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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Killian Garone was the last of his kind. So yeah, he was lonely. But he’d had no idea what lonely was until her.

      He wandered, Killian did. Had ever since his building had been torched by vigilantes back in the wars of 2011. When humankind found out the boogiemen of Bram Stoker’s inkwell were real, they decided to return vampires to the realm of fiction. And they’d pretty much succeeded.

      Killian had survived the fire in his home, and the extermination of his species. As far as he knew, he was the only one left. So he wandered, and he avoided humans, and he survived by drinking the blood of wildlife, rather than feeding on humans. He didn’t mind so much that animal blood left him weak. He was a watered down version of a vampire.

      And then one day, he’d dreamed of her.

      He’d dreamed of her.

      Killian never dreamed. The day sleep was death, nothingness. But he’d dreamed of her. Could two years of isolation make a vampire go crazy? He didn’t know, and who the hell was he going to ask?

      She came to him in flashes. Her hair was as red as a new penny, and she had lots of it, rippling down past her shoulders. Her eyes were huge and blue and they held the world inside them. In one flash, he saw a white owl, and he got the feeling that she was in trouble and didn’t even know it.

      He knew two things about her right from the beginning. She was one of the Chosen. That is, she had the rare belladonna antigen every vampire had as a human. Only the Chosen could become vampires. They would bleed out easily if cut, and they tended to die young unless they accepted the dark gift. It would be almost impossible for a vampire to harm one of the Chosen. They were compelled to protect them, instead.

      Charlie O’Malley was one of the Chosen. And Killian was drawn to her like he’d never been drawn to one of them before. There was something off about that.

      The second thing he knew about her was that she was dreaming of him, too. He felt it in brief, strobe-like glimpses inside her mind.

      What is this? Who is he?

      Am I losing my mind?

      God, I wish this was real.

      He’d been trekking through the cathedral forests of northeastern Oregon when he’d started experiencing her. And he’d changed directions, because he couldn’t help himself. She exerted some kind of force on him, pulled him to her. It felt like a long rubber band had been snapped around the two of them and stretched to its limit. When he tried to go the other way, it was like he just couldn’t stretch that band another inch.

      He had to go to her.

      And now he was as close as it was safe to get, but he knew he’d keep moving closer. He stood on a winding road, looking down on Portland, and he knew she was there. Somewhere in that mass of human beings who would kill him on sight if they found out what he was. But he didn’t care. He had to get to her. He didn’t know why, and he didn’t know what he was supposed to do once he did. But he had to get to Charlie.

      He pulled up his hoodie and headed into the forest to seek shelter. Dawn was calling.  But when he woke tonight, he was going into that city. Maybe if he kept his head down and his mind open, he could get to her before the humans got to him.
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte O’Malley caught a glimpse of the morning news’s nonstop media coverage of what was being called The Bloodbath of 2014. The story even had its own graphic—the word “Bloodbath” in a scarlet font that appeared to be dripping. It had been a week since the bodies of seven people had been found in and around Portland, bloodless, with twin fang-sized holes in their necks. It was a deliciously gruesome story that was just what she needed to distract her from her...issues.

      Namely a dream lover who was...well, haunting her. Making love to a phantom all night every night wasn’t exactly restful. She was exhausted and frankly, feeling like hell lately.

      Charlie’s mother was in a state of panic about the circles under her eyes. But if it wasn’t that, it would be something else.  Trish lived in a constant state of fear for her only daughter and hovered to the point of near suffocation. All of which added motivation to Charlie’s goal: get her own apartment before she turned 21 in a few weeks.

      She glanced at the clock. Still twenty minutes before she had to leave for her job at the local Rent-A-Center. Plunking her ass onto the sofa, she reached for her coffee mug and thumbed up the volume.

      “None of the seven vampires responsible for these slayings survived our tactical team’s raid,” said a man whose face was as saggy as a bulldog’s. The text at the bottom of the screen identified him as Commandant Barnaby Crowe of the DPI. He had expressive brown eyes that seemed sincere, and he sat at the news desk across from morning show anchor and American cutie pie Sherri-with-an-i Jarrard.

      “With all due respect, Commandant,” Sherri said, “authorities assured the American people three years ago that vampire-kind had been wiped out. Obviously, that was untrue.”

      “Obviously,” he replied, his eyes as steady as his voice. “If we missed even one, that was one too many. I hope the bleeding hearts bemoaning the extermination of a race we know nothing about” (in derogative falsetto) “will pay attention. They propagate like rats. But they’re predators. And humanity is their prey. This is a matter of self-preservation, Sherri. It’s us or them.”

      Sherri Jarrard kept her poker face intact, providing her eager viewers no clue where she stood on the issue. “The autopsy reports on the victims, which the government released to the press just this morning, show that every one of them shared a rare blood antigen called belladonna.”

      Charlie sat up straighter. Wait a minute, did she just say belladonna? Hell, I have that!

      Sherri was still talking, though. “This is the same trait shared by people who claim to have been used as bait in a black ops plot to lure vampires in for the slaughter at the conclusion of the war of twenty-eleven.”

      Commandant Crowe nodded firmly. “We had a rogue agent trying to run his own show back then. He went too far. But the truth of the matter is that if there are any surviving vampires out there, then anyone with the belladonna antigen is in grave danger. They are the Undead’s favorite...food.” He thinned his lips and lowered his head a little, as if his words were almost unspeakable.

      “Holy shit,” Charlie muttered. “Hey, Mom?” I shouldn’t tell her. She’s gonna freak.

      “What is the government doing to protect these individuals?” the anchor asked.

      Commandant Crowe lifted his head, looked her dead in the eye. “First, Sherri, know that this attack was an isolated incident. We have no evidence that there are any other vampires still in existence. Second, I must remind you that the United States government made a promise to the few thousand citizens with the belladonna antigen, that they would never again be monitored without their knowledge. We do have plans in place to protect those who ask for it, but participation is entirely voluntary. We’ve reached out to all of those we know of to offer our assistance. And obviously, I can’t tell you what that assistance will entail. The enemy could be listening.”

      “If there are any left. Which you’ve just assured me isn’t likely.”

      “We could be wrong,” he said, leaning slightly forward. “We were before.” He took off the microphone that was clipped to his lapel as he got up, then slung it into his empty chair and walked off the set.

      They switched to a story about a monster storm about to hit the Midwest, and Charlie clicked off the TV, picked up her coffee mug, her hand shaking so hard the coffee sloshed over the rim, and headed into the kitchen. She’d deliberately stayed out of range of her mom this morning, because she’d been such a basket case about Charlie’s restless nights and sleepy days.

      Or maybe, Charlie thought, Trish had already known that the murder victims had the belladonna antigen, that they were just like Charlie. That would explain a lot.

      In the kitchen, her mother was holding an official looking letter and crying. That alarmed Charlie even more than the news report had. Dammit, she should’ve stayed in bed and kept having out of body sexual encounters with her imaginary friend.

      “What the hell, Mom? What’s wrong?”

      Trish O’Malley looked up quick, met Charlie’s eyes, and scrubbed her own with the heel of one hand.  “I...we have to talk. I have something to tell you.”

