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March 2018

Goosebumps pebbled her skin. She jerked, glancing over her shoulder, hand hovering above the light switch. The lab was blessedly empty—but there’d been a sound to her left. A whisper as faint as silk sliding over satin—barely audible.

“Is someone there?” 

Silence answered. She was alone, yet fear held her immobile. She tasted it in her mouth, hot and metallic—felt it in the sudden rush of blood pounding in her ears.

“I’m being ridiculous,” she said aloud, trying to believe it.

Security at Lifeblood of America was state-of-the-art. No one could break in. No one human, anyway. But could any system keep out something darker and more sinister?

Acid rose in her throat. She swallowed bitter bile and switched off the lights. Then drawing a steading breath, she pushed open the door and stepped into the quiet corridor.

At this late hour, the facility was nearly deserted. The other labs were dark and empty. Yet it felt as if unseen eyes tracked her.

She glanced down the hall, willing Axle to step off the elevator. Seconds ticked by like hours, but the door didn’t open.

Where was he?

Axle, one of the night guards, always made his rounds at five a.m., escorting her and Dr. Megan Harper to the lobby. But Megan hadn’t worked tonight, and Axle was a no-show. Had Grant’s wife gone into labor? Maybe Axle was covering for him. But wouldn’t he have called? Or stopped by? Then again, maybe he was just late. 

That thought offered a sliver of comfort. Most likely, Axle would arrive just as she reached the elevator.

Forcing herself to relax, she released the handle and let the lab door close behind her. The LED on the control panel blinked red as it clicked softly shut. She took a deep breath and straightened her shoulders before walking the fifteen feet to the elevator. 

It felt like fifteen miles.

By the time she reached the polished doors and pushed the down arrow, she’d broken out in a cold sweat. Her blouse clung to her back, her heart hammering so hard against her ribs it took everything she had to step into the empty four-by-six box.

She was alone. Nothing crouched above the ceiling, waiting to pounce. Yet, it seemed as if something far less innocuous than the cold, inanimate eye of the camera watched her. 

Fear prickled her skin. She wiped her palms on her lab coat and pressed the button for the lobby. The moment the elevator doors slid open on the ground floor, she ran toward the reception area.

“Axle? Grant? Richard?”

During the day, a receptionist manned the curved mahogany desk in front of the mountain mural. At night, Axle and Grant alternated patrols while Richard monitored the cameras from the office behind the desk. But Axle hadn’t made it to the third floor, and neither he nor Grant was at the desk.

“Hello?” The hairs on her neck rose as she stepped around the corner and opened the door marked Security. 

“Richard?”

Flickering images cast eerie shadows on the walls as the security monitors switched to different cameras and angles. Nothing moved on the screens and no one watched. It was as if she were the only living soul on earth.

Where were the guards? They wouldn’t abandon their posts. Not without an emergency. But why hadn’t they called? Or triggered an alarm?

She rushed back to the desk and picked up the phone. Dead. She tried another line. Then another. No dial tone. All four lines were dead.

Dread settled in her gut like a stone. Her mouth went dry. Pulse pounding, she ran toward the employee lounge to get her cell phone and keys. Something was coming. Something dangerous.

As she rounded the corner, she reached for the ID tag clipped to the collar of her lab coat. When she reached the door, she swiped her badge. The digital lock blinked yellow. She punched in her personal security code and placed her palm over the scanner. The lock blinked green. She exhaled, unaware she’d been holding her breath.

At her locker, her fingers fumbled the combination, getting it wrong twice before finally getting it right. Hands still shaking, she pulled off the lock and dropped it to the floor. Metal thunked against tile—loud as a gunshot. She jumped, stifling a scream as she jerked open her locker and grabbed her purse.

As she ran back toward the lobby, she pulled out her cellphone and dialed 911. She hit send. Nothing.

“Shit. No signal.” She dropped her phone back into her bag.

Shaking with terror, she stood before the plate glass door, fumbling through her purse, trying to find her keys. Air stirred behind her. Warm breath touched the back of her neck. Her heart nearly stopped.

Slowly, she raised her chin and stared at her reflection in the dark glass. No one stood behind her. But she wasn’t alone.
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A smoky haze shrouded the blue-gray mountains surrounding Asheville, North Carolina as Detective Amber Buckley slid from the passenger seat and met her partner at the hood of the car. She had more investigative experience, but she’d let him take lead in the Lifeblood slayings. Reid Sheridan had an ego, and this was the south. She could play along. Up to a point. But she was about ready to call it a day, and her patience was growing short.

The late afternoon sun cast long shadows over the parking lot, and the sweet fragrance of honeysuckle tinged the humid air. The crime scene tape had been taken down months ago, and the employees had returned to work as usual. Birds sang above the distant sound of traffic and nothing disturbed the peaceful tranquility of the day. And yet, something about the tissue bank turned research facility raised the fine hairs on the back of Amber’s neck.

Without warning, her pulse jumped as a wave of dizziness washed over her. She took a deep breath and then another, trying to slow her spinning head.

Was she having another episode—a precursor to a full-blown anxiety attack?

