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With thanks to Terry Matthies, who went above
 and beyond the call of duty in answering endless
 questions about San Francisco




One

Michael? Where are you?

The sharp voice swam through his consciousness, scattering any remnants of sleep. He opened his eyes and watched the moonlit landscape sweep by the cab’s windows. Only a few more miles and he’d be with Nikki.


Michael? This time, Seline’s piercing mind voice held a hint of concern. Can you hear me?


He sighed. How could he not hear her when she was all but screeching? Yes, I can hear you. He just wasn’t concentrating. All he wanted to do right now was get home to Nikki. They’d been apart for nearly three weeks, and it felt like forever.

After living alone for over three hundred and sixty years, it was amazing how quickly he’d become accustomed to having her in his thoughts and in his life. He needed her, not just physically, but emotionally.


You sound tired, Michael.

He was. Tired of chasing vamps gone bad. Tired of killing. Or maybe he was just tired of doing it alone, though he had no intention of giving in to Nikki’s demands to let her share this part of his life. One killer in the family was more than enough. It’s been a long three weeks, Seline.


It was a tougher case than I’d originally thought. I’m sorry.

He smiled wryly. That was a first—her apologizing. She had to be after something. What’s the problem?



You know me too well. Her amusement swam down the mental line between them, yet it was mixed with an anger that burned so sharply he could almost smell it.

Curiosity stirred, but he thrust it away. He’d never refused Seline anything she’d asked him to do, but after one hundred years, he was getting a little weary of helping everyone else at the cost of his own existence. Especially now, when he had someone to exist for. Seline, I’m tired, I’m almost home, and I’m in no mood for games. Get to the point.

She sighed. I think we need your help on another case.


I’ve just finished this one. I need a break. Needed time to regain some sense of normality—something that had been sorely missing in his life until Nikki had come along.


I know, and I’m sorry. But vamps are your area of expertise, and this case has a bad feel to it.

Was there ever one that didn’t? For a moment, he studied the softly glowing aspens lining the road, then glanced at the cab driver. “It’s the next left.” Ten more minutes, and he’d be with her. The longing that had sat like a weight in his gut these past three weeks lifted, and something close to excitement bubbled through his veins.


What are we dealing with? he asked eventually.


That’s it—we’re not exactly sure.


Then how do you know it’s me you need?  Impatience edged his words, and her smile shimmered through his mind.


I’m a witch. Some things I just know.

He rubbed his eyes. Seline . . .


Okay, okay, I’ll come to the point. She hesitated again, then all sense of amusement disappeared,  replaced by a bluntness that spoke of fury. Two weeks ago, the wife of a wealthy restaurateur was kidnapped from a high-profile hotel in San Francisco, and a ransom subsequently demanded. The husband paid the ransom, but his wife wasn’t returned, and the money hasn’t resurfaced.

He frowned. As yet, it didn’t seem the sort of case that the Circle would get involved in, let alone one that would need his expertise. And . . .?



Four days later, another woman was kidnapped. From a private home this time, but otherwise, everything was the same.

So the police are dealing with a serial kidnapper?


Yes. And there was a third victim—she was taken two days ago. They found the body of the first victim yesterday.

He raised his eyebrows, surprised by the fierce undertone of anger washing down the mental lines.  How did she die?



They’d drained her. The autopsy revealed half a dozen different puncture wounds.


Meaning six vamps had fed off her? That was  unusual, because most vampires didn’t like sharing their meals. Yet it didn’t really explain the anger he could feel in Seline.


Apparently. But that’s far from the worst of it. She hesitated, and again the anger surged—a wave of red heat that roared through his mind. These vamps weren’t just after blood and money. They were after far more than that.


What did they do? In over one hundred years of knowing her, he’d never heard her so riled—and they’d tackled some pretty damn tough cases in their time together.


The bastards mutilated her—they shaved off her  hair, pulled all her nails, scarred her face and slit her nose. And cut off her breasts for good measure . . .

Her voice faded, but her anger remained, sizzling his mind with its heat.


So basically, they destroyed her self-image before they killed her. Or at least, took away practically everything that defined her as a woman. Obviously, they weren’t just dealing with vampires, but vampires with some serious psychological problems.

