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Prologue


Warm summer air swam over Tanya as she stepped out into the night. It was cooler than it had been earlier in the day, but still hot compared to the air-conditioned coffee shop. She sucked in the humid air as she started across the pavement, her eyes moving around the nearly empty parking lot, noting the van now parked beside her eighteen-wheeler. Hers had been the only vehicle when she’d stopped here for a coffee break after her long haul. She’d also been the only patron in the coffee shop until a few minutes ago when the owner of that van had entered. His arrival was why she’d left. The man was tall, lean, and dark-haired, but something about his pale features and the hungry way he’d watched her had made her decide she’d taken a long enough break.


She’d nearly reached the driver’s side of her truck when the sound of a skittering pebble drew Tanya’s head around. Her gaze turned wary as she recognized the man from the coffee shop. His dark hair and clothes blended with the night around them, but his pale face and silver eyes couldn’t be missed.


“I wanted to show you something in my van,” he announced as he crossed the short distance separating them.


Tanya’s upper lip curled in a sneer. She’d just bet he had something he wanted to show her. Men! Find out she was a trucker and they seemed to immediately think that was slang for slut.


“I don’t—” The words died in her throat, the want to see anything you’ve got seeming to evaporate from her head.


“It’s all right. You’ll like this.” His tone was soothing, almost crooning, and Tanya felt herself relax, the warning bell in her head fading to a distant chime.


“I’ll like this,” she echoed in a whisper.


“Yes, you will,” he assured her, and gestured for her to move forward as he opened the back door of the van.


Tanya found herself climbing in. She watched him close the door, shutting out the world. When he turned toward her, the silver of his eyes was afire, almost seeming to bubble in his irises as he caught her arms and drew her closer. Her gaze dropped to his mouth as his lips parted, and she saw the fangs slipping out.


Tanya stared at those fangs as he lowered his head toward her. She followed them right up until his face moved to her throat and she could no longer see them anymore. She felt a quick pinch as they sank into her neck, and then a wave of pleasure rolled over her, drowning any other emotion.


I told you you’d like this, Tanya heard him say, though the words were in her head not her ears.


“Yes. Oh yes,” she moaned with ecstasy, her arms rising to clutch at his shoulders as he drained her lifeblood away.




Chapter 1


“Sorry about leaving so late.”


Samantha Willan tore her gaze away from the star-littered sky overhead and turned a surprised glance to her younger sister. They were reclining on the wooden dock in front of the family cottage, enjoying the evening air and the beautiful view. Or they had been until Jo’s apology. Seeing her guilt-ridden expression, Samantha frowned and leaned to the side, bumping the younger woman affectionately with her shoulder as she teased, “You should be. We missed all the crazy traffic, didn’t have any of the usual stop-and-go nonsense, and made great time here. All in all it was a horribly pleasant ride for a change. Shame on you for forcing that on us.”


Jo grinned, but shook her head. “It’s also now after two A.M., we’ve just finished unloading the car, and we still have to let the cottage air out before we can sleep.” She raised her eyebrows in challenge. “It’s going to be a late night for all of us thanks to my stupid job.”


Sam wrinkled her nose. It was summer. The sun had baked down on the closed-up cottage all day, heating it like an oven. Despite the fact that the night had cooled with the setting sun, the small, well-insulated building had still retained that heat when they’d arrived. The first thing they’d done—even before unloading the car—had been to open all the windows. They would have turned on the ceiling fans too, but there’d been a storm that afternoon and the power had been knocked out. No power meant no ceiling fans to help bring down the temperature. They’d have to wait for the night air to slowly seep in and displace the hotter air. That could take a while.


“So?” Sam said lightly. “We’ve unpacked, the beds are made, and we don’t have to get up early. We’re on vacation; we can go to bed as late as we want. In the meantime, we get to relax here on the dock and enjoy this lovely view … so stop fretting. Besides,” she added solemnly, “your job isn’t stupid.”


“Yeah, right,” Jo said on a laugh. “You’re a lawyer, Alex is a gourmet chef with her own restaurant, and I work in a bar.”


“You are now night manager in that bar, thank you very much,” Sam pointed out firmly. “And stop comparing yourself to us. Alex and I are both very proud of you for getting that promotion,” she said firmly. “Besides, it’s paying your way through university, isn’t it? That makes it far from stupid in my book.”


Jo relaxed, a small smile claiming her lips. “I guess.”


“You can guess if you like, but I know,” Sam assured her with another affectionate bump. They fell silent then, and both turned their gazes skyward, taking in the sparkling, star-strewn black above. It was hard to believe they were only two hours north of Toronto; the sky here made it seem like a whole other world. It was awe-inspiring.


“We should have brought sleeping bags,” Jo said on a little sigh. “We could have slept out here under the stars.”