      Charlie lifted her eyebrows and felt the bottom fall out of her stomach. She couldn’t remember ever seeing her mother cry. Trish tended to be kind of cold. She loved her daughter, sure, but mostly showed it through her overprotective tendencies, not by any real display of emotion or affection. It was like she was afraid to love her too much. Or something.

      “Sit down, Charlie.” Trish’s blond hair was as messy as perfectly straight hair ever got. She’d been running her hands through it.

      Charlie sat down. “You’re freaking me out, Mom. Is this about The Portland Seven being BDs like me? Because if that’s it, I already know.”

      Her mother nodded. “Yes. It’s about that.” She looked past Charlie toward the living room. “It was on the news?”

      Charlie nodded. “They said people with BD are vampires’ favorite snack foods. You never told me that.”

      “I didn’t see the need.” She kept her eyes elsewhere. But that was normal. “They were supposedly all wiped out three years ago. You were only seventeen. Why scare the hell out of a seventeen-year-old for nothing?”

      Right. Why tell me that I’m the favorite prey of a deadly predator that would like to rip out my jugular? Why not just argue with me every time I want to leave the house after dark instead?

      “There’s more to your...condition than I’ve told you, Charlie.”

      There was more? More her mother had kept from her? Charlie’s knees were shaking, and the sarcasm she tried to inject into her tone fell flat. “It’s not a condition, Mom. It doesn’t have any effect on my health other than making me more likely to bleed to death than your average bear.” Her lack of certain clotting factors were, she had always assumed, her mother’s reason for treating her like a porcelain doll. No sports. No rough housing. No roller skating or ice skating or sledding down steep hills or riding a bike. Her childhood had been miserable.

      Her mother lowered her head. “That’s not exactly true. There’s a lot more to it. There just aren’t any...symptoms until later on. And there’s no cure.”

      “Well, of course there’s no cure. It’s a blood type for crying out loud, why would anybody want to cure a blood type?” Her mother was scaring her, and she didn’t like it.

      “Don’t get upset, Charlie. Sit down, I’ll make you some tea and–”

      “Jesus, Mom, just tell me what the hell is going on, will you? You’re scaring me here.” All these years, Charlie thought, treating her like she was fragile, like there was something wrong with her. In all that time, Charlie had never once believed that actually might be the case. The problem, she’d decided long ago, was her mother. She was the one with the condition. If Charlie had to give it a name, she’d call it chronic, paranoid anxiety with overprotective tendencies.

      “What symptoms?” she asked. She was still half-convinced her mother would list something like hangnails or frequent bouts of the sniffles.

      Trish opened her mouth, then closed it again.

      “Give me that.” Charlie snatched the sheet of paper from her mother’s hand. Then she read it and felt as if her blood all rushed straight to her feet, leaving her dizzy and kind of disoriented.

      
        
        Dear Mrs. O’Malley,

        Due to the recent, tragic events in Portland, we are reaching out to all individuals with the belladonna antigen to offer our protection in an effort to prevent such a tragedy from ever happening again. According to our records, you have a daughter, Charlotte Antoinette O’Malley, who possesses this rare antigen and who might qualify for inclusion in a special program we have implemented for people like her. Your daughter is eligible as long as she has not yet begun experiencing the onset of symptoms indicating that her inevitable and tragic premature death is near, which is, at her age, highly unlikely. (If she has begun experiencing symptoms, we still encourage you to get in touch as we have a separate program in place for such individuals.) We’ve scheduled an appointment for you to discuss her safety this Friday afternoon at 1 PM at the Federal Building in Portland. We strongly urge you to attend, if only to learn more about the programs. Participation will, of course, be entirely voluntary.

        Sincerely,

        Commandant Barnaby Crowe, DPI

      

      

      Charlie let the sheet of paper fall from her hand to the floor. It floated like a bird, landing lightly at her feet. “Premature death?”

      Her mother blinked red-rimmed, wet eyes. “I didn’t know how to tell you, Charlie.”

      “Premature fucking death?” She stood rooted to the spot, her hands shaking, her heart pounding. “I’m going to die? When, Mom? How long do I have?”

      “I don’t...know.”

      “Yes, you do. You do know. You’ve always known. How long?” Charlie wasn’t crying. Why the hell wasn’t she crying? Shock, she guessed. “The letter says symptoms are unlikely at my age. At what age do they become likely?”

      Trish lowered her head, closed her eyes. “The life expectancy of people with belladonna is mid- to late-thirties,” she said softly. “But there are exceptions.”

      “Where? What exceptions? You just waited until I was twenty to tell me I probably won’t live much past thirty?”

      “I’m sorry. I just...I didn’t know how to tell you.”

      “God.” Charlie’s whole world had been turned upside down in a single conversation.  “I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know what to do. My God. My God, Mom.”

      Her mother touched her shoulder, looked her in the eye for once. It was rare. Now she knew why, maybe. Maybe Trish couldn’t face her. Maybe she didn’t show affection because she didn’t want to get too attached to someone who was just going to croak in a few years anyway.

      “I’ll call work for you. You can stay home today, and we can talk about–”

      “I’m going to work. I’m going...at least out. Somewhere. I need to...I need to go. I need to just...go.”

      She turned and walked almost blindly to the door, yanked it open, and startled someone who was standing on the other side, apparently just about to knock. Through blurry vision, Charlie saw a gorgeous woman with wild red hair, a multicolored kaftan and about six too many strands of beads around her neck.

      “Excuse me,” Charlie muttered, trying to duck around her to get out of the apartment.

      But the woman put both hands on her shoulders, holding tightly, and scanning her face way too intently. “Charlotte?”

      Charlie frowned and looked up slowly. “Who wants to know?”

      “Roxanne O’Malley,” she said. “I’m your grandmother.”

      “I don’t have a grandmother.” Hell, just cue the “Twilight Zone” theme already, she thought.

      “Yes, you do. Let’s go back inside so you can pack your things while I tell your mother how this is going to go down.”

      “How what is going to go down? Hey, let go of me!”

      But the alleged grandmother had exchanged her way-too-personal shoulder squeeze for a death grip on her upper arm and was marching her right back through her apartment door, closing it behind her and turning the locks as if expecting armed hit men to show up at any moment.

      Charlie’s mom said, “Did you forget something, hon–” as she came in from the kitchen. But then she stopped and just stared at the older woman’s face with her mouth open and that letter in her hand again, and whispered, “Roxy.”

      “Wait, you know her?” Charlie asked.

      Her mother’s gaze shifted back and forth between them and she nodded. “She’s your grandmother. Your father’s mother.”

      “Told you,” Roxy said, snarky and sarcastic, but with a teasing light in her eyes. She released Charlie’s arm, held out her hand toward Trish, palm up, and snapped her fingers until Trish handed her the letter. Then she read it as Trish said, “I don’t know what to do. If she’s in danger–”

      “She’s in more danger than you know,” the redhead replied. “You have to let me take her, Trish. I can keep her safe.”

      “What?” Charlie took two backward steps away from her mother and the stranger. “No, now wait a minute, here. No one’s taking me anywhere.”

      “Don’t you think the government is more qualified to do that than you are, Roxy?” Trish asked.

      “You telling me you trust those morons?” Roxy shook her head. “Don’t. Not ever. Fortunately, they don’t know you have any connection to me. I’ve been dealing with these government goons for a long time. You have to let her come with me. It’s the only way to keep her safe.”