A shudder ran down the mental line. I want these things caught, Michael. I want them killed quickly, before they can do this again. No one who is capable of something like this has a right to life—whether they’re human or not.

He scrubbed a hand across his eyes again. He did-n’t want this case, but he knew he had no real choice. Seline was right. Vampires were his field, and this sounded particularly nasty, though he’d heard—and seen—much worse over the years. This sort of defilement certainly wasn’t new.


I can’t leave right away. I need to see Nikki first. Lord, wasn’t she going to be ecstatic over him leaving again so soon?


Fine. I’ll send the helicopter over to pick you up. It should be there by four.

He glanced at his watch. That gave him six hours with Nikki. After three weeks of abstinence, it was nowhere near enough. How do you want to play this?



I want you to go undercover. I’ve set you up with a new profile—and seeing you don’t want Nikki involved in any of these cases, I’m sending Katherine to play the part of your wife.

He’d worked with Kat a few times in the past, but her forthright manner tended to get on his nerves— as did her raucous laugh. Kat comes as a pair with her grandmother. I really don’t think she’s the best choice . . .


And I really don’t care what you think of the woman. She’s the best choice for the case, and she lives in San Francisco.

He bit down on his irritation. He knew it came from tiredness more than any real annoyance. Is she there at the moment?


Seline hesitated. No. But I can pull her off the other case easy enough. This is more urgent.


She’s being used as bait, and you know I don’t like doing that. I really do prefer to work alone.


We haven’t the time on this one, Michael. We have to flush them out fast. Katherine can defend herself well enough, believe me.

He knew she could defend herself. He just didn’t like setting anyone up as bait. No matter how carefully you planned, things always went wrong. And more often than not, the bait became the victim. As annoying as Kat could be, he didn’t want her dead.  Where are we staying in San Francisco?



The three kidnappings happened within a radius of two blocks from each other. The third victim was taken from the Diamond Grand—and that’s where you’ll be staying.

He frowned. He’d heard the hotel mentioned recently, but he couldn’t remember where—or why.  Surely they won’t hit the same place twice?



Instinct tells me the Diamond Grand has a major part to play in this. But it also tells me it’s not the location that matters as much as the people themselves. The victims have three things in common—they all originally came from Boston, they all married extremely wealthy men, and they all attended a fund  raising benefit at the Hyatt two and a half weeks ago. Kat attended that benefit, which is why I wanted her along.

Michael raised an eyebrow. Does that mean you think all the women who attended the benefit might be potential victims?



I doubt it, though it’s not beyond the realm of possibility. That benefit went badly wrong—six men broke in just before dessert and took everyone’s cash and jewelry. It’s linked to the kidnappings, I’m sure of that. I’m just not positive how yet.

How did the thieves get past security?


No one knows. They disappeared just as easily, as well.


What about the security tapes? They been checked? Even vampires wrapping themselves in shadows would not escape the camera’s eye—simply because no hotel could afford to have foyers or corridors half-lit these days.


Yes. Nothing was found. The people behind the theft or the kidnappings aren’t getting into the hotels through any normal means.

If vampires were behind all this, then all it took was one employee under their control to leave open a window, and they were in undetected. Did Kat give you much of a description of the men involved?



She said there were six of them, and that they were all vamps. They wore leathers and motor bike helmets, so it was impossible to see any features. But she did say there was one maker and five Loop members.

Which suggested two things—not only that the head vampire was gay, but that he liked more than one partner. Though five was taking it a bit far. Even Elizabeth at her worst only had four lovers at any one time—and they were never created at the same  time. Controlling a fledgling was often difficult. Dealing with a Loop of them—whether that Loop contained three, five or more vampires, would be overwhelming.

Did she sense anything else?


Only that she thinks robbery was not the true motive. The Loop’s creator was skimming the minds of the older women there.

That could mean he had a definite target, and the robbery was little more than a means of collecting recent information about them. What’s the police thinking on this one?


They’re not saying much, officially or otherwise. The Feds have been brought in, of course.


Have there been any other unusual killings or disappearances outside of these three women? If vampires  had moved into San Francisco, then surely there’d be more bodies about. Three women weren’t likely to contain the hunger of six vampires for very long. A jump in the rate of homeless deaths, perhaps?