“On the dock?” Sam asked with a disbelieving laugh. “No way. All three of us would probably end up in the lake somehow … Or we’d wake up to find chipmunks curled up in the sleeping bags with us and seagulls circling overhead, relieving themselves on our sleeping faces.”


“Eww!” Laughing, Jo gave her shoulder a push and shook her head. “You are such a pessimist. I swear I’ve never met anyone who could be such a downer.”


“Not a downer, sensible,” Sam corrected.


“Ha! You always see the glass as half empty. Honestly, you find the flaw in everything.”


“In other words, she acts like the lawyer she is.”


Sam and Jo sat up and turned to glance toward shore where that amused voice had come from. At first all they could see were shadows in the darkness, but then Jo turned on the flashlight they’d brought with them and raised it. The beam of light splashed over and then settled on their eldest sister, Alex, as she made her way down the sloping yard to the dock.


“Get that light out of my eyes,” Alex complained with a laugh, raising a hand to stave off the glare, and Jo lowered the beam to the ground so that she could negotiate the last few feet without incident.


“Thanks,” Alex said as she stepped onto the dock to join them.


“No problem.” Jo said. The beam then bounced away from Alex, flashing over Sam’s face and briefly blinding her before it blinked out.


Sam was left with white spots burned in her eyes and was trying to get her normal vision back when the light suddenly blinked on again, once more aimed straight at her face.


“Hey!” She raised her own hand to shield her eyes and scowled into the glare of light moving over her. “Turn that out!”


“Sorry. I thought I saw—I did!” Jo exclaimed triumphantly as the beam reached her neck. “You’re bleeding.”


“Damn blackflies,” Sam muttered. It was the season for it. Grimacing, she wiped blindly at her neck.


“The other side,” Jo said helpfully. “There are two of them.”


“Hmm.” Alex dropped to her haunches to get a look. Whatever she saw brought a grin to her face. “There are two … side by side. It looks like a vampire bite.”


“Yes,” Jo agreed, and then teased, “If I hadn’t been here the whole time I’d have said Dracula got you and didn’t clean up after himself.”


“Ugh. Don’t even joke about that,” Sam said with a shudder.


Jo laughed at her disgust. “Most women would love to have that happen. They fantasize about things like that happening to them.”


“Most women don’t have phobias about bats,” Sam responded dryly. “Besides, I hardly think most women fantasize about being bitten by flying rodents.”


“Not flying rodents,” Jo said with exasperation. “A vampire.”


“Same thing,” Sam muttered with disgust. “They turn into bats and rats and wolves and Lord knows what else. I’m not into bestiality, thanks.”


“Gawddddd. You are such a … a …”


“Lawyer?” Alex suggested with amusement.


“Yes,” Jo snapped.


“Stop saying that like it’s a bad thing.” Sam scowled at them both. “I worked long and hard to become a lawyer.”


“Yes, you did,” Alex agreed soothingly, and then informed her, “You’re still bleeding. Maybe you should try some of that After Bite stuff on it.”


“Yeah. I need a refill on my drink anyway,” Sam murmured. Giving up on her neck, she got to her feet, asking, “Can I get something for anyone else while I’m up?”


“Nothing for me, thanks,” Jo said.


“I could use another beer. I meant to grab one while I was up going to the bathroom, but forgot,” Alex said and then grabbed at Sam’s elbow to steady her as she swayed unsteadily. Amusement clear in her voice, she commented, “Maybe you should switch to soda.”


“She already is on soda,” Jo announced. “She isn’t drinking.”


Alex’s head swiveled sharply to Sam. “Not another ear infection?”


Sam nodded reluctantly, not surprised when Alex began to curse. Knowing it was just a result of her worry and that it would be followed by a rant about rotten doctors, the useless health care system, and the length of the wait to see a specialist, Sam didn’t stick around to listen. She moved cautiously off the dock and up the lawn, but wasn’t halfway to the cottage before she began to regret not having grabbed the flashlight from Jo. This was not the city with streetlights to brighten the situation. Here in cottage country, night was black velvet, dark and heavy. While it had seemed lighter on the dock with the starlit sky overhead, here the trees blocked out the starlight. It was much darker, and Sam found herself stumbling over exposed roots and rocks in her path. Between that and the lack of balance her ear infection was causing, she was having a bit of a struggle.


Grabbing at the thigh-sized trunk of the young maple tree between the cottage and the dock, Sam paused briefly to get her bearings. She was about to continue again when the sound of a door closing drew her eyes to the cottage next door. It was in darkness, as it had been when they’d arrived.