      “No.” Charlie threw up her hands and sat down hard on the sofa. “No, I’m not going with some crazy lady I never met before just because she shows up with this line of–”

      “God, you look so much like her,” her mother whispered, her eyes darting from Charlie’s face to Roxy’s over and over.

      “Pack a bag, Charlotte,” the older woman said. “We don’t have much time.”

      “I can protect her fine right here,” her mother said. “They’ll help us. The letter says–”

      “It’s what the letter doesn’t say that you should worry about. You know what their help consists of? I shudder to think.” She turned to Charlie, her bright green eyes beaming into her. “I’ve seen what they do to our kind, Charlotte. You don’t want that. Believe me.”

      “Our kind?” Charlie frowned. “What do you mean, our kind?”

      Her mom kept talking like she hadn’t even heard her. “If she just vanishes, they’ll know–”

      “Not yet they won’t. I just finished a lovely little hack job into their systems, removing your names from their watch list. I also did a global search-and-replace in all Charlotte’s health records, changing her blood type to good old, ordinary A positive. Sure, they might figure it out eventually, but by the time they do, she’ll be off the grid. Like me.” She sent Charlie a conspiratorial wink. “You’re welcome.”

      “For what? Mom, what the hell?”

      “You should come with us, Trish,” Roxy said.

      Charlie’s mother looked at her sadly. Then nodded, as if she’d made a decision she had no right to make. “Go pack some things, Charlie. Anything you leave behind, I can have sent to you later.”

      “Bring everything you want, Charlotte,” Roxy said. “Anything you leave behind, we’ll replace.”

      Charlie shook her head. “You can’t make me go anywhere. I’m an adult, I can make my own decisions.”

      Her mother didn’t look her in the eye. So they were back to that, were they? “She’s right, Charlie. It’s for the best. You have to go.”

      “I won’t. You don’t want me here, fine. I’ll get my own place. I’ll bunk with a friend till my promotion comes through, but I am not going with her.”

      “Yes, Charlie,” her mother said. She lifted her head and met her eyes, looking stronger than Charlie remembered ever seeing her look. There was determination in those eyes, and resignation and insistence. “You are.”

      She got to her feet again, rising slowly, facing them both, trying to make her voice as firm as her mother’s had been. “I am not letting anyone take control of my life from me,” she said slowly. “Especially not now that I know how little of it I have left.”

      Roxy’s eyes turned sad. “So you know about the side effects of belladonna.”

      “Only because I read the letter,” Charlie said. “It’s not like anyone seemed to think this was information I had a right to know.”

      “She’s still in shock,” Trish pointed out. “She only found out a few minutes ago.”

      “You must be reeling, then.” Her grandmother reached out, as if to put a comforting hand on her shoulder, but Charlie dodged it. Shrugging, Roxy dropped her hand to her side. “Don’t be so sure your time is short, Charlotte. I have the antigen too.”

      Charlie frowned at her. “How have you managed not to die?”

      She shrugged. “Clean living? Yoga? Or maybe it’s genetic. I hope for your sake that’s the case. I am the oldest living member of the Chosen, Charlotte.”

      “The Chosen? What the hell are the Chosen?”

      “You are. I am. Everyone with belladonna is. If you trust me, there’s a slim chance I can keep you alive long enough to become the second oldest.”
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        * * *

      

      At sundown, Killian woke to the startling absence of Charlie’s essence.

      That sense of nearness, that feeling that he was closer to her than he’d been since he’d started following her siren’s call, was gone. It was just gone.

      He’d jumped to his feet in the cave where he’d spent the day, and for a few seconds, he panicked, pacing in circles like a crazy person, hands in his hair. And then he stopped himself and realized what he was doing. He was the most laid back person he knew. He didn’t freak out.

      I have to get to her. I have to.

      Still, he forced himself to take a few deep breaths, stop acting like a human, and use what he had. He didn’t often have to. Oh, once in a while to avoid humans. Never to find one.

      He moved out of the cave, out of the woods, onto the road where it was open and he could feel more. Then he stood there, closed his eyes and opened his mind.

      Charlie. Charlie. I know you’re out there somewhere. Charlie O’Malley. Make yourself known to me.

      Suddenly he stopped, because he felt her. Not near. Far away and getting farther, but he felt her. She was still there, inside his head, just not as strongly as she’d been before.

      Are you real? she whispered in his mind. If you are, come and find me. I want to see you. Touch you. I need to know I’m not losing my mind.

      Killian was stunned. Never had any human being ever spoken to him telepathically. He hadn’t thought it was possible.

      I’m coming, he told her, though he had no idea if she could hear him.

      Now, hours later, he was following his sense of her along a mostly deserted stretch of forgotten road that ran more or less adjacent to I-84. He stopped in a spot where the trees thinned out and exposed the vast expanse of sky. There were crickets chirping like a symphony, birds calling out here and there. He heard an owl hoot, then a nighthawk’s triumphant cry and the squeak of the mouse it had captured. He felt the breeze on his face and smelled a dozen piney scents and a thousand others. Tipping his head back, he looked at the stars. Galaxies.They made him feel small. And they made him feel alone, more alone than any person could ever have been.

      He’d never been this lonely before her. He’d been so close...so close to her, only to have her run away.

      But he was close again now.

      A car door slammed, and a girl’s voice, raised in what felt like frustration more than anger said, “Are you kidding me? This is the middle of nowhere.”

      And then he felt that very familiar buzz of awareness vibrating through his psyche, the one that was jacked up, more powerful than any he’d felt before.

      “Is there even cell service out here?” asked the girl. It was Charlie. He was closer than he’d ever been, hearing her actual voice for the first time. The buzzing intensified, high pitched and vibrating in the base of his skull. He tipped his head back and shivered. What the hell was this?

      Killian opened his senses wide, smelling, tasting the air, feeling her energy and homing in on it to the exclusion of everything else. He knew he’d be better off staying far from her, far from every human. But he couldn’t help himself. Her emanations were racing up and down his spine in a rush of awareness that was sensual. Delicious. Arousing. Even more than they had already been, because he was so much closer now.

      He followed his sense of her off the road and across a field of buttercups and Indian paintbrushes and tall lush grasses that brushed the legs of his jeans and sent puffs of pollen into the night air as he passed. Then he headed through a copse of small evergreens. Red pine, he thought. Their scent was so powerful, and his sense of smell so expanded that it nearly overwhelmed him—that redolence, that tang. He could taste it, the smell was so potent. But it was her smell that drew him.

      He kept moving forward, but he was far from stealthy as the essence of her grew stronger the closer he got, until suddenly, she was everywhere around him and all through him. Her scent. The sound of her voice. The frequency of her soul, like a radio signal he was tuning in. He was driven, like a hound on the scent, ignorant of everything else around him, walking through briars and not feeling their thorns, plowing through undergrowth instead of picking his way around it. He had to get closer. To see her. To touch her.

      To taste her.

