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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

      

      “In this thrilling follow-up to Sleep With the Lights On, Shayne amps up both the creep factor and the suspense.” ~RT Book Reviews on Wake to Darkness

      

      “Shayne has hit the jackpot with the pairing of self-help author Rachel de Luca and Detective Mason Brown. With chilling suspense and laugh-out-loud one-liners from Rachel, this book will have readers engrossed until the very end.” ~RT Book Reviews on Deadly Obsession

      

      “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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A note from Maggie & Reading Order

          

        

      

    

    
      I had written three novels for Silhouette Shadows, plus a novella in the anthology, Strangers in the Night with co-authors Chelsea Quinn Yarbro and Anne Stuart, when I received devastating news. Shadows was folding. The line was closing down and no further books would be published. My vampire series, Wings in the Night, was finished.

      My response, after a day of tears and frustration, was to start the next vampire novel. I wrote the story in a rush of creative fire fueled by being told not to—that there would be no place to publish it. Paranormal romance just wasn’t taking off as predicted. I wrote BORN IN TWILIGHT in 8 weeks.

      And then I sent it to my editors, even though I’d been told not to. They read it and found a way to publish it—as a Silhouette Single-Title novel, not part of any line. A little while after that, they asked me to write a half-length vampire novel for a special two-in-one release from Silhouette Intimate Moments. Later, I was finally invited to continue Wings in the Night for Mira, the big book line where the series continued for 11 more novels through 2014.

      Born in Twilight was originally published in 1997.
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        I loved not the night

        but he drew me,

        With dark whispers beckoned me near

        His shadows I thought

        would subdue me,

        Enslave me in chains made of fear

        I wished not to look

        but he wooed me,

        His strong, gentle hand turned my face

        I opened my eyes

        and saw beauty.

        Where I’d seen but a desolate place

        I fled from the night

        but he chased me.

        He caught me in arms of dark steel

        I sighed as I let him

        embrace me

        In his touch, at last, I could feel

        I turned to the night

        and he kissed me.

        On his lips I tasted sweet wine

        I opened to night’s

        sacred mystery

        He took me, and whispered, “You’re mine”

        The night has become

        my dark lover

        By day but a dream, bittersweet

        At sunset I run

        to no other

        My surrender to night is complete

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “I am damned. I am damned. I am damned.”

      Those words were the only ones I could utter as I stumbled through the city streets that first night of my new life. My hair was in tangles, my clothes torn and dirty. Passersby looked at me and then quickly looked away, their eyes flashing with alarm—or was it contempt?— as their steps altered to give me a wide berth. It was as if they knew.

      I’d been on the right path. Or I thought I had. Perhaps I’d been a bit too confident in my righteousness. Pride goeth before a fall, after all. But surely the sin of pride didn’t warrant this severe a retribution. Surely it hadn’t been the hand of God that brought me this low.

      No. No, God had nothing to do with it, nor Satan himself, but a monster—a creature far more hideous than even Lucifer in all his evil glory could ever be.

      For thirteen years I’d been as pure and as holy as I envisioned the very angels to be. From the darkest night of my life—the night my mother had left me at the altar at St. Christopher’s, promising she’d come back for me soon—I had done only good. Though I’d barely been old enough to know good from bad then, a nine-year-old child abandoned by her mother learned quickly enough. If I were only good enough, perhaps she would come back for me.

      She hadn’t. But it had only served to convince me that I hadn’t been good enough. It only served to make me strive to be better.

      The sisters had raised me well, taught me all they knew of the ways of truth and righteousness for His name’s sake. And I hadn’t left them when I’d come of age, but instead, had clung to the refuge I’d found among them.

      My final vows would have been spoken a week from that horrible night. Just one more week. And I wondered, for just a moment, if I’d have been safe from the monster had I taken the veil sooner. Would my devotion have protected me then?

      “I am damned,” I muttered again, this time sinking to the steps of a beautiful cathedral. I didn’t gaze up at the spires, or wonder at the beauty of the stained-glass windows. I couldn’t. When I looked at the colors, my monstrous eyes refused to linger on the heavenly blues and greens and golds. They focused instead on the bits of scarlet-colored glass, and on those alone. That color caused a hunger to stir in the depths of my soul, a sinful hunger, one I could not—would not—assuage.

      I’d gone out alone that wintry night, despite the sisters’ dire warnings....
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        * * *

      

      My soft-soled shoes made squeaking sounds as I raced down the steep wooden stairs from my cell. I was in a hurry to be off. It was snowing outside! The first snow of the winter, and how I loved it. I’d been pacing my chamber, unable to concentrate on my studies, or much of anything else for that matter. All I seemed able to do was glance at the small, white-faced clock on my wall and scowl at its slow ticking, before turning back to my single window to gaze longingly out at the snow.

      We were not a cloistered order, exactly. We did go out among the worldly, but only in service to the Lord or when Mother Mary Ruth saw it as absolutely necessary. Tonight, it was my turn to work at the shelter several blocks away.  And while I knew I should be rejoicing at the opportunity to serve God by helping my fellow man in his time of need, I wasn’t. I was rejoicing in the opportunity to go out in the brand-new snow.

      I pulled a light shawl over my habit, which was a simplified version of the ones the true sisters wore. I’d have one like theirs soon—in just over a week, when I took my solemn vows.

      My steps faltered as I reached the bottom of the staircase and saw Sister Rebecca, who was to accompany me to the shelter, leaning against the newel post and looking sickly.

      “Sister, what’s wrong?” I rushed forward, my heart sinking as much at the thought of having to stay in tonight as at the thought of Sister Rebecca being ill. We always worked in pairs at the shelter, always traveled there and back together.

      “Stomach virus, or so I suspect,” she replied. She was young, like me. It had been only a year since she’d taken her final vows, and I sometimes thought it was a shame she’d never married or had children, as lovely as she was. And as I thought it a small, niggling doubt tried to creep into my brain, but I shook it off. This was the only life I’d ever known. I remembered almost nothing from before my mother left me here. I wouldn’t know how to live among the worldly. Besides, I wanted to be good. And there wasn’t a better way, was there?

      “Don’t worry,” Sister Rebecca said, valiantly lifting her chin and trying to paste a smile over her grimace. “I’m not going to beg off. You’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

      Had I been so obvious? I averted my face. “No, Sister Rebecca. I won’t have you going out when you feel so poorly. You should be in bed.” I pressed a hand to her forehead and felt heat there. Then I turned her around and helped her toward the stairs. “Now go on upstairs and rest. I can certainly tend to the needs of the homeless without a partner on the verge of collapse.”

      She stiffened, as I’d feared she would. “You will most certainly not go out alone! You know the mother superior’s rules.”

      “Surely she’d make an exception of she knew you were sick. She’d never insist you go with me.”

      “She’d insist you stay home.”

      “Lucky for me she’s not here, then.”

      Sister Rebecca shook her head slowly. “Look at you! Your eyes are sparkling tonight. What has you so excited, Angelica?”

      “The snow,” I said, spinning around and stopping when I faced the window and could see the snowflakes pirouetting in the glow of the streetlights outside. “I want to be in it. I want to feel it on my face.”

      Her soft hand came down on my shoulder. “There will be other snow.”

      “But this is the first,” I said, and I faced her once more. “Please let me go. I’m a grown woman. Grown women traipse about this city by themselves every day.”

      ‘‘Not women of this order,” she began.

      “Well, technically, I’m not of this order...yet. So I can do what I want.”

      “Angelica...”

      I stopped on my way to the door, and turned to face her.

