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It gives us great joy when we get to this part of our project. This book is dedicated to those who have made our lives memorable. 

To those who are still opening doors, seeking their destiny.

To Rusty’s husband, Tim, who thirty-nine years ago, said the right thing at the right time. Whoever said love remains the same was wrong. Love is resilient; love is relentless; love is indisputably the wildest ride on this planet. 

Thank you, Dorothy, have a great big party.
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Finally, because my husband and I own a neighborhood tavern, I have the chance to meet noteworthy people with intriguing stories. There would be no Harry VanAlt without Harry Bauer’s years of Army stories from Korea. Thanks, Harry, for your service in the Army and your unending sense of humor.
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MEMORANDUM

Date: January 1, 2003

To: Mortal Readers

From: Richard Hiatt, Vampire and Co-founder/CEO

Reference: Qualities of the Undead

It has come to my attention that many Mortals believe Vampires are a fable. This memo is to dispel this inaccuracy. Vampires are real. Literature and film have gone far to paint us with a violent brush. To be honest, we are like you. We have good and bad nights. 

What’s it like to be a vampire? We’re the top of the food chain. What do vampires look like? We’re like you, simply more stunning. We can walk in daylight, but we prefer night. We can drink wine and spirits. If we add a few drops of blood, we enjoy the flavor. 

Are vampires killers? Are mortals? Our origins were mortal. What we become over decades is a refinement of who we were. 

In the twenty-first century, most vampires thrill to feed, sadly some still kill to feed. Those vampires make us conspicuous and must be dealt with. Our government is referred to as The Council. 

So, you say, “I’ve never seen a vampire.” That’s because of our Responders, our law enforcement, our healers, and our cleanup crews. Our Responders are skilled at thralling. Had an ugly interaction with a fanged hellion? The tech in the blue jumpsuit will spellbind that nightmare. Sweet dreams, you’re welcome.

We are stronger, faster, and more perceptive than mortals. We don’t fly. We don’t shape-shift. (That’s a horse of different color). Our senses are more acute, and each of us has different gifts. We may be clairsentient, precognicient, telepathic, or some of us are gifted to scent the past. What we aren’t is omniscient, but that would be aces.

In the world of the twenty-four-hour news cycle, our existence requires us to relocate and reestablish our identities periodically. Ever been in a museum and seen a face in a portrait from the 1500s that you swear you’ve seen on the street? Bingo! Vampire.

We can be killed. Stake us; we’re immobilized. Shoot or stab us, we heal. Silver will poison us, we can recover, but it’s not easy. Fire will immolate us. Beheadings are forever.

A well-fed vampire is stunning. Our skin is luminous. Our eyes mesmerize, our physiques are jaw-dropping. 

Back to the thrilling to feed part... The skilled vampire’s bite is orgasmic ecstasy. In 1923, we radically reduced feeding deaths with the origin of the exclusive vampire club, The Gaoler. Willing mortals exchange their blood for the exhilaration of our bite. More adventurous donors engage in consenting acts of BDSM. A bit of well-dispensed pain in exchange for a colossal orgasm. Great fun.

We’re not recruiting. Don’t ask.
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Chapter One
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January 6, 2003

...Not the Beginning

The streetlight in front of the house flickered, but with vampire sight, Harry could plainly see the couple struggling in the taxi’s back seat. A woman’s screams advertised her horror.

Harry didn’t just open the door, he yanked it off the hinges and grabbed her attacker around the throat with one powerful hand. He hadn’t expected the creature he pulled from the car. 

Opalescent eyes and wicked fangs tipped with blood greeted him under a cab driver’s cap. Straightaway, the game changed. The attacker fought Harry for his undead life. With the element of surprise and martial arts training, Harry subdued the wayward, dining vampire.

In subtones, unheard by mortals, Harry warned the struggling bloodsucker. “I don’t know where you’re from, but the streets of Los Angeles are not your buffet. I can snap your neck, or I can turn you over to the Responders.” The driver snarled back a non-answer. “Do I interpret that as you’d like the Responders to pick you up?”

“Lemme go. It’s not even my cab. Lemme go.”

Harry brought the miscreant nose to nose, pulled out his phone, and hissed, “Smile.” The vamp shook out of Harry’s grasp and vanished in the night with Harry calling after him. “They will be hunting you, and they have a very nice photo for the BOLO.”

Harry straightened his clothing and reached a hand toward the wide-eyed woman cowering against the cab’s far door. “He won’t be back. You’re safe.”

Her shaking hand grasped his. She breathed deeply. “What the hell just happened?”

Harry pulled her to her feet. “You’re welcome.”

“No, seriously, what just happened?” She ran both hands over her wildly disheveled tendrils of hair.

Harry wrapped his handkerchief around two fingers and dabbed at the blood on her neck. “Looks like he cut you a little. Are you okay? Do you want to go to the hospital?”

She arched her neck toward him. “Does it look like it needs stitches?”

Oh, A-Positive, ovulating, healthy. “Mmm, not to me.” With a good lick, I could seal that closed. He glanced around. “Do you live here? The guy said he stole the cab. Do you want the police?”

“What’s the point? He’s long gone now. When I get up tomorrow, I’ll report a cab abandoned in my driveway. I’m a criminal profiler, and I know the prints will still be there in the morning when I wake up.” 

No living being’s prints. 

She walked around the cab, noticing the door several feet away. “You pulled the door off. Where’s your phone booth, Clark Kent?”

