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  Introduction




  Urban fantasy is the ultimate milieu for a little vamp action. Vampires can get romantic in some pretty freaky ways. So, although this is The Mammoth Book of Vampire Romance

  2, don’t go expecting too much gentle foreplay and whispers of sweet nothings. These can be dark, brooding, vicious creatures who like it . . . a little rough. And sometimes they come

  bearing romance with just the slightest hint of menace. But you’ll also find the lighter side of vamps in here, too. Just be warned: the vampire really does push the boundaries of

  “romance” – often to its bloodiest limits. You just might have to rework your definition of love once you sink your teeth into many of these tales.




  From the get-go, this collection was moving at lightning speed into the dark and dirty waters of urban fantasy. My new co-pilot, YA urban fantasy writer Karen Mahoney (check

  out her short story in the new YA vamp anthology, The Eternal Kiss) who had started work at Murder One with me, was a definite influence. She has the infectious enthusiasm of a kid in a

  candy store (or Wonder Woman with a new invisible plane). When I told her that I was compiling Love Bites she immediately put me in contact with urban fantasy writers she knew through Live

  Journal, Facebook and Twitter. She told me of urban fantasy writers who were going to be in London soon and were keen to come to Murder One for a signing (this is how I met Caitlin Kittredge [think

  of a goth Sandy in Grease with pink streaks in her hair], Stacia Kane and Jordan Summers (who had a great deal of fun laughing at my prudishness over her friend Cheyenne McCray’s

  formerly ultra-hot Succubus story in The Mammoth Book of Paranormal Romance). And Devon Monk, Justine Musk and Jaye Wells should basically be in touch with the police after I stalked them

  mercilessly à la Facebook, with Karen’s gleeful encouragement. I hope you enjoy this dark new collection of vampires and the fantastic writers who write them.




  * * *




  Contest time!




  As some of you might know, I used to buy the romance and fantasy for the amazing, fantastic, totally unique Murder One bookshop in London’s Charing Cross Road, which was

  basically the only bookstore in the UK, likely Europe, to stock an exhaustive list of US romance alongside a phenomenal selection of crime titles. Incredibly, the bookshop closed at the end of

  January after twenty-one years. We have managed, however, to keep it up and running as an online bookstore and mail order business (some consolation to readers, I hope!). We are ecstatic to be

  keeping Murder One alive and look forward to a bigger and brighter future. So, in light of our relaunch, and because we are overjoyed still to be in the business of selling great books to great

  customers, I thought it might be a good time to give away some free books to celebrate Murder One’s phoenix-like rising from the dead!




  Here’s what you have to do: a real honest-to-goodness historical figure appears, totally by coincidence, in two stories in this collection. The first five readers who can give me the name

  of this historical figure, plus the titles of the two stories, as well as the names of the authors, will receive a free, mass-market paperback of their choice – it can be anything: your wish

  is our command! – posted to you anywhere in the world.




  Please send your answers to me at: trisha@murderone.co.uk and check out our website at www.murderone.co.uk




  Murder One is back!




  Let the ghoulish games begin!








  

     

  




  Paris After Dark




  Jordan Summers




  One




  Rachel Chang pinched the cigarette between her lips and reached into her pocket for her lighter. Five years of being nicotine free was about to go up in smoke, if she

  could just get this damn thing to light. She flicked the Zippo and inhaled, then proceeded to choke. Eyes watering, Rachel flicked the cigarette onto the cobblestone as a high-pitched scream

  pierced the night.




  One hand moved to where her weapon should be, while the other automatically reached for the St Michael medal around her neck. For a moment Rachel saw her partner lying in a puddle of blood. She

  closed her eyes and took a deep breath as the panic attack eased. This wasn’t New York. The vision wasn’t real. And this wasn’t her problem. Let someone else clean up the mess for

  a change.




  A second scream followed the first, then ended abruptly. Rachel remained immobile, while her conscience called her every foul name in the book. Unfortunately, the voice in her head wasn’t

  loud enough to drown out the struggle she could hear taking place on the dimly lit road off Boulevard Raspail.




  “You have no authority here. You don’t even speak French. Let the Parisian police handle it,” she muttered under her breath as she came upon a man grappling with a woman. The

  woman’s arms were flailing as she beat at the man’s broad shoulders with her clenched fists.




  The dark-haired man wasn’t striking her back, but he was holding her tight to deflect her blows. It looked like a typical domestic dispute. Only a fool got in the middle of those. Rachel

  had been foolish once and it had cost her dearly. Never again. She shoved her hands in her pockets and kept walking.




  Rachel saw a sign for the Cimetière du Montparnasse affixed to a high, grey brick wall. She glanced at the sky. “Trying to tell me something, partner?” Of course Paul Veretti

  didn’t answer. No one did. Like the residents of the fancy French cemetery, he was dead. All that was left of him was her memories and the St Michael medal around her neck.




  The patron saint must have been on a coffee break the day her partner caught a bullet in the chest – a bullet that was meant for her. It was Rachel’s idea to answer the domestic

  battery call on the drive home. It wasn’t even part of their job. She should’ve been the one to stay in the house and try to calm the battered wife, not Paul. But he’d insisted

  she escort the husband outside and wait for a patrol car to pick him up. Rachel had barely made it to the porch, when the shot rang out. There was a shocked cry and a loud thump. She knew without

  looking what had happened. She felt like that bullet had been chasing her ever since.




  Rachel glanced at the cemetery once more, then asked herself what Paul would do. The answer was obvious. She cursed, then tromped back to the mouth of the street. This was a bad idea. Her gun

  and NYPD badge currently resided an ocean away inside her captain’s desk. She’d have to count on the man fleeing when she confronted him. Rachel ran the odds of that happening in her

  head and let out a string of expletives.




  The woman had stopped struggling and now hung loosely in the man’s arms. Had he struck her after Rachel left? She hated bullies. Hated people who thought their size gave them free rein to

  do as they pleased. The man stood in the shadows with his back to her, but Rachel could tell he outweighed her and the woman by a good fifty pounds. This was such a bad idea.




  “Hey buddy,” she shouted.




  The dark-haired man didn’t acknowledge her, but Rachel saw his broad shoulders tense.




  “Yeah, I’m talking to you. Parlez-vous . . . anglais? Let the woman go,” she said in frustration, wishing she’d paid attention to the French CDs she’d

  checked out of the library.




  He slowly turned. Rachel caught a glimpse of shimmering green eyes, the colour so unnatural it couldn’t possibly be found outside the animal kingdom. Had to be contact lenses. But it

  wasn’t his eyes that held her in place. It was his teeth – his long, very bloody teeth.




  Rachel watched the blood drip down his chin onto his dark suit before he stepped back into the shadows. What in the hell had he been doing? When she’d walked by earlier it had looked like

  the woman was the aggressor. She’d been wrong . . . again. How many people had to die for her to get it right?




  She automatically catalogued the scene, so she could give her statement to the police later. He released the woman. She slumped to the ground like discarded rags. The man grinned, his attention

  now riveted on the new arrival.




  Rachel knew that the fact she was a petite Chinese-American woman made her look like an easy target, but her size was deceptive. “Before you do anything stupid,” she said, knowing it

  was already too late for that, “I think you should know I’ve called the police. I’m placing you under citizen’s arrest.” She pointed to the sidewalk. “Get down

  on the ground.”




  If the dark-haired man understood her, he didn’t let on. He kept approaching at a steady pace. The light should’ve revealed his face, but the shadows seemed to follow him, obscuring

  his pale features. It didn’t matter. Rachel was sure she could identify him from his eyes alone, although they didn’t seem as bright as they’d been moments ago. Must’ve been

  a trick of the light.




  “Stay back,” she said. “This is your last warning.” Rachel held her hands up like her Krav Maga instructor taught her to do. It looked like a defensive posture. It

  wasn’t.




  The man smiled, giving her an up close and personal look at his mouth. He had abnormally long incisors that had been filed into jagged points. He used his blood-covered tongue to caress them as

  he closed the distance between them.




  Give an asshole prosthetic fangs and he thinks he’s a fucking vampire.




  Rachel took a step back, a chill snaking down her spine. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder; he’d be on her before she could make it twenty yards. She needed to draw

  someone’s attention. The man must’ve read her mind because in a blink he went from ten feet away to in her face. Rachel didn’t have time to scream as he slammed her into the wall

  surrounding the cemetery. She landed with a sickening thud. The air rushed out of her lungs with a loud whoosh as pain shot through her body.




  She blinked to clear her vision. The shadows still obscured his features. Rachel brushed at the darkness as he approached. He growled. She gagged as his coppery breath fanned out over her face.

  The guttural sound grew louder. It was the only warning she received.




  Instinct made Rachel throw her hand up a second before his teeth clamped onto her forearm. Her leather jacket ripped as he tore through the thick material like it was made of butterfly wings.

  His sharp incisors punctured her skin. The excruciating pain snapped her out of her initial shock.




  Rachel drove her palm into her attacker’s nose and heard something crunch, then saw blood splatter across his face. She wasn’t sure who was more surprised. Her hand came away covered

  in crimson. She swung again, but her slick palm only grazed his cheek.




  Fury filled his glowing green eyes. The grip he had on her with his teeth tightened and he shook his head, shredding muscle. The human pit bull was going to break her arm, if she didn’t

  get him to release her.




  Rachel hit his nose again, spilling more blood. He grabbed her arm, while his other hand latched on to her throat and began to squeeze. Blood roared in her ears as he tried to kill her. It was

  one thing to contemplate taking her own life, it was quite another to have him take it from her. Rachel thrust her hips forwards and kneed his groin hard. He grunted and released her arm, but the

  hand around her throat remained.




  She tried to break the grip on her neck, using every technique she’d been taught at the police academy, but nothing worked. Rachel hit him until her palm hurt, then hit him some more. His

  nose was now bent at an odd angle and made a strange whistling snort every time he inhaled. She reached for his fingers and began prying them off one at a time as he tightened his hold. The chain

  on her neck sliced her skin, then Rachel felt the links snap.




  “No,” she gritted out.




  He didn’t respond to her plea. Instead, his head whipped around. He stared into the darkness, his gaze searching the shadows. Beyond the dark side street, the lights of Paris twinkled. One

  second he was strangling her and trying to rip her arm off, the next, he ran . . . taking her broken St Michael medal with him.




  Rachel dropped to her knees, clutching her injured arm and coughing as she gulped air into her lungs. It took a second to remember the woman lying on the ground. She didn’t appear to be

  breathing. Rachel crawled to her and felt for a pulse. There wasn’t one.




  “Damn it.”




  She dragged herself to Boulevard Raspail and saw her attacker duck into a nearby building. He hadn’t gone far. Rachel had no doubt if he got away he’d be back on the streets in a few

  days to do the same thing to another woman.




  She forced herself to her feet and stumbled down the sidewalk. Rachel gave a quick glance at the oncoming traffic and rushed across the road. Horns blared as the Parisian drivers narrowly missed

  her. No one braked. She pushed on until she reached a small park that butted up against the building she’d seen the man enter.




  Rachel stepped over the low fence, keeping to the shadows. She couldn’t afford to let him catch her off guard. He’d done it once and it had nearly killed her. A tall wrought-iron

  fence ran alongside the green gothic-looking building that resembled an ornate shed. Rachel continued across the garden until she reached the end of the grass.




  The wrought iron ended at a small gate, which squeaked in the cool evening breeze. A short nose of an entrance poked out of the front of the building. The door was covered in metal mesh. Or at

  least it had been. The mesh had been ripped away. She glanced down and saw a lock on the ground. It had been smashed. She hadn’t seen a weapon on him – with those teeth he didn’t

  need one. Yet he’d obviously been carrying something, unless he’d suddenly become a character out of a James Bond film.




  Rachel knew she should call the police. It was the sensible thing to do, but by the time she found a phone, and someone who could understand her broken French, the killer would be long gone,

  along with Paul’s necklace. She couldn’t allow that to happen, even if all she managed to do was find his hiding place. Despite what the department shrinks thought, she didn’t

  have a death wish . . . most days.




  She pushed the gate open. The metal screeched, announcing her arrival. He’d have to be deaf not to have heard her. Rachel cringed, but kept going until she could squeeze through. The light

  over the sign above the building had been smashed. Broken bits of bulb crunched under her shoes. The main door was open a crack, just enough for her to see the darkness beyond. Rachel turned back

  and grabbed the mangled lock. It wasn’t a perfect weapon, but at least it would aid her punches. Maybe she could manage to knock out his expensive dental work this time.