      The bloodlust came to life inside him, so closely tied to sexual arousal in his kind that there was no separating the two. Feeding was an orgasmic experience for a vampire. Drinking blood from her, that would be explosive. And so he crept nearer to get a look at her and, he told himself, that was all he would do. But it felt like a lie.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      “How long do you want me to stay here, anyway?” Charlie asked. “I mean, even you have to admit, Roxy, it’s...kind of primitive.” And she was afraid she would lose her fantasy dream guy by moving away from Portland. Hell, she’d been half-convinced he was going to show up on her doorstep at any moment.

      Crazy. It was crazy. But he just felt so real.

      They had driven all over the state of Oregon, by her estimation, only to end up here, a couple of hours east of the city at just a little after sundown. The roundabout route, Roxy said, was to make sure they were not followed. She was beginning to think the lady was a little bit crazy.

      They parked her grandmother’s aging gray pickup truck in an abandoned barn at least a mile away and then hiked through the forest to get to a small log cabin that blended into the surrounding trees so perfectly, you couldn’t see it until you were on top of it.

      Charlie’s grandmother just kept unlocking the front door—which took some time because there were so many locks on the damn thing. She didn’t even respond to Charlie’s question. Her hair was the color of a blood orange, Charlie thought, and a riot of curls. She had a killer figure under that kaftan, and until she’d shown up at her mother’s apartment to take her away, Charlie hadn’t ever even heard of her before.

      She’d never known her father. Trish said he’d died before she was born. Cancer, she’d said.

      Now she wondered if it was something else. Maybe he’d had belladonna, too.

      Roxy turned while putting away one key and fishing out another. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t scowl either. “Over the years, I’ve found that the more remote a location, the less likely someone’s going to find me. But if you don’t like it, just say the word. I’ve got several other places. This is just the closest one.” She dropped the second key into her bag, then fished out a third.

      “Hell, how many keys do you have for this place anyway?”

      The ageless redhead leaned closer so Charlie could see the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes and the stripes of blue and green in her irises. “I know you don’t want to be here, and you probably resent me for browbeating you into coming. But it’s for the best.”

      She hadn’t browbeat her into coming. Mainly, Charlie had agreed because she wanted to know why her grandmother was alive, and how she could beat this death sentence she’d just been handed. Period. It was worth serving a little time in the wilderness if it would save her life. The only conclusion she had reached since learning that her condition was fatal was that she was going to do whatever it took to make it not be. But the older woman was still talking, and she thought the pc thing to do would be to pay attention.

      “You have the antigen, Charlotte. We both have it, and that makes life a whole different hill of beans for us. This place is in the middle of nowhere because if it wasn’t, I’d be dead by now. Dead, Charlotte. As in rotting in the ground. And that’s where you’ll be before you can whistle Dixie, unless you do what I tell you.”

      Charlie was stunned. She opened her mouth, closed it again, blinked at this woman who could’ve been an older, wilder-haired version of herself, and nodded.

      “Good. Now let’s get our asses inside before we’re seen.” She pushed the wide wooden plank door open.

      Charlie felt something–that unmistakable shiver-up-the-spine feeling you get when someone’s staring at you, and immediately thought of her fantasy lover. She turned around and squinted into the dark forest, but of course she didn’t see anything. Probably couldn’t have if there had been an army out there.

      But she still felt it. Eyes on her. Watching her. Her stomach clenched up in that funny, turned on way it did whenever she dreamed of him. Or thought of him.

      If only he was real.

      She hefted her bag up onto her shoulder and followed her grandmother inside.

      The living room was alive with plants and birds in cages. Not parrots or cockatiels but regular birds, like you’d see flitting around outside. Robins and sparrows and the like. And in a giant, man-sized cage in the corner, there was an owl who stood as tall as a toddler. It perched on a broken limb that had been wedged into its cage and stared at Charlie with huge golden eyes. As she stared back, the creature blinked sideways, making Charlie jump a little.

      “Who?” asked the owl.

      “Charlie, that’s who,” she told it, with a wry look at her grandmother.

      Roxy did not appear to get the joke. “It’s all right, Olive, I’m back. And I’m sorry. I was as quick as I could be.” She looked back at Charlie, still standing just inside the door staring at the owl. The owl stared back.

      “Well, go ahead and take a look around,” Roxy said. “My room’s at the end of the hall. Yours is the door on the right, just before it. The one on the left is the bathroom. The basement’s off limits until I say otherwise. Things down there require explaining. Got it?”

      “Sure. Fine. Dare I ask if you even have internet out here?”

      Her grandmother laughed softly, like some kind of rustic villain. “You’ll be surprised at what I have out here. Go on to your room and unpack or something. I’ve got to feed the birds and make us some dinner. And then...then we’ll talk.”

      Charlie sighed and walked through the living room-slash-aviary into a hallway filled with photographs of boys and men...and then she realized they were all the same person. A baby, a toddler, a little boy, a teenager, a young man. She knew him. He had brown hair and brown eyes with thick lashes that didn’t change, no matter how old he was in each shot.

      She blinked at the photos and felt a lump in her throat.

      Then she heard soft footsteps in the hall and turned to see her grandmother looking at her from the end of it. “Your father,” she said softly. “He had the antigen, too. Died young from it. Too young.”

      “My father.” Charlie stared at the most recent looking shot of the beautiful man. She’d seen his face only in the very few photos her mother had of him, and they were all pretty much the same. She knew his name was Charles. She’d been named after him. Her mother didn’t like to talk about him.

      “Are you okay, Charlotte?”

      She turned her head, looked at the grandmother she’d never known about, and felt a little bad for being ungrateful and uncooperative. “I don’t know what’s going on. I’m an adult. I need to know why all this is happening. It’s my life, after all.”

      The older redhead nodded slowly. “You’re right. It is your life, and you do need to know. A lot of things. We’ll have a long talk about it as soon as I’ve fed the birds and thrown some dinner on for us. You like pasta?”

      Her stomach rumbled. “I guess.”

      “So unpack and we’ll eat. And talk.”

      Charlie nodded. “Okay.” She started down the hall, then turned and said, “What should I call you?”

      “Gram, or Roxy. I’m not particular, as long as you never call me old.” Then she turned in a flutter of her kaftan and a jingle of jewelry and headed back into the living room.

      Charlie continued down the hall pausing in front of the doorway of her assigned room. Holding her breath in case it was horrible, she turned the knob and went inside.

      But it wasn’t bad at all. The cream colored carpet was so thick her sock-feet left prints in it. There was a great big window on one end, covered by cheerful curtains the same color, and the walls were a soft green. Charlie slung her backpack onto the comfy looking bed and opened the closet door. Racks of jeans, blouses, sweaters, and jackets filled it, and there were a half dozen cubby holes on one side, every one of them holding a pair of shoes.

      Frowning, she closed the closet and turned to check out the giant dresser, opening one drawer after another. Underwear, bras, socks, pajamas, workout clothes, sweats. You name it, her brand new grandmother had apparently thought of it. And she’d apparently had some time to plan for Charlie’s visit. She picked up one of the bras and looked at the tag. Her size. Exactly.

      Okay, so her Grandmother had made an effort. But this was still going to be hell, and she just didn’t think it was necessary. The vampires were probably all dead. The government said so. And if she really needed some kind of protection, then weren’t they the best people to do it?

      She went to the window and pushed open the curtains. Moonlight spilled through, but it was broken up...by the bars on the outside.

      “What the hell...?”