Nothing more than what you’d expect. We’ll keep checking, though, just in case.

He glanced out the window again and saw the familiar formation of cottonwoods and pines that led into his driveway. He shifted again, half-tempted to just tell the driver to stop here so he could get out and run. The need to hold Nikki, to breathe in the rich scent of her, had become so strong his whole body was beginning to ache. It was only for appearance’s sake that he remained in the cab. The driver was a local, and Michael didn’t want any gossip started up that could eventually force him to move.

His house came into view—a large, rambling cabin half-hidden by surrounding pines, aspens and cottonwoods. There were no lights visible through any of  the windows. He glanced at his watch again and frowned. Nikki was a night owl and rarely went to sleep before midnight. At the very least, he should have seen the soft glow of the television in the front room.

He reached out with his thoughts, but he was met by silence. Either she was asleep, or she wasn’t there.


I’ve done a reading on the case, Seline continued.  But I can’t seem to get any clear image. All I can feel is hate.


That’s a given, considering what they’re doing to these women. He paid the cab driver, then grabbed his bag and climbed out. The wind whispered through the trees, and the smell of balsam tainted the night air. He switched to the infrared of his vampire vision and scanned the house. There was no life anywhere inside.

Concern knifed through him. She’d made no mention of going anywhere the last time they’d talked—though the phone connection had been bad and had made it hard to hear what she’d been saying.

Something must have happened. He shouldered his bag and raced up the steps.


Michael, I get the feeling you’re not exactly paying attention to what I’m saying.


Sorry. I’ve just arrived home to find that Nikki’s not here. He opened the front door and walked through.

Cinnamon and vanilla lingered in the air, mixed with the stronger scent of pine. The house was still warm, so she hadn’t been gone long.

Seline’s amusement whisked down the link. Maybe she’s teaching you a lesson.


Lesson? He walked into the living room and smiled. A huge Christmas tree dominated one corner  of the room, its top branches bending across the ceiling. Ribbons, tinsel and various other bright baubles hung off every branch, glittering faintly in the moonlight streaming in through the windows.


Yes, you know, Seline continued, don’t expect her to be the good little wife waiting meekly for you to come home.


She’s not my wife. He hesitated, wrapping his fingers around the small package in his pocket—one he’d carried all the way from his farm in Ireland. One he intended to give her on Christmas Eve. And I certainly don’t expect her to wait meekly for me to come home.

Seline’s mental snort stung his mind. Then what the hell do you expect her to do out there in the sticks? She’s a city girl, born and raised, and used to working. With the agency temporarily closed down, you off on cases and refusing her help, it’s a wonder she hasn’t gone stir crazy.


It was her choice to stay here, he said, more than a little annoyed at the old witch’s sarcasm. Damn it, he didn’t need his friends taking Nikki’s side against him. I even offered to pay for a vacation, if that’s what she wanted.

Seline sighed. After three hundred and sixty years of existence, I thought you’d have learned something about the female species.


I have—even the old ones can be damn irritating sometimes. He walked into the kitchen. Santas danced around the edges of his refrigerator door, but none of them held notes. All that was on the table were several unopened envelopes and a half-finished Christmas wreath.


Michael, if you really want this relationship to last long-term, you’d better start thinking a little clearer.

He frowned and headed for the stairs. What do you mean?


She sighed again. Have you even discussed the future with her?


He’d known the old witch long enough to realize she was actually asking if he’d thought about the future. Which he had, especially in the last three weeks. But it wasn’t something he was about to discuss with Seline, no matter how close a friend she was—not until he’d talked to Nikki first. We’ve been living together less than four months. I hardly think she’s worrying about the future just yet. He took the stairs two at a time, then walked down the hall to the bedroom.


She’s a very independent individual. Remember that, or you may just get yourself into trouble.

The note was on his pillow. He switched back to the infrared of his vampire vision and picked it up, quickly scanning it. The uneasy tension sitting in his gut intensified, and he sat down on the bed, staring almost blindly at the paper.

Seline’s concern whisked through his mind. What’s wrong?


What wasn’t wrong? Don’t bother sending Kat on the helicopter.