Struggling to keep up with Reid, her gaze swept the parking lot, hoping to find a cause for her anxiety—hoping her partner wouldn’t turn around and notice her shaking limbs or the sweat on her brow. This wasn’t Iraq. Or—

Deep breaths. Imagine the ocean. Hear the gently rolling waves of calm surf. Release the fear. Relax. The relaxation technique slowed her heart rate. She drew in a slow, even breath, forcing her shoulders down and away from her ears.

“I hate that we have to do these follow up interviews,” Reid said as they approached the front entrance to Lifeblood of America. “Makes me feel like a flunky.”

“I prefer doing the follow up interviews,” she said, forcing herself to remain calm. “In the initial investigation there isn’t much to go on but instinct and that first visceral reaction to the crime scene. Now, we have a trail of evidence and prior statements.”

And no dead bodies...or blood. Memories of Iraq weren’t the only nightmares haunting her. A shiver snaked down her spine as she reached for the door. Reid got to it first.

“It’s a shame the murders didn’t occur in our district,” he grumbled. “I don’t like getting Daniels’ and Tanner’s sloppy seconds.”

Amber slapped her palm flat against the glass before Reid could pull open the door. “How can you be so callous? Two people are dead and another is missing.”

“Yeah, well, you got your experience in Iraq. I need this. You don’t. And it’s not like I can bring the vics back to life.” He curled his fingers around her wrist and peeled her hand from the door.

Biting back a sharp retort, she balled her fingers into fists and followed him inside.

Okay, so maybe Reid was just overly ambitious. She got that. He wanted more homicide experience before applying to the NYPD, but he wouldn’t get it in Asheville. The city only had about eight homicides a year, and the detectives with the department’s Criminal Investigation Unit were assigned to geographic patrol areas. Amber and Reid worked the Adam District, which covered the northwest area of the city. The Lifeblood Slayings occurred northeast of the city in the Baker District. After five months and no additional leads, Captain Stratford had asked Reid and Amber to look at the evidence and conduct follow up interviews before he called in the North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation. Daniels and Tanner didn’t like sharing their case, but nobody wanted the captain bringing in the SBI.

Inside Lifeblood of America’s lobby, black and white Terrazzo floors gleamed like polished glass. Back in March, those same floors had been spattered with blood. The thought sent Amber’s pulse skyrocketing. Mental images of crime scene photos overlapped her vision like a holographic Polaroid. She could almost see research assistant Tina Gallagher slumped next to the door in a pool of blood, her mouth opened in a silent scream.

Had Miss Gallagher known she was going to die? Had she felt the paralyzing grip of fear before her throat had been cut? Amber understood terror—the inability to move, rendering a person incapable of action or speech—of rational thought.

Memories tapped at her brain—painful, bloody memories. 

Don’t go there.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, she visualized the ocean again as she followed her colleague to a mahogany reception desk in front of a peaceful mountain mural. The Blue Ridge in spring. Waterfall and mountain laurel—calming, peaceful—the antithesis of what had occurred in the lobby last March.

“May I help you?” a petite brunette asked in a somber voice.

Both Amber and Reid flipped open their badges. Reid spoke in a deep authoritative voice. “I’m Detective Reid Sheridan. This is my partner, Amber Buckley.”

Amber tensed. Once again, he’d failed to identify her as a detective. But she let it slide. No sense calling public attention to his lack of respect.

She smiled and put away her badge. The receptionist’s gaze slid across the lobby to where Tina Gallagher’s body had been found. Her cheeks paled. “What can I do for you?” she stammered.

“Delaroche’s office. Where is it?” Reid said, clearly enjoying the receptionist’s anxiety. Amber wanted to whack him on the back of the head.

The name Julia Jackson was stenciled on a brass nameplate on the desk, but Reid ignored it. Amber pasted a smile on her face and softened her voice. “Ms. Jackson?”

The young woman nodded. Amber held her gaze, trying to put her at ease. “We’re here to conduct a follow up interview with Mr. Delaroche and Mr. Maxwell. We were asked to meet them in the second floor conference room at four. Could you have someone show us up please?”

“Of course.” Ms. Jackson pressed the side of her earpiece and turned her head, speaking in hushed tones for privacy. Then she looked up and offered a wobbly smile.

“Jimmy’s in the security office,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper as she tilted her head toward the door behind her desk. “Since the murders, he’s not allowed to step away from the monitors, and Grant switched to days. He should be here momentarily to show you up.”

“We don’t have all day.” Reid opened his suit jacket wide enough to show his shoulder harness. Amber suppressed a groan. He’d obviously watched one too many Bruce Willis movies.

“Thank you,” she said to Ms. Jackson before turning to glare at her partner.

He rolled his eyes. “Fine. We’ll wait.” Patience was not his middle name.

While Reid paced, Amber turned her attention to Ms. Jackson. “How well did you know Miss Gallagher?”

Blank stare. “I didn’t.”

“You didn’t know her at all? Or you didn’t know her well?”

“We never met.”