  Rachel walked back to the door and inched it open. She tilted her head and listened. She could hear the soft fall of footsteps growing fainter by the second. He was getting away. She took a

  breath and stepped through the opening. The door slid shut behind her, extinguishing what little light had been cast.




  She pulled out her lighter and flicked it on. There was a closed door on the left. It was flanked by a tiny archway that opened into a crude office, which lay empty except for a lone chair.

  Rachel raised the lighter and spotted a ramp, leading off to her right. There didn’t appear to be anywhere else he could’ve gone.




  She shored up her courage and followed. Rachel stepped lightly, praying the sound wouldn’t carry. The ramp ended abruptly at a set of winding stairs. She couldn’t see the bottom.




  What in the hell was this place?




  Her arm ached and her neck began to sting, reminding her once more why she was here. Rachel flipped the lighter closed and began a slow, steady descent. Every twenty or so stairs she’d

  stop and listen. She couldn’t hear footsteps any longer, only the steady drip of water pinging off rock. The air had gone from fresh to stale.




  Rachel was just about to call it quits and turn around, when the stairs ended abruptly. Did she dare use her lighter again? What if he was waiting in the shadows? Did she really have a choice?

  Rachel’s heart began to pound as she flicked on the lighter.




  She was standing at the mouth of a tunnel. It appeared to be the only way she could go unless she wanted to climb the hundred or so stairs she’d just come down. If Rachel hadn’t been

  claustrophobic before, she would be now. The narrow tunnel had a low ceiling like the entrance of a tomb. She couldn’t stretch her arms out without hitting rock walls.




  Rachel began walking. It was impossible to be quiet with loose gravel beneath her feet, so she left the lighter on. She stopped every few yards to listen. It was hard to hear anything over the

  pounding of her heart. The sound of water dripping grew louder. The tunnel eventually opened up into a larger chamber. Rachel read the sign above the door. It was written in French: ARRÊTE! ICI C’EST L’EMPIRE DES MORTS.




  It was easy enough to translate: STOP! THIS IS THE EMPIRE OF THE DEAD.




  “Terrific,” she murmured, half-expecting someone to cue horror music.




  Rachel stepped through the archway into a nightmare. Walls of human remains rose from the floor nearly touching the ceiling. Faces of people who’d lived long ago stared at her from empty

  eye sockets, their bones neatly arranged in macabre designs around their skulls.




  Suddenly the room was too warm. Rachel pulled at her coat as her heart slammed into her ribs. The freak had lured her into the catacombs. There were miles of tunnels down here, according to the

  brochures she’d picked up in the airport. No one would hear her scream this far below the surface. They wouldn’t even find her body, if he didn’t want it to be found. So much for

  discovering his hiding place and reporting it to the police. She had to get out of here.




  Rachel took a step back – right into a hard male body. She couldn’t think. Couldn’t breathe. For a moment, fear kept her paralysed, then panic set in. A large pale hand covered

  her mouth before Rachel could draw breath and scream. Her lighter burned her fingers and she dropped it, plunging them into darkness.




  She elbowed the man and tried to smash his nose with her head, but only succeeded in hitting his chest. Rachel braced, expecting a fist to the face. The man made no attempt to strike her. Why

  should he? He had her right where he wanted her.




  A warm breath brushed her neck. His jagged teeth flashed in her mind. He was going to bite her just like he’d bitten the woman and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop

  him.




  “No.” The plea came out garbled behind his hand, but Rachel knew he understood. “Don’t.” She jerked her head and only succeeded in hurting herself.




  “Stop fighting,” he hissed, tightening his grip.




  Her breath rushed past his long fingers as she bit him.




  “Ow, stop that!” He pressed his face closer.




  Rachel tensed and began to tremble as she waited to feel the slice of those fake fangs on her flesh. The pain never came. Heat from the body holding her began to sink into her bones. A moment

  later firm lips brushed her ear lobe and she quivered. What was he playing at?




  Nuzzling her hair, he inhaled. “American. Figures,” he said with distaste in a low French accent. “You must have a death wish, mademoiselle.”




  Two




  “You’re trespassing,” Gabriel Dumont said, ignoring the smell of wild flowers coming from the woman’s hair. He resisted the urge to bury his nose

  in her dark tresses once more. Instead, Gabriel released her. She scurried away. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a flashlight. Not that he needed it to see, but he had no doubt she did.

  “The catacombs are closed. You want to tell me what you’re doing down here?”




  Her soft Asian eyes narrowed as she carefully took in his appearance. The woman wasn’t as young as he’d initially thought. Mid to late thirties if he had to guess. The press of her

  warm lithe body had thrown him off. He was glad to be wrong. Time seasoned a woman. Though it had little meaning to creatures such as himself. Gabriel kept still, trying to look harmless, though he

  was anything but.




  She opened her mouth to reply, but stopped. He could tell by her expression that she was trying to come up with a plausible story for her presence. Smart and beautiful. “Do you work

  here?” she asked, attempting to commandeer the conversation. This was a woman used to being in charge.




  Gabriel’s lips quirked. “Why else would I be here?” It wasn’t like she knew this was the entrance to the Otherworld. Was she simply a tourist trying to sneak in to the

  catacombs after dark? There were plenty who tried and succeeded. Not all got out to tell of their adventures.




  “I was attacked by a man. He came down here.” She ran a trembling hand through her hair.




  He arched a brow. “And you followed him?” Gabriel corrected his earlier assessment of her. The woman was clearly insane.




  “He took something of mine,” she said softly. “I want it back.” She glanced around the cavern, her gaze hopping from skull to skull. “Did you happen to see anyone

  else down here?”




  “No.” He shook his head. “Only you.” Gabriel watched her scan the area. She didn’t miss much. He rarely met humans who paid close attention to their surroundings.

  That’s what made them such easy prey. “What did he take, miss? Miss . . . ?”




  “Rachel Chang. And you are?” she asked, avoiding his question.




  She was good at changing conversational direction. He’d give her that. “My name is Gabriel Dumont.”




  “Can I see your eyes, Mr Dumont?” she asked, taking another step back.




  Gabriel blinked at her question, then slowly raised the flashlight beam to his face.




  “They’re blue,” Rachel said, then visibly relaxed.




  He frowned. “I know. Is that a problem?”




  Rachel waved the question away. “I need to notify the police. There’s been a murder.”




  “I thought you said you were attacked and robbed,” he said, feeling suddenly uneasy.




  “I was. The man who attacked me killed a woman.”




  Gabriel ran a hand over his face. So much for spending a quiet evening at home. “Let’s start at the beginning, shall we?”




  She groaned in frustration. “We don’t have time. We have to get back to the scene.”




  “At least tell me what he took.”




  “My St Michael’s medal.”




  That hadn’t been the answer Gabriel expected. Diamonds, yes. Gold maybe. But not a worthless medal. “They are easy to obtain. Allow me to get you another.”




  “Thanks, but it wouldn’t be the same.” Rachel forced herself to concentrate on getting out of the catacombs. She was sure Gabriel hadn’t been the man who’d attacked

  her, but the place was making her uneasy. She rolled her shoulders, but the sensation of being watched didn’t go away. The killer was nearby. Maybe he was waiting for an opportunity to attack

  Gabriel. She wasn’t going to be responsible for another death tonight.




  “Let’s get out of here,” she said.




  “Right this way, madam.” He motioned for her to go ahead of him.




  “After you,” she said.




  Rachel was huffing from climbing the stairs by the time they reached street level. Gabriel wasn’t even out of breath. She stared at him, getting a better look now that they were under a

  street light. Gabriel’s raven-coloured hair framed a boxer’s face. His features were several fights past handsome, but strangely intriguing. Lines bracketed his blue eyes, but she

  couldn’t gauge his age. Rachel craned her neck. He was taller than her assailant, well over six feet. And she couldn’t help but notice how nicely his broad shoulders filled out his

  jacket.




  She tore her gaze away, when he caught her looking. “It’s this way.” Rachel led him to the side street where she’d last seen the body, but the woman had vanished.




  She searched the bushes. The woman had been lying in the middle of the sidewalk where the man dropped her. Maybe she’d been further along the street than Rachel had realized.




  “Where is she?” Gabriel asked.




  “She should be right here. I don’t understand.” Rachel scanned the shadows.




  He looked up and down the street. “Sure she was dead?”




  Rachel glowered at him. “Positive. I checked her pulse.”




  “Maybe someone reported the incident and they’ve already picked her up,” he suggested.




  “I’m not sure how the Parisian police work, but back in New York we don’t clean up a crime scene this fast,” she said. “Where’s the tape? Where are the

  homicide detectives? Someone should still be here canvassing the neighbourhood for witnesses.”




  Gabriel stiffened. “Are you police?”




  “Homicide detective,” she said absently, ignoring his broken English.




  He inhaled again. “Have you been drinking, detective?”




  Rachel tensed. “I had a few flutes of champagne with dinner, but I know what I saw.”




  “Is this perhaps an elaborate ruse to get out of a trespassing charge?” Gabriel asked.




  Her almond-shaped eyes narrowed to glittering slits. “Listen, if you don’t believe me that’s fine. Just point me in the direction of the nearest police station so I can report

  the incident.”




  “OK.” Gabriel reached for her arm to turn her towards the station. She winced. He instantly released her. “Are you injured?”




  “I’ll live,” she said. “The guy bit me after he bit the woman. He’d reshaped his teeth. Fancied himself a friggin’ vampire.” Rachel snorted. “More

  like a drugged-out psycho.” She shook out her arm and winced.




  Gabriel maintained a placid expression, when inside his thoughts were in turmoil. If what she was saying was true, then it was possible Rachel had been bitten by a vampyre. “May I

  see?” he asked.




  She shrugged and unbuttoned her coat. The second she slipped it off, the scent of blood filled the air. Gabriel swallowed hard, his nostrils flaring to draw the delicious fragrance in.

  “That looks bad. You’re going to need stitches,” he said, fighting the urge to lick her arm from wrist to elbow.




  Rachel glanced down. “It’ll wait.”




  “You really should get that seen to.” He looked away as his mouth began to water. It certainly looked like a vamp bite, although it was in an odd location. Most vamps preferred to

  feed from softer tissue.




  “Police station first. Hospital second.”




  “As you wish, detective.” Gabriel was nearly mad with the desire to feed by the time they reached the station. Without a body to back her claims, Rachel was just another tipsy

  tourist who’d been mugged. The police would take a report, check out the scene, then it would be filed away.




  Rachel came out of the station two hours later, cursing under her breath and scowling. When Gabriel stepped out of the shadows, she startled, clutching her chest.




  “Stop sneaking up on me.” She glared at him.




  “I wasn’t sneaking,” he said. “How did it go?”




  “Just peachy. Can’t you tell? They’re going to contact my captain in New York. That should be an interesting conversation.” She muttered something unintelligible about

  stupid men under her breath, then looked around in confusion. “What are you still doing here?”




  He held up his hands in defence. “Nothing nefarious I assure you. I believe I said you needed to go to the hospital to get that wound cleaned and stitched. I’m here to take

  you.” He gave her a gallant bow. The move seemed natural, like he’d performed it hundreds of times.




  Despite his easy charm, there was something off about Gabriel. It wasn’t how he spoke or behaved. He’d been nothing but courteous. It wasn’t how he moved. For a big man, he was

  incredibly light on his feet. Rachel couldn’t pin down what was bothering her and wouldn’t let it go until she could. She scrubbed a hand over her face. Maybe she was shaken up more

  than she realized.




  She eyed Gabriel cautiously, debating whether to accept his offer. Eventually, she gave in. Rachel had no idea where the nearest hospital was in Paris. She could be standing next to it and

  wouldn’t know it given the architecture in this town. “Lead the way.”




  He grinned. The act transformed his face from weary boxer into something altogether unexpected, taking her breath away. Rachel’s heart jumped and her knees turned to jelly. At least she

  knew she wasn’t dead.




  Three




  Gabriel waited for the doctor to finish patching Rachel up. It didn’t take long once he found the physician he was looking for. It helped to have a vampyre,

  one of the sanguis – the blood – on the inside. Vamp bites weren’t fatal unless a blood exchange had occurred, but the bad ones were painful and did take a long time

  to heal.