      She smiled, and I saw the fever in her pink cheeks and shining eyes. One strand of golden hair had escaped her wimple and curled against her cheek. “You’re a very strong-willed young woman, Angelica,” she said, but her smile remained. “And adventurous, and more than a little bit mischievous. I often wonder if you’ve given enough thought to the decision you’ve made.”

      But I only shrugged. “I’m going to the shelter. Mother superior can lecture me when she returns, but until then. I’m going out in the snow.”

      She nodded as if in defeat. “Hurry, then. Don’t miss your bus. If you do, you come straight back here—” But I was already out the door.

      Oh, the snow! I’d always loved winter. I tipped my face up to let the icy, wet flakes fall against my cheeks and my nose. And even tasted them the way a small child might do. They coated everything I passed, like powdered sugar on parked cars and sidewalks and windowsills and front stoops. I dawdled, because it enchanted me so. I remember thinking it was like magic, that first snow of the winter—like a fairy tale come true. And I remember telling myself that I was far too old to be so giddy over a simple thing like snow—dancing in it like a little girl. But I couldn’t help myself. I was giddy.

      And wrong, I was wrong to have come out alone, blatantly breaking the rules of the order. But I’d done so often enough in the past that the sisters must surely expect it by now. I disliked rules. I’d probably have to change my rebellious ways and conform a bit better once I took my vows, but I refused to do so until then. After that...

      Again, that shiver of doubt. Again, I shook it away. I’d think about that later. Not now. All I wanted to do right now was walk alone at night, breaking the rules with every step, and enjoy the snow.

      And that is precisely what I did. When I finally reached the bus stop on the corner though, it was only to see my transportation rolling away without me.

      It threw me, but only for a moment. After all, I was almost a sister of the Order of the Sisters of Mercy. I was good. I lived my life serving God, and surely no one else did so with such enthusiasm as I. Certainly, wherever I went I was walking within the protection of His love. In fact, I’m sure I felt invulnerable, though where I got that idea, I do not know. It was not something the sisters would have taught me, not something I’d read in my studies. But I felt it, all the same. I felt surrounded by a protective shield that would let no harm come to me, and because of it, I foolishly decided to walk the six blocks to the shelter. And that, I later realized, was the foolish pride that led to my downfall.

      He was waiting, crouched in the shadows of a garbage-strewn alley. The monster called out to me as I passed, and my steps slowed to a reluctant stop. What a fool I was.

      “Sister! Sister, please, help me.”

      My beloved snow fell in gentle puffs as I turned to look into the darkness, unable to see the owner of that plaintive voice. I stood a little straighter, feeling a hint of fear for the first time. “Who’s there?” I called. “Come here, where I can see you.”

      “I can’t. I’m hurt. Please, Sister. Don’t let me die here in the cold. Help me!”

      My fear did not evaporate. It was simply outspoken by my unwavering confidence. I was a servant of the Lord, and I would walk where even His most trusted angels feared to tread, if that were what was necessary. I’d help this poor soul in the alley. But I’d be careful, cautious, wise. Tentatively, I stepped into the blackness, and an icy shiver raced up my nape, chilling me right to my soul. I should have known, oh, I should have known right then not to go a single step farther.

      “Over here,” he moaned, drawing me closer. Closer, until the lighted, busy street was out of reach. And when I was close enough, still blind in the darkness, he came at me. Bony arms with the strength of Samson closed around me, nearly crushing me, and a hand clapped over my mouth. I struggled. Mightily, I struggled. For though devout, I had never been timid or weak, or cowardly. I kicked him with a force that surely should have broken his shins. And I boxed his ears hard enough to knock him unconscious, I twisted and pulled against his grip, and tried to bite the hand over my mouth. But nothing I did to him seemed to have any noticeable effect. He didn’t flinch, or even draw a harsh breath. My heart pounded so loudly it deafened me as he dragged me deeper into the alley. Silently, I began praying for, salvation from this madman, praying for my life to be spared. Lord, forgive me for that error. I should have been praying for my immortal soul, not the preservation of this life, this body.

      He threw me down among the rubbish so hard my breath was taken away when I hit. And then he came down on top of me, as I gasped for air among the fetid garbage. The stench was sickening. I caught my breath, parted my lips to scream, but he covered my mouth again. He sat there, straddling me, and with his free hand he tore the wimple from my head, freeing my hair and grasping handfuls of it “Black satin,” he whispered as he fingered my hair. “And eyes like onyx. You’re perfect.” I struggled beneath him. “Perfect I won’t be alone anymore.”

      I still could not see him well. Only the shape of his face, and the darker wells of his eyes were visible. But I could not escape the feeling that he could see me perfectly.

      “I’ve been watching you for so long, you know. I’ve chosen you, of the many I’ve known. You should be grateful, Angelica, for the gift you’re about to receive.”

      I shook my head, but to no avail.

      “Yes. Grateful,” he went on. “No cloistered order for you, my perfect one. No vows. You’re not meant for that. You’re meant for me.”

      The monster bowed over me, lifting me slightly from my bed of refuse. He bent to my throat, and my stomach turned when I felt the touch of his cold mouth on my skin. With one hand, he forced my head back until I thought my neck would break. And then the moment I shall never forget for as long as I live. Indeed, the moment I’d never dreamed of. I thought he would rape me, murder me. I thought many things when the creature bent over me that night. But I never thought this.

      There was pain—brief, shocking pain, when his incisors pierced the tender skin of my throat. And then that pain was gone, and I was left instead with the horror of what was happening to me. His mouth sucked at my neck as he drank the lifeblood from my body. I could feel my essence leaving me through those two tiny holes in my throat. My mind swam, faded. Everything faded. The stench of the garbage and the chill of the cold winter night. The feel of those wet snowflakes on my face. The very ground on which I lay. Everything vanished, and I was left with nothing. Every aspect of me was focused on the part of me where this monster had fastened himself. My throat and his mouth drawing the blood from it, were all that remained of the universe.

      He lifted his head. I lay still, barely conscious, unable to move or utter a sound. He moved, and there was a glint of silver. I couldn’t even feel alarm when it occurred to me that he held a blade. That he would finish me now. I could hear nothing. The sounds of the city could no longer reach my ears, only his voice.

      He lifted me, pressing my face into the crook of his neck, and he whispered, “Drink, Angelica! Drink... and live.”

      He forced me closer, his hand on the back of my head. My lips touched warmth, wetness on his throat. I tried to draw away, but my weakness would not allow it. Then the first taste of it touched my tongue, quickening my senses. A jolt, like a blast of icy wind, shot through me. I think my eyes shot wide. My lips parted on a gasp, and more of the thick, salty liquid surged into my mouth. Had I not swallowed. I’d have drowned. And if I’d been as devout as I’d prided myself on being, that’s precisely what I would have done—let myself drown in this cursed elixir and gone willingly into the arms of the Lord rather than surrendering myself to the instinctive need to stay alive. But instead, I swallowed. That was when I first felt the power of this devilish hunger. It shot through me, overwhelming all that I had ever been. It took control, a need I couldn’t even identify. I closed my lips over the wound in his throat...and I drank. Hungrily, greedily, I drank, and as I did, my body came alive with sensations I’d never known. So gluttonous was I, that he had to push me away when the curse was complete—had to push me, his unwilling victim, away from his neck.

      I lay there in the garbage and my eyes cleared. I could see everything. Every aspect of his white face, and black eyes, and bloodstained lips. Every grain of sand in the bricks of the building beside me. Every star in the sky. My skin tingled with new life, new awareness. I felt in a way I’d never felt before; the shape of each snowflake as it hit my skin, every molecule of chilly air that caressed my face, every pebble and piece of trash that lay beneath me. I could identify each vile smell. And my hearing...I could hear the conversations of people passing on the street. The roll of tires on the wet pavement. The squeaking of snow-dampened brakes.