Why?

He crushed the note in his fist and threw it across the room. I already have help. Nikki’s in San Francisco investigating the disappearance from the Diamond Grand.




Two

“Nik!”

Nikki spun at the sound of her name and grinned as she saw Jake’s blond head bobbing up intermittently from the sea of humanity streaming towards the airport exits.

She shouldered her bag and made her way towards him. He grabbed her arm and pulled her into a bear hug that darn near squeezed every ounce of breath from her lungs.

She laughed when she finally could and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. “I missed you, too,” she said, then stepped back and studied him critically. “You look good.”

No longer was he the pale-looking wraith she’d seen off at the airport only a month before. There was color—and weight—back in his cheeks and a sparkle in the blue of his eyes. And his suit fit him comfortably, rather than looking as if it were hanging on a rack.

“I feel good, too.” He wriggled his left arm and fingers. “See, full movement.”

She smiled. He’d had a stroke on the operating table, and for a while there, the doctors had feared he might lose mobility down the left side of his body. “I’m glad.”

“So am I.” He grabbed the bag from her shoulder and swung it across his own. “You wouldn’t believe how boring it’s been at the hotel—until recently, that is.”

“Oh, I’d believe,” she said dryly. “And it couldn’t  be any more boring than sitting alone in front of the TV all day, with no one to speak to except the mail carrier.”

Jake raised his eyebrow, blue eyes amused. “I take it from that comment that Michael managed to escape on another case without you?”

“Yeah. This time he went to Ireland, and I could-n’t even keep in mind contact with him. I’ve spoken to him three times in as many weeks.”

“So why didn’t you just stay in Lyndhurst?”

She looked away from the intensity of his gaze and studied the blush of dawn visible through the windows. “I guess I was getting a little sick of people gossiping behind my back.” Sick of people giving her those sideways glances. She felt guilty enough over Matthew Kincaid’s death. She didn’t need everyone else dumping on her as well.

“Ah.” Jake took her arm and guided her toward the exit. “So why not take a vacation? Michael offered to pay for it, didn’t he?

She snorted. “Yeah. But I’m not some chattel he can toss money or a trip at when he wants to get rid of me. If I want to go on a vacation, I’ll damn well pay for it myself.”

Jake glanced down at her, eyebrow raised again. “That sounds like trouble brewing in paradise.”

“Maybe.” She frowned, not sure she could make him understand how she felt—especially when she still didn’t really understand it herself. “He just takes it for granted that he’ll pay for everything. He never lets me contribute money-wise to anything we do. Anything I want he gets for me, and it’s gotten to the point where I’m afraid to express an interest in anything.”

Jake’s smile was wry. “Some women would kill for a man like that.”

“I know—and I know I haven’t got a lot of money to contribute, anyway.” She hesitated and shrugged again. “I just hate being dependent on him, I guess.” Hated the feeling that she wasn’t his equal in any  way.

“Have you talked to him about this?” Jake steered her towards a waiting limo. The chauffeur opened the door and gestured her inside.

“Nice,” she murmured, running her fingers across the plush leather seats as she sat down. “The hotel’s, I gather.”

Jake nodded and sat down opposite her. “And from your avoidance of the question, I gather you haven’t tried talking to him.”

“Well, no.” She sometimes thought it would be easier to talk to a brick wall than to try to get serious with Michael—at least when it came to what she was supposed to do with her life. As far as he was concerned, he loved her and he would support her. End of story. No discussion required.

And as yet, she hadn’t really pushed it. A tiny part of her feared to do anything that might shatter the magic that had been the last four months.

Jake was regarding her quizzically. “Why not?”

Heat crept into her cheeks, and she looked away again. “We . . . umm . . . get distracted.”

He grinned. “At least one part of your life together is still working well.”


Very well, she thought with a smile. She’d never thought sex could be so varied—or so damn good. She glanced out the window and wondered if he was home yet. Wondered if he ached to be touched as much as she did.

Wondered how he’d react when he discovered she wasn’t there.

“You need to talk to him, Nik,” Jake said into the silence. “Remember, he’s the old-fashioned type.”

