cool water. She swallowed as he held her head up, his long fingers curled around the back of her neck, threading up into her hair.

      “Ibuprofen,” he told her. “For the pain and the fever.”

      She nodded. He lowered her to the pillow again. The shaking eased further.

      “Better?”

      Her eyes could not stay open, no matter how she strained to look at him, to see what he was thinking, what he’d do next, whether there was murder in his jewel black eyes.

      ‘‘You care to tell me how you planned to take on a crazed killer in this kind of shape?”

      He sounded angry. She wondered why.

      “Did-didn’t...plan this.”

      “Is it better? Is it easing?”

      She started to fall asleep, only to feel his hands tighten on her shoulders and lift her from the pillows.

      “Tell me!”

      Her eyes flew wide. Here it was, her fogged mind told her. The end. And they’d find her in the morning the way she’d found Tawny. Drained of her blood, lily-white, eyes staring sightlessly at the ceiling. Dying of one of these attacks didn’t seem so terrible when she considered the alternative.

      She had to do something. She focused her mind, the strength of every muscle, into one small act to save herself. One all but limp hand swung outward, toward the nightstand. That was where he’d put her gun, wasn’t it? She connected with the lamp and heard it crash to the floor.

      He stilled, then gently lowered her back down to the pillows. Her vision was clearing. She saw his black eyes search her face, saw him reach out. Then his hand was pressing something hard and cold into hers.

      “This what you’re after?”

      She closed her fist around the cool wood grips, breathed again.

      He pushed a hand through his dark hair. “Keep it, if it will ease your mind. Shannon. But I didn’t come here to kill you.”

      She drew the handgun close to her chest, covered it with her other hand, relaxed a little. The barrel pointed in his general direction. Her finger just barely touched the trigger. Her eyelids drooped. She popped them open again.

      “It is getting better, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. “What...why are you here?” Her voice was slurred, as if she’d been drinking. “If you d-didn’t come to kill me, then why...” Her lids tried to close. She fought to keep them open. It was getting harder.

      He smiled a little. “You can barely stay awake. It’s all right. Shannon. Sleep a while.”

      “No. Not...until you...you leave...” She forced her gaze to fix on him, to get her message across. “Get the hell out.”
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        * * *

      

      Damien had seen her eyes spit golden fire at him. And for just a second she’d reminded him of his oldest friend, the only man who’d ever had the nerve to stand up to him, and he smiled.

      She was afraid, but she had the courage of Inanna. She saw him as a demon, but she challenged him to battle. Much as he’d once done. She was like him. And like Enkidu.

      Damien heard the ragged, shallow way she breathed as her body surrendered to sleep’s unstoppable invasion.

      The demon he’d once sought to vanquish had been death itself. But fighting death was a sad exercise. Death always won in the end. Hadn’t he searched endlessly for the key to immortality, only to find, instead, a perpetual living death?

      He did not want to do it. With the will of every second of his nearly four thousand years, he did not want to do it. But he left the bedside, went to the little bathroom and dampened a cloth with cool water. He brought it back to bathe her heated face, her sweat-slick forehead, her fiery-hot neck. He’d keep an all-night vigil, not out of affection or even a passing fondness, but out of simple decency, and in a sort of remembrance.

      The sight of her burning up with fever, shaking helplessly on the bed, brought back the worst moment of his existence, when he’d watched his best friend die in such a similar way. He’d felt so helpless then. Crying out to the gods for mercy, only to have them answer in vengeance.

      He reminded himself that Shannon was not his friend. She was a stranger. And these were not death throes racking her slender body, but simple fever chills. Already they were easing.

      “Don’t...”

      He glanced sharply down at her, but she wasn't talking to him. At least, he didn’t think so. “It’ll help the fever,” he told her, and settled the cool cloth on her forehead again.

      “Don’t touch me.” She whimpered, and twisted in the bed. “Tawny, make him stop!”

      Fat tears rolled down her face, and Damien couldn’t help the lump that came into his throat when he saw them, though he knew it was stupid, senseless. He didn’t care about this woman.

      He touched her face. “It’s all right. Shannon. No one’s going to hurt you.”

      It shocked him when her small hand shot upward to cover his where it rested on her cheek.

      “Don’t leave me,” she whispered. “I’m so afraid...”