Harry ducked his head. “Adrenaline?”

The woman narrowed her eyes as her gaze swept her block. She turned back to Harry. “Did you see his eyes? I saw his eyes.” She dug in the back seat for her purse and hung it over her shoulder. She scrutinized him. “I saw yours, too. Nobody’s that strong. What are you? A super-soldier?”

“Seriously, that door was hanging on by a rusty hinge. I’m just a crime writer. I was waiting for your neighbor to come home for an interview. I caught the cabbie off guard. He focused on you, and I got the upper hand.”

“Unh, huh.” She looked toward the house. “So, Eddie Cartwright knows you?” Harry nodded. “You want a drink? I need a drink.” She handed Harry her house key. “I can’t put a shoulder into it tonight, would you do the honors?” He looked at her askance. “The door sticks in damp weather.” 

Harry nodded. He took the steps up the Craftsman style porch and scented for other intruders. When he opened the door, he made an effort to make it look tricky. Harry reached in for the usual living room light switch and illuminated a nineteen-forties time capsule of a living room. He stepped back to allow the woman into her home.

Extending his hand, he volunteered. “I’m Harry VanAlt, your local Superman.” ...and valiant vampire.

She accepted his hand with a smirk. “I’m Lizbet Mitchell, your local crime statistic.” She slipped out of her raincoat and hung it on the adjacent hall tree. “Have a seat, welcome to my refuge.”

“I sense a theme going on here.” Harry gestured to the décor.

“I think the 1940s were far more stylish than today. Plus, I made the high bid at an estate sale. Most of this was the original grouping.” 

The vampire closed his eyes and visualized a post-war widow in her nineties as she wrapped each tchotchke carefully for sale at auction. Harry admired the brightly polished wood floors and the floral chintz drapes that complimented the dominating tropical print of the sofa. He paced around the seating group, taking in the matched pair of sea nymph lamps. “Mom had a set like this.” Graceful sea-green figures swayed in the elegant waves. He denied the urge to pick one up and check the trademark. Harry nodded, and with his hands planted on his hips, he smiled. “Man, this takes me back to my Granny’s house. This stuff is killer diller.” He felt her scrutiny. 

“Unfortunately, the dictionary for that era’s slang did not come with the furniture. Does that mean you like it?” Lizbet walked the short distance to a built-in cabinet and retrieved two glasses and a bottle of Bulleit Bourbon. Holding up the bottle, she smiled. “Bourbon, okay?” Harry nodded. “It would have been that or buttermilk.” He grimaced. “Bourbon it is.” She poured and brought two glasses to the coffee table. Harry waited until she took her seat before he took his opposite her.

Lizbet sat back on the nubby boucle sofa and tucked one slender ankle under her thigh as she demurely smoothed her skirt. Her stockings were reinforced toe; her toenails were bright red matching her active length fingernails. Before she lifted her glass, she released her mussed chignon and shook her head, releasing raven hair tumbling past her shoulders. She gave Harry an assessing glance out of emerald green eyes. Her smile widened in approval. “Here’s to rescuers in the night.”

Harry nodded, his brow rose as his lips curled humorlessly. “Here’s to friendships forged by alcohol.” She chuckled, and Harry considered it the most delightful sound he’d ever heard.

****
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HER GAZE CONSUMED THE man on the chintz chair opposite her, one booted foot resting casually on his knee. There was quite a lot of manspread going on with his sleek black dress trousers. His sport coat hung open to reveal braided black leather braces. When is the last time I saw those? His dress shirt was impeccably pressed at eight o’clock at night, and pearl buttons secured the tailored fit. A hint of an athletic undershirt peaked out of the open neck. Where is his necktie? She struggled for something to say. “You’re interviewing Eddie? Where’s your camera crew?”

He laughed easily. It was a provocative sound. “Not television. I can’t remain the enigma I am with cameras.”

She nodded, her brows knit. “Enigma, oh my. Are you the real Lamont Cranston?”

One of his shoulders shrugged. “I could be. But I enjoy telling tall tales too much. So I write the drama, I don’t live it.”

“Have I read any of your work?”

“If you’re a criminal profiler, my guess is yes.”

Her gaze turned to built-in bookshelves. “I don’t believe I’ve read anything by Harry VanAlt.”

He pointed at a volume. “M. C. Westmacott, The Bitter Pill. My third book about murderous wives.”

“I loved that book. I bought that hardback as a birthday gift for myself.”

He nodded judiciously. “Good to hear. Your neighbor, Eddie Cartwright, was a robbery detective during The Biltmore Heist. I’m hoping he has some scraps of info or quirks that I can spin. The police reports are mighty dry.”

“Was he expecting you at this hour?” She looked at her watch. It’s after eight.

“He said he might be late; he was coming from his granddaughter’s honors assembly.” He rose and moved the curtain aside with one slender finger. “But his porch light isn’t on, and I don’t see his car. I should wrap it up for the night.”

She joined him at the window. “It’s starting to rain again. You don’t want to leave in the rain, especially after you’ve had a drink.” 

He shrugged. “I’m okay.”

She left his side and nestled into her place on the sofa.

Harry turned and gave the room a long glance. “Well, I didn’t notice that piano when I came in. Wow, a Steinway upright. Is that the original finish?”

Her grin was innocent. “It came with the rest of the furniture. I couldn’t bear to separate them.”

“Do you play?”