As it always was, in fact, she thought with a grimace. The cottage had been sold two years ago, but they still hadn’t yet met the new neighbors. The new owner never seemed to be up here, at least not when Sam or her sisters were at their cottage. They checked every time they came up, hoping to finally get to meet them. It wasn’t that they were overly sociable. The fact was, life here wasn’t like life in the city. Neighbors depended on neighbors up here. They didn’t bother each other, but did like to know who they were and tended to look out for each other. It was a necessity in an area where the power was frequently knocked out and amenities could be so far away in an emergency.


There had been a lot of speculation on the lake last summer about the new owners. Grant, their neighbor on the other side and a year-round resident, had said that the cottage had been in use at a couple of points during the winter. He’d seen the lights on at night, and a man walking around the building to the shed a couple of times, but the man had kept to himself. Sam doubted Grant had encouraged him to do otherwise, however. He pretty much kept to himself too and only talked to those on the lake for whom he did handyman work, and then only when—and as much as—absolutely necessary. He probably wouldn’t even have mentioned it if she hadn’t asked if he’d met the new neighbors yet.


That thought made her glance toward Grant’s dark cottage on the other side of theirs as she briefly wondered if the noise she’d heard hadn’t come from his place. Sound carried oddly on the lake, and it could have come from just about anywhere, even from one of the cottages across the lake.


Shrugging the worry away, she released her hold on the tree trunk and continued up toward the cottage.


“Cottage country.”


Garrett Mortimer chuckled at the disgust in his partner’s voice. “I can tell you’re thrilled by this assignment.”


Justin Bricker grimaced. “It’s cottage country, Mortimer. Cottages are all about sun and sand and fun. We’re vampires. We avoid sunlight like the plague. What are we doing here?”


“Looking for a rogue immortal,” Mortimer said calmly, managing not to wince at his younger partner’s use of the term vampire. He couldn’t help it, he—like many of the older ones of their kind—had a terrible abhorrence for the word. It brought back memories of marauding villagers with torches and stakes.


“Right,” Bricker said dryly. “But what would any self-respecting vampire—rogue or not—be doing here? We haven’t seen a streetlight in hours. It’s black as pitch out here and has been forever. If there’s anything at all beyond the headlights of our car, I’d be surprised.”


Mortimer chuckled. “There’s a lot more than you think beyond the headlights.”


“Bears, raccoons, deer, and bunnies,” Bricker said, obviously unimpressed.


Mortimer shook his head, but waited to negotiate a rather sharp curve in the road before saying, “We’ve probably passed a couple hundred cottages and houses since getting off the main highway. Believe me, hidden in the darkness are loads of people.”


“Maybe,” Bricker allowed with some disgruntlement. “But I guarantee you there won’t be a single immortal among them.”


“No?” Mortimer arched an eyebrow even as his lips twitched again.


“No,” Bricker assured him. “No self-respecting immortal would stick himself out here. It’s just not our scene.”


“Right. So … What?” he asked dryly. “You’re saying that all self-respecting immortals are presently hanging out on the other side of the globe where it’s winter and the days are shorter?”


“No, of course not,” Bricker growled with irritation. “But they aren’t likely to be at a cottage. They’ll be in cities like Toronto and Montreal where they have underground concourses and don’t have to expose themselves to the sun to go places and do things.”


Mortimer nodded, but didn’t agree or disagree. The truth was, he knew a lot of their people would indeed be spending the summer in such places. While mortals enjoyed the underground cities in the winter because it allowed them to avoid the bitter cold outside, and some sought it out in the summer to avoid the harsh heat, immortals simply enjoyed the underground concourses during daylight in both summer and winter. It gave them a freedom they had never imagined they might enjoy before the advent of such things. They could walk around during daylight without worrying about the damage it was doing to them.


Mortimer peered at his partner, noting the dissatisfaction on his handsome, angular face and the frustrated way he ran one hand through his dark curls. Glancing back to the road ahead, he pointed out mildly, “The intelligence we have says that half a dozen mortals have been spotted with bite marks.”


“I know, but it makes no sense that a vampire would hang out up here.”


“And maybe that’s why he or she is,” Mortimer said. “After all, as you say, it’s the last place anyone would expect to find an immortal … and because it is cottage country, it’s full of mortals who come and go, concentrate on sun and fun, and don’t bother neighboring cottagers.”


Bricker looked startled at the suggestion. It obviously wasn’t something he’d considered.


“You have to admit it’s a pretty good place to hide out,” Mortimer continued. “Almost every cottage we’ve passed is surrounded by trees, and the people up here feel safe so they won’t be as aware or cautious … A rogue immortal would be a wolf among sheep.”


“I suppose you’re right,” Bricker murmured, his expression thoughtful. “It’s dark as death out here. He could creep up on people around a campfire, lure someone into the trees for a bite, and be gone without ever being seen.”