  The doctor drew a vial of Rachel’s blood. Gabriel watched him walk into the other room and drink it. His palate was quicker than any lab test. Since sanguis’ blood

  didn’t show up in a victim for twenty-four to forty-eight hours, he could only confirm the presence of sanguis’ saliva and check for contaminants, along with diseases.




  “You’re all set,” the doctor said, returning to the room minutes later. He met Gabriel’s gaze and nodded, confirming his suspicions. She’d been bitten by a member

  of the sanguis, which lent credibility to her story.




  Rachel was given a shot to stave off infection and carefully stitched. With any luck, she’d be on the mend in a few weeks.




  Gabriel’s phone vibrated as Rachel was being discharged. He flipped it open.




  The text contained two words: “Corps trouvé”. Body found.




  He cursed under his breath and closed the phone as Rachel approached. “Ready?”




  She nodded and wobbled on her feet.




  Gabriel grabbed her hand to steady her and awareness flared between them. The warmth of her skin scalded his fingertips and sent shock waves through his body. He slowly released her and cleared

  his throat. “We’d better get you back to your hotel.”




  Her soft brown eyes peered up at him and Gabriel felt his chest constrict. He could get trapped in that gaze if he wasn’t careful. The urge to touch her again made Gabriel’s hands

  itch, but sanguis and human relationships were never a good idea. No matter how careful one was in the beginning, the human inevitably paid the price.




  “You’ve done more than enough,” she said sounding sincere. “I can find my own way home.”




  “Nonsense. Let me at least call you a taxi. I don’t want your last impression of Parisian men to be that of a deranged dentally challenged biter.”




  Rachel laughed, then tilted her chin, sending her long brown hair into her face. Gabriel reached out and brushed the downy soft strands over her shoulder. “Why are you so concerned about

  my impression of the men here?”




  Gabriel hesitated. Anything he said would be far too revealing.




  Rachel’s lips canted. “Don’t worry, you’ve more than made up for the mad biter.”




  He smiled, more pleased than he should be about her admission. He hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’d better call you that taxi. Where are you staying?”




  “Hotel Luxembourg Parc.” Her voice faded with exhaustion.




  “Take a seat. I’ll let you know when it arrives.” Gabriel ducked out the front of the hospital.




  Rachel watched him go. She wasn’t quite sure what to make of Gabriel Dumont. On the one hand, he’d gone well out of his way to help her. It would never have happened had they been in

  New York. She could’ve been bleeding on the sidewalk and no one would’ve stopped. Maybe the French were different, but they hadn’t seemed like it at the police station.




  If Gabriel had an ulterior motive for helping her, Rachel couldn’t see what it could be. She didn’t have money, the only thing stolen was her necklace, and they hadn’t been

  able to find the body. Despite all that, she couldn’t stop the gnawing at her gut that told her she was missing something vital.




  Gabriel popped his head in the door and smiled. The unease she’d felt seconds ago melted under that grin, morphing into something far more dangerous. Rachel didn’t have time for

  romantic liaisons. She needed to find the psycho who’d attacked her and get Paul’s necklace back. She felt naked without its protection, without its comfort.




  * * *




  The taxi drove off with Rachel slumped in the back seat. Gabriel reached into his pocket for his phone and called his partner. “I’ll be there in ten

  minutes.”




  “Hurry up or there won’t be anything left to do,” he said.




  Gabriel found his partner, Claude Russo, off Rue Balard leaning over the body of a blonde-haired woman. Her throat had been ripped out like the other victims they’d found over the past few

  months, leaving only tendon and bone behind. She wore a long black skirt and a purple shirt with a multi-coloured scarf thrown over her shoulders. Her grey eyes were open, frozen with fright.




  He glanced around and saw a sign for Parc Andre. The location was nowhere near Boulevard Raspail where Rachel had been attacked, so it was doubtful there was a connection.




  “What took you so long?” Claude asked, laying out a tarp next to the body. A jug nearby contained a mixture of bleach and water.




  “It’s been a hell of a night,” Gabriel said.




  “Do tell.” Claude rolled the body onto the tarp. He reached for the jug and began to spray the area where the body had been lying.




  “I ran into this crazy American woman down in the catacombs.”




  Claude shook his head. “When will they learn it’s not smart to sneak in there after dark?”




  “That’s just it, she wasn’t down there stealing bones or exploring. She claimed to have witnessed a murder over by Cimetière du Montparnasse. She was chasing her

  attacker, when I found her.”




  “Drinking makes you see things that aren’t there,” Claude said.




  “I’d have thought so, too if it wasn’t for the fact she’d been bitten by one of the sanguis.”




  Claude’s shoulders stiffened. “Then I suppose it’s exceedingly lucky for her that she didn’t catch him.”




  “Yes, it is.” Fear trickled down Gabriel’s spine at the thought of Rachel fighting a sanguis. She was lucky she’d survived the initial attack. And even more

  fortunate he’d come upon her before round two.




  “Come help me roll her.” Claude indicated to the body.




  Gabriel walked over and grabbed the edge of the tarp and slowly covered the woman, then rolled her up tight. “What do you think?” he asked.




  “I think you had it pegged right. The woman is obviously crazy. Who’s to say she was even bitten by one of us. Could’ve been a dog.” His laugh came out as a congested

  snort.




  Gabriel looked at him. “No, it was definitely a sanguis bite. I didn’t believe her at first, but the hospital confirmed it.”




  Claude frowned. “So you found the body?”




  He paused. “That’s the weird part. There wasn’t one. I mean I saw blood. Smelled it everywhere, but the bulk of it was coming from Rachel.”




  Claude arched a brow. “Her name is Rachel. Just how well did you get to know this woman?”




  Gabriel tensed at the underlying implication in Claude’s tone. “Not well.”




  “But you’d like to, eh, ami?” he asked.




  “She needed help, so I helped her.” Gabriel looked away. He wasn’t sure how he felt about Rachel. She brought out a protective side of him Gabriel thought he’d lost long

  ago.




  “How does she taste? Good?” Claude asked.




  Gabriel shifted impatiently on his feet. “I wouldn’t know.”




  “You didn’t bite her?” he asked, sounding surprised. “It’s always important to know how she tastes before you make her a regular donor.”




  Gabriel glared. “She’s not going to be a donor. Rachel’s already been through enough between the bite and her necklace being stolen. Damn fool is determined to get it back. It

  obviously has sentimental meaning.”




  “Is that so?” Claude murmured. “It doesn’t really matter what she wants. It’s not like she’ll be able to find the guy when even the Trackers haven’t

  succeeded. And they’ve been hunting him far longer.”




  “Did I mention she’s a New York City homicide detective?”




  Claude’s head whipped around. “No, you left that part out.”




  “I’ve seen her type. She’s not going to let this go.” Gabriel slipped a plastic tie around one end of the tarp. “I have to try to find the necklace for her. The

  sooner she leaves Paris, the better. We don’t need a credible witness running around screaming about vampyres.”




  “She actually used the ‘v’ word?” His disgust over the use of the derogatory term was evident.




  Gabriel lifted the woman’s feet as Claude tied the other end of the tarp. “Yes, but she thinks he’s a fake, assumes he’s had cosmetic dentistry. Thank God for goths and

  movies.”




  “Oui.” Claude snorted, then wheezed.




  “Are you all right?” Gabriel asked.




  “I accidentally inhaled some of the bleach fumes when I was mixing tonight’s batch of cleaners.” They lifted the body into Claude’s van. “Hopefully the Trackers

  will catch the killer soon.”




  “It would certainly make our job easier,” Gabriel said. “Let’s hurry. I want to drop by Luxembourg Parc to make sure Rachel’s OK before reporting the incident to

  the Sang High Council.”




  Claude’s attention sharpened. “Sounds like you’re developing a bit of a soft spot for this mortal.”




  Gabriel avoided his partner’s knowing gaze. “Sanguis don’t have soft spots, remember? They’re ripped out at rebirth.”




  Claude’s green eyes narrowed. “Whatever you say, my friend.”




  Rachel could see the woman clearly. She wore a blue sweatsuit and a black cap. Her long red ponytail bobbed as she set off at a brisk pace on her jog. The sun had faded,

  leaving streaks of purple and grey behind. Her pale skin looked nearly translucent despite the blood pumping beneath and it gave off a faint musky aroma. Rachel could see the veins networking

  through her neck. They were a blue relief against the alabaster. She was so hungry, so very thirsty. Rachel licked her cracked lips, but nothing but the woman’s blood could quench her burning

  need. She had to catch her, stop her, taste her.




  Suddenly Rachel was moving. Slowly at first, then gaining speed. The distance between her and the woman closed rapidly. The bushes beside her blurred as she raced to catch her. One hand

  reached out for the woman’s red ponytail, while the other sealed her mouth. There was a flash of teeth, then a muffled scream as she sank fangs into the woman’s throat. Desire –

  thick, rich, and tantalizing – flooded Rachel. She wanted more, needed more. Her body craved completion.




  Gaze riveted, Rachel watched blood drip down the woman’s throat and her mouth began to water. The woman slumped. Rachel could hear the sound of the redhead’s heart thump

  erratically in her chest. One thump, then three in quick succession. Then there were no more. The silence was broken by a loud menacing growl.




  Rachel jerked awake and looked around. The TV was on low and her suitcase was poking out of the closet where she’d left it. Her stomach rumbled and she fell back onto the

  bed.




  The dream had been so real. She could almost taste the blood in her mouth. Another wave of desire scorched her. Her stomach growled again. Rachel swallowed hard and tossed the covers off, then

  sprinted to the bathroom. She barely made it to the toilet before she threw up.




  When nothing else would come up, Rachel gripped the sink and pulled herself to her feet. How could she feel anything but revulsion at the thought of drinking someone’s blood? It had to be

  her subconscious working overtime. She was simply reliving the trauma of last night . . . even though this woman wasn’t wearing a long black skirt and a purple shirt like the first

  victim.




  Rachel turned on the tap and splashed water on her face. It did little to remove the haze her mind was shrouded in. She needed a shower then maybe she’d be able to face the day. Rachel

  carefully unwound the dressing on her arm. The bite stank and oozed thick green pus. If the doctor hadn’t said that would happen, she would be worried that it was infected. She dropped the

  dirty bandages into the trash and turned on the shower.




  It didn’t take long to strip out of her clothes. Rachel stepped under the spray and immediately jumped back as the water peppered her body. She could feel every drop pierce her flesh. She

  looked down half expecting to see blood. There wasn’t any, but her skin was abnormally red where the water had touched.




  “You’re just bruised from the fight,” Rachel told herself as she made her way back under the spray. It didn’t get any better. If anything, the sensation was worse.




  She stayed in the shower just long enough to wash her hair and rinse off. She’d never been hypersensitive before. Hell, maybe it was the water pressure in Paris, Rachel thought as she

  turned off the tap.




  She wrapped a towel around her hair and body, then ran a hand over the fogged mirror. At first glance, she didn’t see herself. Rachel swiped her hand again, then caught a glimpse of her

  face. It was faint, but she could at least make out her features. Parisian steam was obviously tougher than New York bathroom steam. She looked up at the ceiling. They really should put fans in

  these places.




  Rachel put on her make-up the best she could, then got dressed and bound her wound. She wanted to revisit the side street where she’d been attacked. Maybe the killer had dropped something

  she could use to locate him. She had a far better chance of finding proof in the daylight than she did at night. He wouldn’t be the first perp stupid enough to leave a cell phone or a

  business card behind.




  She glanced at the clock to see if there was enough time to grab breakfast first. It was six. She’d gone to bed at four in the morning. Rachel had never felt this rested after so little

  sleep. She turned the volume up on the television and flipped it to the English-language channel. The evening news had just begun. She looked back at the clock. It couldn’t be. Rachel walked

  over to the phone and called the front desk.




  “Hello, could you please tell me what time it is?” she asked.




  “But of course, madam. It is six o’ clock,” the woman said politely.




  “In the evening?”




  “Oui, madam.”




  “Thank you.” Rachel’s legs were trembling as she slowly hung up the phone. She ran a hand through her hair. “Pull yourself together,” she muttered.