“No... I sing a bit, and I always thought I might take lessons. But I don’t have the time to practice.”

“You’ll never get to Carnegie Hall.”

“You’re right. I’m stuck right here.”

He warmed his hands and flexed his fingers. “Is it in tune?”

She waved him toward it. “I have no idea. Have at it.” She sat with her back against one end of the sofa to watch him play a series of scales with practiced flair. 

He winked. “Not too bad.” His brow rose. “My repertoire is a little dated. My Gran was my teacher.” He began playing Cole Porter’s, ‘You’re the Top.’

Lizbet leaned back. His voice put Ol’ Blue Eyes to shame. She excitedly jumped up to join him. 

His voice was a smooth baritone, and as he sang the first verse of the song, she realized she didn’t know the lyrics. 

When he got to the chorus, she recognized it and joined in. “You’re the top.”

Harry’s grin spread as he sang. “You’re the Coliseum.” With each line of the lyrics, all she could do was repeat the chorus, “You’re the Top.” His talented personality shone through Cole Porter’s lyrics.

Three quarters through the song, there was a rap at the door. Lizbet jumped. “Is that nutty guy back?” She shrank behind Harry and the piano. Harry threw back his head, settling his dark brown waves that had fallen in his face from playing and singing. In his sudden stillness, she watched his nostrils flare.

“Eddie.” Harry dropped his hands into his lap.

“Eddie?” She watched him go to the door and open it. 

Lizbet’s neighbor, the retired detective, was a ruddy-faced man with a receding hairline and ears that elongated with age. He stood, hands in pockets. “At this time of night, you guys are singing about Ovaltine? I don’t think that’s what you’re drinking.” He pointed to the empty glasses on the coffee table. “I can vouch that this lady here is far better company than me.” He shook Harry’s hand in greeting and nodded to Lizbet. “When I saw your car and heard the ivories, my detective second nature sent me here. You two sound pretty good together. Harry, is it too late to give you that interview?”

Lizbet’s reserved persona returned. “I need to let you gentlemen work. Harry, thanks for rescuing me. May I invite you back for a homecooked dinner some night?”

Eddie’s head went up in alarm. “Rescued you? Is that why there’s a taxi parked in your driveway and a taxi door on your lawn?”

Harry looked up for heavenly help. “I guess the party’s over.” By the time explanations were given, Eddie was dialing the police.
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Chapter Two
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The tow truck driver labored to get the door into the cab’s trunk. As the red flashers spun, the tow truck disappeared into the night. An officer from the Los Angeles Police Department knocked on Lizbet’s door. After collecting their statements, the officer sought to reassure Lizbet, “It was a crime of opportunity. I doubt the guy will come anywhere near you. It looks like you have some good protectors on your side.” He signaled to Eddie and Harry. He left with the careful admonition, “Detectives will be in touch. Remember to keep your porch lights on and always lock your doors.” And he was gone.

Harry turned to Lizbet. “Are you going to be okay here tonight? Is there someone we can call? Do you want me to drop you off at a hotel?”

Eddie asked. “Where’s your car?”

Lizbet gave an exasperated sigh. “I had trouble with it earlier today and had it towed to the dealership. I don’t expect to have it for a few days by the estimate.”

Harry processed her frustration. “Why don’t I take you to the airport to rent a car?”

“I can make the call in the morning; they’ll pick me up. That’s nice of you to offer rescue and livery service.” Lizbet approached her neighbor and laid a light hand on his forearm. “I’m sorry this incident wrecked your interview.”

Eddie’s expression was hungrily curious. “The important thing is that you are unhurt. I’ll keep my eye on your place tonight. I wouldn’t want to stay here alone if I were you.” He turned to Harry. “Knowing your part in the rescue has made you more intriguing.”

Harry shrugged off the compliment. “Why don’t we try and do this interview again same time tomorrow?”

Eddie shook Harry’s hand, nodded to Lizbet, and took his leave.

Harry looked down into her nervous green eyes. “Are you sure I can’t take you to a hotel? The car rental services can meet you there as easily as here.” Her lips curled sadly. “I have an alarm system. Of course, it wouldn’t have helped earlier tonight. But, I want a bubble bath in my tub and a nightcap in my bedroom. I’ll switch on my security system.”

“Good night, then.” He closed the front door behind him, silently disagreeing that she would rest. That doesn’t mean you’ll sleep. You’ll sit up all night listening for odd sounds. He drove to a nearby parking lot and locked up his car for the night. I’ll rest easier knowing she’s safely locked in. 

The neighborhood was tree-shrouded and dark as he walked back toward her bungalow. In the back corner of the yard, stood a small potting shed. There was no lock on the door; it contained bags of mulch, topsoil, and a tarp. He left the door cracked and unfolding the camp chair; he settled in for the night.

Harry dialed the Responders from his cell phone. “I’m sending you the image of a rogue vamp I had an encounter with tonight. The LAPD has impounded the cab he stole and took his description. Be on the lookout for a dead cab driver. Get this guy the hell out of here.”