      And then she damn near jumped out of her skin, because there was someone out there. He ducked out of sight when she first glimpsed him, but she was sure he was there, just inside the edge of the woods, beyond the little clearing that passed for the cabin’s lawn. Could it be him? Could he be real, after all? And if he was, how had he found her way out here? And how was it possible to have a dream love affair with someone she’d never met?

      She opened the window but couldn’t lean out. At least the fresh air could waft in. And it smelled heavenly. Breathing it in, she searched for him, her heart yearning to see him out there. And not just because that would mean she wasn’t going crazy. But because she wanted to see him. In person, not just in her dreams.

      She saw no one.

      And yet she felt someone–him, she thought–out there. And that sense of longing for him stirred to life again inside her, stronger than ever before. She strained her eyes to see him again. But nothing. Nothing. And still, she sat there, staring into the darkness, and kind of lost track of the time ticking by.

      “Charlotte?”

      She didn’t turn right away, didn’t answer, still enthralled, sort of. Then her grandmother was tapping on her bedroom door and calling her name again. Sighing, she closed the window and went to open the door. “Why are there bars on my window?”

      Her grandmother sighed. “There are bars on mine, too, and the bathroom. The ones on the front of the house haven’t been installed yet. They’re for protection, Charlotte. I need to keep us safe. Now come on and eat.”
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        * * *

      

      AUPUSENI MOUNTAINS, TRANSYLVANIA

      A few survivors of the Vampire Armageddon had taken up residence in a haven that had first been a castle and later a hotel. Abandoned and left to fall to ruin, it stood amid the black, craggy mountains overlooking a Transylvanian village so small and remote that Rhiannon didn’t know its name. She wasn’t sure it had one. The mountains did. They were the Apuseni to some. The Occidentali to others. In English, the Mountains of the Sunset. A fitting refuge for a group of night-dwellers. Fortunes had been spent hiring mortal workers to restore the place to its earlier splendor. The rumor they’d leaked to the locals was that it was owned by a wealthy family from the Middle East and perpetually filled with guests seeking seclusion. People left them alone. No one suspected the castle housed a horde of the Undead.

      But now, some of the residents of what the fledglings jokingly called “The Real Hotel Transylvania” were becoming restless.

      Rhiannon stroked Pandora’s soft fur, standing at the railing of the hotel’s second floor and looking down over it into the Great Room where a crowd had gathered. The chandelier in the center was higher than the railing where she stood. It was both priceless and beautiful. A half ton of Austrian crystal teardrops glittered and threw rainbows everywhere.

      Roland stood beside her, and while she tried to watch the goings on below, she had trouble keeping her gaze from him. She never tired of the sheer male beauty that was her beloved. His hair was raven’s wing dark and pulled back into what he still called a queue. He wore a suit, a formal one, and whenever he went about by night, one of his dramatic black cloaks embraced him and wafted out behind him like a dark comet’s tail. He bore the strong jaw and aristocratic nose of his forebears, nobility, all of them. Indeed, Roland looked noble. He looked like a prince with striking blue-black eyes that were almost electric and lashes so dark one could easily believe he wore liner and mascara. He wore neither.

      And he was the only man Rhiannon had ever known who was worthy of her.

      Reluctantly, she shifted her gaze again to the group in the former lobby below. They all stood around Devlin, a mere century old pup who thought himself a pit bull. “It’s enough, I tell you,” Devlin said to the crowd of relative fledglings gathered around him. “Enough of hiding out here in these barren mountains. Enough of letting the mortal bastards tell the world they’ve wiped us out entirely, then resurrect us in the minds of all just long enough to blame us for their crimes against their own kind!”

      Around him, the other vampires murmured, nodding hard.

      Devlin was a big man. His mortal ancestry had been Samoan, African American, and Polynesian, and the combination was, Rhiannon had to admit, sexy as hell. Of his immortal ancestry, she knew nothing. He wore his hair short, cropped close to his head, and his skin was coppery and taut. He could’ve been a body builder or a movie star. And he had the charisma to go with his looks. Not that he held a candle to her Roland.

      “I say we fight back,” he went on. “I say we come out of hiding and retake our rightful place in the world of night. Let the mortals keep the day. The night is ours!”

      The muttering around him grew louder.

      “What makes you think it will be any different this time?” Roland asked the question in his usual strong, but utterly calm tone, drawing every eye upward to where he and Rhiannon stood. “As soon as the mortal world realizes we haven’t all been extinguished after all, they’ll put every resource they have into finishing the job.”

      “Maybe not.” The voice was from one of the females. A mere fledgling, created in the days just prior to the war of 2011, in which most of her kind had been killed. She looked up at Rhiannon, her face lily white against her short, dark hair. “Even before I found you all, there were a lot of people questioning the morality of that war.”

      “Only,” Rhiannon said, “because the idiots murdered so many of their own.” During the war, anyone with nocturnal tendencies was at risk of being burned alive while they slept. Many, many humans had been killed in that way.

      “No, it’s more than that–” The girl, Rhiannon thought her name was Larissa, clapped a hand to her mouth and widened her eyes, shifting them between Rhiannon and the black panther at her side.

      Rhiannon smiled inwardly, glad she hadn’t lost her touch. The youngsters were impulsive and naive. It was good they feared her a little. It kept them in line. And keeping them in line kept them alive. “Go on, fledgling. Complete your thought.”

      The girl swallowed hard, nodded. “You were already here,” she said. “You couldn’t have known. But the media were lamenting that our entire race had been wiped out before mankind had a chance to know us, to talk to us, to study us.”

      “Believe me, child, they’ve studied us quite thoroughly.” Rhiannon had been a DPI captive. She knew what they were capable of inflicting in the name of their science.

      “I’m just saying that not all humans are out to annihilate us. We might have more allies among them than we think.”

      Rhiannon looked at Roland. What do you think about that? Could the fledgling be right? She spoke mentally but kept her thoughts shielded from the others in the room.

      He said, aloud, “That might be the case. But if it’s true, those humans are certainly in the minority. And the way for us to find them isn’t to reveal ourselves so their fellow humans can kill what’s left of us.”

      “You’re right,” Devlin called. “The way to find out is to fight back. We strike those who were responsible for the war in the first place. Those who are now murdering the Chosen and blaming it on us.” He shook the newspaper that he held in his fist as he said it. The story of the Portland Seven had only just reached them there in the wilds of Transylvania.

      “We must send a powerful message that we will not run and hide!” Devlin said. “If there are supporters among the mortals, we offer our protection. If there are detractors, we feed on them until there are no more.”

      A shout went up from the crowd. Rhiannon’s blood stirred, and she had to clench her jaw to keep from joining in the rapidly growing bloodlust. Because for all her beloved’s confident caution, she felt, down deep, that Devlin was right.

      Roland held up his hands until they quieted. “The elders will discuss your suggestions, Devlin,” Roland said. “We’re already considering every possible response to what’s happened, and we’re in the process of gathering intelligence now. We will let you know what is decided by this time tomorrow evening.”

      “With all due respect, Roland, I don’t remember asking the elders to decide anything for me,” Devlin said. A few gasped. A few others nodded in agreement.

      There was mutiny afoot, and that was dangerous to all of them.