“Considering his age, you’d have to say very old-fashioned.” She leaned back into the seat’s luxurious-ness. Time to change the subject. Talking about Michael stirred up longing in all the wrong places. “So, tell me about the case.”

The amusement died from Jake’s face. “Do you remember Mark Wainwright? You met him at one of Mary’s dinner parties just before we took on the Kincaid case.”

She frowned. “He was that bald-headed man, with the white-haired wife, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah. They came to San Francisco three weeks ago for business reasons and have been staying at the Grand.” He hesitated. His voice, when he continued, was low and very controlled—yet his anger seemed to burn the air. “Two days ago, his wife, Dale, disappeared. A ransom note turned up yesterday, demanding a million dollars in cash.”

As ransoms went, it wasn’t particularly large—not when you were as rich as Mark Wainwright supposedly was. “I gather the police have been called in?”

Jake nodded. “And the Feds. But Mark has asked if we’d mind investigating as well.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Does he know about our spate of unsuccessful cases?”

“He does.” Jake’s voice was grim. “Trouble is, he knows Dale’s time is limited anyway, and he’s willing to try anything.”

“Why does he think her time is limited? Isn’t he going to pay the ransom?”

“He is, but neither he nor the police are holding out much hope. This isn’t a singular kidnapping, you see, but the third within two weeks. The body of the  first victim apparently turned up yesterday. The whispers I’ve heard say she was pretty mutilated.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Didn’t her husband pay the ransom?”

“He did. And that’s what has Mark worried.”

“So you want me to have a go at finding her?”

Jake nodded. “It may be Dale’s only chance.”

If they were this woman’s only chance, she could be in big trouble. “My gifts have taken some strange turns lately, Jake. I can’t guarantee anything.”

He shrugged. “If the unconventional doesn’t work, we’ll go back to the conventional. We’re a pretty good team, you know, and we solved an awful lot of cases without the benefit of your abilities.”

And even more with them. They relied on her gifts far more often than he seemed to think. “So what does Mary think about you getting involved in this case?”

After all, Mary had dragged him to San Francisco not so much to recover from his injuries, but to get him interested in the security job here at her family’s hotel—hoping, of course, that he’d give up his investigating days and settle down in a position she considered far less dangerous. And far more respectable.

He sighed. “She’s angry with me. Says I have no right to get involved with a police investigation.”

“Never stopped us before,” Nikki commented, smiling. “And I thought Dale was one of her friends?”

He shook his head. “They barely know each other. I went to college with Mark. We studied law together.”

Nikki stared at him in surprise. “You never told me you were a lawyer.”

“That’s because I’m not. I failed the bar.” He  shrugged. “I didn’t really care, because by that time I’d realized I just wasn’t cut out for the courtroom scene.”

In all the years she’d known him, he’d never mentioned how close he’d come to being a lawyer—though maybe it did explain his somewhat cynical opinion of them. And if Mary had known him from college, or at least had known how close he’d come to being a lawyer, maybe that was the reason for the often disappointed note in her voice whenever she spoke about him.

“So you became a private investigator instead? Why?”

“It’s something I fell into, thanks to Mark. I was bumming around, looking for something to do, and he asked me if I’d track down a witness for this case he was defending. The rest, as they say, is history.”

Then she owed Mark a note of thanks, because if Jake had become a lawyer instead of a private investigator, she probably would never have met him. And beyond Michael, Jake was the one truly good thing that had happened in her life. “Is Mark waiting for us at the hotel?”

Jake glanced at his watch. “Yes. I told him to hunt up some of Dale’s things.”

Her stomach stirred. She hadn’t used her psychometry skills for a good four months—not since she’d tried to find Matthew Kincaid and had become one with him instead, sharing his pain, his fear. Goose bumps trailed across her skin, and she rubbed her arms. What if it happened again? What if she became a part of whatever was happening to this Dale and couldn’t escape?

She took a deep breath and pushed the fear away.  She had to try, for Jake’s sake. He never asked much of her, and this was important to him. “Has he told the police he’s asked us to investigate?”

Jake shook his head. “It’s not just the police, now, but the Feds as well.”

“And won’t they be pleased to have a couple of amateurs bumbling about,” she said, voice dry.