Amber tried not to scowl, but she’d yet to master a poker face, and her appearance would never inspire female solidarity. She kept her dark hair pulled back in a tight French braid with the end clipped underneath so a perp couldn’t grab it in a scuffle. She also dressed in bland business attire in an attempt to blend-into a male dominant career. Lip gloss, a light coating of mascara, a tiny sterling silver cross necklace, and dainty hoop earrings, were the only visible feminine touches she allowed herself on the job. But underneath her clothes, she wore sexy lingerie—a personal reminder that she was still a desirable woman, despite her lack of any recognizable form of a love life for the past two years.

She smoothed out the frown lines and tried holding a smile. “Miss Gallagher was Dr. Harper’s research assistant. How could you not have met her?”

Ms. Jackson nervously twisted her fingers together. “They worked nights. I work days.”

During the initial interviews, Dr. Harper, Vincent Maxwell, Dr. Harper’s husband, and Gerard Delaroche, claimed Miss Gallagher was working the night she was killed. No one mentioned it was hers and Dr. Harper’s usual shift or why Dr. Harper skipped work that night to visit a friend of her husband’s in the middle of the night—a friend named Sonia with no known last name, no phone number, and no address.

So, how the hell did Dr. Harper visit Sonia if she didn’t know her last name or where she lived? Did Sonia know something Maxwell and Harper didn’t want divulged? Was she an employee?

“Do you know a woman named Sonia?” Amber asked Ms. Jackson.

Another blank stare. “No.”

Aside from serial killers and the infrequent, random acts of violence, most murder victims were killed for money, vengeance, or sex, and the killer wasn’t normally a stranger. So, who had a motive to kill Tina Gallagher?

The initial investigators believed Delaroche and Harper were having an affair and that Miss Gallagher found out and threatened to tell Dr. Harper’s husband, Vincent Maxwell. Delaroche didn’t want to lose his business partner or his lover so he killed the research assistant to shut her up.

It was a reasonable hypothesis. Richard Baxter, the young security guard also killed that night, could have seen Delaroche lurking outside the lab. That would explain why his body was found stuffed in a janitor’s closet two doors down. It didn’t explain why his throat had been cut—after his body was drained of blood. According to the autopsy report, there wasn’t enough blood left in his tissues to cause liver mortis, and Axle Travers, who’d also been working that night, was still missing. 

Was Travers involved in the murders? Or had he seen something so terrifying he’d gone into hiding?

Fighting her own lingering fears, Amber held Ms. Jackson’s gaze. “What about Axle Travers? How well did you know him?”

A muscle jumped in Ms. Jackson’s jaw. “I don’t work nights. Ever. I met Axle once when he came in to fill out a hiring package.”

Maybe Reid was on to something with the tough cop routine. Amber leaned over the counter and glared. “You do know your bosses. Don’t you?”

Ms. Jackson twisted her fingers together on top of her desk. A flush stained her cheeks, but she showed no overt signs of deceit when she said, “Of course, I’ve met them. They hired me, and I’ve seen them on the rare occasions when I work late, but I don’t really see much of them either.”

Lifeblood of America was a multi-million dollar business. So, why wasn’t it run like one? Why did the owners and two highly-paid researchers work nights when most everyone else was home sleeping?

Amber pulled a thick pad from her purse and flipped through her notes. Delaroche was the after-hours procurement agent, but Maxwell was CEO. He had no reason to work nights. The research division of the company was a nine to five operation—nine in the morning to five in the evening. Yet Dr. Harper and Ms. Gallagher worked from nine at night to five in the morning. Why the odd hours? What were they researching? Did it have something to do with Ms. Gallagher’s death?

“Was Ms. Gallagher working on a special project?” Amber asked.

Ms. Jackson tapped a red-lacquered nail on the counter. “I wouldn’t know.”

No. Probably not. Ms. Jackson was a receptionist, not an executive assistant. “Did Ms. Gallagher always work so late? Or had her hours recently changed?”

Ms. Jackson raised her brows. “Miss Gallagher is—was—Dr. Harper’s lab assistant, and Dr. Harper is married to Mr. Maxwell.”

“And what does that have to do with either of their work schedules?”

Ms. Jackson’s jaw dropped; her brows rose. “You’re kidding. Right? That’s like common knowledge around here. Everyone gossips about it, and you guys haven’t figured it out yet?”

Unease skittered down Amber’s spine. She had a bad feeling. Someone on her team had missed something. But she wasn’t about to admit ignorance or criticize a fellow officer in front of a civilian. Holding Ms. Jackson’s gaze, she said, “We have boxes of evidence and interview notes. Which piece of information do your co-workers gossip about that you feel is pertinent to Miss Gallagher’s schedule?”

Ms. Jackson rolled her eyes. “Dr. Harper and Miss Gallagher work nights so Dr. Harper can spend time with her husband. Both Mr. Maxwell and Mr. Delaroche have XP.”

“XP?” Amber flipped through her notes again, trying to find the initials, knowing it had nothing to do with older computers’ operating systems.