      “We hide here in this desolate place,” Devlin went on, “living on animal blood and growing weaker month after month, while you and your fellow elders rest in your penthouse suites and decide what’s best for us. We’re vampires, damn it. We have a right to decide for ourselves–”

      “Enough!” Rhiannon moved her hand ever so slightly, and Pandora leapt the railing and hit the rebel like a wrecking ball, knocking him flat and holding him by the throat, growling softly.

      To her shock and surprise, though, Devlin flung the cat off him, sprang to his feet, and stared into Pandora’s eyes until, after a long tense standoff, Pandora sat down. Rhiannon rolled her eyes. Even my cat thinks he’s right, she told Roland, carefully keeping her thoughts shielded from the others. And yet she could not tolerate rebellion.

      Aloud, she said, “If you’d like to leave here, then leave. If you’d like to stay, then learn to respect your Elders.”

      She snapped her fingers and Pandora got up, ran to the nearest of the two curving staircases and up them to retake her place at Rhiannon’s side.

      Everyone was looking at Rhiannon as Devlin stared her down. “We’re still at war,” he said. “We can’t just let them murder the Chosen. We’re supposed to protect them.”

      “And protect them we will,” Rhiannon said. “Acting as one. United. With a plan of action in place. Not by fighting among ourselves and going off half-cocked, without a clue as to the outcome.”

      Roland placed a calming hand on her shoulder. “The elders will discuss your suggestions, Devlin,” Roland repeated. “We feel hasty action would be disastrous. We’re only delaying in order to gather as much information as we can to avoid doing something that could prove to be the end of us. That outcome would leave no one to protect the Chosen.” Then he turned, taking Rhiannon’s hand. She walked with him along the semi-circle hall that overlooked the great room. It had a door on either end that led to the guest rooms. Theirs was a corner suite.

      “I should have let her kill him,” Rhiannon said.

      “Except that you agree with him.”

      “Not the point, my love,” she replied. “He’s stirring up revolt. He has no respect, no manners and a fiery temper. You’re right about him. He’s going to be trouble.”

      “It’s a rare occasion when you tell me I am right about anything,” he said softly.

      “Enjoy it, then,” she suggested with a kiss on his chin, which turned into a playful nip before she released him.

      “The sooner we decide what to do about the humans’ latest offenses, the better.” Roland paced, deep in thought.

      “I don’t think Devlin will wait for us to decide,” she said softly. “He fancies himself a leader, and he’s stirring up a hornet’s nest. I made matters worse, I suppose.”

      He nodded. “Probably. But it’s good he knows he’s not the only one with a fiery temper. He’ll wait the night, I think. He’ll wait to see what we decide. And then if he doesn’t like it, he’ll make his move.”

      Roland had an irritating habit of often being right about things, though he never insisted Rhiannon acknowledge that. Sighing, she said, “Have we heard back from any of our mortal contacts? Max and Lou Malone? Or Roxanne, by chance?”

      “Not yet,” Roland said. But she knew he felt the emotions of the others within the castle walls, just the same as she did. And he added, softly, “I hope they get in touch soon.”

      “I hope so too. And I hope Devlin doesn’t push me too far,” Rhiannon said softly. “There are too few of us left for me to relish having to kill one of our own.”
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      Charlie dug into her supper with gusto. Roxy had not made pasta. She couldn’t remember when she’d been so hungry.  Then again, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d sat down to a rare steak. The meat was pink, going on red in the center, and she’d been prepared to complain about that, but Roxy had interrupted before she’d said a word. “One bite. Then tell me you prefer it less rare.”

      Charlie’s usual diet consisted of anything microwavable, any kind of chips, and vats of diet soft drinks. Her mom, overprotective as she was, had never been the domestic goddess type. She didn’t cook, hadn’t taught Charlie to cook either. And really, junk food was good. So why bother?

      What her grandmother had put in front of her was a giant hunk of rare meat with a salad on the side.

      She took the first bite, though, as instructed, thinking she’d have to make the woman a grocery list if she was going to survive out here. And something inside her seemed to wake up and growl for more.

      She took another bite, and another, and stopped herself after the third, because she realized she was eating like a starved pit bull and her grandmother was watching her with a smile on her face. Embarrassed, she finished chewing, swallowed, took a sip of water, and sat back in her chair.

      “Your body knows what it needs. You haven’t been getting enough animal protein,” Roxy said.

      Frankly, Charlie was amazed. Hell, she’d dabbled in vegetarianism only two years ago.

      “It’s important you get as strong as you possibly can. I know you don’t realize how much danger you’re in, Charlotte. But I do. So you need to get strong, and to for that, people like us need need meat.”

      “People like us. You mean because of the belladonna antigen?”

      “Yes. You eat what I eat, and you’ll get strong. If you have to fight, I want you able to do it.”

      “Fight?” She blinked, tried to resist finishing off the steak, and took a dainty bite of the salad instead. “I haven’t got a clue how to fight. Mom freaked out if I even got my hands dirty.”

      “She lost your father. She’s afraid of losing you, too.” Roxy shrugged. “But don’t worry. I’m going to teach you.”

      “To fight.” She said it flatly, didn’t make it a question.

      Roxy nodded.

      Charlie said, “And all this?” She waved her fork in the air. “All this off the grid living is just because you have the antigen?”

      Roxy nodded. “Yes.”

      “I was born with it, though, and I’ve been doing just fine on the grid,” Charlie countered. “Why are you suddenly so concerned about my safety? If I’ve been safe out there living my own life with my own mother for the past twenty years, why is it suddenly different?”

      “Because things have changed.” Her grandmother sighed. “You saw the letter from the government that requires everyone with your blood type to come in and register with them?”

      Charlie had popped another piece of steak into her mouth. She was listening and chewing. She remembered how scared her mom had looked when she’d read the letter. “It was more of an invitation than a requirement,” she pointed out. “And they didn’t say anything about registering.”

      “It was an order. Had you replied with thanks, but no thanks, you’d have learned that the hard way.”

      “Yeah? So what would’ve happened if I’d said yes, instead?” she asked, unable to resist one last bite.

      “Then when you showed up for that appointment, they would’ve inserted an electronic chip into your body, allowing them to track your location and monitor your vital signs.”

      The meat slid down her throat and stopped. Charlie started choking. Roxy got up, came around behind her chair, and slammed her back until the chunk flew from her mouth. Charlie held up a hand to signal her to stop and guzzled some water. When she could breathe again, she said, “Are you shitting me?”

      “No, Charlotte, I’m not shitting you. This is what I’ve been hearing from my...sources. A few have dropped off the map, and no one’s saying where they’ve gone. Young, strong ones, like you. That’s why I hacked into the government’s system and changed your blood type to A positive.”

      She set her glass down. “Then what happens to me if I get hurt or need a transfusion or something and they give me the wrong blood? Wouldn’t that kill me?”

      “They always type and cross-match before giving transfusions. I’ve worked as a nurse before. Trust me.”

      “You’re a nurse?”

      Roxy tilted her head to one side. “I said I’d worked as a nurse. Not that I am one.”

      So she’d impersonated a nurse? What the hell? It dawned on Charlie that her grandmother had claimed for the second time now, that she knew how to hack into government mainframes. “How do you know how to do that?” she asked. “Hack into systems, change data?”