  Rachel walked over to the window and threw back the curtain. So much for finding proof in the daylight. She stared at the Jardin du Luxembourg across the street. The park’s gates were

  closed for the night. She was about to shut the drapes when she noticed movement near the sidewalk.




  The shadows surrounding the park shifted and a man appeared. Rachel watched in horror as he grinned, flashing glaring white fangs. He held up his hand and let something drop. Light from the

  street light caught the silver chain dangling from his fingertips. It swayed gently back and forth like a pendulum. Rachel could see it clearly. It was her St Michael medal – Paul’s St

  Michael medal. The bastard was taunting her with it, daring her to come and get it. How did he find her?




  “Son of a bitch!” she growled, grabbing her coat as she headed out the door.




  Rachel reached the front of the hotel within a minute and glanced up and down the street. There was no one around. She picked a direction and ran up the road. He had to be here somewhere. He

  wouldn’t go to all this trouble, and then hide.




  She scanned the cafes, but didn’t spot him. He couldn’t have gone far. Rachel had left the hotel room the second she’d seen him. At most, he’d be a block ahead of her.

  She was looking down a side street, trying to decide whether to head in another direction, when she collided with a hard, unyielding male chest. Strong arms enveloped her. Rachel took a deep breath

  to scream and caught a familiar scent. She looked up and all thoughts of fleeing disappeared as she fell into Gabriel Dumont’s blue eyes.




  Four




  Gabriel continued to hold her, enjoying the feel of soft womanly curves in his hands. He longed to pull her closer, taste her full lips, answer the need he could see

  burning in her eyes. Rachel recovered before he could act on those impulses.




  She grabbed the front of his shirt and yanked. “Did you see him?”




  “See who?” He looked around, but didn’t immediately spot anyone. Gabriel inhaled, catching the familiar fragrance of her floral shampoo. He forced his senses to move on. There

  were sanguis about, but none nearby.




  “The killer. He was here.” She craned her neck to scan the street.




  Something fluttered dangerously in Gabriel’s chest. “What do you mean he was here?” The calm in his voice belied the building rage scorching his veins.




  Rachel released him. “I just saw him outside my hotel. He had my necklace. Held it up so I could see it. The son-of-a bitch all but dared me to come and get it.”




  Her skin tone had faded to milk, emphasizing the dark circles under her eyes.




  “Are you feeling all right?”




  “Don’t change the subject,” Rachel snapped. “I can tell by your expression that you don’t believe me.”




  There was no deception that Gabriel could sense in her speech. Rachel believed every word coming out of her mouth. She’d obviously seen something that shook her up, but could it really be

  her attacker?




  “How did he find me?” she asked quietly. If it wasn’t for the fine tension thrumming through her body, he would’ve believed the calm she projected.




  “No idea,” Gabriel said. “Are you sure it was him?”




  “Positive.” A muscle in Rachel’s jaw began to tic. “You’re the only one who knows where I’m staying.”




  Gabriel flinched, his temper pricked by her insinuation. “Are you accusing me of something?”




  Rachel stepped closer. Waves of heat emanated from her tiny body as she peered up at him. “No one else knew where I was staying.”




  “The police knew, but I take it you’ve already ruled them out.” They stood nose to nose. “So you think I moved the body, took you to the police, and then the hospital so

  that I could turn around and tell your attacker where to find you? Are you even listening to yourself?”




  “I know how it sounds, but that scenario is far more likely than my attacker tailing us all night,” Rachel said. “He’s not an idiot. He isn’t going to sit outside a

  police station and wait for me to come out. And the police aren’t likely to assist a killer by giving him my address.”




  Gabriel kept his temper in check. “I can assure you that I’ve told no one where you’re staying,” he lied easily. He’d had to list her whereabouts in the report

  he’d given the high council. All random sanguis attacks had to be reported. It was Sang law. The thought that his actions had somehow endangered her made him ill.




  Rachel touched her head and swayed.




  Gabriel moved quickly, catching her arm. “When was the last time you ate?”




  She shrugged, ignoring the revulsion she felt at the thought of ingesting anything solid. What was wrong with her? Blood made her hungry and the idea of food made her sick. Rachel’s lack

  of an answer was all the encouragement Gabriel needed.




  “You’re coming with me. We have to get some food in you before you pass out on the street.” He led her down the sidewalk towards Rue de Seine.




  Cafes, galleries, patisseries and used bookstores lined the quaint French street that bordered St Germain-des-Prés and the Latin Quarter. Gabriel found a cafe he liked, then quickly

  deposited her in a seat.




  “That wasn’t necessary,” Rachel said, shaking her head to ease the dizziness. Her arm ached and her body trembled. If she’d been throwing up this whole time, Rachel

  would’ve thought she’d caught the flu. She rubbed her arm. Maybe she was experiencing side effects from the tetanus shot she’d been given. It had happened before. Or it could be

  the bite.




  Gabriel gave her an entirely too male condescending look. “Obviously it was necessary, if you haven’t even bothered to eat today.”




  “Give me a break,” she said. “I just got up.”




  His long lashes shuttered his eyes. “What?”




  “Up until – ” she glanced at her watch “– an hour ago, I thought it was morning. I slept all day. Getting mugged takes it out of me, I guess.”




  His frown deepened.




  “I’m sure it’s nothing,” she assured him. “Probably just coming down with something. They did all the important tests at the hospital. The guy didn’t have

  HIV, according to the doctor. Never thought to have them check for rabies.”




  Gabriel’s lips twitched. “It’s doubtful he had rabies.”




  Rachel smiled, happy that she’d been able to relieve the worry she’d seen on his face moments ago. “I’m sure once I eat I’ll be all right.”




  Gabriel sat forwards. “You’re sure it was him?”




  Her grin faded. “I’ve been a cop for fifteen years. My job has made me good at remembering details. It was him.”




  His expression turned pensive once more.




  Rachel squeezed his hand. It was cool to the touch, but warmed quickly. “I’m sorry I accused you of selling me out.”




  Gabriel shook his head and dark hair fell over one eye. She brushed it back, her fingers lingering longer than necessary. He was watching her carefully, but he didn’t try to pull away. The

  tension between them rose, but this time it had nothing to do with discussing her attacker. It had been easy to ignore the simmering attraction between them the first time, given the circumstances,

  but now there was no denying it.




  He cleared his throat. “You better order. I need to get you back to the hotel so you can rest. You’ve been through a lot.”




  “Yeah.” Rachel glanced away. She couldn’t believe how bold she’d been. She never made moves on men, especially men she didn’t know. Rachel wondered what she

  would’ve done had Gabriel responded in kind. From the look on his face, she could tell he’d been tempted, but he hadn’t acted. Instead, Gabriel had remained chivalrous to his

  core.




  A lot of predators sought victims by gaining their trust. Even as the thought fluttered through her cop brain, Rachel knew that wasn’t the case here. Gabriel had been just as

  shocked by her attacker’s audacity as she’d been. She’d seen it in his eyes before he’d carefully schooled his expression. Now he was brooding. Or at least he had been until

  she’d touched him.




  Rachel had felt his muscles lock under her fingertips, but for some reason she couldn’t stop herself. She’d wanted to feel his hair since he’d taken her to the hospital. It had

  looked so soft, so tempting. She forced her traitorous gaze away from his rough-hewn face.




  “Aren’t you going to eat?” she asked, staring at the menu like she could understand French.




  “Later,” he said. “The French don’t dine this early, only tourists do.” Gabriel grinned at her, then caught the waiter’s attention.




  “I’ll have beef stew. You do have beef stew, right?” she asked.




  “Oui, madame,” the waiter said.




  “And bring us a bottle of house red,” Gabriel added.




  “I don’t think I can drink anything.” Rachel looked at Gabriel. “I’m not even sure I’m going to be able to eat.”




  He touched her forehead. “You’re a little warm. How are you feeling?”




  “Flu-ish.”




  “For how long?” he asked. Gone was the flirting.




  Rachel sighed. “Since yesterday. Could be the shot, but it’s probably the bite working its way through my system. It’s not unheard of for people who suffer from a human bite to

  get sick afterwards. I’ve been through it before. I’ll live.”




  The waiter returned with the stew and their wine. He placed the steaming bowl in front of Rachel. “Smells delicious,” she said, looking at the beads of fat floating on top of the

  broth. Her stomach threatened to rebel as she lifted the spoon.




  “I think you need to tell me exactly what happened last night,” Gabriel said after the waiter retreated into the kitchen. “Start from the beginning and don’t leave

  anything out, including the significance of the necklace.”




  “That’s personal.” Rachel put the spoon down. She couldn’t share the pain she’d been through with a stranger. Could she?




  “You have my word of honour I will not tell anyone,” Gabriel said.




  There was no denying he meant what he said. Rachel could see the sincerity in his eyes. If she were prone to fantasy, she’d say she could see his very soul. It glowed like a soft beacon

  inside of him, warming her.




  Once Rachel decided to open the floodgates, the words flowed out. She told Gabriel everything, starting with the domestic battery she and Paul had investigated. She explained what had occurred

  the days after he’d been shot. How Paul had lingered in a coma and had eventually been taken off life support. His family had given her the St Michael’s medal he’d been wearing

  the day of the shooting. The bullet had grazed the edge of the medal leaving a permanent gash behind. She’d put the necklace on at the funeral and hadn’t removed it since.




  Rachel described the man who’d attacked her. Talked about his teeth, the blood, and green glowing eyes. She gave a blow-by-blow account of how she’d struck him and broken his nose,

  then how something had spooked him.




  When she was done, Rachel felt as if she’d been put through an industrial tumble dryer. She hadn’t talked about Paul and the shooting since it had happened. She still couldn’t

  believe she’d told Gabriel everything, but there was no denying the relief coursing through her. An invisible weight had been lifted. And it was all thanks to the man sitting across from her.

  “Thank you for listening,” she said.




  “Anytime.” Gabriel reached for her hand, but drew back before he touched her. “How are you feeling now that you’ve had some food?”




  She shrugged. “The same.”




  Gabriel forced a grin as dread filled him. He’d listened to Rachel pour her heart out. She’d been carrying so much pain, so much guilt. It wasn’t fair. She didn’t deserve

  to have this forced upon her. No one did. If he’d had doubts about the symptoms before, they were gone now. Rachel had caused a blood exchange with the vamp that had attacked her when

  she’d broken his nose.




  She was infected. No longer human, Rachel was now a revenant that would soon be crawling back to the grave.




  Like most viruses, the sanguis virus would take a few days to fully incubate. Once it did, if Rachel didn’t receive more blood from her sire, she’d die.




  Anger engulfed him as he glanced at the vibrant, brave woman seated across from him. How dare a stray take the life of one so noble? It wouldn’t mean anything to her in the end, but

  Gabriel vowed to himself to avenge her. In the meantime, he’d make Rachel as comfortable as possible.




  “What he has taken from you is unforgivable, but you must move on. Enjoy your time. There is no getting your –” he paused “– life back.”




  “St Michael’s medal back,” Rachel said at the same time.




  For a moment their words hung in the air, a jumble of sentences not meant to be strewn together. Then her brows slowly drew down over her brown eyes.




  “What did you just say?” she asked. “Better yet, what do you mean?”




  Gabriel didn’t know what to say. He was shocked as much by her statement as she’d been by his. How could she still be worrying about such a trivial item when her life as she knew it

  was over?




  “He bit you,” he said slowly.




  “Uh-huh, and I told you I’ve been bitten before,” Rachel said as if she were speaking to a child.




  Gabriel took a sip of wine. “You don’t understand.”




  “You said he didn’t have rabies.” Rachel glanced at her bandaged arm.




  Most women in Rachel’s position would be in hysterics by now. “No, not rabies. Something far worse.” Gabriel stared at her, taking in the arch of her brow, the soft curve of

  her neck, the gentle rise of her breasts. So beautiful and full of life. He wanted to reach out and pull her into his arms. Hold her tight and never let her go. He had to say something. Explain

  what had happened, but . . .




  How do you tell someone you are beginning to care about that they’ll be dead by the weekend?




  Five




  “I don’t feel so good.” Rachel clutched her stomach and hunched over.




  He rose to his feet. “We need to get you back to the hotel.”




  She swayed. “Not until you explain what’s happening to me.”




  Gabriel sighed. “I will, but this is not the place. What I need to tell you requires privacy.”




  “Fine, but you’re not leaving until you do,” she said, daring him to argue.