“Xeroderma Pigmentosum,” Ms. Jackson said, as if the answer was obvious. “It’s one of the medical conditions we research here at Lifeblood of America. It’s a rare genetic light sensitivity disorder. People with the condition have to avoid sunlight or risk disfiguring sunburns and fatal skin cancers. You should have known that already.”

That explained Mr. Maxwell and Mr. Delaroche’s insistence that all interviews be conducted before 0700 hours or after 1600 hours—that much, at least, was in the initial interview notes. But there was no mention of XP—or anything else that might explain Ms. Gallagher’s late hours. Screw Reid’s bad cop tactics. When Amber tried it, she came across as a bitch.

Forcing a smile, she opted for a conciliatory tone, hoping to regain some of the ground she’d lost. “Like I said, we have a lot of information. But I appreciate you bringing me up to speed.” She’d rather take the blame for not preparing for the interview than hint at departmental incompetence.

Ms. Jackson pursed her lips in an expression of disapproval. “Well, you should have gone over your notes before coming here.”

The secretary’s attitude tried Amber’s patience. Her smile faltered. “I have a lot of catching up to do. But again, thank you for your assistance.”

“Sure.” Ms. Jackson shrugged and then leaned forward on her elbows, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I hear a lot of rumors down here. So, if you ever want to know something off the record, just ask. I’m not trying to get involved, but... I hear things. You know?”

Amber mirrored her posture; chin nestled in her palm, voice dropping to match. “Really? What kind of things?” 

“Personal stuff, you know?” Ms. Jackson’s eyes flicked nervously around the lobby. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Like how Grant’s got PTSD from that night—even though he wasn’t even here. That’s why he works days now. Or how Miss Gallagher and Mr. Delaroche were involved, but you knew that part, right?”

She didn’t. Everyone on the force assumed Delaroche was having an affair with Dr. Harper. Amber kept her tone neutral. “That’s the kind of detail that could help the investigation,” she said just as the elevator doors slid open and a tall, man in his late thirties stepped into the lobby. She handed Ms. Jackson her card. “If you hear anything else, please call.”

Reid strode forward, introducing himself to the security guard. “Detective Sheridan,” he said. “And this is my partner, Amber Buckley.”

Amber smiled, trying not to bristle at her partner’s continued lack of respect for her rank.

The security guard shook Reid’s hand. “Grant Simmons, Chief of Security.” He turned to Amber, extending his hand. “Detective?” 

“Yes.” A ghost of a smile flashed across his broad face before he turned toward a security panel beside the elevator. He swiped his badge. A red LED blinked yellow. Then he entered a numeric code and placed his palm on a sensor. The light flashed green, and the elevator doors slid open. “You need a badge and code to go up, but not to come back down.” He stepped inside, holding the door. 

“So, we need a babysitter while we’re up there?” Reid asked as the doors closed.

“I trust you not to wander,” Simmons replied. “Not that you could. You don’t have a badge, a code, and your palm isn’t in the system.” 

“So, you’re saying these murders were an inside job?” Reid’s tone implied he hadn’t already considered the possibility. Amber knew better. From the beginning, they’d both thought it likely.

Simmons paled. “I’m not accusing anybody, but Axle had nothing to do with the murders.”

Reid folded his arms. “Who said anything about Axle Travers?”

Simmons turned a sickly shade of green, staring at the control panel in silence.

Reid’s approach was blunt, his people skills lacking. But he was right—whoever killed Tina Gallagher and Richard Baxter had security clearance at Lifeblood of America. 

“So, where were you the night Richard and Tina died,” Reid asked.

Simmons’ face drained of color. “At the hospital. My wife was giving birth.”

That alibi had already been confirmed by Daniels and Tanner. Judging by Simmons’ expression and his defense of Axle, he was likely grappling with survivor’s guilt—something Amber understood all too well.

She softened. Simmons had never been a suspect. “Boy or girl.”

“Boy. We named him Richard Axle.”

“Congratulations,” she said. Reid nodded, silent.

When the elevator opened on the second floor, Simmons stepped out but kept his hand on the hold button, preventing the doors from sliding shut. Staring straight ahead, he said, “Conference room is the third door on your right. It’s unlocked, so you won’t need a code to get in.”

Amber and Reid exited. Simmons nodded and pressed the button. The silver doors slid shut, leaving them in a sterile corridor lined with metal doors, electronic locks, and palm pads. The air smelled faintly of ozone, bleach, and formaldehyde.

Reid wrinkled his nose. “Think anyone ever gets used to that stench?” 

“I’ve smelled worse.” The remembered scents evoked memories best forgotten, memories of a flash of light followed by a hissing boom.

Eight years hadn’t dulled the sensory onslaught. Sulfur, melted plastic, chard flesh. Private Piner thrown to the ground, clutching a bloody stump with mangled fingers, his screams echoing through the deserted streets of an Iraqi village as the remains of his leg landed fifteen feet away in a pulpy heap.

Amber swallowed bile and refocused. “Lifeblood isn’t just a blood and tissue bank anymore. They’ve expanded into research. That explains the smell. I guess Maxwell and Delaroche decided to use their resources for themselves.”