He shrugged. “Won’t be the first time we’ve crossed swords with the police, and I doubt it will be the last.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Then you have no intention of becoming the Diamond Grand’s next chief of security?”

“Hell, no.” He shuddered and scrubbed a hand through his thinning blond hair. “I’d rather die in the field than die of boredom.”

She couldn’t hide the surge of relief, and yet in many ways, she knew she was being selfish. Jake had been badly hurt in their last two cases. The next time he just might get his wish. “Mary is making some sense, you know. It would certainly be a lot safer, health-wise at least, if you took the security job.”

“Nik, if I wanted safe, I would have become a lawyer.” He leaned forward and opened the door as the limousine came to a halt. “And here we are.”

She climbed out. The wind whistled around her, damp and cold. She zipped up her jacket and studied the Diamond Grand Hotel. It was smaller than she’d expected, being only nine or ten floors high. It was also a lot older. Ivy climbed randomly over the red-brown brickwork, gently framing the white wooden windows and Juliet balconies. The entrance was a huge, white stone arch, intricately carved with wreaths of flowers and ivy. Two old-fashioned gas  lamps sat on the wall either side of the arch, and a canopy curved over the sidewalk, protecting guests from the worst of the weather. Christmas lights climbed around it, twinkling like stars in the fading night.

“It’s pretty,” she said.

Jake joined her on the sidewalk, her bag slung over his shoulder. “It’s that, if nothing else,” he said and motioned her forward. “I would still rather be stuck in our paint peeling office than here for the rest of my life.”

She glanced back at him as she climbed the steps. “Have you told Mary this?”

The doorman nodded a greeting at them both and opened the door. The warmth of the lobby swirled around her, rich with the scents of freshly-baked bread and strawberries. Her stomach rumbled a reminder that she hadn’t eaten since lunch yesterday.

Jake touched her back, guiding her through the doors. “Yes. She’s just not listening—as usual.”

The lobby was pale yellow and cream and dominated by a huge chandelier that hung in the center of the room. The delicate chains of crystal glittered like gold in the warm yellow light and spun fingers of light through the entire lobby. Under this, on a carved mahogany table, sat the biggest bunch of flowers she’d ever seen. But their pale pinks and greens offset the golden glow of the room and counterbalanced the fiery red cushions that were scattered about on the various chairs.

“This is nice,” she murmured, running her fingers across the top of one of the plush velvet chairs.

“This is expensive,” Jake replied. “And I’ve put you in our top room.”

“You can’t—”

“I can,” he interrupted. “And I have. No arguments. Consider this little slice of luxury a Christmas gift. I’ve booked you in for a couple of weeks, so if you want to stay and do some touristy stuff after we solve this case, you’re quite welcome to.”

He sounded awfully confident that they would  solve it, even though past experience had taught them both nothing was ever as simple as it seemed. She leaned forward and planted a kiss on his leathery cheek. “You don’t have to bribe me to get me to stay, you know. All you have to do is ask.”

He smiled. “I thought you might have wanted to spend your first Christmas alone with Michael.”

“He wasn’t sure whether he was going to make it home in time or not.” She shrugged and tried to hide the familiar sense of disappointment. “Besides, Christmas is a time for families—and you and Mary are all the family I have. I was planning to come out here, anyway.”

“Good.” He stopped at the desk and signed her in.

“There’s a message for you, Mr. Morgan.” The receptionist handed him a slip of paper along with the room keys.

Jake scanned the note quickly and grinned as he handed it across. “Looks like you might be celebrating Christmas with Michael after all.”

Her hands were actually trembling as she took the paper and read it.


I’ll be there by ten, it said. Tell Nikki not to do anything until I arrive.

Disappointment, and just a little anger, shot through her. She crushed the paper into a ball and tossed it into the nearby waste basket. Why had-n’t he left something for her? He knew she was  here—even a “can’t wait to see you again” would have been nice.

She forced a smile and glanced up at Jake. “Let’s go up and meet your friend.”

He frowned, blue eyes concerned. “You sure you don’t want to wait for Michael?”

“Do you think we can afford to?”

“Well, no, but—”

“No buts,” she said with a smile. “Besides, all I’m going to do is see if I can trace her through her possessions. It won’t make a difference if he’s here or not.”