      She wasn’t talking to him. She was asleep, still burning up with a fever and half out of her head. She was dreaming. She was not talking to him.

      Even so, he knew he’d stay with her. How could she possibly defend herself in this kind of state? If it was true that some maniac was preying on the women who’d assisted him onstage, then she was in danger.

      He did not want to believe that was possible. And yet, part of him did. Because if someone else hadn’t killed that other one, it must have been him. And it couldn't have been him.

      He barely recalled her face. There'd been so many over the centuries, so many who’d sated his eternal hunger. Young, beautiful, all too ready to sink with him into a well of ecstasy. But he’d never killed them. Never. He hated death.

      He forced himself to remember Tawny. She’d come to his dressing room after the performance. She’d slid her warm palms slowly over his chest and stood on tiptoe to kiss him. And she’d tucked a piece of paper into the waistband of his pants before she’d slipped away. Her address. And he’d known he would visit her there. The bloodlust that night had reached the height of its power. He couldn’t fight it anymore. He’d fought it through the entire evening, forcibly wrenching himself from the luscious dancers who were his assistants in the act. Dragging his gaze away from their pulsing jugulars time and time again, as the roar in his mind grew deafening, and the hunger writhed inside, and his will weakened.

      So he’d gone to her. She’d been half-asleep in her bed, and he’d awakened her with a kiss, but never spoken a word. She’d stripped away her nightgown and pulled him down to her in the rumpled sheets, hidden by the darkness of midnight. And as he’d pierced her body with his, as he'd assuaged the burning hunger at her throat, as he’d reached the precipice of blinding, urgent desire, there was that instant of insanity. That single heartbeat in time when he was no longer inside his mind.

      And when he’d pulled away from her he’d felt the same flood of guilt he always felt. He’d stared down at her lying still, sinking into sleep. He’d pulled blankets over her, and silently commanded she recall the experience as nothing but a dream. Then he’d fled into the night, his conscience too raw to stay there another second.

      Now he paced, beside the bed of another beautiful woman. Tawny’s friend and would-be avenger. And he questioned the accuracy of his own mind. She had been sleeping when he’d left her there, hadn’t she? Or had she been dying? Was there a chance he’d taken too much, that he’d snuffed out a young life? He’d believed the spark of decency that his soul still had left wouldn’t allow him to sink to that level. And he knew, beyond doubt, that he did have a modicum of decency left. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t be here with Shannon right now. He’d leave her to whatever fate had in store and save himself the anguish of starting to care. It was a big risk. He knew that more every time he looked at her.

      He pushed the golden blond hair away from Shannon’s face, felt the silken texture of it between his fingers, against his palms. He’d make sure the threat to her was eliminated, even if he himself turned out to be that threat, and then he would run to the farthest reaches of the globe and never, never set eyes on her again. Never so much as think of her again. And he’d do it without letting himself care about her. Damien Namtar cared for no one. It had been that way for centuries, and that was the way it would stay.

      He could see, though, that he had little choice except to try to find out what had happened to Tawny Keller. For if he had become a man who could no longer exist without taking the lives of others, he knew he had to end it.

      All of these things circled like a cyclone in his mind as he sat with her, watched over her, took care of her. He was doing exactly what he’d sworn he’d never do. Taking on the roll of protector to one of The Chosen. Acting on impulses that were purely physical, instinctive, like a goose flying south in autumn.

      It was only as dawn approached that he realized he couldn’t leave her there alone, unprotected.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Anthar watched that building and a smile curved his lips. Just before dawn, the being once called part man, part god came out, carrying the woman in his arms. Unconscious? Or asleep? Perhaps entranced? Whatever, it didn’t matter. The pagan had come to care for someone...again. He rubbed his hands together in glee. It was too perfect. Too utterly perfect. Ah, the destruction of Gilgamesh—soul and body, mind and spirit—was at hand. At last, the tools to carry it out had been given. He’d awaited them long, but patiently. For it was not possible to completely demolish a man who cared for no one. The caring, that was the key...the weakness.

      As long as it truly was caring.

      Anthar dared not attempt to read the pagan’s thoughts, lest he tip his hand. It was vital he remain undiscovered, unknown, unsensed, as he observed Damien’s every move. He had to be sure before he could proceed.

      A test, then. Or several. Whatever was necessary to be sure. And then the slow torture and ultimate destruction would begin.
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