Sympathy tugged at the armor she wore, tightening her raw throat even more. She couldn’t imagine never going into the sunlight without layers of protective clothing, dark glasses, and massive amounts of sunblock.

Were Vincent Maxwell and Gerard Delaroche deathly pale? Did lesions mar their skin?

Reid gave her a sideways look. “What are you talking about?”

She blinked, grounding herself. “They have a rare genetic condition. XP.”

She repeated what Ms. Jackson had said about xeroderma pigmentosum but withheld the detail about Delaroche and Tina Gallagher. Reid didn’t need another reason to jump to conclusions. He needed an open mind to analyze the evidence.

He grimaced. “So they’re like vampires? Only come out after dark?” 

“No,” she said with disgust as an unexpected shiver crawled down her spine, but Baxter’s autopsy had raised disturbing questions. Complete exsanguination. Two puncture marks in the carotid artery beneath the knife wound. The medical examiner believed the killer used a trocar to drain Baxter’s blood before slashing his throat. But what had the killer done with the blood? And why hadn’t Tina Gallagher been killed in a like manner? 

Two assailants—or something worse?

Images of blood clouded her vision. She blinked it away. “It’s a medical condition, Reid.” 

“Maybe they just think they’re vampires. It would explain the security guard’s death. If they actually drink blood...”

“There’s no proof either of them were involved. And Miss Gallagher’s blood was all over the lobby.” Still, Amber couldn’t shake the image of cloaked figures with fangs lurking in the dark. The vision clung to her until they reached the only door with a blinking green LED.

Reid turned the handle and pushed it open without knocking. Amber would’ve apologized for his rudeness—if her mouth hadn’t gone dry. 

“The cops, I presume?” A tall, dark-haired man with a trim beard and faint accent said. His shoulder-length hair was tied back, and his coffee-colored eyes seemed to pierce her soul. His complexion was only slightly pale, and it did nothing to diminish his striking features.

The man beside him was pure eye candy. Shorter, broader, built like a bodybuilder but without the exaggerated bone structure. His neck was proportional, his cheekbones chiseled, jaw square. No Neanderthal here—just devastatingly handsome.

Silver streaks threaded his brown hair, and when he turned those baby blues on her, Amber felt like she’d been tasered in the gut—minus the pain. But damn if her brain didn’t react in the same confused fashion. After the first electric jolt, her brain misfired, signals scrambled. She couldn’t think. Couldn’t move. She just stared into Gerard Delaroche’s eyes while a slow sensual heat bathed her body, turning her knees to mush.
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Sergeant Reid Sheridan tried to appear intimidating, but he didn’t look all that tough. Average height. Lean. Business-short dark hair and dark sunglasses in a not so brightly lit room. Gerard gave him a cursory inspection and came to a swift conclusion. Sheridan was ambitious but lacked the experience to climb above his current rank. He wasn’t a threat, although, he could prove as irritating as a gnat. The woman, on the other hand...

Gerard’s gaze slid to Sheridan’s partner, an attractive brunette in a shapeless brown suit and cream-colored blouse. A thin chain with a silver cross drew his attention, not that he or any vampire had an aversion to crosses. It was the silver. Vampires had a deadly allergy to silver and a respiratory reaction to garlic. Funny the way mortals developed entire myths around the tiniest bit of information.

Amber Buckley wore her hair scraped back in a severe style that made her high cheekbones stand out, giving her an air of superiority. She carried herself with quiet confidence and barely flinched when her partner failed to introduce her by rank. Gerard attributed it to class and sophistication. Then he met her direct gray gaze.

Bon Dieu! Such fire and intelligence in those beautiful eyes. His body tightened as if an electric current passed between them. Tina was barely cold in her grave.

Pain as sharp as the blade that took his life over two hundred years ago twisted his gut. Tina was dead because of him—viciously murdered because she’d wanted to help bring him out of the dark world he inhabited.

Inhaling sharply, he fisted his hands at his sides and tried to calm his raging anger. His gaze shifted from Buckley to Sheridan. Perhaps the sensation he’d felt when looking at Buckley was nothing more than a warning. Between her and her partner, Buckley was the more dangerous of the two. She was open-minded and intelligent enough to discover things best left undiscovered. It didn’t take glamour to see that.

Even with the “deer caught in the headlights” expression she wore when he glanced at her, he could see the wheels in her mind spinning. Then her spine stiffened and those shapely brows snapped down over deep-set eyes—as if she were trying to read his thoughts.

Now, that was a truly frightening concept.

Sheridan removed his sunglasses, drawing Gerard’s attention once more. “Where were you on the night of March 5, between four and five a.m.?”

Vincent bristled. “Hasn’t he answered those questions already?”

Sheridan ignored him, keeping his gaze on Gerard. Gerard didn’t want mortals investigating the murders, but if he wanted to live among them, he couldn’t manipulate them—much. He folded his arms over his chest. His eyes narrowed. “Like I told those other two detectives, I was in Alexandria.”

La beauté’s lips twitched in a smile that looked more like a sneer. Had he thought her a class act? Class A bitch was a role she played well too, and he didn’t mean that in a bad way. She was cool. Sophisticated. And she carried authority like a man.