      I heard the traffic light turn green.

      “What is this?” I cried, and my own voice was so shockingly different, so vivid and rich and clear, that I pressed my hands to my ears and squeezed my eyes shut tight.

      “You’ll learn to control it,” he told me. “You can close it out, hear only what you wish to hear. You’ll learn. I’ll teach you.” He removed my hands from my ears, pressed them to the rubbish at my sides. ‘‘I’ll teach you. You’ll live forever, Angelica. You’re not mortal anymore. You’re like me now.”

      I opened my eyes. ‘‘Like you?” I was horrified.

      “Yes.”

      My heart turned to ice as I realized what he had done, what I had allowed him to do. “I’m damned,” I whispered.

      “Come. Your first lesson awaits.” He hauled me to my feet, dragged me toward the mouth of the alley, though I pulled against him. My habit was torn as he grabbed at me. “Strong,” he said. “Already, you’re very strong. You’ll be even stronger, Angelica, after we feed." He stopped, holding me there at the mouth of the alley, and I watched his odd, black eyes scan the passersby.

      “Feed?” I whispered, terrified.

      “Yes,” he said, and he smiled. I saw his teeth then, his fangs, razor sharp and glistening. “On them.” He nodded toward the people who passed.

      Horror enveloped my heart. He was a monster! A demon. A vampire. I shivered as the word whispered in my mind. He’d made of me another creature just like him. And I’d allowed it I’d even taken part in it. I’d⁠—

      He caught me up in his arms, though I fought, and he carried me back into the alley. Slinging me over his shoulder, he clutched the side of the building and began to climb. Like a spider, he made his way to the very top, and I stopped my struggling for fear I would fall. Higher and higher he went. The wind blew stronger up so high. My beloved snowflakes became weapons, tiny arrows slung by the Angel of the Lord to punish me, cutting my face with their biting touch. And yet I did not shiver or suffer from the cold, only felt it more acutely than I ever had.

      He climbed onto the roof, and then raced over rooftops, leaping from one to the next. I think I screamed as we seemed to sail through the night sky like true demons. I think I screamed. If so, the sound of it is only a vague memory now.

      We made our way to the ground again, to the streets, and I knew where we were. Not far from the shelter where I’d been so arrogantly going this night. Oh, why had I been so rebellious? Why?

      He pointed, and I looked. A handful of the city’s homeless stood around a fire barrel, warming their hands near the dancing flames. Red-orange light painted their haggard faces and illuminated their tattered clothes.

      “There,” he said. “Our victims...ours for the taking, Angelica. Their lives will be no great loss.”

      The people I’d spent years trying to help. This man intended to feed on them, to use them in order to sustain his own cursed life. “No,” I begged him. “No, please, we mustn’t. It’s a sin to kill!” For I knew that murder was exactly what he had on his mind.

      He left me free to run if I chose. He must have known, animal that he was, that I could not. Like a great, stalking wolf, he approached them in absolute silence. He moved quickly, so quickly there was no time for me to shout a warning. And then, without hesitation, he grabbed one. There was a shout of alarm, and then the others scattered, vanishing in the night. He held the man he’d chosen. I looked at the terror-stricken, aged face that I knew I had seen before, in the shelter. He’d come to the soup kitchen where I’d worked. I’d given him blankets, and that very sweater he wore. I’d prayed with him.

      I raced forward, but too late. The beast had plunged his wretched teeth into the neck of the innocent old man. I beat the monster about his head, clawed at his face, but he only released his victim when he’d taken his fill. He lifted his head, and he smiled at me, and his lips gleamed scarlet in the firelight. I backed away, shaking my head, working my mouth but unable to speak.

      The man whose name I could not recall slumped to the ground, eyes wide, but already glazing over. His face was the face of death, bathed in the dancing glow of the fire in the barrel beside him.

      The monster licked his lips, and then with the speed of a striking cobra, snatched a handful of my hair and pulled, making me cry out in pain. “You shall never fight me again, Angelica. You’re mine now. Mine, do you understand? All your life I’ve watched you, waited for you. You’ll go where I go. Do as I say. Feed when I feed.’’ He glanced past me, into the shadows, and that evil smile returned. “Even now your first victim waits. There, quivering in the night, thinking we cannot see him in the darkness.’’ He stared down into my face. “I’ll bring him to you, and you will take him, Angelica. You will drain him dry, or suffer my wrath.” And then he released me and started forward. I turned and saw a boy dressed in tattered rags, crouching in the darkness, shivering and wide-eyed with fear. And I could not let that creature take his life. I could not.

      My hand closed around a piece of wood that protruded from the fire barrel. The end I grasped was not burning, but as I pulled it out, I saw that the other end was aflame. With a low growl, one I could not believe came from me, I lunged forward, swinging my torch-like weapon with all of my newfound strength.

      But it wasn’t the force of my blow that did the deed. The flaming end of the club crashed against the vampire’s head, knocking him to his knees. But I’m sure the damage it did was minimal. It was the flame. The blaze seemed to leap at him, fire licking at his hair, and then at his clothes. He surged to his feet, his lips parting in a snarl as he came at me. But the fire...I crossed myself as I watched it engulf him. It seemed as if he’d been doused in gasoline, the way the flames spread. I backed away when he reached for me. And that was all. He fell to the ground, and there was a surge of white-hot flames. And then nothing. The flames died away as if they'd never been. Tiny sparks and embers sailed into the night and blinked out, one by one and not even ashes remained to soil the perfect white snow at my feet.

      The boy in the shadows was gone, his fleeing footsteps still reaching my ears as he ran. I staggered away, shocked, terrified, appalled. I had killed. I had been transformed. I was a creature like the one I had murdered. I was damned. Damned.
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        * * *

      

      His hearing was excellent. Not preternaturally so, since he was still a mere mortal, but good enough to know what was going on. The bastards were going to kill him.

      For three days, Jameson Bryant had been strapped to this table, inside this tiny cell. He’d been poked and prodded by DPI scientists in white lab coats until there wasn’t an inch of his skin they hadn’t violated. Nothing. There wasn’t a bodily fluid they hadn’t taken samples of. Not one. But it wasn’t humiliation he felt. It was rage. And this time  the bastards would pay.

      He might not be a vampire, but he wasn’t a child any longer, either. He was a grown man, and as of tonight, he was a man bent on revenge. He’d tear this building down brick by brick when he got free. He’d destroy the Division of Paranormal Investigations and everyone connected with it.

      He understood DPI’s interest in him. He knew—had known since he was a boy—that he was different. His blood type was rare, shared with only a chosen few. The belladonna antigen made him a subject of study for these so-called scientists. The few, rare individuals with this blood type were the only mortals capable of being transformed, being made over...becoming vampires. And every living vampire had claimed the belladonna antigen during their mortal lives.

      DPI, in their quest to learn all there was to know about the undead—and thus enable themselves to rid the world of them—often used live research subjects. But they’d had their chance with Jameson long ago, when he’d been just a boy. And they’d nearly killed him then. Would have, if not for his undead friends. Roland in particular. Still, they’d had their time with Jameson Bryant. Surely there was no more they could learn from him now.

      God, to think Tamara had once worked for these bastards! But she hadn’t known. She hadn’t known.

      Jameson didn't know why every preternatural being on the planet didn’t band together and destroy DPI the way DPI was intent on destroying them. They didn’t deserve the constant harassment, the fear they were forced to live with due to this secretive government agency. Oh, certainly, there were evil ones among the  undead, just as there were among mortals. But for the most part, vampires were the best people Jameson had ever known. They’d taken him in when his mother had died, had practically raised him.