****
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LIZBET SNAPPED OUT of a daze at the sound of her Ragdoll cat, Minka’s plaintive meow. It was her hungry cry mixed with her peeved whine. Judging by the echo, she was inside Lizbet’s box springs. Lizbet rolled on her stomach and looked under the bed. “There’s nothing to eat in there unless you dragged it in. You’ll have to come out to eat.” Lizbet ruffled the rug next to the bed, and Minka batted at her fingers. “Come on, kitty, come to Mummy.” Minka jumped onto the bed with an indignant barrump and threw herself on Lizbet’s lap. “I’m happy to see you, too. We can cower in fear together.” The Ragdoll gave her a sympathetic look. “Why didn’t you come out to meet Harry? His jacket needs some cat hair.” She went nose to nose with her kitty. “He’s too perfect, isn’t he? But you don’t care about him; you missed dinner last night.” Lizbet trudged out of bed and shuffled, turning lights on ahead of her, moving through familiar rooms like they were dungeons. She poured kibble into Minka’s bowl and watched her settle down to munch. “If you cuddle next to me, maybe we can both get some sleep.” 

Lizbet checked the kitchen clock. Three AM, she had to be up at six. She turned off the light and stood, waiting for her eyes to acclimate. Peering into the backyard, she asked herself, Is anyone out there? Eddie’s fastidious security lighting leaked into her jungle, creating horrific shadows. It was a few days since the full moon, so she could clearly see her white patio table and four chairs left as she’d stacked them last week. Great, nobody is lurking in my back yard. “Minka, I have to get a grip. I’m sure the police were right, and this was a crime of opportunity.” 

The back yard was a landscaping disaster because her desire for landscape design was more significant than her interest and physical abilities. I’m too dang tired to work in a garden after ten-hour workdays. The mulch will keep. It’s in the potting shed. Lizbet peered closer out the window. I closed up that shed Sunday afternoon. Why is the door open a crack? She double-checked the locks on the back door and propped a chair under the doorknob. Wrapping her arms around herself, she worked to counter her hyperventilation. She picked up the cat bowl, much to Minka’s distress, and shook it at the cat. “Come back to bed, kitty.” She skittered to the safety of her bedroom, closed, and locked the door. 

No matter how brave I am at work. My sense of safety is shattered, at least, for now. Lizbet briefly considered calling into work today. Maybe I can sleep during the day? She rejected the thought. The last thing she wanted to do was stay by herself. She climbed back into her mound of pillows and pulled the duvet up to her neck. Yes, I’m shaking.

When she opened her eyes, the clock said 5:45. The tension she carried since last night cramped her muscles. Her limbs protested as she sat on the side of the bed. Minka looked at her indignantly from the pillow. The cat raised a back leg and slowly groomed herself as if to say, “What, you can’t do this?”

“Would you mind if I brought home a big burly German Shepherd?” Minka blinked and meowed. “That’s a no?” Minka shook her head and repositioned on the pillow, tail tucked under her chin. “Silence gives consent.”

****
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THE ELEVATOR DOOR OPENED at The Gaoler; the exclusive Vampire dining club secreted under the Consort Group International building on Wilshire. Matt Brenner, the club’s co-founder, waited to get on as Harry waited to exit. Perennially young, with classic good looks, Harry’s mentor greeted him. “Eating late before going to ground?”

Harry took the ribbing good-naturedly, but Matt was always nosey. “I’ll have you know I was securing the secrets of the undead.”

Matt drew a thumb across his bottom lip as his brow rose. “Yeah? Care to elucidate on that one?”

Harry scanned the hallways. “Mind if we talk somewhere less conspicuous?” Matt tucked a large envelope under his arm and nodded, pointing the way to the bar.

The Gaoler was founded in the Prohibition era in response to violent deaths caused by careless vampire feedings. Since its inception in 1923, vampires and willing mortal donors exchanged blood for the orgasmic thrill of the vampire’s bite. There were always unfortunate accidents, but the number of vampire-related deaths dropped ninety-nine percent when vampires and mortal donors met in this speakeasy styled retreat. 

Donors were vetted for healthy lifestyles, and vampires were likewise vetted for respectful behavior. There was no playing with your food. It was elegant dining. Everyone left happy. This morning Harry came to the subterranean hallways for a glass of freshly drawn O Positive. No bite, no swooning mortal. It was the undead’s fast food.

Pre-dawn, the bar styled like an Irish pub was empty. The bartender recognized Matt and his protégé with a nod. Harry leaned across the small table. “Have you heard any more about that motorcycle gang the Blood Kings? I could have sworn the scummy little creep I pulled off a mortal last night was wearing motorcycle boots. I thought they headed back to Fairbanks after they got their hands slapped for picking fights with mortal gangs.”

“MCs are unpredictable. Their members don’t like following their own rules any more than they like following society constructs. You alerted the Responders?”

“Yeah, I snapped a photo of the wormy guy and sent it on. But, I’m concerned about the woman.”

Matt threw up his hand. “That’s what the Responders do. Don’t take on a charity case.”

“But, you didn’t see the look on her face when I pulled that bastard off her.”

Matt lowered his head and drew in a deep but unnecessary breath. “Pretty mortal, vulnerable, a set of stems that went all the way to her shoulders? Fill in the blanks, blond, brunette, redhead... etc., etc.?”

“This was different. I was waiting to interview Eddie Cartwright for my next book. He’s a retired detective...”

“All the more reason to let LAPD watch your special project.”

Harry laid both hands flat on the table. “Special project? She’s mortal. Her name is Lizbet Mitchell.”

Matt dropped back his head and slapped his forehead. “Never get their names. Have I taught you nothing?”

Harry scowled. “I respect the hell out of you, Matt, but you don’t understand. She is going to see me again when I go back to talk to Eddie tonight. As a matter of fact, we have a lot in common. She’s a criminal profiler.”