Which was not exactly the truth, especially if her abilities took her into this woman’s mind and made her share her experiences. Michael had once warned her she could lose herself if she wasn’t very careful. So doing this alone, when he wasn’t there to pull her out, was more than just a little dangerous. But she wasn’t about to tell Jake that.

He still looked doubtful, but guided her toward the elevator. “If the Feds are still with Mark, it might be wise to try to find Dale in your room.”

“It might be better to do that anyway,” she commented as the doors closed. “The Feds certainly won’t want us involved in the case.” And she certainly didn’t want them walking into the middle of everything—especially if things went wrong.

Jake nodded. “In that case, I’ll escort you to your suite, then go and collect the items you’ll need from Mark.”

“Good,” she said, despite the sliver of unease that curled through her stomach.

They stopped on the top floor and got out. The golden theme from the lobby was extended here, lending the long corridor warmth. Flowers cascaded  over tables in corner nooks, and palms sat either side of the elevator doors, their fronds waving gently in the breeze of air conditioning.

“There are only two suites on this floor,” Jake said, as he swiped the key card through the lock. “And the other one’s not occupied. You and Michael can come and go as you please without disturbing anyone.”

He thrust open the door and waved her through. Nikki stopped in the middle of the living room and shook her head in amazement. Talk about opulent! The walls were again pale gold, offset by burnt umber chairs and curtains of rich red and gold. The windows looked out over a leafy park, though the trees were little more than shadows in the fog.

“You have a look around,” Jake said, dumping her bag on the ornate mahogany coffee table, “and I’ll go see Mark.”

She nodded and headed into the bedroom. The bed was big enough to hold a party and was framed by a canopy of red and gold curtains. She touched the comforter, her fingers sinking into its rich redness. The mattress underneath was firm, but not overly so. Just the way she liked it. Directly opposite the bed was a fireplace. She smiled and flopped back onto the bed, closing her eyes as she imagined lying here in Michael’s arms, the warmth of the fire caressing their bodies. . . .

Heat stirred through her, and she sighed. Three weeks without his touch was way too long.

She lay there for a while, listening to the growing hum of traffic and the musical peal of a bell as a cable car rolled past the hotel.

Then she heard the ding of the elevator returning  and soft footsteps. She sighed again and pushed up from the bed. Time to get to work.

“We’d better shift some of the furniture,” she said, walking back into the living room. “The last time I tried this I ended up—”

She stopped abruptly, a cold feeling of dread enveloping her. It wasn’t Jake who’d entered her room.

It was a vampire.




Three

He was young and scruffy-looking, dressed in jeans and a black leather jacket decorated in biker’s colors. His face was pale, gaunt, and his brown eyes haunted.


Hasn’t been turned all that long, Nikki thought. Which only made him all the more dangerous.

She clenched her fist against the energy burning across her fingers and shifted her stance slightly, ready to dive out of the way should he attack.

“What do you want?” She kept her voice flat and low, not wanting to provoke him in any way.

“Are you Nikki James?” His voice was guttural, thick.

A sliver of fear ran through her. How did he know her name? She’d just arrived in San Francisco, and no one but Jake and Mark really knew she was here. “And what do you want with her?”

He smiled, revealing long, sharp canines. It was rather obvious what he intended to do—suck her dry.

“You’re her, ain’t you?” His gaze travelled the length of her body and back again, and an excited light crept past the haunted look in his brown eyes. “Gonna enjoy tasting you, I am.”

His gaze seemed to intensify, and power slivered through the air between them. She frowned. He was obviously trying to get a mind-lock on her, but thanks to what she’d become, she was basically immune to the mind-control attempts of most vampires. Despite her earlier fears, she suspected even Michael couldn’t really force her to act against her wishes—not that he’d ever tried.

Evidently, this vampire had no idea his mind assault wouldn’t work, which was odd. Elizabeth, the now-dead vampire who’d turned Michael so long ago, had taken one look and known she was a thrall. Had known mind control wouldn’t work simply because Michael had, in a sense, created her. So why couldn’t this one tell?