“Can anyone verify that?” she asked.

His expression never changed. He’d invented cool before her great-great-great-great-great grandfather was even born. “Yes.”

This time, Sheridan bristled. “What were you doing in Alexandria, Virginia at four in the morning? You weren’t sleeping. We didn’t find any record of a hotel reservation in your name for that night.”

Gerard looked at Vincent who was now leaning casually against the conference table, his cool demeanor restored. Their minds briefly connected. Sonia, Vincent’s creator and master manipulator of mortal technology, had done her magic and covered Gerard’s ass. Gerard suppressed a smile.

“Of course you didn’t. I used a corporate credit card to pay for a two-night stay at the Morgan Suites. As the major shareholder in Lifeblood of America, Vincent’s name is on the account.”

Detective Buckley jolted as if caught off guard. Of course, she couldn’t have been prepared for his answer. He hadn’t given this information to the original detectives. Sonia had needed time to manipulate credit card records and flight logs. He’d needed time to manipulate Lifeblood’s pilot and the hotel night clerk’s memories.

Anger twisted his gut. Safeguarding vampires hampered his efforts to investigate the murders himself.

“Why haven’t you cooperated before now?” Detective Buckley asked.

There was no practical excuse for an innocent man keeping such vital information to himself. An objective analysis of possible responses made him look guilty—or like an uncooperative ass.

He adjusted his tie, hating the modern fashion accessory. The detectives watched his movements with suspicion, most likely interpreting his actions as the nervous gesture of a guilty man. Stifling a groan, he lowered his hands and shoved them into his suit pockets. “I answered the other detective’s questions. I just didn’t elaborate. I wanted to confer with our attorney first. Axle Travers is his son.”

With Axel still missing, Brit wouldn’t remember if he’d discussed the case with Gerard or not. Concern for his son took precedence over everything else.

“We haven’t forgotten Mr. Travers’ son,” the beautiful detective responded, her voice losing its sharp edge.

Sheridan glared, his jaw set at a rigid angle. “Can you produce receipts to prove you were in Alexandria?”

Vincent responded in an authoritative tone that inspired obedience without the use of glamour. “Our accountant can. If you’ll stop by the reception desk on your way out, Miss Jackson can give you whatever you need, including the name of our company pilot who can confirm Gerard’s flight to Alexandria that night.”

His veiled dismissal went unheeded. If the situation weren’t so dire, Gerard would have laughed. Vincent didn’t like being ignored. Fortunately for the detectives, he didn’t like manipulating mortal thoughts either. Otherwise, he would have mentally compelled them to leave without their knowledge or understanding.

“Did you order room service while you were there? Make any long distance calls?” Detective Buckley’s voice remained cool. Undeterred.

Gerard smiled. “I ordered a meal before checking out on the evening of the sixth.”

Buckley wasn’t a fool. Even if Gerard could verify having checked into the hotel, she wanted proof of his whereabouts during the time of the murders. Claiming to have flown to Alexandria didn’t preclude his renting a car and driving back to Asheville in time to kill Tina and Richard—except he was supposed to have XP. The timing of the murders would have prevented him—or anyone who actually had XP—from making it back to Alexandria before sunrise.

Ironically, those afflicted with xeroderma pigmentosum were almost as vulnerable to the killing rays of the sun as vampires.

While Sheridan drilled Vincent about Gerard’s credit card usage and room service order, Gerard stared into Detective Buckley’s eyes, searching her thoughts. He hated the necessity, but he had to find out what she knew of Tina’s killer. It wasn’t just about revenge. It was about protection. When mortals knew vampires existed, it put everyone in danger. And he didn’t want the authorities focusing on him while Tina’s killer went free.

He reached for the table behind him. Reading mortal minds made him dizzy. Getting past Detective Buckley’s defenses challenged his abilities. Her mind rebuffed him like a brick wall. He persisted, breaking through her mental barriers until distorted images and random thoughts from the detective’s brain filled his head, confirming what he already suspected. Despite careful planning, he was still a person of interest.

The police believed he had the means, opportunity, and motive to commit murder. He was Lifeblood’s after-hours acquisition consultant. He worked with the transplant teams and procurement groups, coordinating the transfer of organs and unallocated body parts. The initial detectives believed this gave him access to morgues—and a trocar—the weapon supposedly used to kill Richard Baxter.

A rogue vampire drained Richard of blood, and a knife was used to cover up the fang marks. But a mortal killed Tina—a mortal who knew about the vampire vaccine, and there was only one mortal who knew so much about vampires and had the ability to capture them. But how had Dr. Steve Weldon gained a vampire’s cooperation? 

Gerard looked deeper into the detective’s mind. The Asheville PD suspected him of having an affair with Megan and believed Tina threatened to tell Vincent. They believed the murders were the result of a love triangle gone wrong.

Quelle idée idiote. The idea was ridiculous. Nothing could be further from the truth, but at least the Asheville PD didn’t suspect vampires. He should be grateful for small favors.