“Oh, cheese and crackers. I believe you look for opportunities to interact with mortals in a nonfood environment.”

“Well, what if I do? What’s wrong with mortals?”

Matt’s blue-eyed gaze sharpened. “We’ve had this discussion. It doesn’t end well for them. They have a shelf life. They are curious. If you like them and want to protect them, stay away from them. Every vampire woman isn’t a dominatrix. You could have an easy time of it, mingling for the evening at the theatre or symphony.”

“But Lizbet is nostalgic for the 1940s. She’s got a different vibe. She’s an old fashioned girl.”

“And how did you find that out?” Matt bore into him with a half-lidded irked gaze.

After a beat of silence, Harry shrugged. “I wanted to make sure her bungalow was clear. I opened her door; she invited me in for a drink...”

Matt pointed at Harry. “Which you can’t taste without blood.”

“Then, I played...”

“Dear God, I don’t want to hear what you played...”

“Piano, she has a Steinway. I played Cole Porter. Hey, Matt, that’s not the international signal for ‘I’m a vampire’. Then Eddie showed up, and they towed off the cab, and we agreed to meet tonight for his interview.”

All the while, Matt’s gaze narrowed. “Then why do you smell like soil?”

Harry bit his bottom lip and sighed. “I couldn’t leave her; she refused to go to a hotel.” Matt’s gaze darkened. “I parked my car around the corner and watched the house from her backyard potting shed. That was all.”

“Make sure that is all, Harry. You and she won’t end well.” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know you’re right. I won’t see Lizbet again.”

“You know there are lots of lovely vampire women who are as ordinary as you are. Find one. In the meantime, let the Responders hunt for rogues.”

“Sure, Dad. Can I order now? I’m famished.” Harry’s fangs dropped long, and he pushed the chair on to its back legs. With a nod, the bartender pulled the tall tumbler of O Positive and brought it on a tray. 

“And you, Mr. Brenner?”

Harry gestured to Matt. “Have anything with a dose of Valium in it?”

With a shake of his head, the bartender retreated.

****
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LIZBET SAT AT HER BREAKFAST table, phone in hand. The car was easy to rent and have delivered, but she canceled it when they said she’d have to give the man a ride back to the auto center. Too soon to ride with a stranger. She checked her watch, eight in the morning. This isn’t an indecent hour to call Eddie; he did ask if he could help.
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Chapter Three
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When Harry drove past Lizbet’s house, he noticed the bland white rental car in the drive. He wondered how she was doing, but honored Matt’s advice and resisted the urge to check. Being in the potting shed last night, he felt her anxiety as she turned on the kitchen light and stared into the shadows of the backyard. When the light went off, her presence lingered, keyed up with dread. Nothing would have pleased him more than to wrap her in his arms and make her feel secure. Still, he could appreciate Matt’s warning. What if she got attached? What if he did?

He shut off the engine of the 1960 Buick LaSabre convertible. If she nervously watched the street, she’d know he was next door at Eddie’s. It wasn’t as if one of these exotic babies was on every corner. Matt liked cars, but he was not the connoisseur Harry was. The aerodynamic chrome, the space age lines, the two-tone leather, and suede interior. This LaSabre was a one of kind, and Harry loved it. “Can’t you drive something a little less conspicuous?” Matt had asked. No, I won’t. Let Matt fool around with that conservative Jaguar if he wanted, Harry knew classic auto chic.

Eddie greeted Harry on the porch. “You mind if I take a look at this cherry classic? Can I get you to pop the hood?” The hood raised with a metallic groan and Eddie stared at a tricked out engine meticulously chromed. “You know, I had one of these babies when I made detective. Man, I loved that car! Wasn’t like this, though.” He got low to admire the shine. “Looks like you barely drive it.”

“She’s my baby. She gets constant care.” Harry enjoyed Eddie’s appreciation of the fine machine. When Eddie stepped back, Harry lowered the hood with care. “So, Eddie, you made detective in 1960?”

The retiree straightened his shoulders and stood proudly. “Sure did.”

“Then you must have had a terrific familiarity with the Biltmore?”

“Best hotel in town. If those walls could talk, my job would have been easier. Come on in the house. I’ll make you one of my signature martinis, and you can ask all the questions you want. Ever been to the Gallery Bar, off the main lobby for a cocktail? While Eddie chattered about the bar’s space formerly being a hallway until the hotel’s main entrance moved to Grand Avenue, they ambled up the sidewalk. Harry’s gaze wandered to Lizbet’s bungalow. He kept his tone casual. “Have you heard from Lizbet?”

Eddie spoke while he chilled martini glasses and vodka. “She called me this morning for a ride to work. She’s putting on a brave front, but she wouldn’t be human if she weren’t a little shook up. Thank God you were here last night.”

Eddie led Harry to the den, each carrying their martinis. Before they could toast, Harry’s eye drew directly to a large bulletin board on one wall devoted to news clippings and crime photos. Harry gestured to the board with his cocktail glass. “What’s all this?” He studied the newspaper clippings, and in his head, he saw a smoky jazz club, his fingers on a piano keyboard. Beautiful women and dangerous men.

Eddie shrugged. “Articles on the Black Dahlia murder. Once a detective, always a detective. It’s still unsolved. Keeps my cognitive freeway moving.”

Harry stirred the olive around in his drink. “Were you on the force when she was killed?”