      “Experience,” she said. “And necessity.”

      Who the hell was this woman? No typical grandmother, that was for sure.

      “I did the same to my own government records.”

      “Because you have the antigen, too,” she whispered. Then she swallowed hard and asked the question that was foremost on her mind, the one she’d been itching to ask ever since she’d first met the woman. “Mom said that people with the antigen never live much past their thirties.”

      “People with the antigen rarely live past their thirties,” Roxy replied. “But you can see that I have.”

      “Why?”

      Roxy shrugged. “I don’t know. I wish I did.”

      “Does that mean that I will, too?”

      “I don’t know that, either. But I do know there’s a reason I’ve lived this long. A purpose. And I think that purpose might’ve been you, Charlotte. I believe the reason I’m still alive is to make sure you survive and thrive. To keep you safe. And everything I do, hacking your records, bringing you here, the bars on the windows and the trip wires outside of this house, all of it, is to that end. Understand?”

      “So wait.” Charlie put down her fork. “Are you saying that you’re protecting me from...from the government? Not from some stray surviving vampire that might hunt me down for a tasty snack?”

      Roxy said, “That’s right.”

      “So I’m just supposed to stay here, hiding in the woods for the next ten to fifteen years and then drop dead? I’m supposed to stop living now instead of then?”

      Roxy smiled. “We only need to keep to ourselves for a few weeks. Just long enough to be sure no one noticed my little updates to your records. Once we’re sure of that, it’ll be safe for you to reintegrate into your life again. It’s not forever, Charlotte. It’s just for now.”

      Charlie thought any time away from her life was time she couldn’t afford to give up. If she only had thirty-five years, she wanted to live every minute of it. She opened her mouth to make that argument but saw her grandmother’s green eyes go very wide, and followed them to see what she was looking at.

      A red light was flashing on and off over the front door and a soft bing-bing-bing was sounding.

      “Someone’s out there!” Roxy jumped out of her chair so fast it tipped over behind her.

      Maybe it’s him, Charlie thought. Maybe it’s him!

      Roxy ran into the living room, opened a closet and pulled out a shotgun. A freaking shotgun! And that wasn’t all that was in there.

      “There’s a safe room in the basement. Go. Now! “

      She couldn’t. God, she couldn’t let her shoot him! “You said not to go to the basement.”

      “Go, dammit. Lock yourself in. Don’t wait for me.” Then she opened the front door and stepped outside in the dark, all alone. A grandmother with a shotgun.

      Maybe Roxy was crazier than Charlie had even begun to think. Then again, Charlie thought, she was the one who was afraid her grandmother was going to shoot her imaginary lover. Maybe craziness ran in the family.
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        * * *

      

      Killian had ducked into the forest when Charlie had glanced out her barred window at him. He’d stood with his back pressed against the bark of a tree, his hand pressed to his chest, and watched her looking for him. And God, it was such a rush to see her in the flesh, rather than just feel her invading his mind. It was so good. She had skin like porcelain and vivid red hair.

      He could not be seen, he knew that. If the humans knew he was alive, they would hunt him down and kill him. Just like they’d done with every other vampire in the world. And yet, he couldn’t stay away from her.

      He stayed there, pressed to the towering sugar pine for a full minute, feeling the bark against his back, smelling the pines and a thousand other scents wafting his way on the night. There were squirrels and chipmunks and deer and bear. There were flowers and berries and the leaves and needles of a dozen different trees. And there was her. Above all else, there was her.

      He’d never felt anything as powerful as his sense of her. Like a magnet, she drew him. And it was stronger now that he was closer.

      When he thought enough time had passed, he’d peeked around the tree’s massive trunk again. His jacket peeled away from the bark in a way that told him it had sticky pine sap on it. God, it smelled good.

      The barred window was empty now. And he couldn’t help but move closer. He wanted to see her again. He should leave, he knew that. Avoiding humans at all costs was the only thing that had kept him alive this long. But he had to see her again before he did. Maybe up close. Maybe close enough to touch her. Or more. It didn’t make any sense, it wasn’t safe. It was suicidal, in fact.

      And yet he had no choice. He could not resist this power, whatever it was, pulling him to her. It was like the lure of a drug to an addict. And it dragged him just as surely, just as recklessly, closer.

      He smelled red meat, guessed the women were eating. He could get closer to the cabin if he approached from the side of it where she’d been looking out the window at him. Maybe he could slide to another window and get a glimpse of her inside. He decided he would move rapidly across the clearing between the redolent pine forest and the log cabin. He wouldn’t be seen. He wasn’t an old vampire, and he’d had nothing but animal blood for months. There wasn’t a lot of strength in him. But even minimal speed in a vampire rendered them invisible to the human eye. He crouched beside the tree, taking one last look around him and at the house to be sure he was undetected.

      And then he ran.

      He barely felt the trip wire graze his shin before it snapped beneath his power. He skidded to a stop so suddenly that his feet sent topsoil folding up in front of him, then switched directions and sprinted back into the woods.

      The humans inside the house were emanating fear and alarm. Well, one of them was. From Charlotte, he felt eagerness, worry about him, and a longing that sang to his soul. And then the front door opened, and a woman came out. Flaming red curls, a mature face, and the heart, he sensed, of a lioness. She cradled a double barreled shotgun.

      She was one of the Chosen. Which was bizarre, because they didn’t get to be her age. They always died young, unless they were turned.

      He tore his eyes from her and looked toward the spot where his carelessness had torn up the lawn. It was around the side of the house. If she came out to explore, she would see it. Backing into the forest, he opened his senses. He needed a scapegoat, and he needed it fast.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie didn’t go to any safe room in the basement. She went to that closet off the living room instead, and opened it and looked inside. It was lined with weapons. Guns hung in neat rows up and down its walls, crossbows in various sizes, stun guns, axes, knives and other implements she couldn’t even identify. Shelves were piled high with ammunition. She closed the closet door, stunned, and went to the window to watch her grandmother tiptoeing around outside with that giant shotgun in her arms. Roxy was completely paranoid, and she was going to shoot her new boyfriend before Charlie even had the chance to meet him.

      She went back to her bedroom, climbed up onto the bed and opened the curtains, staring outside into the darkness. The bedroom light was off, so she could see the night and the forest a little better. There didn’t seem to be anything out there except some torn up ground. But she was sure she hadn’t imagined the person she’d seen out there earlier. Maybe she’d imagined that it was him, but there had definitely been someone.

      Something came crashing through the trees so suddenly that she jumped to her feet, backing up a few steps. Then she saw that it was just a deer. It galloped halfway to the cabin and then stopped, standing there with its eyes wider than wide, breathing through a slightly open mouth and flaring nostrils. As she stared, it lifted one front hoof and slammed it into the ground repeatedly.

      She heard her grandmother come back inside. At least she thought it was her grandmother. The front door closed. “Charlie?” she called.

      Yes. It was her. Charlie reached up to close the window, but just as her hand touched it, she felt something. It was just like before, an awareness of another presence, combined with a sensation like warm honey running down her spine, and a pull that was all too familiar to her. A pull that made her want to get closer. It was him, it had to be.

      But there was no one out there except the deer, its coat deep red in the darkness, its eyes like brown gemstones, shining. One ear flicked twice. Then its white tail flashed upright, and it bounded on its way, past the cabin and into the woods on the other side.