      Well, if Roland and Eric and the others wouldn’t raise a hand to bring this organization to ruin, Jameson would. It was time—long past time.

      They had their “specimens” he’d heard them say. The experiment had been completed in record time, and now they could go on with phase two, whatever the hell that was. They weren’t fools then. DPI knew from experience that Jameson Bryant’s friends were not the kind of people they wanted to tangle with. And now they would “dispose of the subject” before any of his undead protectors were the wiser.

      He pulled against the straps that held his arms and legs to the cold, metallic table. They had a surprise coming if they thought he’d go down without a fight. This might not be Jameson’s first involvement with DPI, but it would damned well be his last.

      One way or another.

      “Jamey!”

      At the harsh whisper, Jameson turned his head as far as the restraints would allow. And then he swore, because Roland stood outside his cell, bending the bars apart as if they were made of rubber.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “What the hell do you think?” Roland stepped into the cell and easily tore through the straps that held Jameson pinned down. “Are you all right, Jamey?”

      “Fine. And it’s Jameson now.” He sat up, jumped down from the table and faced the man he loved like a father. Roland was centuries old, but appeared not much older than Jameson was now, though a bit paler skinned, and with eyes that gleamed a little brighter than a mere mortal’s would.

      Roland smiled. “I keep forgetting. Look at you. You dwarf me now.”

      “What you keep forgetting, Roland, is that I don’t want my friends risking their lives for me.”

      “It would have been riskier to leave you to them,” Roland said.  “Rhiannon would have fed me to her cat.”

      Jameson tried to hold on to his anger, but that was a useless effort. He could well imagine Roland’s mate, Rhiannon, threatening just that, and since her “cat” was no less than a panther, it was a threat not to be taken lightly. Not that she’d ever carry it out. She adored her husband.

      Jameson embraced Roland, who hugged him back just as fiercely. It had been a long time since they’d seen each other. Jameson had been leading a fairly normal, mortal life in San Diego, under an assumed name, thinking DPI would never find him again. He owned a bar there, and profits were good.

      And then one day as he’d locked up and headed for his car, he’d been grabbed by two thugs in dark suits; and the next thing he knew he was strapped to a table in White Plains. Talk about deja vu.

      “We can catch up later,” Roland said, releasing him. “Eric is⁠—”

      “Eric is here?” Jameson asked, suddenly angry all over again. Damn, when would they learn not to risk their lives every time he got into trouble? “And Tamara?”

      “She’s waiting outside with Rhiannon.”

      Jameson backed away from Roland, stiff with renewed anger. “Dammit, Roland, how could you let Tamara come here? You know what they’d do if they ever got their filthy hands on her again!”

      ‘‘She wouldn’t stay behind. You know her well enough to know⁠—”

      ‘‘Hurry it up, will you?” Eric appeared at the cell door, a small cut on his forehead trickling scarlet. “One of them got away, and—” He broke off, eyes widening slightly as they skimmed Jameson, head to toe. “Good God, has it been that long? Look at you!” Jameson shook his head, wondering how the hell a thirty-year-old adult man could be made to feel fourteen again. He supposed it could only happen when the two who made him feel that way were several centuries older. It would probably never change, no matter how long he lived. Roland grasped his arm, and hurried from the cell, pulling Jameson along with him. They ran into the hall, following Eric, who led the way to the nearest window. He stopped there, pushing it open.

      Jameson planted his feet, and looked from one man to the other. ‘‘You guys are kidding, right? We’re on the tenth floor for⁠—”

      The two flanked him, gripped his arms and jumped.
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      “Two guards dead,” DPI supervisor Wes Fuller repeated, though everyone in this staff meeting already knew the body count. “Six others injured. And that bastard Jameson Bryant gone, free as a bird.” He rapped the pipe, bowl down, against the glass ashtray, expelling the spent tobacco.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Chief aide Stiles went over the checklist on his clipboard, nodding as he did. “We got everything we needed from him. Our theory was correct. Once they’re transformed, the males are sterile. Beforehand, though, while they’re still human⁠—”

      “Human my ass. They’re only passing. Animals, all of them.”

      “Yes, well...” Stiles cleared his throat. “At any rate, before that kind is changed over, they’re fertile. The belladonna antigen doesn’t seem to affect the sperm count.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of.” Fuller pushed his chair away from the conference table, the casters squealing in protest of his bulk, and got to his feet. He turned his gaze to Dr. Rose Sversky, who was pushing seventy, and still the sharpest member of DPI’s research team. She had snowy-white! hair, cut short, to go with her pixielike frame. She ought to be wearing an apron and rocking grandbabies, not dissecting vampires.

      “You have the data?” Fuller asked. “What’s the breakdown?”

      Rose adjusted her Coke-bottle-thick eyeglasses and cleared her throat. “Of the twelve thousand, five hundred female subjects we’ve tested and/or autopsied in the past two decades,” she said, her voice clinical and cold, “just over three thousand still had viable egg cells in their ovaries. Ninety-eight percent of those had been transformed for less than a year. None of them for more than twenty-three months.” She looked up from her notes, and moved her glasses down a notch to peer at him over the tops of them. “To break it down, Mr. Fuller, yes. It is entirely possible that a newly formed female vampire could mate with a mortal male, and produce a child.”

      Hilary Garner's pencil lead snapped off. The sound drew Fuller’s cold eyes, and he scowled at her. “Try and keep up. Garner. We’ll need these notes.”

      “Yes, sir.” She blinked the horror from her eyes, and went to the desk for a fresh pencil. She’d only recently been promoted to this position, executive secretary to Weston Fuller. It came with a huge bonus in pay, terrific hours...and some frightening, sickening revelations as to what this organization was truly about

      She hadn’t believed her friend and co-worker Tamara Dey, all those years ago, when she’d tried to warn her. She hadn’t seen anything to indicate that what Tamara had said was true, that DPI conducted kidnappings, torture, even murders.

      Hilary paused there, staring down at her reflection in the solid silver pencil holder on Fuller’s expensive  desk. Brown skin, and wide brown eyes with a few crow’s feet at the corners stared back at her, and her reflection whispered, “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Hurry it up, Garner. I haven’t got all day.’’

      Clearing her throat, Hilary snatched a pencil from the holder and hurried back to her seat beside Chief Fuller.

      “Now then,’’ he began, still addressing Rose Sversky, who looked far too sweet and far too old to be involved in a covert government agency. But she was involved up to her bushy white eyebrows. She was the world’s top—and, Hilary thought, likely the world’s only—forensic pathologist specializing in the examination of the remains of vampires. But Fuller was still speaking and Hilary was supposed to be paying attention.

      “Suppose one of these females were to mate with a mortal who carried the antigen? What would the results be?”

      Rose shrugged. “A baby, I imagine.” She winked, and an uneasy chuckle went around the table.

      “Yes, but what kind of baby?” Fuller looked around the room, eyeing each high-ranking agent at the conference table one by one. “Don’t you see what I’m getting at here? Should these creatures find a way to reproduce, we’d be outnumbered within a few years.”

      “So what are you suggesting we do about it?” Every eye turned to Hilary when she blurted the question. Hell, she wasn’t supposed to have any input at all here. Just sit quietly and take notes while the big boys made their plans. Rose was the only female at the table besides Hilary, and she was only there because they couldn’t get by without her.

      Wes Fuller leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her as if he were awaiting an apology. Hilary sat up a little straighter, looking him dead in the eye, and not giving him one.

      The tension stretched to the breaking point, and finally he came forward, slapped his palms on the tabletop and leaned toward her. “What we’re going to do about it. Miss Garner, is find out.’’