“I was a rookie. Fresh out of the Academy. Which is not to say I didn’t do my share on the case. They had every cop on the force looking for that butcher. A damn shame, we never found him. Somebody died knowing the truth.”

“I always wanted to write about her, but every time I turn around, there’s a new release with a new-fangled theory. I didn’t feel like I could do the story justice.”

“You know, they say the last night she was seen alive was January ninth at the Biltmore. I could have sworn I was one of the people who saw her. I was part of a motorcade escorting the Governor, and I saw this young woman, looked just like her. She couldn’t get out of that car fast enough. She caught my attention because she looked up as we stopped. She looked right at me with those brilliant green eyes. Damn shame.”

Harry spoke wistfully. “Her eyes connect right to her soul.”

Eddie poked him with an elbow. “You talk like you knew her, son. You weren’t even a spark in your daddy’s eye back then.” Eddie pointed to a series of scrapbooks. “I could bend your ear all night about Elizabeth Short, but that’s an amateur interest. Let me show you what I’ve got on the heist.”

****
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HARRY COLLECTED THE quirky stories he sought, closed his notebook, and rose to leave. As Eddie packed up the crime binder, the phone rang. “Excuse me a second.” Eddie pressed the speaker button on the ringing phone. “Cartwright.”

Harry heard both sides of the conversation clearly. “Eddie, this is Lizbet. I apologize for interrupting your night. But, I’m embarrassed to say I just can’t make myself go outside alone. I need my briefcase to go over court testimony tomorrow, and it’s in the trunk of my rental. If I stand at my living room window and use the clicker to pop the trunk, would you bring it to me?”

Harry gave Eddie a thumbs up and headed for the door.

****
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LIZBET WAS SURPRISED to see a tall, lean man with dark hair head toward her rental car. When the porch light caught his profile, at once, she recognized Harry VanAlt. She opened the door before he even rang the bell. “Harry!” Lizbet pulled the belt tighter on her oldest chenille robe, wishing she’d dragged the pretty one her aunt sent her for her birthday out of the closet instead. She ran self-conscious fingers through her wet hair and sighed in defeat. “I didn’t interrupt your interview, did I? I can’t believe I did that twice in a row.”

Harry waved away her concern. “I was just leaving when you called. You okay, Lizbet?” She shrugged. “No one would fault you for feeling a little spooked after last night.”

Lizbet sighed. “I wish I could tell you all my training made me less vulnerable. I can say I realize the reaction I’m having is run of the mill post-traumatic stress. Doesn’t make it any less uncomfortable.” He passed the briefcase to her, and their hands brushed. “How many cold beers did you drink? Your hands are like ice.”

He laughed. “Cold hands, warm heart, I guess.” He placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Is there anything else I can do to help?”

She chuckled grimly. “Wanna spend the night on my couch, so I’m not alone?”

“I’m not doing anything tonight. Why not?”

Her mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”

“Are you?”

“Kind of.”

“Me too. I’ll bet you didn’t sleep much last night.”

She drew in a deep breath. “You’re right about that.”

“And didn’t I hear you have to testify tomorrow?”

“Yes. I was going to go over my notes in bed and then try to fall asleep.”

He nodded once. “Bring me a pillow and blanket and go do your thing. I’m sure I can find something to read around here.”

“Oh, but Harry, I can’t ask you...”

“You’re not asking me; I’m offering.” 

“I’m accepting, make yourself comfortable, have a drink, raid the fridge.” She shook the briefcase. “I have to tend to this paperwork for a while. Don’t be afraid to disturb me.” She picked up the television remote and placed it on the end table. When she walked toward a back bedroom, she looked over her shoulder at him.

****
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FOCUS, LADY. THE WHOLE point of asking for help was to get this paperwork done. But who can concentrate on work with a guy like Harry VanAlt in the living room? She touched her damp hair and winced at her reflection in the mirror. I look a wretch.

Lizbet slid the files out of the leather satchel and shrugged. By the time I dry my hair, he’ll be asleep. Focus, work. Now. She read the same paragraph over three times with no comprehension. 

I can’t sit here with wet hair. She felt the drip slide down her spine. It’s going to look like I wet myself.

Drying her hair upside down gave her the rosiest cheeks, and then she switched into the pretty robe and stuck her head around the corner to spy on her guest. Harry flipped through the DaVinci Code like a speed reading demon. Is he even scanning the words? Maybe he’s already reading it and searching for his place?

When Lizbet walked out with two pillows and a fluffy blanket, she noticed his empty glass, ice melting with the dregs of the bourbon. “I don’t know what time you usually go to bed. I don’t want to put a foot in your schedule.” She dropped the bedding on the hassock.

“Don’t worry about me.” He gave her a disarming smile that went all the way up to his eyes. “I’m a night owl. I get more done after midnight. How’s your court prep coming?”

She shrugged and walked to the liquor cabinet. “I can’t concentrate.” She held up the bottle. “Want a refill? I’ll join you.”

“You look tired, Lizbet. Alcohol isn’t going to help you sleep. Do you keep chamomile tea?”

She poured Harry another two fingers of bourbon, poured her own, sat slowly on the sofa and propped her head on the back of it. “I think I got a gift box of tea. But I’d have to boil water.” 

Harry closed the book, walked over to her, took the glass from her hand, and placed it on the coffee table. He pointed to the cushion beside her, and after her smile of consent he sat next to her. He patted his shoulder. “Put your head here. Just relax.” 