      “Charlie?”

      “I’m in here.” She closed the window and then the curtains. God, was she imagining all of this? It would almost be scarier to find out she wasn’t. Because if this was real, it was fucking weird.

      Roxy came to the bedroom door. “I told you to go to the basement.”

      “I was going to. I came to get....” She looked around the room, spotted a book on the bedside table. “Something to read,” she said. “And then I saw a deer on the lawn and realized that’s probably all it was.”

      Roxy narrowed her eyes. She looked kind of dangerous that way, and her voice was deep and low, but trembling when she spoke again. “Next time I tell you to get into the safe room, you damn well better get into the safe room.”

      Charlie couldn’t find words to reply. Her grandmother’s personality had shifted into someone she didn’t recognize. Not that she knew the woman anyway, but up until now, she’d seemed...harmless.

      This Roxy seemed downright dangerous.

      Was she even sane?

      Was Charlie really safe here at all?
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        * * *

      

      Killian couldn’t leave. He tried, three times he tried to turn and walk back through the forest to the stretch of highway to resume his endless wandering, but each time, he’d failed. So he gave in, and he went back.

      There was a reason. It probably had something to do with being a vampire. He was painfully aware of how much knowledge he lacked about his own nature. None of his former gang had been old. None of them had known the secrets of their kind. They’d lived by trial and error, learning fast that the day sleep was inevitable and irresistible and that you’d better damn well find shelter before it took you, because sunlight burned. They’d learned through experience that any injuries they might sustain would heal during the day sleep as long as they didn’t kill you before it came. They learned that bleeding out was a constant risk if you were cut, and that vampiric bodies were extremely flammable. He knew his senses, all of them, were a thousand times as honed as they had been before, when he’d still been a human. Pleasure was intensified. So was pain. Pain could become debilitating in his kind. He was stronger and faster, too. And he could hear the thoughts of humans near him, but they often came all at once, a cacophony that was impossible to bear. He could even take control of some creatures’ minds, as he’d done with the deer. It was harder with people, and he’d had very little call to try it, but it could be done.  And yet there he was, pacing the forest floor in the dead of night, watching that sleepy little cabin as if his life depended on it, longing for another glance of the beautiful redhead through the barred window of her bedroom. Its light had long since gone out.

      And then, before his eyes, the cabin’s front door opened, and she was there.

      Her hair was long and wavy, with side swept bangs over huge blue-green eyes. She wore blue plaid pajama pants and a pink top that didn’t meet them, so her middle was exposed. Soft flesh. He wanted to touch it. He wanted to taste it.

      She stood on the stoop for a moment, rubbing her arms and looking around. And then she stepped into the grass, her bare feet sinking deep. He opened his mind and heard her thoughts, and they were so much louder and clearer than all the other sensations he usually blocked out, that it was easy for him to focus on her and her alone.

      I know I saw someone. I wonder if he’s still out here. I wonder why I can’t stay inside like any sane person would. God, I’m in grave danger, if my alarmist, conspiracy theorist grandmother is to be believed. So why am I traipsing around in the middle of the night looking for someone who only exists in my dreams, as if he could be real and– Careful. Trip wire.

      She stopped walking, got down on her hands and knees in the grass and peered closely. He was lured from his place within the trees as surely as if she was a magnet and he was steel. He moved slowly, silently, and then he stopped near her, spotting the trip wire easily in the grass with his preternatural vision.

      “It’s an inch in front of your pinky finger.”

      She gasped and sprang upright, then stood there staring up at him. She was short, barely five two, he guessed. The skin of her face was flushed, and he could feel the warmth of her.

      He’s real ohmygod he’s real.

      He smiled a little, hearing her thoughts just as clearly as if she’d spoken them out loud. And then she got a little scared.

      Can this really be happening? What is this?

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Her wide eyes lowered. “Pssht. You couldn’t if you tried.”

      “Tough, are you?”

      “The toughest.”

      He knew it was a lie. The words she said were things she wished could be true but knew were not. She’d always wanted to be tough. To be strong. But she believed herself weak and fragile instead. He got all of that as he stood there, connecting to her even more strongly than he had before, feeling everything she felt—including her attraction to him.

      She looked at him intently, her eyes moving over his face like a caress. Inwardly, she thought, He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. Can you say that about a guy? There’s just no other word. If I tell him I’ve been making love to him in my dreams, over and over, will he think I’m a lunatic and go back to wherever he came from?

      Aloud, she said, “Who are you, and what are you doing lurking around outside my grandmother’s cabin?”

      “My name is Killian,” he said. He hadn’t looked into a mirror in years and was self-conscious under her scrutiny. He knew his hair was curly and brown and longer than the norm. His eyes had been dark, dark blue, once. He didn’t know if they’d changed. He’d seen other vampires’ eyes glow red when the bloodlust was upon them. He feared his would do the same if he stayed near her much longer.

      “I’m Charlie,” she said. I want to touch his hair. It looks so soft.

      He nodded. “I was passing by on the highway, and I heard voices.”

      “Passing by on your way to where?”

      He shrugged. “Nowhere in particular. I kind of wander.”

      “Free spirit, huh?” she asked and smiled for the first time.

      It took his breath away when she smiled. “You could call it that.”

      “So why are you lurking in the woods, watching me, Killian?” Have you been dreaming about me too? God, please say you have.

      But he couldn’t, not without giving himself away. Could he? “I don’t really know that, either. Once I saw you I couldn’t seem to leave.”

      I feel the same way. It’s like we’re connected, like he’s someone I’ve known forever, someone important to me. Vital. Past life, maybe? Maybe that’s why I’ve been dreaming of him.

      “Wow. That’s like the best line I’ve ever heard. You’re good.”

      “I am,” he said. “Good.” He was trying to reassure her but wasn’t sure it was working.

      She nodded. “I can tell. I’m just glad you’re here. I know that probably sounds...” She shrugged, let her voice trail off, then turned to look back at the cabin. “Listen, my grandmother has this place wired for sound. She’s both paranoid and armed. Not a safe combination for guys who like to lurk in shadows. If she finds you out here, she’ll probably shoot first and ask questions later.”

      “I picked up on that earlier,” he said.

      She nodded. “The trip wire. It was you, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “I think she’s a little bit crazy.”

      He had gathered that she thought so. And more. She was thinking that she didn’t want him to go away, and she was wondering what it would be like to kiss him.

      He didn’t dare do that, though the notion set him on fire. He hadn’t fed tonight. His skin was cold to the touch. Any physical contact could give him away. And yet physical contact was what he longed for. She’d at least dreamed of it. His dreams, vampire dreams, had been a mosaic. Bits and pieces. Flashes of jigsaw puzzle parts, but they’d left him just as hungry for her.

      “Why are you really here, Killian?” she asked him.

      “I don’t know.” He swayed a little closer to her as if pulled by her force. “But I’m not leaving.”

      “Why not?”

      Because of me, because of me, because of me, I know it is, he heard her think.

      “Because of you,” he said. He stared into her eyes and felt her reaction to that. Surprise, a little ripple of alarm that he’d said aloud exactly what she’d been thinking. But she was also glad. “Your grandmother thinks you’re in danger?”
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