      “F-find out...?”

      “Find out what the results of such a mating would be. Research, Garner. That’s what we do here.” He nodded to Stiles, returning to his former comfortable, almost lounging position in his chair as he made life- and-death decisions as though he were ordering lunch. “We have the frozen samples from Jameson Bryant, and you say they’re fertile?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good.” Then he turned his attention to Whaley, the eastern regional operative coordinator. “We’ll need a female, newly changed over and preferably close by so we don’t run into trouble getting her here.” Whaley nodded once, sharply. “I’ll put every operative in the area on alert. We’ll have a subject within the week.”

      “Good.” Fuller smiled grimly, then glanced into Hilary’s eyes, making her feel dirty inside. “You have any sort of problem with this?”

      She blinked, lowered her chin, said nothing.

      “I hope not,” Fuller told her. “Because we deal harshly with employees who can’t stomach the work we do here, Miss Garner. Very harshly.”

      “I understand,” she said, meeting his gaze once more. She knew when she looked into his chilling eyes, that she did. She understood perfectly. If she tried to get out, tried to walk away...she would die. Or disappear, just like pretty young Tamara had done so long ago. And no one would ever be the wiser.

      Fuller dismissed them, and one by one they filed out of his office. He stopped her at the door and nodded back at the notepad she’d left on the table. “Have those notes typed up and ready for me within the hour,” he barked, and then he pushed past her into the corridor with the others.

      Hilary only nodded and watched him go.

      “Are you feeling all right, dear?”

      She brought her head up fast, and searched Rose Sversky’s aging face as she gathered file folders from the table. They were alone in Fuller’s office, and against her better judgment, Hilary closed the door.

      “Rose...how can you be a part of something like this?”

      Rose frowned, scanning a sheet before closing a folder and adding it to her stack. “Something like what? It’s research. It’s necessary.”

      “It’s more than that.”

      Rose looked at her then, really looked at her. She pulled her glasses lower on her nose, tilted her head back and seemed to search Hilary’s face.

      Hilary moved forward, as if by being closer she could reach the woman. “This place is a prison. Do you know they have prisoners in the sublevels? They’re locked up in cells like animals.”

      “Of course I know, dear. I’m the head researcher.”

      She could have slapped Hilary and shocked her less. “You know?”

      Rose nodded.

      God, she’d probably known all along. Hilary had found out only recently, and she’d stupidly assumed the kindly looking old woman would be as appalled and horrified by the news as she had been. “But, Rose⁠—’’

      “But nothing. We’re not talking genocide here. These are animals, not human beings. They feed on human beings. For heaven’s sakes, it’s them or us. Surely you can see that.”

      Hilary took a backward step, the wind knocked out of her. “But...but what they want to do! A baby, for the love of Christ! And what will happen to it if they succeed?”

      “Not a baby. A pup. A young animal, no different from the rest.” She slipped her glasses back to their former position, and sighed. “It would be the most incredible research opportunity we’ve ever had.”

      Hilary swallowed the bile that rose in her throat This was the stuff of nightmares, and she was going to throw up. Was this sweet little old lady actually getting wistful about the chance to carve up a child? Her hands were damp with sweat and shaking, and she felt dizzy as a sense of unreality washed over her. Her knees tried to buckle. She braced a hand on the table to keep from falling down.

      “Hilary,” Rose began, taking a step forward, narrowing her eyes. “You do understand why this is necessary, don’t you? Because, if you don’t—” her face softened with a blatantly false smile and equally phony concern clouding her eyes “—I can arrange to have you taken off this case. Perhaps you weren’t quite ready for this promotion. Not everyone can handle the research we do here, and DPI is quite aware of that.” Her voice had changed, become sugary, and there was a dark suspicion behind the fake concern in her eyes.

      Of course DPI is aware of it. And the ones who can’t stomach the work here disappear without a trace.

      Hilary swallowed hard, shook her head. “No, I think I understand it better now. You’re right. It’s necessary. I’m...glad we talked.’’

      “Of course,” Rose replied, and her smile became a little more genuine. “Any time you have misgivings, you can come to me. All right?”

      “Thank you. I’ll do that.” And you'll run right back to Fuller to report everything I say. Hell, you’ll probably add this little conversation to their file on me.

      Still smiling, Rose hugged her stack of manila folders to her chest and left the office. Hilary leaned back against the door, and tried to quell the nausea. She’d said too much, blurted her thoughts without thinking first. She’d let herself see Rose Sversky as a stereotype—a sweet old lady, somebody’s grandma. Dammit, she was nuts to have opened this can of worms with that woman. Rose had been aware of the atrocities DPI was sponsoring for years. Years! Hell, she was likely a part of them!

      And what would she do now? Had Hilary saved herself in time, or had she given herself away completely? And what if she had?

      She was scared. Jesus, she was scared.
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        * * *

      

      Jameson and the others stayed a few days in Rhiannon’s Manhattan penthouse. Heavy black draperies lined every window, with dark shades beneath them, and there wasn’t a coffin in the place. Everyone slept in beds, by Rhiannon’s order. She liked the good life, Rhiannon did. Satin sheets on every bunk in the suite.

      Jameson had to smile at her antics. She certainly kept the conservative and staid Roland hopping.

      Roland. How many times had he saved Jameson’s life now? Three? Four? There was the time DPI agent Curt Rogers had kidnapped Jameson when he was— what, twelve? That prick had left him tied up in a condemned building in the heart of winter. All just a ploy to get to Tamara, of course. If Roland hadn’t found him after he'd fallen down those stairs, though...

      And then, later, after his mother died, that bastard Lucien had taken him, offered to trade his life for the dark gift. Once again, his friends had stepped in to save him. Rhiannon had nearly died in the effort that time.

      And now, here they were again, pulling him from the jaws of death in the nick of time, certain that just because he was still mortal, he couldn’t take care of himself.

      Hell, he was half vampire already. He lived like one. Slept days, and worked nights. It had come naturally to him, after spending so much time in their company. Even when Roland had found Jameson’s natural father for him, and sent him to live with the man in California, he’d stuck to his nocturnal ways.

      Someday, he supposed, he’d ask one of them to change him over. Someday. Not yet, though. He still had a few mortal years left, and he’d like to see a lot more sunrises before he said goodbye to them forever. He liked a good steak, a glass of wine, and he wasn’t ready to give it all up for a strictly liquid diet.

      “You guys shouldn’t hang out in the city for very long,” he warned the others, as he paced the floor that  night, their third night here. “You know the place is practically lousy with those DPI bastards.”

      Rhiannon smiled. “I wish I would run into one of them.’’ She licked her lips, earning her a scowl from Roland. It didn’t faze her. She reached down and stroked a path over Pandora’s head, and the cat batted playfully at her hand.

      “You’re right, Jamey,” Tamara said softly, and she went to the nearest window to part the draperies and snap the shade so it rolled up on itself. Then she stared out at the glittering skyline. “But I don't want to leave until you do. I know you’re still furious. And I know you want revenge.’’

      He shrugged. “That’s my problem. I’m not going to keep telling you, I don’t want you involved in my troubles, Tam. You’re going to get yourself killed one of these times, sticking your nose in where⁠—”

      “I had a dream.”

      Jameson stopped talking when she turned slowly, pinning him to the spot with her huge, dark eyes. “Jamey, I had a dream...about you.”

      Eric lifted one brow at his wife’s statement, setting aside the book he’d been reading. A new one on quantum physics. “This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

      “I didn’t say anything the first time...but...I had it again, today.” She swung her gaze to Jameson’s, shaking her head sadly. “It wasn’t visual. Just a feeling. A horrible feeling that something’s going to happen to you, Jamey. Right here, in this city. So, I’m not leaving. Not until you do.”