She gave him a curious smirk but did it. He smells woodsy like cedar and sage. It was a comforting scent. Her protector stretched his arm across the back of the sofa, and she burrowed into him with her feet drawn up. He comfortably sat back in the corner, creating a nest for her to relax against him. 

“Do you enjoy campfires? Being outdoors where the crickets and the night birds sing? There is a certain music in the owls calling to each other. The forest settles in, and if you breath in rhythm with the breeze running through the pines, it’s comforting.”

She imagined him across a campfire, wearing flannel and denim, burning marshmallows with that wicked grin of his. She sank deeper into him. He pulled the blanket over her, and she closed her eyes.

****
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WITHOUT DISTURBING Lizbet, Harry picked up a National Geographic and read more than he ever wanted to know about Sargassum, the seaweed that floats freely through the Caribbean and supports its own microcosm. When his brain was full of brown seagrasses and tiny pufferfish who sought refuge there, he felt Lizbet jerk and felt the vibration of her low moan. Nightmare. He caught her shoulders. “Lizbet, you’re having a nightmare, time to wake up.” Her eyelids fluttered, and she dove deeper into his embrace. Her breathing settled, and he scented her relaxation. 

If she stays in this position all night, she’ll wake up cramped. He waited until she was deeply asleep again and carried to her bedroom. He laid her on one side of the bed and folded back the duvet to cover her. She turned into the bed’s center and cuddled into the pillow.
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Chapter Four
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Harry slipped silently to sit in the bedroom chair in front of the window. A small table held a lamp, a scented candle, and a paperback copy of The Alchemist. She certainly is a reader. There are books everywhere. He imagined her lighting the lavender candle and sitting in the peace of this chintz explosion of a bedroom. Ah, Lizbet, you are a riddle. 

The streetlight sent horizontal slats of illumination into the room. At the sound of a car hitting a pothole, he lifted one lath of the blind and watched the disappearing taillights haloed by fog on the empty street. 

Lizbet stirred at the sound of the car. She rolled on her back and fought out of the duvet to stretch her hands above her head. A flash of ice crossed his spine like a goose walking over his grave. Only Harry’s grave stood empty.

The chair was soft and smelled like Lizbet. Looking across the room, he noticed a solitary perfume bottle on the chest of drawers, not the usual woman’s collection of fragrances. The classic Chanel N°5 bottle sat centered on a glass tray with her discarded watch and earrings. The now and forever floral fragrance toyed with his vampire’s senses. When he ran both hands along the stuffed chair’s arms it woke the sensual and enveloping fragrance of her femininity. She sits naked in this chair. Her pleasing tang filled his nostrils, and he shifted in the seat, increasing the titillation until the pressure became too much and he stood abruptly. 

He was here for her comfort, not seduction. It was her spirit that called him, in the waves of her ebony hair across the pillow, in her delicate arms framing her face as her breasts rose and fell with mortal breath. Smoothing the front of his trousers, he gathered his resolve and left the bedroom. Snap out of it.

****
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LIZBET WOKE WITH A start before dawn. Her duvet cocooned her, and she felt for her clothes. Her robe was still loosely tied around her waist. Harry. What a guy. She heard noises from the kitchen, and when she peeked into the living room, the blanket and pillow sat folded precisely as she gave them to him. Harry’s sport jacket hung on the hall tree hook.

Half concerned for her appearance, Lizbet slipped into her bathroom and made a few fussy touches. Hair combed, teeth brushed, with her robe retied, she followed the smell of coffee.

Harry turned from the stove, holding a spatula, a dishtowel tucked into the front of his trousers. “I figured you had an alarm set. What time is your court appearance?” He lowered the heat on the burner and covered the omelet pan.

Lizbet ran her hands through her hair and leaned against the doorframe. “I’d be willing to call out sick if I could convince you to stay with me.”

Harry raised a brow, and his face broke out in the most endearing smile she’d ever seen. “You don’t want to get mixed up with a guy like me. Superman never managed to keep a girlfriend.”

“But Lois had Clark.”

“I’m more complex than Clark. Trust me. You’re better off going to court.”

Am I not his type? Is he already involved? “Then, I have to be in court at ten.” 

His eyes pierced the distance between them, and then he winked. Lizbet startled with the slow burn of rejection in the pit of her belly. Don’t get discouraged. When you get a no, on the first try, try another approach. Don’t box Harry VanAlt in.

The coffee maker was full, and he’d pulled her favorite coffee cup, the latte mug. “Can I get you a cup? All this work, aren’t you eating?” She moved around the small kitchen to the coffee pot and poured her cup. She was amazed at his grace at flipping the omelet onto a plate.

“I have a breakfast meeting with a colleague; I hope I put the right stuff together. You had ham, spinach, and some cheese.” He threw the dishtowel over his forearm and balanced the plate on his fingertips. “Have a seat; I’ll bring your English muffin over in a snap.” He lowered the muffin in the toaster and moved to the fridge. While he was bent into the refrigerator, she appreciated the sight of his fine ass. She sat frozen over her coffee cup. “Apple butter or butter or both?” Her gaze traveled down the backs of his legs to his stocking feet. He wore taupe and blue argyle socks. “Both?” His repeated word snapped her out of her reverie.

“Both.” As in, he had to have the most exquisite buttocks she’d seen in her kitchen in many a day. Not that her kitchen was a parade ground for well-built buttocks. “You’re not even having coffee, after all your work?”