  Sadness clouded his eyes. “You’re not going to like what I have to say.”




  Rachel stood as Gabriel threw money down on the table. “I’ve got news for you. There’s nothing you can say that will be worse than the day I learned my partner had been removed

  from life support.”




  Gabriel’s expression was grave when he finally answered. “Remember you said that after we talk.”




  Rachel’s feet were dragging and they still had a block to go before they reached the luxurious Luxembourg Parc boutique hotel. She felt worse now that she’d eaten, and the dread of

  the upcoming conversation wasn’t helping matters. What could Gabriel possibly say that was worse than Paul’s death? And what had he meant by the attack costing her life? She glanced his

  way. He remained focused on the sidewalk, lost in thought.




  Her head spun and Rachel reached out to steady herself. Her hand missed and she began to fall. Strong arms swept her up before she hit.




  “This is embarrassing.” Rachel fidgeted and looked around to see if anyone was watching. “Put me down.”




  His blue gaze arrested her, stopping her struggles. “You are in no condition to argue.”




  As much as she’d hate to admit it, Gabriel was right. Besides, Rachel enjoyed being in his arms. He carried her as if she weighed nothing, cradling her close to his chest. Each step he

  took lulled her, until she eventually nodded off.




  The dark-haired woman left the party, bidding her friends goodbye. She walked down the busy boulevard, then turned left onto a quiet street. The crowds faded in the distance

  as her long strides took her further away from safety.




  Her ebony skin shimmered in the darkness. It flowed like the black fabric of her cocktail dress. The tap, tap, tap of her heels sounded obscenely loud in the stillness of the night. Rachel

  watched the pulse jump under the skin at her neck. It throbbed in time to her steps. A coppery fragrance reached her, so enticing that Rachel had to find out where it was coming from. The woman

  turned, startled by someone behind her. Then she smiled.




  “Oh, it’s just you,” she said.




  Rachel’s mouth was sand dry as she licked her lips. So thirsty. So hungry. So hot. She shifted, trying to get comfortable, but it was impossible.




  Fangs flashed and the woman’s smile faded. She didn’t get a chance to scream as the sharp teeth tore at her slender throat. Blood bubbles escaped from her mouth as unnatural

  desires were fed.




  Rachel cried out and bolted upright. Gabriel was seated in a nearby chair. He rose instantly and came forwards.




  “What happened?” he asked.




  She blinked. “I saw him. I saw . . . she’s dead.”




  He frowned. “Who’s dead?”




  “The woman.” Her body arched as she threw the covers off. “How did I get here?” A moan escaped before Rachel could stop it.




  “You fell asleep in my arms. I fished the key out of your pocket and put you to bed.”




  Rachel rubbed her hands down her thighs. “I ache. What’s happening to me?”




  A pained expression passed over Gabriel’s face. “What I’m about to say is going to sound crazy.”




  Rachel writhed on the bed. She couldn’t seem to ease the need burning through her body. If she didn’t get relief soon, she wouldn’t hear a word that Gabriel had to say. She bit

  her lip and blood welled.




  Gabriel’s gaze locked on her mouth. He hadn’t moved, but the heat coming off him was approaching nuclear. His eyes devoured her. Everywhere his gaze touched ignited an answering

  flame inside of her.




  She mewed. “What are you doing to me?”




  “I could ask you the same thing,” he said. His nostrils flared and his muscles tensed, revealing the outline of his straining arousal.




  Rachel’s breath caught as a new kind of hunger struck. “We’ll talk later.” She reached for him, and he came to her without a fight.




  The second their lips fused Rachel was lost. Her mind took a back seat to her need. She blindly stripped Gabriel’s shirt off, feeling the hard planes of muscle that had been hiding

  beneath. She couldn’t get enough of him. Rachel followed the dark trail of hair down his stomach, her greedy fingers seeking his hard length. Gabriel gasped when she closed around him, but

  stopped her from exploring further.




  “Not yet,” he said through gritted teeth. “I want this to last.”




  He reached for the front of her blouse and ripped, sending buttons and material flying. Rachel threaded her fingers through his hair as she pulled him into another embrace. Tongues, lips and

  teeth collided as they devoured one another in a frenzy of melding flesh.




  Gabriel’s hands seemed to be everywhere at once, stroking and teasing her until Rachel was convinced she’d expire from sheer delight. Somehow he managed to finish undressing them

  both then went to work pleasuring her from head to toe. Gabriel had a very talented mouth that he put to good use. It didn’t take long for Rachel to reach her first peak.




  Her body continued to quiver as he slipped inside of her and began to move. Sweat glistened on his forehead. Her hands danced along his spine, feeling the muscles bunch beneath her fingertips.

  Rachel couldn’t tell where she left off and he began. He reached between their bodies and stroked until she soared ever higher. Rachel was still crying out in passion, when she felt a slight

  sting below her ear. Gabriel nuzzled her neck, gently lapping the spot, while he rolled his hips, driving deep to tumble her over the edge. He gave one last thrust, then followed her into

  oblivion.




  It took several minutes before either of them could move. Gabriel slowly withdrew from her and gently kissed her lips. “Thank you,” he said.




  “For what?”




  “For sharing something so precious with me.” His thumb gently brushed her neck.




  “It was just sex,” Rachel said, knowing it was so much more.




  Gabriel met her gaze and shook his head. “No, it wasn’t.”




  Rachel’s heart fluttered at his admission. It would be so easy to love this man. She shied away from the idea. She still hadn’t heard what he had to say. She might not feel the same

  afterwards. Even Rachel realized it was already too late. The vulnerability and need she’d seen in Gabriel’s blue eyes had allowed her to unlock the pain she’d been harbouring.

  Whether he realized it or not, they needed each other.




  “We better get this over with,” she said reluctantly.




  Gabriel rolled off her, taking his warmth with him. “I was hoping we could . . . ”




  She smiled. “Maybe later.”




  His lips thinned. “I doubt you’ll be in the mood after I explain what really happened the night you were attacked. In fact, I’ll be amazed if you don’t toss me out of the

  room.”




  “Not much shocks me these days,” Rachel said, growing weary.




  “This is going to sound utterly mad, but it’s the absolute truth.” He waited until he had her attention. “The man who attacked you wasn’t a man at all.”




  “He was a woman?” she asked in confusion.




  Gabriel shook his head. “No, he was a sanguis, a blood. You’re more familiar with the term vampyre.”




  Rachel slowly sat up, pulling the covers close as fear engulfed her. He was insane. She’d been so blinded by the promise of passion that she’d ignored what her gut had been telling

  her all along. “Could you repeat that please?”




  His chin dropped. “You heard me. I know how it sounds, but I can prove it.”




  Rachel judged the distance to the door, then asked, “How?”




  “Just know that I would never hurt you.” Gabriel’s voice cracked. “Ever.”




  Rachel rose from the bed and grabbed her robe. “You are freaking me out.”




  Gabriel gave her a sad smile. “Not as much as I’m about to,” he said, revealing the tips of his fangs.




  Rachel nearly tripped over her feet trying to get away. “Oh my God! What are you?”




  “I’m a sanguis. We call it sang here in France. It means blood.”




  Her hands trembled as she tied her robe. “Are you telling me you’re like the creep who attacked me?” Horrified, Rachel reached for the spot on her neck where she’d felt

  the prick.




  “No!” Gabriel’s jaw tensed. “I am nothing like the animal that attacked you. I clean up his messes.”




  “You know who did this and you didn’t tell me.” Fear was instantly replaced with anger. “How can you live with yourself?”




  “What kind of man do you think I am?” he asked. “Wait –” he held up his hands “– don’t answer that.”




  Rachel stared at him, waiting for him to sprout horns. “You must really think I’m a fool.”




  Gabriel looked tired when he finally met her gaze. “You are many things, Rachel Chang, but a fool is not one of them. I don’t know who attacked you. If I did, justice would’ve

  been swift. I assure you. I’ve been trying to keep you safe.”




  “How? By lying to me?”




  “Would you have believed me had I said something sooner?” he asked.




  Hell, Rachel wasn’t sure she believed him now. Trouble was she’d been a cop long enough to know when someone was lying and, as much as she didn’t like what he had to say,

  Rachel knew Gabriel wasn’t.




  “What did the asshole that bit me really do to me?” She sank into the chair by the window.




  Gabriel sat up on the bed. The duvet fell to his waist, revealing a sculpted abdomen. Rachel drank the sight in, then forced her gaze away. The desire she felt now was tempered by anger.




  “A normal sang or vampyre bite doesn’t do anything to the mortal other than leave them a little weak. Unfortunately when the vamp bit your arm, you struck him,

  shattering his nose. This caused a blood exchange.”




  “What does that mean exactly?” she asked.




  He took a deep breath. “There’s no easy way to say this.”




  “I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m not a patient person, Gabriel. Just tell me.”




  “You’ve been infected. You’re dying, Rachel.” Gabriel’s voice held no emotion when he delivered the news.




  Rachel had spent the last several months dodging the bullet that had been meant for her and now it had finally found her. Of course it wasn’t a real bullet this time, but the infection had

  the same effect. It was just a little slower acting. Instead of fearing the future, she was strangely relieved. “How long do I have?”




  “A day. Maybe three max.”




  The news sucker-punched her in the gut. Rachel had hoped it would be longer than that, but she recovered quickly. Her mind raced to comprehend all she’d been told. “You were

  obviously infected, how come you’re still alive?”




  “Because my sire stayed around to make sure I was fed,” he said quietly.




  Rachel looked at him. “Since mine’s a psycho that’s not going to happen.”




  Gabriel slowly shook his head. “No.”




  “That doesn’t leave us much time,” she said.




  His brow furrowed. “Time for what?”




  “To catch this bastard and get my necklace back.”




  Gabriel stood, gloriously at ease with his nakedness. “Didn’t you hear what I said?”




  “Every word.” Rachel closed the distance between them. Gabriel flinched when she touched his cheek. “If what you say is true, I don’t have much time left. I plan to make

  every second count, starting with bringing the bastard down. Help or stay out of my way. It’s your choice.”




  “You know I won’t let you go after him alone. It would be a slaughter.”




  “I didn’t go down easy the first time.”




  Gabriel kissed her. “No, you did not. You are a remarkable woman.”




  Rachel blushed. “Bet you say that to all the girls.”




  He stared at her. “I’ve never said that to anyone until now.” Gabriel sighed. “Where should we start?”




  “That’s easy,” Rachel said, grateful for the change in subject. “The catacombs. I chased him there once. There’s a good possibility he’ll show again. Besides,

  we have an advantage.”




  Gabriel cocked his head. “What’s that?”




  “Me.” Rachel shrugged. “He’s obviously after me.”




  He nodded. “You’ve seen his face. He knows you can identify him. That makes you a threat.”




  She grinned. “Perfect, so let’s give him what he wants.”




  Gabriel turned away. “It’s too dangerous.”




  Rachel snorted. “I’m dying. There’s nothing else he can do to me.”




  “That’s where you’re wrong,” Gabriel said. “There are a lot of things worse than death.”




  Six




  The plan wasn’t foolproof, but it was the best they could do under the circumstances. The bodies of the two women Rachel had seen in her dreams had been discovered,

  one by Gabriel’s team and the other by the Parisian police. The fact that the police had been brought in troubled the Sang High Council. A termination order was given to the Trackers of

  Paris. There would be no trial.




  Somehow the killer was keeping tabs on Rachel. She and Gabriel were counting on the fact that he’d follow her, if she left herself open for attack. The best place to do that was in the

  catacombs.




  Hiding until it closed for the evening hadn’t been difficult, although it did require crawling on mountains of bones. Rachel lay on a pile swallowed by shadows and concentrated on not

  moving. Mentally she kept apologizing to the dead for the inconvenience. When the last employee did his rounds, she slowly made her way off her bed of bones. Human remains from the eighteenth

  century crunched beneath her booted feet. Somewhere nearby Gabriel was waiting, careful not to give his presence away.




  Despite everything she’d been told over the last two days, Rachel felt at peace for the first time in a year. She turned on her flashlight and made her way down the path towards the sound

  of water dripping. There was no guarantee the killer would show tonight or any other night for that matter. They were counting on his arrogance to bring him.