      Jameson lowered his head, seeing no sense in arguing with Tam. She’d been like a sister to him, even when she was mortal. Protective even then.

      “Well now,” Rhiannon purred, slinking across the room to stand beside Tamara with as much grace as that cat of hers. “I agree. We remain. If anyone touches Jameson, we...” She smiled that half smile that had been giving him wet dreams since the first day he’d laid eyes on her. ‘‘Take action,” she finished.

      Jameson lifted his chin. It didn’t matter that he was taller than Roland, or that his muscles were more firmly developed from hours in the gym than Eric’s had ever been. It didn’t matter that he’d found a gray hair amid the jet-black ones last week, or that he’d celebrated his thirtieth birthday the month before that. They’d always see him as a child in need of their protection. Always.

      He turned, stalked to the apartment door, picking up his coat on the way. “I’m going for a walk.” Then he looked back at them, his hand still on the doorknob. “And if any of you follow me, I swear to Christ, I’ll never come back.”

      “Jamey!” Tamara rushed forward, grabbed his arm as if to stop him.

      “Jameson,” he told her gently. “Look at me, Tamara. No, I mean really look at me. I'm not Jamey anymore.” She did, her ebony eyes racing over his face, tearing up as she nodded. He ran his hand through her dark curls, and then lowered his head to kiss her cheek. “Please understand, Tam. I just need some space, okay?”

      Her lower lip quivering, she nodded. “Be careful,” she whispered.

      “I’m always careful.”

      He turned and left the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      He walked alone and after dark, completely unafraid. Aside from his occasional run-ins with DPI, few people ever wanted to mess with Jameson once they’d looked him in the eye. He supposed the old anger showed there now, probably more than ever. He’d been used, humiliated, as an adult this time, at their bloody hands. Oh, he knew about them. He knew they’d had Tamara’s parents killed just so they could get their hands on her. They’d used her as bait from the time she was a little girl, knowing she had the antigen, and that sooner or later, one of the undead would show up to check in on her.

      And when the one appointed to be her mortal guardian, kindly old Daniel St. Claire, had changed his mind, when he’d decided he couldn’t go through with the plot to use the child he’d raised as his own, they’d killed him as well.

      They were ruthless, bloodthirsty animals. They hunted the undead like game, and when they found them, their experimentation techniques were unencumbered by conscience.

      The bastards.

      Jameson wanted to know why they’d taken him this time. What kind of information were they seeking? Why had they taken the particular specimens from his body that they had, and what did they intend to do next?

      He wanted to know. But how could he find out? That was what he needed to think about, and he needed to think about it alone, outside, with the fresh winter air keeping him sharp, and without all those concerned, protective eyes watching over him.

      He walked fast, enjoying the exertion and the chill. And he planned. He supposed he might break into DPI headquarters and go through their files. Maybe tap into their computers and see if any information could be found there. Or perhaps he could just grab one of them. That Mengele-like doctor, Rose Sversky, for example, or perhaps Fuller’s lapdog, Stiles. He could torture one of them into talking. Maybe even Fuller himself. Jameson smiled as he thought about the pain he’d like to inflict on that bastard, who’d done likewise to so many, for so long.

      Whatever he decided, he couldn’t do anything until he convinced Eric, Tamara, Roland and Rhiannon to get the hell out of here and leave him alone. If they stayed they’d get themselves tangled up in whatever mess he ended up creating, just as they always did, and he didn’t want that. He didn’t want his friends— family, really—put at risk because of his need to vent this old, ever-growing anger and passion for meting out some long-overdue justice. He couldn’t allow them near this. It was going to be messy.

      So he supposed he’d have to wait, and...

      Jameson came to a stop in the street and stood silently, head cocked slightly to one side as the cold wind ruffled his hair and stung his cheeks. He'd heard something...something so faint no one else passing on the street seemed to notice. Or if they did, they didn’t seem to care. He had to strain to catch it again, with the slow-moving traffic, and blasting horns, and hissing air brakes. Less noisy now than during the day, but not by a hell of a lot.

      A second ticked by, then two, and then he caught it again. The sound was that of moaning. Agonized, pain-filled moaning.

      And the voice was that of a vampire.

      A little shiver crept up the back of Jameson’s neck as he pinpointed the source of the sound. An abandoned building, several yards away from him with crumbling brick and fingers of broken, dirty glass. There was snow on the old stone dormers and gargoyles lining the top, though little remained of those gruesome guardians now. You couldn’t even make out their features aside from their snarling mouths, and angel's wings, dusted now in snow.

      She was in there.

      How he knew that—how he could even hear the sound of her voice—Jameson didn’t know. It wasn’t audible. Not to mortal ears, anyway. But that was just it. His were mortal ears. So why was he hearing her, sensing her there? Why could he feel her pain?

      Jameson Bryant was not a fool. He’d encountered other preternatural beings before, those who were strangers to him. As a rule, he avoided them. True enough, it went against their nature to harm one of their own or one of the Chosen--those rare mortals with the belladonna antigen coursing through their veins. They always knew that antigen, scented it or sensed it or something. And most of the undead tended to protect and watch over those mortals with the antigen. Dark guardians. Dark angels. His mouth twisted in a smile at the irony of that.

      There were exceptions to every rule, and there were monsters in every race and every species. He did not make a habit of walking up to strange vampires and extending a hand.

      But this time was different. He was compelled, drawn by some force he neither recognized nor understood. She might be mad. She might be a killer. She might turn on him. But he had no choice but to climb over the graying boards nailed in the shape of a cross in the doorway of the ruined building, and make his way through the rubble, to where she was.

      When he finally saw her, his heart tripped over itself.

      She sat, curled in the fetal position in a corner. Her black dress—or robe or whatever it was—was tattered and filthy, as was her tangled ebony hair, long and dirty and covering her face. She was startlingly white, so very white she nearly glowed in the darkness like a wraith. She was thin, too, emaciated, even. Her hands... Jesus, he could see the bones in those chalk-white hands.

      He took another step toward her, and her head came up fast, eyes wide and fear-filled. As she stared at him, the clouds skittered away from the moon, allowing its light to spill through the broken glass, and bathe her face and her eyes in its ethereal glow. She was painfully thin, but even then, she was beautiful. The shape of her face, like a sculpture in the moonlight High, sharp cheekbones, and a delicate jawline. Full lips, parted slightly, and a long slender neck that held him motionless as he studied it. Then she moved her head just slightly, and the light fell on her eyes, and he caught his breath. They were violet—brilliant, vivid violet. So bright was their color that he’d have suspected it to be false if he didn’t know better. Her thinness, he suspected, made those haunting eyes seem even larger than they were. And no doubt it was that same condition, and those slight hollows it caused in her cheeks, that made her bone structure seem like that of a goddess. Or an angel.

      She wasn’t an angel, though. She was a vampiress, quite possibly a dangerous one. He knew that.

      And he knew a few other things, as well. He knew this vampiress was on the brink of starvation. He knew she might very well be beyond the brink of madness. He knew he should leave.

      And he knew, damned good and well, that he wasn’t going to.
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      I had wandered alone for three nights. I hid in the very filthiest, vilest parts of the city, for I felt this was all I deserved. I was a filthy, vile being now, wasn't I? I’d been violated by a monster, and made into one just like him.

      I knew it was my own fault. There had been a moment, one single moment in time when I could have said no. I could have chosen death and salvation over life—unending life and damnation. I didn’t have to drink when he pressed my face to his throat. I didn’t have to drink. But I had. I had. I’d been filled with an incredible, powerful urge not to die. I’d wanted to live! And so I drank.