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and continued to watch him, her hands still clenched against the energy burning across her fingertips. Sweat tickled down his hollowed cheeks, and after a few seconds, he frowned.

“Well, hell,” he muttered. “That ain’t working, is it?”

“No, it’s not,” she replied. “Who sent you here to kill me?”

“Yeah, like I’m going to tell you that.” He snorted and produced a knife from the side pocket of his dirty jeans. “Ready to die?”

Fear slid through her. The knife was long and sharp and gleamed silver in the room’s warm light—and it was not the sort of weapon you could easily conceal. He should never have been able to get past hotel security with a weapon like that stuck down his pants. There had been at least two discreetly positioned guards near the hotel’s main entrance, and it would have taken a lot of psychic strength to control their minds enough to slip past unnoticed. More strength than what this vampire had, anyway. And she had no doubt that after the recent kidnapping, security would have been doubled on every exit.

So, if he hadn’t come through any secured entrance, where in hell had he come from?

And why was he using a knife when he was a damn vampire?

He snarled silently and sprang, slashing wildly with the knife. She dove out of the way, but he was faster than she’d expected. The blade nicked the sleeve of her jacket and sliced into her arm as easily as butter. Biting back her yelp, she hit the carpet and rolled back to her feet. The vampire was little more than a blur, the knife a streak of silver as it arced toward her. She thrust out her hand, hitting him with the pent-up energy.

He flew across the room and smashed into an expensive looking painting. The frame and glass shattered, showering the vampire with shards as he hit the floor then scrambled back to his feet.

She thrust out kinetically again, this time retrieving rather than pushing away. The vampire’s eyes went wide as two jagged pieces of frame flew across the room.

She caught them deftly and forced a grin, feigning a confidence she certainly didn’t feel. Warmth flowed down her arm, and the cuff of her sweater was growing damp. She had to end this quickly before she started bleeding all over the carpet.

A wild light entered the young vampire’s eyes. He could obviously smell the blood, even if he couldn’t yet see it. “How’d you do that?”

“Magic,” she said and waved the stake in her right hand, catching his gaze. “Want to see more?”

He sneered again. “I’m going to kill you, you know. You can’t beat me. I’m a vampire. I’m invincible.”

She snorted softly. “You’ve been listening to a few too many fairy tales, kid. No vampire is invincible. Not even the old ones.”

He launched across the room, his body blurring. She twisted out of the way and slashed through  the shadows, stabbing one of the stakes deep into his leg.

He hissed, a sound full of anger and pain, then twisted and threw the knife. She ducked and heard the blade thud into something solid. Heard the whistle of air and twisted desperately away—but not fast enough. His fist smashed into her chin and lifted her off the ground. She flew across the room and crashed into the wall. Air whooshed from her lungs, leaving her gasping and seeing stars as she slumped to the floor.

A warning tingled across her skin. The vampire was coming at her again. She thrust out her hand and reached again for kinetic energy. He slammed into her wall of power, abruptly stopping. Pain slithered through her head, a warning she was beginning to push her limits. She ignored it and climbed slowly to her feet.

Warmth trickled down her fingers. She thrust her hand into her pocket and met the vampire’s gaze. It was filled with desperation and hunger.

“Tell me who sent you here to kill me,” she said.

He didn’t answer, just twisted desperately, fighting her hold on him. Every movement stabbed red-hot pokers through her head. She had to end this quickly, while she still had some semblance of control.

“Tell me.” She thrust him backwards, towards the windows and the pale beams of sunlight beginning to filter into the room.

His struggles grew more violent, the pain in her head sharper.

“Tell me,” she repeated and pushed him closer.

Light caressed his left arm and, almost instantly, his fingers went a deep, dark red. He screamed. It was a sound filled with fear and anger, and  shuddered right though every fiber of her being. Not very old at all, she thought, and pulled him back a little.

“I can’t.” His eyes were haunted, frantic. “He’ll kill me.”

She wondered how young he really was—or how young he’d been when he’d been turned. Despite the bravado and the tough words, she suspected he was only in his mid-to-late teens. A babe in human or vampire terms. But then, Jasper had been a lot younger, and he’d been one of the most depraved bastards she’d ever met. She raised an eyebrow. “And you think I won’t?”
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