  Rachel reached the stone chalice, which held water that steadily dripped from the ceiling. She and Gabriel had picked the spot earlier because the area was wider here than along the rest of the

  trail. There were no benches, so Rachel had to stand. She leaned against a wide column that looked to be holding up the cave-like roof. Rachel extinguished the flashlight allowing the darkness to

  envelop her. Nothing left to do but wait.




  The drip, drip, drip of the water onto the stone lulled her mind. Rachel replayed much of her life and realized that, with the exception of Paul’s death, she had few regrets. She’d

  come to Paris to contemplate ending her life, only to discover a reason to live. Too bad it was too late.




  Drip, drip, drip, silence.




  She waited for the next drip, but it never came. Rachel slowly straightened, her ears straining to hear. Something nearby had stopped the water. The hair on Rachel’s neck rose, leaving

  gooseflesh in its wake. “I know you’re here,” she said.




  “Come for your necklace?” a male voice said, far too close for comfort.




  “Yes, and to get justice for the women you killed.”




  He laughed, the sound rusty from disuse. “We both know that’s not going to happen.”




  A cool chain touched the skin on the back of her hand. Paul’s necklace. Rachel snatched for it, but missed.




  “So close,” he said smugly. “Now, what am I going to do with you?”




  The floodlights came on suddenly. Rachel blinked, temporarily blinded.




  “Claude? What are you doing here?” Gabriel asked.




  Rachel’s vision cleared and she saw the dark-haired man from the side street standing four feet from her. His green gaze was locked on Gabriel.




  “You know this man?” she asked.




  Gabriel didn’t take his gaze off the other man when he answered. “This is my partner – my friend. We work together.”




  Rachel’s stomach pitched. “This is the man who attacked me. He killed those women.”




  “Claude, what is she talking about?” Gabriel’s disbelief was clear.




  “The woman is obviously mad. You said so yourself. Why else would she be down here so close to the Otherworld entrance?”




  Gabriel’s blue eyes burned holes in his partner. “I heard what you said. Every word. Looking back, I should’ve known. You knew she’d been drinking the night of the attack

  before I even said anything. The only way you could’ve known that was if you were there.”




  He tugged at his cuff, straightening it. “That is a shame, mon ami. It would’ve been easier had you stayed out of it.” Claude launched himself at Gabriel, knocking him

  into the wall of bones, then proceeded to pound on him with his fists.




  Rachel hadn’t even seen him move. It would be a very short fight if she didn’t do something quick. “Claude,” she shouted, then grabbed a thigh bone and hit him on the

  side of the head as he turned, giving Gabriel time to scramble to his feet.




  The men circled, taking swipes at each other with their bare hands. Given the power behind their blows and the sharpness of their teeth, they didn’t need weapons. Rachel watched in

  fascinated horror as each man tore chunks of flesh from the other. Gabriel was bleeding badly now and didn’t look nearly as focused as he’d been earlier. Claude dodged right and struck

  Gabriel across the head with his fist. Gabriel went down – hard.




  “Let’s end this so we can have some alone time.” Claude smiled viciously at Rachel as he pulled a long antique dagger out of his sleeve.




  Gabriel moaned and tried to stand.




  She’d already seen what Claude did to women and had no intention of joining his little club. Rachel looked around quickly and snatched up two damaged bones. The joints had been

  snapped off, leaving jagged points behind.




  He grabbed Gabriel by the hair and bared his neck. Claude raised the dagger, preparing to slash his throat. Rachel didn’t think. She roared in anger and rushed forwards, bones held like

  stakes in front of her.




  Claude blinked in surprise. He quickly dropped Gabriel to face the oncoming threat. Rachel ploughed into him. It was like smashing into marble. She drove the bones into his shoulders. They went

  in a few inches then splintered in her hands.




  Rachel stumbled back. Pain blossomed. Burned. She looked down at the dagger sticking out of her abdomen. So much blood. She shivered. Cold. Rachel fell, still clutching the weapon in her

  gut.




  Claude’s fangs extended. His green eyes began to glow. He stalked towards her. “You should’ve waited your turn. But if you insist on going first.” He hauled Rachel to her

  feet and slammed her against the pillar. “Don’t move.”




  She was too numb to feel anything.




  “What, no begging or pleading for your life? How about the life of your lover?” He glanced at Gabriel.




  Rachel glared. “Just get on with it.”




  The bones made sucking noises as Claude pulled them out of his body and dropped them on the ground in disgust. He growled, then wrenched her neck back and opened his mouth. His warm fetid breath

  bathed her throat. “Painful, but pointless. Do you not know how to kill a vampyre?”




  Rachel braced herself.




  Claude’s body jerked once. He released her and looked down. Rachel followed his gaze to see the sharp edges of a bone protruding from the middle of his chest.




  “I do,” Gabriel hissed, driving the bone deeper.




  There was no drama to Claude’s death. He didn’t burst into flames, shrivel up and age, or flail about. He simply fell to his knees, grimaced and died.




  Rachel’s legs gave out and she slid to the ground. “We got him,” she said, then coughed. Blood smeared her delicate lips.




  “Yes, we did.” Gabriel rifled through Claude’s pockets until he found what he was looking for. He dropped the St Michael medal into Rachel’s hand. “I believe this

  is yours.” He choked on the words. “I told you I’d get it back for you.”




  She smiled and touched his cheek, leaving a streak of blood behind. “Thank you.”




  “Listen,” Gabriel said. “We don’t have much time.”




  Rachel laughed and winced. “We knew that going in.”




  “No.” He shook his head. “You don’t understand. You have a choice to make. Normally this is done by the sanguis who sired you. But since he’s dead, I can

  offer.”




  Rachel’s lids drooped shut. Gabriel shook her hard. “Wake up and listen.” He sounded desperate, even to his own ears. Her eyes fluttered open, but they didn’t focus.

  “I can change you into what I am, but it has to be done with your permission.”




  “What are you saying?”




  “Do you want to live?” Gabriel asked. “Yes or no.”




  Ever since Paul’s death Rachel had been asking herself that question. Up until now the answer had always been the same – no. But that was before she’d met Gabriel. He reminded

  her that she was indeed alive. She glanced at the St Michael’s medal in her hand. It used to bring her pain and comfort in equal measure. Now as she stroked the necklace with her thumb all

  she had was fond memories. She met Gabriel’s eyes.




  He trembled under her regard. She could tell what it was costing him to wait. He’d live with whatever she decided, but hope burned eternal in his gaze.




  “Do it,” she said, then braced herself.




  Just like when they’d made love, Rachel felt a slight sting as his teeth broke the skin on her neck. Gabriel held her close, comforting her as he drank. The drips from the water faded and

  the world began to dim. Rachel felt her heart stutter. Before it stopped, Gabriel pulled the dagger out of her and sliced open his wrist, then pressed the bleeding wound to her mouth.




  “Drink for our future.” Gabriel forced her to swallow, when every instinct inside her revolted.




  Two Days Later . . .




  Rachel woke up in her bed at the Hotel Luxembourg. She reached down and winced as her hand touched her tender abdomen. She lifted her shirt and saw a clean white bandage.

  Rachel glanced around. Nothing looked different, but the bandage meant it definitely hadn’t been a dream.




  She heard the shower running in the bathroom. A moment later the door opened with a billow of steam and Gabriel stepped out with a white fluffy towel wrapped around his trim waist.




  “You’re finally awake,” he said, not bothering to hide his relief. “How are you feeling?”




  Rachel sat up. “Fine, I think. How did we get here?”




  He grinned and her heart skittered. “I carried you.”




  “You do realize the hotel is never going to let me stay here again, right?”




  “This is Paris. The city of love.” His expression grew solemn. “What are you going to do now that you’ve recovered?”




  He watched her carefully. The vulnerability she’d seen in the catacombs was back in full force. Rachel made a show of thinking about it. She had nothing to go back to in New York other

  than a small apartment, an empty refrigerator and months of psychological evaluations.




  “I thought maybe I’d stick around. My French is rusty and I need to learn the ropes of this whole vampyre thing,” she said.




  Hope blossomed in his blue eyes. “I’d be more than happy to teach you, if you like.”




  “What would I do for work?” she asked. “You can’t live on love alone, not even in Paris.”




  Gabriel’s smile was back, wider than before. “I happen to know of a job opening now that my partner has retired.”




  “Is that so?” Rachel had a hard time keeping a straight face.




  “Of course, I’ll have to interview you.” His heated gaze raked her and she felt an answering pull deep inside.




  Rachel arched a brow. “What does a vampyric interview entail?”




  Gabriel dropped his towel, revealing his growing desire. “It starts with a very thorough physical.”




  Rachel grinned, admiring the view. “Did I ever tell you I received the Presidential patch for fitness when I was in school?”




  Gabriel’s lips quirked. “Prove it.”




  

     

  




  Coven of Mercy




  Deborah Cooke




  I hate the month of March. It’s an indecisive month, hovering on the cusp between winter and spring. Indecision drives me wild.




  I like clear-cut strategies, battles that are victories or failures. Nothing in between.




  March hovers, indecisive whether it should herald warm and sunny spring, or more winter – cold and overcast, the skies thick with falling snow. It ends up in that mucky zone, somewhere in

  between. Freezing rain and relentless grey, dampness and dull days, are followed by teasing intervals of sunshine. It’s unreliable, untrustworthy, despicable.




  Give me black or white. Give me winter or spring. Give me February or April. You can keep March.




  My mother died in March; maybe that’s part of it. Diagnosed early in the month, gone by the end of it, hers was a chaotic and whirlwind departure, a roller-coaster ride of triumphs and

  setbacks. That journey to death – the one no one wanted to take, the one that changed everything forever – is echoed for me every year in the weather.




  March makes me restless and impatient, sharp and irritable.




  That year was no different.




  My hospital was a research hospital. That gave me the option of working in the labs, researching instead of practising. There are no mucky grey zones in the labs – a new drug is effective

  or it isn’t – and that polarity always worked for me.




  I had a bit of a reputation on the wards, where I would be called in as a specialist on the tough cases. ‘Icicle’ Taylor cut to the chase, took risks, won more than she lost. Each

  case, for me, was an array of statistics, a flotilla of blood test results, and I chose the armaments with which I would engage based upon experience and the sum of results to date. I never wanted

  to know the patient – that was just extraneous detail. I never wanted to familiarize myself with the territory in dispute.




  I just wanted to win.




  But that March, one patient wasn’t having any of that. Mrs Curtis was in her forties and had a wry smile. She refused to let me slide in and out of her life without making a connection.

  She continued to insist that I call her by her first name, for example, even though I never did. She always wanted a conversation when I slipped in to check her charts or progress. She introduced

  me to her family and friends. There are many points of contact in an aggressive routine of chemotherapy and radiation, and Mrs Curtis put every one to work in her effort to charm me.




  In a way, she waged her own campaign against my clinical detachment while I fought the disease that had invaded her body.




  She had one advantage she never realized and it was the one that made the difference – she looked like my mother. She was taller and more buxom, but that glint in her eye, that ability to

  see right through my carefully composed lines to what I really meant, was my mother back from the grave. It caught at my heart, ripped a hole in my composure, and exposed a small vulnerability.




  So, I was even more determined than usual to ensure that Mrs Curtis was a triumph. My mother, you see, had lost her battle right before my eyes. Mrs Curtis was my chance to prove that I

  wasn’t some helpless twelve-year-old forced to stand aside and watch while her life disintegrated before her eyes.




  Mrs Curtis was a territory I intended to win back from the enemy, one cell at a time.




  And that’s why I was back at the hospital close to midnight that night, on the way home from a date that I hadn’t wanted to keep. It had been a double date, set up by a friend

  despairing of my “perverse affection” for solitude, and it had been a disaster. They all were. He’d been nice enough, but not nearly as fascinating as the mutating opponent I met

  in the lab every single day. And he didn’t understand what it was to be passionate about anything – other than football and sex. I’d tapped my fingers on the table and smiled

  thinly throughout the meal.




  We were probably all relieved when the cheque came.




  I’d immediately gone back to the hospital to look over the most recent bout of test results, just to make sure I hadn’t missed anything. I knew I hadn’t, I never do, but it

  gave me the excuse to look in on Mrs Curtis again.




  She was probably awake. We shared a kind of insomnia, a restlessness in the middle of the night that only conversation cured. She had a private room, so I knew I wouldn’t be troubling

  anyone else.