As he pushed at Detective Buckley’s uncooperative mind, trying to delve deeper, random flashes of unrelated events diverted her thoughts—horrific images of blood and war. Gerard intensified his efforts, trying to understand the discordant memories that flashed through her mind without rhyme or reason until a wave of dizziness broke his concentration. Gripping the table to keep his balance, he backed out of her head, taking several deep breaths to regain his equilibrium. Detective Buckley blinked back into focus. Her face was pale, her big gray eyes wide and frightened.

“Gerard!” Vincent snapped, gaining his attention. “You did sign your own name to the credit card slips. Didn’t you? It’s company policy.”

His name was added later, and the night clerk—whom he’d not met until several days after the murders—would swear in a court of law he remembered Gerard checking in because of the discrepancy between the name on his credit card and the name used when he signed the bill. It was so much easier to manipulate the mind than read it. But mental manipulation wasn’t always reliable and implanted memories were often forgotten.

“Oui. Don’t I always? Besides, I’d never do anything to make Megan jealous. And I was on company business,” he said, implying Vincent’s sharp tone was about the credit card usage. The mortal detectives would never guess the real cause of Vincent’s irritation was Gerard’s intrusion into the detective’s mind.

“What sort of company business?” Detective Buckley asked.

Sheridan sneered. “Did you do something to make Maxwell jealous?”

A flash of anger heated his skin. Grinding his back teeth, he ignored Sheridan and answered Detective Buckley. “I had an appointment with Dr. Geniis. We met in the hotel lobby that night. He’s done extensive research on protein therapy lotions. We’re trying to acquire his services.”

The lie slipped smoothly from his tongue. Years of practice, he supposed. He hated the necessity, but it had become a matter of survival when he first began the practice as a mortal fighting with General Marquis de Lafayette against the radical Jacobins during the French Revolution.

Detective Buckley’s eyes softened. “What’s the lotion for?”

She knew. Or suspected. Gerard could smell her pity like a noxious perfume. His lip curled. He didn’t need her sympathy. If she couldn’t find Tina’s killer, he needed nothing from her. “It’s a sunblock.”

“For people like yourself and Mr. Maxwell who suffer from XP?” She leaned in. Sheridan’s sneer turned nasty. His bad cop to her sympathetic cop. Vincent was thinking the same thing.

Gerard almost laughed. The protein therapy lotion helped vampires taking the anti-vampiric vaccine tolerate minimal exposure to sunlight without bursting into flames. It allowed them to venture out before sunset and pass more easily as human, but its major benefit was to patients with XP.

“The lotion is protein specific. It enables those of us with XP to better tolerate brief periods of sunlight without risking serious burns or cancer,” he said by rote.

“It’s my wife’s pet project,” Vincent added. “Megan’s sister died from complications of XP. That’s how we met.”

What he didn’t say was that he’d sought out Megan because she once worked for Dr. Weldon, the researcher who’d tried cloning vampires for the military. Megan had inadvertently created the sedative that enabled him to capture Gerard for his experiments. Weldon’s attempt at cloning had failed, and the colonel who hired him for the black ops project had been court-martialed, but Dr. Weldon remained at large, and he now had samples of the vampire vaccine.

Had promises of a cure convinced an unsuspecting vampire to assist Weldon with his latest project? It’s the ruse Weldon had used two years ago to lure Gerard. Anger flared once more at the reminder of his own naivety.

Sheridan’s mouth curved upward, his smile contemptuous. “Is that how you met Dr. Harper? Did she show you as much sympathy as she showed her husband? Did the two of you get close? Maybe a little too close?”

Gerard narrowed his eyes but said nothing. Bâtard. Vincent, hotheaded as ever even after two-hundred years, moved at vampiric speed reaching the arrogant detective before the last word left his mouth. He glared down at the shorter man, fury radiating from every pore. Somehow, he managed to resist snatching Sheridan up by his lapels.

“My wife has nothing to do with this. She’s not to be questioned,” Vincent ground out between clinched teeth. It was more than a hypnotic suggestion. It was a command the detective wouldn’t disobey. 

“Stand down, Maxwell.” Detective Buckley slipped her hand inside her brown jacket. Her voice was sharp, her movements militarily precise. Vincent’s gaze remained fixed. Intense. Had Buckley been able to see his eyes from where she stood, she would have seen the glowing red gaze of a nocturnal predator.

“I said, stand down!” She withdrew her weapon.

Gerard eased away from the conference table. She swung her aim toward him. He held up his hands and smiled. “Easy now. There’s no need for violence. My partner was just defending his wife. He’s made no threats, and he’s calm now. See?”

She glanced at Vincent. He’d stepped away from Sheridan. His face was as expressionless as marble and just as cold. Sheridan nodded.

“No need to question his wife,” he parroted. “She’s not involved. Our focus belongs on his partner, Mr. Delaroche.”

Gerard raised a brow and looked at Vincent. Thanks, mon ami. Put the focus back on me, he said, telepathically.

Even speaking without words, Vincent somehow managed to sneer. You can handle it. Megan can’t.