      God had seen fit to test me before I pledged myself to Him. No doubt He had sensed my misgivings, my flawed faith. I'd failed that test, failed it miserably.

      But there was one thing I would not, could not do—and that was to prolong this life by feeding on the living. They were innocent lambs of God. There were flocks of them outside, even now. And I, the wolf, hungered for them. I was starving for the living essence of them. God, how the hunger burned in me! I writhed with it.

      When one of them passed by the windows of my  hovel, the wind sharpened and I caught the scent of their blood. My mouth watered. My eyes filled with tears. My flesh tingled and my nerves came alive, singing, and then screaming with need. With every part of me I wanted to take one of them the way I’d seen that monster do it. I wanted to gorge myself at their soft throats and taste their salty skin against my lips, to sink my newly elongated, razor-sharp fangs deeply into them, and to drink.

      Something, some small part of the person I’d once been, remained alive in me, and it was that part that sustained my resistance.

      That part...and the crucifix I wore around my neck. The symbol of all I believed in. I ran my hands over the smooth grain of its wood, and studied the grimace on the face of the Christ, the one too tiny for me to have even noticed before. Those things kept me going, though they did not keep me sane. Like a rabid dog at the sight of water, I do believe I was quite mad that night.

      And then he came.

      I smelled him, as I had the others. No. No, that’s not quite true. It wasn’t the same. His scent came to me more powerfully than theirs had. It tantalized my senses to an even greater extent, so that I curled into the corner, drawing my knees to my chest, hiding my face against my legs, and praying he would pass by—quickly, before that succulent scent drove me completely out of my mind.

      He didn’t, of course. His scent came stronger and more delicious with every second. And then there was a sound. A small sound, his steps coming nearer across the littered floor. I looked up, and he was there, his breaths making little clouds of steam in the dark. He stared at me as if he’d never seen anything quite so pathetic as the picture I made there in the filth. I wanted to scream at him. Get away! Can’t you see what I am? Don’t you feel the danger you’re in?

      “Don’t be afraid,” he said to me. I wanted to tip my head back and scream with laughter, but I hadn’t the strength. This man, this poor, innocent mortal man, telling me not to be afraid of him. Such irony!

      But I didn’t laugh. I didn’t make a sound, but sat there, staring at him. His beauty amazed me. I saw it—as I saw everything now—in greater detail than I’d ever done as a mortal. Even in the darkness of that wreck, I could see him. For I saw very well in the darkness now. His eyes—not coal-black. But dark, velvet brown. With blacker stripes surrounding his pupils like rays around the sun.

      He was like the sun...the sun I would never look upon again.

      His hair was thick and he wore it long. I could see, even from this distance, its luster, its richness. It would feel like silk, that raven mass of unruly curls. His skin wasn’t chalk-white and sickly like mine, but bronze, as if his body had been coated in honey just for me.

      I licked my lips as my eyes feasted on the bit of flesh exposed at his muscled throat. And then I lowered my eyes, closed them. I wanted him. I wanted his blood, and I wanted his body. I, a virgin, whose intent had been to pledge myself to Christ, and to remain chaste until I died. I craved him with a hunger so carnal it shocked me. Was this yet another aspect of my new character? Was I to become a harlot as well as a demon and a murderess?

      “Go away,” I croaked. “You’re not safe here.”

      But the man came closer, towering over me, and frightening me, until I recalled that I was stronger. Despite his size—and he was a big man, broad across the shoulders and very tall—I had nothing to fear.

      He stood over me, staring down, his tiger-striped eyes soft with pity when they should have been wide with revulsion. “You’re starving, aren’t you?”

      Yes, I was starving. And I could hear the strong and steady thrum of his pulse, the rushing river of the blood running through his veins. I could hear it!

      “Please!” I cried, burying my face in my hands. “Get away! I can’t stand it!”

      And then his hand came to stroke the hair from my face. It slipped down to cup my chin, lifting my head until I stared up at him again. I could feel the warmth of that hand, suffusing my face. I could feel every line in his palm. “You’re just a fledgling, aren’t you?” But my eyes had found the spot where his pulse beat in his throat, and for the life of me, I could not look away.

      “I can help you,” he told me. “It will be all right, you’ll see.”

      “Go, please...” But my voice lacked conviction as I thought of the taste of him. My mouth on his skin. The warm rush of his blood as I⁠—

      “I can’t just go away and leave you here. You’re suffering, I can see that.”

      I moaned low and deep in my throat, and tears rolled from my eyes. Sobs tore at my breastbone, shaking my body, racking me. I wanted to take him more than I wanted to draw another breath. And yet I couldn’t. How could I? He’d done nothing wrong, tried to help me, even.

      But my crying was the wrong course of action, because the big, beautiful fool put his strong arms around me, and I could feel every curve of the muscled firmness beneath his clothes. He drew me close, holding me gently, rocking me a little. Saying, “Shh, it’s all right. I have friends who are like you. They can help you. I’ll take you to them. It’s going to be all right.” He went on like that, stroking my back and my hair. I had no idea why. But his movements made me insane with this unnatural need. Insane with lust for him, body and blood. And the two desires seemed to intermingle until I couldn’t distinguish the carnal lust from the unnatural hunger. They became one.

      My face rested in the crook of his corded neck. My lips even touched his warm, salty skin, as he held me there. It was the end, all I could stand. There was no shred of humanity left in me at that moment. I was a hungry animal, and he was my meat.

      I slipped my arms around the beautiful man, opened my mouth and sank my sharp new fangs deeply into him. Skin, then muscle, and then a sharp pop as I pierced the jugular. He gasped, but didn’t fight me very hard at all. In fact he leaned closer, held me tighter, and I felt a shudder work through him. He groaned and threaded his fingers in my hair, and pressed his hips against me. I felt his arousal, the hard shape of him nudging me between my legs, and like a common whore, I arched against him.

      I think, perhaps, he didn’t realize that this would be the end of him. Not until I’d nearly drained him dry. That was when he began to twist in my arms, and pull. But as starved as I was, it was useless. He couldn’t break my hold on him. Already, he was weakened from the loss of his luscious blood.

      “No more,” I heard him whisper close to my ear. “Please, no more.”

      But I held him tighter, and bit down harder, and sucked at the wounds in his throat all the more. His strength surged through me, filling me, warming me, bringing me to vivid, sparkling life again. And he said, “Damn you...you’re...killing me,” in a barely audible whisper.

      That voice, that same silken voice that had been music to my ears, pleading now, for his very life, and reduced to this harsh whisper. I was horrified, and shoved him away from me. But he collapsed on the floor like a rag doll and lay there, his eyes glazed slits staring up at me. And then they fell closed.

      “Jesus, Joseph and Mary, what have I done?” I whispered, and I turned to run away.

      “Hold it right there.”

      This voice had no music. No silk. It came harshly, cruelly, from just beyond the doorway. A voice that held authority, command and menace. I froze there, panic trying to chill my body, so recently warmed by my victim’s blood. This newcomer couldn’t see the man I’d just killed. Not from here. I hoped he wouldn’t. I couldn’t bear for anyone to know what I’d done, what I’d become.

      He stepped into my range of vision, and he was pointing a weapon at me. A gun, of sorts.

      “There’s a tranquilizer in here,” he said. “You come along peacefully, and I won’t have to use it.”

      I eyed the gun, and then the man. “Come along... where?” I asked him. Then I touched my tongue to my lips. I could still taste that handsome one there. Shameful pleasure filled me at the taste of him.