  I needed to talk to her about doing another biopsy anyway. The last had been painful, deeper than anticipated. I’d feared that the subsequent radiation would finish her before the cancer

  did. But Mrs Curtis had rallied, as she always did.




  So, unfortunately, had my determined foe – the cancer.




  The ward was quiet. I’ve always preferred the hospital at night. During the day, it can be fraught with emotional energy, people demanding answers and desperate to do something to help.

  I’d never done well with that kind of anxiety.




  I was always better with test results, percentages, calculations, cold hard maths. Winter, if you will – relentless but consistent, instead of the capricious and fleeting charm of

  spring.




  In the quiet darkness, the hospital was more pure in its function. Monitors beeped and intravenous tubes dripped. The machines ran the show, which worked for me. Patients slept. Visitors had

  left. Gurneys were moved as the dead journeyed quietly down to the morgue. The nurses focused on the checking of patients and keeping records.




  I savoured the dimness of the lights and the emptiness of the lobby as I crossed the threshold that night. I was looking forward to seeing Mrs Curtis too, even with the discussion ahead of us.

  The elevator came immediately and, in the comparative silence, I heard the whirr of its mechanism as I stood alone in it.




  I nodded to the night nurse, Miriam, one of the most watchful and competent of the nursing team. I hesitated outside Mrs Curtis’s room, my steps frozen at the sound of voices.




  She had a guest.




  How could that be?




  I looked at my watch. It was almost midnight. Outrage rose within me that anyone would disturb a patient as she healed, but then Mrs Curtis laughed.




  It was a different laugh than the one I usually heard in her presence. Low. Breathy. Sexy.




  “I can’t dance now!” she protested in a tone of voice that indicated she’d like to be persuaded otherwise.




  “Of course you can,” a man insisted. His voice was low and rich, a murmur that made me shiver.




  “The IV . . . ”




  “We’ll ignore it.”




  “But there’s no music,” Mrs Curtis argued, her tone light.




  Flirtatious.




  Did Mrs Curtis have a lover? She’d never mentioned it, but then I made a point of not asking after personal details. I knew nothing about her life and, until this moment, that had suited

  me just fine. I peeked around the edge of the door, curious.




  There was a man on the far side of Mrs Curtis’s bed, standing with his back to the window. He had dark hair and dark eyes, and seemed to be younger than Mrs Curtis. He was handsome,

  handsome enough to make me yearn for something I hadn’t had in a long time. He was wearing a black leather jacket, black jeans and a black T-shirt. A silver earring gleamed from his left ear

  lobe. No pretty boy – he was older, knowing, a little bit world-weary.




  Sexy.




  Familiar.




  Although I knew I’d never seen him before.




  Mrs Curtis had braced herself on one elbow, her hair a tangle of silver and russet on the back of her neck. Her skin was pale and she was thinner than I’d realized. The back of her

  hospital gown was open, and I was shocked at how clearly the individual vertebrae were delineated. The IV in her right hand looked enormous in comparison to her delicate hands.




  “Isn’t there?” he asked, his smile broadening. He had a sensual mouth, a full and mobile one, and his smile looked positively decadent. I couldn’t identify his accent,

  but it was European. Exotic.




  And then I heard the waltz. It seemed as if an orchestra had struck up in the ward, although that made no sense. The music lilted through the room, barely audible to me in the doorway, but

  achingly beautiful.




  Mrs Curtis was laughing at the man, who watched her as if she was the most beautiful woman in the world. A lump rose in my throat at his kindness.




  Or maybe the state of his infatuation.




  “How did you do that?” she demanded.




  “Does it matter? Or should we simply dance?” He offered his hand to her, palm up, and I was struck by how tiny her right hand looked when she placed it in his. How wrong that IV

  needle looked in the back of her hand, with its three strips of tape.




  I had never seen Mrs Curtis healthy.




  I had never before heard her laugh.




  “OK,” she agreed, conspiratorial. “Let’s dance.”




  He gathered her in his arms, bodily lifting her from the bed. My mouth went dry at the tenderness in his expression. She was all bones and pale skin, a rag doll, a wisp of the woman she must

  have been.




  She slid her hands up to his shoulders, rapturous in his embrace. He smiled down at her, loving, possessive, gentle.




  She laid her head on his shoulder and sighed. I saw her eyes close. I saw the glimmer of a tear on her cheek. She looked so fragile and faded, like a rose left in a vase too long. I thought he

  was going to kiss her and I knew I should look away.




  But his gaze suddenly locked on mine.




  That one glance stopped my heart cold. I was caught.




  But there was no surprise in his expression: he’d known all along that I was there. That realization shook me, rooted me, made it impossible for me to move.




  He knew me as well as I knew him.




  Impossible.




  He had smouldering dark eyes, eyes filled with a thousand shadows, eyes that seemed to see straight through to my heart. His hair was long, tied back; his features could have been sculpted out

  of marble. But his dark eyes, his eyes saw so much.




  More than I allowed anyone to see. I wanted to avert my gaze, to hide. I saw the glimmer of a smile, as if he were amused by me.




  Then he bent his head and sank his teeth into Mrs Curtis’ neck. Mrs Curtis gasped and arched her neck, as if in pleasure, then laid her cheek upon his shoulder in surrender.




  I knew that my eyes had to be deceiving me. There were no vampires in real life.




  But the blood was flowing, easing from the corner of the stranger’s mouth to slide down Mrs Curtis’ fair skin. The rivulet was red against her pale flesh, and he drank steadily. The

  music soared and swirled as I gaped at them, then I saw her fingers go slack on his shoulder.




  That made me move.




  “Stop it!” I almost flew across the room, intending to pull him bodily away.




  He stole one last massive gulp, then straightened. By the time I crossed the room, he’d laid Mrs Curtis back in her bed with that remarkable tenderness. He was a good foot taller than me,

  broad and imposing, but I shoved past him in my haste.




  He stepped gracefully aside, as if he’d meant to move all along. I bent over Mrs Curtis, checking her monitors and her IV, placing my fingers under her chin.




  Her pulse was weak, irregular, but still there.




  The music, the lilting music that seemed to have drifted from another world, faded to nothing. I doubted I had even heard it in the first place.




  “It’s too late,” the stranger said quietly. At close proximity, I was even more aware of his potent voice. It was more than low – it was languid. Melted chocolate on

  fruit.




  Dark chocolate.




  Tropical fruit.




  I could feel the heat of him beside me, feel his scrutiny, almost hear his pulse. He was flesh and blood, like me, not an illusion.




  Not a fable.




  Before I could decide that my eyes had deceived me, I saw the proof: there were two perfectly round punctures in Mrs Curtis’ throat.




  He was a vampire.




  I sputtered, far from my usual coherence. “How could you do this? Who are you?”




  His smile broadened, but there was a tinge of sadness in his eyes. I had the sense that he knew more than I did, but I was too angry to care. “My name is Micah,” he said softly.




  Mrs Curtis’ pulse faltered beneath my fingers and I forgot his alluring gaze. I reached past him and slapped the alarm button for Miriam. “We need an infusion, Miriam, stat,” I

  said, not waiting for her query.




  She knew where I was and would call up the blood type.




  The stranger, meanwhile, had stepped around the end of the bed. He leaned over Mrs Curtis and, before I could stop him, touched her throat gently with his fingertips. The gesture was reverent,

  that of a lover saying farewell.




  When he lifted his hand, those two round holes were gone.




  As if they’d never been there.




  I blinked and stared, but the flesh was perfect.




  I had seen them, though. I had seen what he had done.




  Mrs Curtis sighed and her head fell to one side. The pulse monitor began to sound an alarm.




  Everything happened quickly then: Miriam arrived with the blood and we worked together, two other nurses following instructions. Mrs Curtis’ vitals rapidly went from bad to worse. Her

  pulse rate slowed and became erratic. Her breathing became more laboured, rattling in her throat, her skin became paler. Nothing we did made a difference. Miriam was the perfect partner, both of us

  knowing exactly what had to be done when.




  But it was too late.




  My hands were on her scarred chest when Mrs Curtis’ heart stopped right beneath my palms. I would have kept trying, but Miriam touched my shoulder.




  “There’s no point, Dr Taylor,” she said quietly, and even knowing she was right, it was hard to lift my hands away.




  This battle had been more important to me, although they all were critical. I blinked back unexpected tears as Miriam pulled the sheet over Mrs Curtis’ face. The two other nurses left

  quietly and I took a shaking breath. I turned away from the sight of Mrs Curtis’ still figure.




  I’d lost.




  The night was inky black beyond the windows, a perfect echo of my mood.




  No. I hadn’t lost. I’d been cheated.




  By Micah.




  I spun, finding Miriam halfway to the door. “That man, Miriam, did you see him? Where did he go?”




  Miriam gave me a quizzical look. “What man, Dr Taylor?”




  “Mrs Curtis’ visitor; you couldn’t have missed him. You must have passed him on your way in here with the blood.”




  She frowned. “I didn’t see anyone but staff tonight.”




  “Maybe he works here.” I shrugged. “He was with Mrs Curtis when I arrived, talking to her. He was tall and dark, about thirty-five, leather jacket and long dark hair . . .

  ” I faltered to silence as I realized Miriam had no idea who I was talking about.




  “I think I’d remember a man like that,” Miriam said with a smile. “Are you sure, Dr Taylor?”




  I glanced back at Mrs Curtis again. I knew what I had seen. Why hadn’t Miriam seen him? I remembered the way he had made the marks of his feasting disappear, and bit my tongue.




  No one would believe that I’d seen a vampire.




  And I wasn’t going to ask Miriam about bats in the ward.




  Miriam crossed the floor, her shoe soles squeaking on the linoleum. She touched my elbow briefly and I started in surprise. No one ever touched me, especially not at work. “Time to go, Dr

  Taylor.” She gestured to the door and I knew she was right. Lingering wouldn’t change anything.




  “I’ll call her family,” Miriam said kindly when we were in the hall.




  “Does she have a partner?”




  “A sister. I have the number. I’ll tell her how hard you tried.” Miriam studied me, then smiled. “Go home, Dr Taylor, go home and get some sleep.”




  I was confused by her compassion. “I’m fine. I’ll go down to the lab . . . ”




  She exhaled sharply and looked stern. “I understand that you did rounds at seven this morning, and now it’s almost midnight.”




  There was frost hanging from every word of my response. “I always work long hours.” And they were no one’s business but mine.




  “But you don’t always see people who aren’t there, Dr Taylor, do you?”




  I could have argued that the stranger had been there, that I knew what I had seen, but I saw that Miriam wouldn’t be persuaded. I nodded an acknowledgment, thanked her and returned

  to the elevator.




  But I didn’t go home.




  I went to the cafeteria and nursed a coffee from the vending machine, reviewing everything I had done, seeking the error in my judgment. I always do this kind of examination, always try to

  improve my strategy.




  I’d done nothing wrong.




  I just hadn’t allowed for vampires in my statistical analysis.




  Vampires. Maybe there was something to Miriam’s concern. Maybe I had been pushing myself too hard. I was tired, there was no disputing that.




  But how can anyone sleep when the battle is so relentless? Cancer never sleeps and it takes advantage of every weakness. It would win, maybe even while I was sleeping, and I couldn’t let

  that happen. There already weren’t enough hours in the day.




  It was getting light when I ditched the cold coffee, then left the hospital. If nothing else, I’d shower and change my clothes at home before returning for morning rounds. I tried to

  swallow the lump in my throat to keep from looking back to Mrs Curtis’ room. I ignored the cars of my co-workers pulling into their parking spaces.




  I was halfway across the lot when I saw the stranger leaning against the front fender of my car.




  Waiting.




  For me.




  He had that amused smile again, which was more than enough to set me off.




  I was across the parking lot in record time, fury and exhaustion making me more volatile than usual. “You killed her!”




  The stranger didn’t move away from my anger. He leaned one hip against my car, his arms folded across his chest. He was dark and large and could have been carved from stone.




  No, he could have been sculpted from stone. He was beautiful, his dark eyes thickly lashed, his mouth sensuously curved. I felt an awareness of him and our proximity, an awareness I

  resented.




  He was a predator, a murderer, a vampire. He might as well have been on the enemy side.




  Micah. It was a name that suited him. Just a little bit different. Unexpected. Old and strong.




  I glared at him. “You did, didn’t you?”