Gerard got his meaning loud and clear, but Vincent was wrong. Megan was tougher than he gave her credit for, but his partner loved his wife beyond reason, and he’d die to protect her. Gerard envied them that. He’d hoped to find that kind of love with Tina, but now he was destined to spend his life alone, and that hurt almost as much as losing her.

#
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Amber holstered her Glock and eased her hand away, her fingers missing the security of the checkered-textured grip. “You going to give me trouble, Maxwell?”

“Of course not.” He sounded calm. Reasonable. But he’d seemed that way milliseconds before he snapped, moving faster than humanly possible to stand menacingly close to Reid. One minute he’d been calmly leaning against the conference table. Then he wasn’t. And she never even saw him move.

Just like that time in Germany. A chill crawled over her skin. She shook it off. This wasn’t Germany. She wasn’t newly arrived from a fifteen month deployment in Iraq, and she wasn’t suffering from combat fatigue or post-traumatic stress. She knew what she’d seen. Or hadn’t seen. And she hadn’t seen Vincent Maxwell move.

So how the hell had he gotten from Point A to Point B?

She looked at Reid. He was glaring at Delaroche instead of Maxwell. “You okay?” she asked.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” He glanced at her from over his shoulder and then returned his attention to Delaroche. “I want to see your receipts. And don’t think for a minute we won’t go to Alexandria. We’re not only going to request a copy from the Morgan Suites, we’re going to show the clerk some photographs and ask him to identify you. You got a problem with supplying a copy of your employment photo?”

Delaroche looked at Maxwell. Both smiled the oddest little smile. “Not at all,” Delaroche said. “Miss Jackson can get that for you too.”

“Fine.” Reid turned sharply and headed for the door. 

Amber stood for a moment, looking from Delaroche to Maxwell. What the hell just happened? They’d lost total control of the interview. Somehow, the suspects had taken charge. Not that she’d gone in thinking Delaroche or Maxwell was a cold-blooded killer, but now, she suspected both men of a cover-up. They may not be directly involved, but they knew something, and they weren’t talking.

Her chest tightened. So did her fists. She raised her chin and met Delaroche’s gaze. His penetrating blue eyes jolted her. She wouldn’t call it attraction, but there was definitely chemistry, and she didn’t like it. She would, however, use it to her advantage.

“Where’s Axle Travers?” she asked, her voice as compassionate as she could make it.

Mr. Cool shrugged those massive shoulders, showing no emotion except in the depths of his blue gaze. He wasn’t the iceberg he pretended to be. There was a crack in his frozen armor, and that crack shone in his eyes. Grandma always said the eyes were the windows to the soul—God rest hers.

“He’s obviously involved, but is he a conspirator or a victim?” she asked.

Maxwell snarled. “If we knew that, we’d find him.”

Delaroche said nothing, but there was now a tick at the corner of his left eye. Her questions were getting to him. She hid a smile and turned her focus on Maxwell while keeping Delaroche in her peripheral vision. “So, you admit you’re not helping.”

“I didn’t say that,” he ground out.

Maxwell was the hothead. The one with the temper. She could push him—rile him until he made a mistake. If these two were involved in the killings, Maxwell was the one who’d get them caught.

“Well, you pretty much admitted you could find him if you knew whether he was a victim or not. Sounds like you just don’t want to cooperate. Too much bother,” she said with a shrug.

Fury colored Maxwell’s face. His eyes flashed red. Amber jerked and met his gaze. His eyes were a dark, angry brown—not the glowing red of a predatory animal’s.

Shaking off a momentary chill, she reached inside her jacket pocket and pulled out two cards. “If you change your mind and want to talk, give me a call.”

She handed one card to Maxwell. He tossed it on the table without looking at it. She gave the other card to Delaroche. When he took it from her hand, their fingers touched. The resulting sensation was like grabbing hold of a live wire. Hot sparks rushed up her arm and pierced her chest. Her heart jumped.

Delaroche pulled his hand away as if burned. He’d felt it too.

She rubbed her fingers and met his gaze. Her mind went all fuzzy again.

“Are you coming?” Reid called from the door. 

She shook her head to clear the sudden lethargy that seemed to steal her strength. Before she left the room, she turned one last time, meeting Gerard Delaroche’s intense gaze. “We’ll be back.”

His smile stole the breath from her lungs. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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Chapter 3
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“What the hell just happened in there?” Amber asked Reid once they were back in the car. He glanced at her from behind his sunglasses before returning his attention to the road. “We dragged information from Delaroche that Daniels and Tanner couldn’t. We have the pilot’s statement, credit card receipts, and a picture of Delaroche from his employment file. If there’s a discrepancy in the flight plan or the night clerk at Morgan Suites can’t identify him from his photograph, we’ll drag his ass in for more extensive questioning. That’s what happened in there.”

“You didn’t find the exchange with Maxwell odd? I mean, one minute he was lounging against that conference table and the next he was about to jack you up by your lapels. And I never saw him move.”

Just like that time in Germany...

Anxiety quickened her pulse. She took a calming breath and wiped her sweat-slicked palms on her thighs.
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