      “You’re very young, aren’t you? When did those bastards change you?” Suddenly the voice was filled with sympathy.

      “Three nights ago,” I told him quite honestly, seeing no reason to lie. The light the man held shone in my eyes. It glinted from my crucifix and illuminated my tattered habit.

      “For the love of Christ,” he muttered. “You’re the missing nun.”

      “Novice. Not nun. Not yet.” I closed my eyes, averted my face from his light. “Not ever.”

      “I can help you,” he said, and he clicked off the flashlight as if it were a sign of good faith. “I work for DPI—the Division of Paranormal Investigations. It’s a government agency, Sister. We’re doing research, and⁠—”

      “Don’t call me ‘Sister,’” I said. “Don’t ever call me ‘Sister.’”

      “I’m sorry. Listen...come with me. We’re working on a cure. There’s a chance we can help you.”

      I narrowed my eyes and studied his face. “Where?”

      “Our headquarters in White Plains. It’s not far, really. Come on, come with me. Let me help you. You want to be human again, don’t you?”

      I blinked, searching his face. Was it truly possible? Could I regain my mortal self, and with it, my immortal soul?

      No! Don’t trust him!

      I went stiff as, very clearly, the satin voice of my victim rang in my mind. It had not wandered through my head like a stray thought or a daydream. It had spoken, weakly and breathlessly, in my mind. His voice—it was real.

      I glanced behind me and his eyes, though barely open, met mine, held them. Don’t go with him! Don't go....

      I snapped my head around, ignoring the dying man. Surely he was not the one I should be listening to right now. He’d admitted to me that he had friends who were...like me, as he’d put it. Other vampires. Was I to trust a friend of those creatures, those leeches in humanlike form, those predators of the night? No. I hated them—all of them, and I hated myself for being like them. I wanted it to end! I could not exist as a monster. I could not

      “I’ll go with you,” I said. And the stranger took my hand.

      Fool. I kept hearing his voice in my mind as I went with the stranger. Though it grew weaker and weaker. Traitor. You 're a traitor to your kind. You deserve whatever they do to you there!

      I closed my eyes, tried to block out his voice.

      I could have helped you. You'll wish you’d let me...I swear you’ll wish...

      And then nothing. Nothing at all. Had he finally died, then? A heaviness like none I’d ever known filled my heart. I’d killed twice now, once for no more reason than to preserve my own life. I was damned, but perhaps the road to salvation was not entirely blocked to me. Perhaps this was simply a test or a lesson I had to learn, before I could take my final vows. Perhaps there could be forgiveness for me still.

      The stranger opened the door of his automobile and I got in. As we pulled away, I heard him again, that musical voice, perhaps its dying breath.

      You were right, Tam. Dammit, I need help...

      There was no more. Not another hint of life from the condemned building. A large tear rolled down my cheek as we rounded a corner and drove out of sight.
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        * * *

      

      “Jameson? Can you hear me?”

      “He’s going to be all right, Tamara. We got to him in time.”

      “But, Eric…”

      “Shh. Let him rest. He’s going to need all of his strength when he wakes. It won’t be easy for him to deal with this. He wasn’t ready, you know.”

      “I know.” A hand stroked Jameson’s face.  “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “But we just couldn’t let you go.”

      Jameson opened his eyes and then blinked, because something was wrong with his vision. Everything was too bright, too vivid, and he slammed them closed again. “What happened?” he asked, searching his memory.

      “You were attacked,” Tamara said softly, and he was amazed that he could hear the vibrations of her vocal cords as she spoke. The perfect hum of her voice was like music. “You called out to me for help. We found you in⁠—”

      “Wait, I remember. That crumbling ruin.” It all came back to him then, but then he noticed the white bandage on his wrist. When he looked at the other wrist, he saw another. “What’s going on?” he asked slowly, eyeing each of them in turn.

      Rhiannon sat in a chair on his left. She closed her elegant hand around one of his much larger ones. “Some renegade bastard drained you to the point of death, Jameson. We had no choice.”

      He shook his head, but even as he did the truth was making itself at home in his mind.  He couldn’t deny it. Even without their worried, slightly guilty expressions, he’d have known. He was feeling things, every wrinkle in the sheet. His skin was alive and tingling. He could hear the breeze outside fluttering over the single dead leaf that still clung to the red maple. How many stories below was that skinny tree, planted in a perfect circle of concrete? Twenty-four?

      Again, he looked at the bandages. “I don’t understand.”

      “You were unconscious.” Tamara’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Too weak to drink.”

      “So?”

      “You were dying, Jamey—Jameson. I thought…”

      “I had to rig up some tubing.” Eric turned toward the windows, gazing out at the night, not looking Jameson in the eye. “For the transfusions.”

      “Trans…fusions?” He looked at Eric’s back, staring until the man turned. “Eric?” Then he swung his gaze to Roland, who stood silently in a corner of the room just watching, listening. “Roland? Jesus, are you saying that I’m…”

      Roland nodded just once. “Yes. Your mortal life ended last night, Jameson. There was nothing we could do to save it. The one thing—the only thing we could do for you was to give you another life to replace the one that bastard stole—a life… of unending night.”

      Jameson closed his eyes and swore. He heard Tamara’s soft crying, felt Rhiannon’s hand tighten on his.

      “I can’t believe it. God, I can’t believe it.” Then he searched their faces. “Which of you did this? Whose blood is running in my veins now? Yours, Roland?”

      “All of us,” Tamara told him, drawing his gaze to her tear-stained face. “We all gave to you, Jameson.”

      He closed his eyes and expelled his breath in a rush. “Dammit. I didn’t want this. Not yet. Maybe not ever⁠—”

      “Enough!”

      He closed his mouth at Rhiannon’s harsh command. She rose from her chair and leaned over him. Her eyes narrowed to slits and reminded him of the way Pandora looked just before she pounced on a rabbit.

      “We gave you life, Jameson. The alternative was death. You should be thanking us.” She leaned even closer, so her gleaming black hair trailed across his face. “Unless, of course, you’d have preferred the second option. And if that’s the case, it’s not too late.”

      “Rhiannon!” Tamara shouted, jumping to her feet. “How dare you⁠—”

      “Oh, I dare.” She straightened, tossing her hair behind her shoulders. “I dare anything. You know that. And frankly, I’m growing weary of this one’s constant lack of gratitude.” She nodded toward Jameson.

      He couldn’t believe Rhiannon was this angry with him, but she was. Her eyes blazed with it. When Roland came to slide his hands over her shoulders, she shrugged him off and walked away to pace back and forth at the foot of his bed. “We took care of you when you were a child, Jameson,” she said, her voice deep and as smooth as black satin. “We saved your life for you on more than one occasion, risked our necks for you more often than not. We found your father for you. And yet all you’ve done is complain. We treat you like a child. We call you by the wrong name. You don’t have enough space.”

      Jameson sat up in the bed, pushed the covers aside, lowered his feet to the floor.

      “And then,” Rhiannon went on, “you bumble your reckless way into still more trouble, and as you lay dying, with what could have been your very last breath, Jameson, you call out to us for help. What in the name of the Pharaohs were you expecting us to do? We can’t raise the dead. Well, they can’t. You asked for help, and we gave you the only help we could give. Yet still, you complain.”

      “That’s enough, Rhiannon,” Roland said, and he said it sternly. She glared at him but he didn’t back down. “You know nothing about what Jameson is feeling right now.”

      “And you do?” she shot back.

      Roland nodded, returning his gaze to Jameson. “I do. Rhiannon and Tamara, you both sought this life. I did not. It was forced on me, Rhiannon, when you found me near death on a battlefield in bloodstained armor.”
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