  He inclined his head slightly. “Yes.” He moved slowly, elegantly, every gesture thoughtful. He closed his eyes briefly, his features touched with a sadness I didn’t

  understand.




  “How could you do that?”




  “I have to feed.”




  “Isn’t there someone else you could kill? A criminal or a wild animal? Someone who deserves to die?”




  “Everyone will die, deserving or not.”




  “But she was going to live. I was winning . . . ”




  “Maybe she’s at peace now.”




  “No. She’s dead now.”




  He was amused again. “Not in heaven?”




  I was as impatient with this idea as ever. My father and I had argued this up, down and sideways and I knew my position well. “There is no heaven and there is no hell. There is life and

  there is death and everything else is just romance.”




  “Just romance?”




  “There’s no point in self-delusion. Get away from my car.”




  “You need to understand . . . ”




  “I understand everything, thanks. You fed, and she died because of it. That’s evil.”






  He didn’t move. He frowned and averted his gaze, and I thought that maybe I had touched his conscience. But to my surprise, he spoke with regret and changed the subject. “Once I had

  a child,” he began softly, but his own history didn’t interest me.




  “No. I don’t care. No matter what you’ve lost, you have no right to decide whether another person lives or dies.”




  He met my gaze steadily and parted his lips, letting me see the sharp points of his fangs. “I have every right.”




  “No. No. Vampires don’t exist,” I said. I jammed my key into the lock of the door on the driver’s side. He still didn’t move.




  “Then who killed the woman?” he asked mildly. “You?”




  “No! I was the one who would have saved her. You stole that victory away.”




  “Victory?”




  I heard my own fears in that single word. “Sure, it was back, but it hadn’t won yet. I had a treatment plan prepared. We would have gone after it, hard.” I held his gaze,

  knowing my own was filled with accusation and anger. “I would have won. I would have saved her. But you stole her first.” I took a deep breath and glared at him. He watched me

  steadily, those full lips curving in that damned amusement. “You cheated me and you cheated Mrs Curtis.”




  “Are you sure?”




  “Yes!”




  But I wasn’t and he knew it. You can never be sure. Remission might be permanent or might not be. I’d been sure that Mrs Curtis’ previous round of treatment would finish the

  cancer, but the blood tests don’t lie.




  He was watching me. “Don’t you want to know the rest of the story?”




  There was something seductive about his voice, something that I feared I would find compelling. There was something more seductive about the notion that he knew more than I did, and that he

  would share. Why did I recognize him? How could it be possible?




  How could I not remember?




  I felt charmed by him and didn’t trust the jumbled feelings I felt in his presence. I was aroused. I was furious. I wanted to know how he kissed. I wanted him to disappear for ever.

  “No,” I said with a heat that was rare for me.




  His eyes twinkled, their darkness lit as the night sky had been lit with stars. “What if I don’t want to go?”




  I shoved him and he moved from the fender of my car. There was nothing virtual about him. He felt muscled, as if he worked out, solid and real, and I tingled in an unwelcome way.




  “You can’t stop the coven of mercy, Rosemary,” Micah whispered, his words making me catch my breath.




  “How do you know my name?” He’d known which car was mine, too.




  “I know a lot of things.” He arched a dark brow. “I’ve watched you for a long time. Not everyone prefers solitude.”




  His words startled me, in more ways than one, but he didn’t have a shard of doubt. He was too smug, too sure.




  Maybe a little bit too much like me.




  I needed to get some sleep.




  “There is no coven of mercy and there was no mercy in what you did. Get away from my car.”




  “Is her death what’s really bothering you?” he asked, his words low. “Or is it that you lost a chance to win? Is this about the person or the score?”




  I slapped him then, hard, right across the face. His head jerked to one side and the red mark of my hand showed on his cheek.




  I was afraid then, afraid for a moment that I’d pushed him too hard.




  What he did next astonished me.




  He looked at me steadily for a long moment in which my heart thundered in terror, then he pivoted with the grace of a giant cat. He strode silently across the parking lot, towards the

  surrounding scrub of trees.




  The hospital was new, built slightly outside of town, surrounded by undeveloped land. There were scrubby trees and a little creek, a tangle of undergrowth and a nature trail. There was still

  snow there, caught in the bit of brush, and the tree branches were dark and bare.




  The sky was turning pink in the east by then, and my hands clenched as I watched his dark figure move away. His boots crunched on the snow, as real as I was. I was so angry that I was tempted to

  go after him, argue some more, shake him.




  Kiss him.




  A car door slammed near me and I jumped, surprised to find Dr Bradley stepping out of his Subaru so close at hand. He ran the labs and was my boss. “Are you all right, Dr

  Taylor?”




  “Good morning, Dr Bradley.” I forced a smile.




  He didn’t smile, just came to my side, his expression concerned. “Have you been here all night? Again?” He was paternal, a good twenty years older than me.




  I made a gesture of futility, not knowing how much I wanted to share and too tired to work it out. “I was just going home for a shower.”




  “And arguing with yourself about it.”




  “What?”




  “You were shadow-boxing when I pulled in.”




  “No, there was a guy here . . . ” I recognized immediately that Dr Bradley hadn’t seen the stranger.




  Just like Miriam.




  I stopped talking before I condemned myself.




  Dr Bradley cleared his throat. “I know you’ve been working really hard lately, Dr Taylor, but indulge me, will you?”




  I was wary. “What do you mean?”




  “You look exhausted and have for a while. I’m wondering about your iron and iron stores. You’re probably not eating well any more often than you’re sleeping well. And

  I’m probably being cautious, but your expertise is valuable to the team.”




  He smiled, softening the impact of his words, but I got the drift. No one was glad to have me around, but they liked my abilities. Someone like Dr Bradley would never understand why a lack of

  human connection didn’t bother me.




  Even if, this time, it did. A bit.




  “Meaning?” I asked in my most professional tone.




  “That prevention is the best medicine. Indulge me and get a routine suite of blood work done. We both know that it’ll be easier to improve your iron counts sooner rather than

  later.”




  “There’s nothing wrong with me. I just didn’t sleep last night.”




  “When did you last have a physical?”




  I shrugged. I wasn’t the only one who never got around to it.




  He smiled, the way he always did when he wanted something extra from his staff. For once, it worked like a charm on me. “Just humor me.” He winked and turned away, giving me a last

  wave. “I’ll leave the requisitions on your desk this morning. Promise?”




  “Sure, Dr Bradley.” It wasn’t as if I was afraid of needles and test results. And I had felt as if I was running on empty lately. I knew I just needed more sleep, but it

  wouldn’t hurt to have my haemoglobin checked.




  I got in my car, went home and had a shower.




  Then I drank the better part of a pot of good coffee and came back to work. Cancer doesn’t need to rest, after all. The battle rages, even when we leave the field. Maybe it moves faster

  when we aren’t looking.




  Coven of mercy. What had the stranger meant?




  His name was Micah.




  Micah.




  Two days after Mrs Curtis’ death, her last batch of test results came back from the lab. There was also a reminder from Dr Bradley that I hadn’t given my blood

  samples yet. I crumpled the message and tossed it out. I’d just been too busy for details.




  I wasn’t going to look at Mrs Curtis’ results, as I was still unable to accept what I’d seen. But on some level, I needed to prove to myself that I’d been right, that

  Micah had been wrong, just in case I ever saw him again and could tell him so. I needed data to argue my point of view.




  I knew this was ridiculous – that I needed to muster my resources to argue with a vampire – but couldn’t put it out of my thoughts. I argued with myself until close to

  midnight.




  Then I gave it up. I got a coffee from the vending machine, sat down at my desk and clicked through on the file. I stared at the numbers for so long that my coffee got cold.




  I checked them four times. I assumed initially that they had to be wrong, but they were completely consistent. The cancer had efficiently progressed while we’d thought we were killing

  every last cell.




  Against all expectation, it had turned even more virulent and metastasized. It had used the highways and byways of her lymphatic system to colonize every corner of her territory. Despite the

  treatment regimen. Mrs Curtis had been so much more ill than she had appeared to be. The counts were staggering and impressive.




  Cancer had already won. I had maybe slowed its progress, but I hadn’t come close to stopping it.




  I remembered how Mrs Curtis had cheerfully suffered through her more recent bout of treatment, enduring more no matter how violent her reactions were. I had been so sure that short-term pain

  would lead to long-term gain. I had never underestimated the disease so much.




  I felt a bit sick that she’d gone through that for nothing.




  Just like my mother.




  Yes, my mother’s treatment had been just as futile. I’d found copies of the correspondence with her doctors in the house after my father’s death, when Rick and I were cleaning

  things out, still refusing to speak to each other. I had reviewed them with the eyes of a trained oncologist, seeing then the inevitability of her counts. She was diagnosed too late for the

  treatment protocols available at the time to turn the tide.




  I had known at twelve that she would die, even without that training, and I had been right. Later, I saw that there was mercy in the speed of the disease’s progression. Three weeks of

  knowing, two weeks of suffering, then the battle had been won.




  It wasn’t always that kind.




  I stared at Mrs Curtis’ charts.




  Coven of mercy. I recalled Micah’s words and had to consider them. If Mrs Curtis hadn’t died two days before, would these two days of treatment have been merciful? No, of

  course not. Chemotherapy and radiation are seldom easy, and we would have had to hit her harder this time. I had to face the truth.




  With counts like this, she would have been gone in a week or two anyway, barring a miracle.




  I felt a presence at my side and knew who it was. It was the warmth, the watchfulness, the scent of leather that gave Micah away.




  “You knew,” I said, without looking.




  “I knew,” he agreed.




  I spun in my chair to face him, surprised at his size and intensity. He was all male – brooding thoughtful male – and he filled the bit of spare space in my crowded small office.

  “How?”




  He frowned and folded his arms across his chest, scanning the floor as he sought the words. I liked that he didn’t dismiss my question, that he didn’t rush into explanations.




  I felt a strange sense of union with him and was struck by the fact that it was easier to talk to him than any other person I’d known.




  “We can smell it.”




  “Cancer?”




  “Death.” His gaze collided with mine, his eyes filled with enigmatic shadows. “You have to understand that it’s our biological need to feed on blood. Some of us choose to

  use that need for compassionate ends. Some of us choose to feed strategically.”




  “Why?”




  His smile was fleeting and his eyes gleamed as he watched me. “Some of us have an inexplicable fondness for humanity.” He shrugged. “Or maybe we just remember the pain of being

  mortal.”




  “You’re immortal, then?”




  He nodded.




  “But every day, you have to kill somebody?”




  He shook his head. “The hunger comes with some regularity, but not daily. Exertion affects the appetite, as does quality and quantity consumed.”




  It made sense to me, in biological terms. I could understand him as a different species better than as a fable. I looked at my computer screen again, fighting the sense that I could fall into

  his eyes and lose myself for ever.




  I looked up. “‘We’? You said ‘we’. How many of you are there?”




  “The coven has twelve members right now . . . ”




  “Shouldn’t there be thirteen?” I joked but he didn’t smile.




  “Yes,” he agreed, then continued with his original point. “We are committed to mercy, to using our power to improve the lives of individual humans.”




  “To killing.”




  “Sometimes it is kinder to die. Sometimes suffering achieves nothing but pain.”




  That was a sentiment too close to my own recent thoughts. My tone was more sarcastic than he deserved. “So, you’re all stalking cancer wards and palliative care units?”




  He didn’t respond to my tone, which only made me feel rude.




  “We all have our tendencies and our passions. Beatrice is sensitive to victims of abuse, perhaps because of her own history. She knows some scars cannot be healed. Adrian hears the anguish

  of broken children, and Lucinda shares her kiss with the old and infirm. Ignatius can be found in war zones, Petronella in areas struck by famine, Augustine near outbreaks of plague.”




  “And you?”




  That sad knowing smile curved his lips. “I have my own quest.” His words were soft and he seemed to have turned inwards, away from me. I felt the loss of his attention and the weight

  of his grief and had to say something.




  To my surprise, I didn’t want him to leave. “Tell me about your child,” I invited. His gaze locked with mine, a familiar sorrow lighting its shadows, then he swallowed.

  “You said you had a child. Tell me.”




  Micah shook his head and stood, facing the window and the night. I was struck that he seemed overcome with emotion. I had thought that he would be a monster, a cold and calculating predator, but

  his anguish was raw.
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