He placed the hobnail butter dish and the jar of apple butter on the table and held out his hands, his fingers, long and graceful. “Coffee gives me the jitters, can’t drink it. See these hands, steady as a surgeon.” Yes, and she wondered what else he could do with those hands? “Do you feel safe enough for me to leave in a few?” His attention traveled to the kitchen window, and the indigo sky turning orange.

Lizbet realized her jaw hung open, and she quickly swallowed a gulp of coffee. She nodded and put down her cup. “I’ve already taken up your time, Harry. I can’t thank you enough. Now, you absolutely have to let me cook a meal for you.” 

Harry carried the toasted muffin on a saucer and took the seat across from her. When he smiled an infectious smile, his elbows on the table, she noticed his handsomely fashioned dress shirt. Was it bespoke? Both sleeves crisply folded back twice revealed well-defined forearms. But she was staring, and she blinked hard and buttered her English muffin. How did he sleep in those clothes?

“That would be very kind of you. I won’t stand on tradition. I’ll leave my number, and you call me when you get your car ironed out, and your life calms down.” Harry stretched his long legs out to the side of the table and sat back in the chair. Now she noticed his hands and the yellow gold monogram ring on his left hand. Nice to see he isn’t married, I hope. The ring had the patina of jewelry worn daily for decades. His father’s? He pulled out his wallet, produced a business card, and slid it across the table. 

Lizbet swallowed her bite of exceptional omelet and wiped her hands with her napkin. His card is classy, a heavyweight, thermographed card stock like my college graduation announcements. Just his name, Harrison VanAlt, phone number, and email. “So this means, good morning and see you real soon?”

Harry drew back his wildly colored stockinged feet and shrugged. “Have to say good-bye, if I’m going to see you again.” Lizbet felt an instant’s squeezing disappointment. “I’d be a hell of a long term house guest.” He scratched at his morning scruff. “I use a lot of ice.” He stood and stretched, retucked the bit of a shirttail that slipped from his trim trousers and placed a cool hand on her shoulder. “You don’t have to walk me out, but call me if you need a sentry.”

“Oh, Harry, at least let me see you to the door.” She chewed, swallowed, and felt his hand linger. Their gazes met, and she stayed seated. His head bowed closer, and before he could retreat, her lips locked on his. His cool lips kissed her back. And what started as good-bye became an invitation of unknown promise. 

She rose, caught her footing, and fervently pressed against his lean, muscular form. His arms embraced her and held her even closer. When they broke the kiss, they were both wide-eyed. She fell back, and his hands splayed against her back caught her. He has the most haunting blue-green eyes. “Thanks, Harry, for everything.” She whispered.

They slipped out of their embrace, and he cupped her shoulders, admonishing her in a humorous tone. “Now, sit there and eat everything I slaved to cook.”

As the door clicked and she heard the automatic lock, she sighed. They aren’t making them like Harry anymore.
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Chapter Five
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The parking garage stood in broad levels, minimizing the available natural light, creating an ominous flickering fluorescent mood. As an officer of the court, Lizbet had a reserved parking space near the elevators. She waited briefly in the car, wishing other people would join her on her walk inside. When will this anxiety end? 

A woman in a sharp dark suit locked her black Mercedes and shouldered her briefcase. She walked purposefully, eyes straight ahead, heels clicking the concrete. When Lizbet saw her comportment in a vulnerable space, she admired the woman’s intense posture and air of command. She must be a judge. Lizbet got out of her car and hurried to catch up to the woman to share an elevator. 

The lady wore her ebony hair slicked into a tight bun on the top of her head. When she hesitated to check her watch, Lizbet heard the scuffle of sneakered feet. A scruffy man, a real tweaker, bolted toward the judge before Lizbet could yell. Lizbet froze beside a parked car and held her breath. Her own assault played through her mind in flickering scenes. The tweaker jogged, head down, and stiff-armed the woman to yank her briefcase off her shoulder. 

With unreal speed, the ‘judge’ slipped away from the thug. She bent at the knees and dropped her head. Within a flash, she yanked the man’s shirt collar, rolled into him, and tossed him over her shoulder to the concrete. Her speed created such a force when the man hit the ground; his shoulder appeared deformed.

The space filled with a hell of a shriek and a man’s guttural cry. Lizbet, cell phone in hand, expected bloodshed. The thug lay on the ground; his shoulder dislocated. He cried out. “Demon, be gone,” and held up an ornate crucifix from around his neck. 

Despite wearing high heels, the woman in the business suit maintained her defensive martial arts pose as she grabbed her bag strap out of the man’s impotent hand. When her dark head rose and swiveled to survey her surroundings, Lizbet noticed the woman’s opalescent eyes and pale veined complexion as the lady’s tongue swept over exceptionally long canine teeth.

Still on his back, with his crucifix held as high as the chain allowed, he crabbed away from her with his feet. “Devil, the power of God, compels you.”

With a disparaging glare, the woman kicked at his hand holding the crucifix, and the gold religious symbol arced several aisles away. 

Lizbet gasped, and the woman froze. Now observed, the woman dropped her head and smoothed her stray hair back into her updo. When Lizbet next made eye contact, the woman’s eyes were once again doe-eyed brown. Her lipstick was perfect, and her manner composed. Lizbet made her way forward on shaky limbs. “Are you alright?” Her voice shook almost as badly as her hands.
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