Mortimer grunted in agreement, his attention on the small, green, numbered markers among the foliage on the side of the road. Each glowed brightly in the headlight’s beam and each marked a driveway that disappeared into the trees, leading to cottages that they couldn’t see from the road. Their cottage turned out to be the last one leading off the gravel road. Mortimer steered them down the dirt lane, wincing as they bumped over ruts and rocks. They traveled through trees for at least a full minute before the headlights flashed on a brown building ahead.


“Welcome to the boonies,” Bricker said with a sneer. Holding on to the strap above the passenger door to steady himself during the bumpy ride, he added almost under his breath, “This so isn’t my bag.”


Mortimer smiled faintly and admitted, “It isn’t really my bag either, but it’s someone’s or we wouldn’t be up here.”


“Right. Our rogue,” Bricker muttered unhappily.


“And Decker,” he pointed out. “It’s his cottage we’re using as a base while we’re up here.”


“Yeah, but he always was a strange bird,” Bricker said. “Only he would enjoy living at the end of the world.”


Mortimer smiled faintly at the insult to their comrade Decker Argeneau Pimms. As hunters for the Council, they often worked in concert with other teams, and more often than not, they seemed to be put together with Decker and his partner Anders. The four of them got along well and liked one another, but you wouldn’t know that from the way they insulted one another.


“Well, I can’t argue with Decker being strange,” Mortimer said with amusement, and then pointed out, “But cottage country is apparently attractive to at least one other immortal too. It had to have been an immortal who spotted the bite marks and reported them to the Council.”


That report was the reason they were here. Biting mortals was forbidden, and the Council had sent them up here to cottage country to look into it. They were to find the culprit and bring him—or her—back for the Council to deal with.


“Do we know who made the report?” Bricker asked curiously.


“I’m sure Lucian knows, but he didn’t tell me who,” Mortimer said, and then added, “I guess it really isn’t important anyway.”


“No,” Bricker agreed, and then breathed, “Jesus,” as Mortimer killed the car engine and the headlights blinked out at once, leaving them in a black and silent world.


The darkness was so absolute, Mortimer could almost believe they had reached the end of the earth and were now staring off into the emptiness of space. He didn’t comment, however, but merely sat, waiting for his eyes to adjust. After a moment or so, the solid black around them gave way to differing shades of gray as well.


“Do you hear that?” Bricker asked in hushed tones.


“What?” Mortimer asked with a frown. He didn’t hear anything.


“Nothing,” Bricker said dryly. “Absolutely frigging nothing.”


Releasing his breath on a soundless laugh, Mortimer grabbed his knapsack from the backseat, opened his door, and unfolded himself from the car. He then began to stretch and bend beside the vehicle to get his circulation going again. While they’d stopped several times along the way, this last bit of driving had been the longest, and he was stiff from the journey.


“Jesus.”


The repeated exclamation, this time breathed with awe, made Mortimer glance sharply around to find Bricker standing in the frame of his open door, staring wide-eyed up at the sky. Eyebrows rising, Mortimer glanced up and found himself staring at a canopy of stars spread overhead like diamonds on a blue-black canvas. It wasn’t a new sight to Mortimer. Before the world had become so crowded and electricity had been invented, every night had offered such a view. But of course Bricker wasn’t old enough to recall that time, he realized, and glanced toward the awestruck man. “Nice, huh?”


“I’ve never seen so many stars in my life,” Bricker murmured, eyes hungrily eating every inch of sky. “I didn’t even realize there were this many.”


Mortimer cast one more glance upward, but then started slowly forward across the uneven ground to the cottage. It was much larger than the tiny three-room building he’d expected. This was a proper house at the very least, and larger than even the average house. It was framed with dark wood, and most of the walls appeared to be made up of windows. The sight made Mortimer’s eyebrows rise. It was the last thing he would have expected from the home of an immortal.


“Wait for me,” Bricker hissed, hurrying after him as Mortimer started up the stairs that led onto the deck surrounding the second level of the house.


Mortimer slowed a bit but continued up and along the deck to the door of the cottage. There were no lights on and the building was obviously empty, but he still frowned when he found the door locked. Decker was supposed to be here. After a slight hesitation, Mortimer reached above the door frame and felt along the ledge until his fingers closed over a key.


Relaxing a little, he unlocked the door, and then stepped inside the stuffy interior. A quick feel along the wall was all that was needed to find the light switch, but when he flipped it, nothing happened.


“The breaker probably has to be turned on,” Bricker said when Mortimer flipped it again to no avail. “I’ll find it and get the lights going.”


Mortimer merely nodded and moved farther into the cottage to make way for the other man to enter. He set his bag on the table and then turned back to see Bricker setting his own on the floor by the door. “I’ll get the cooler while you see to that.”


He heard Bricker grunt an acknowledgment as he stepped back out onto the deck. Mortimer paused on the top step when a burst of feminine laughter filled the air. He glanced across the surrounding darkness, not sure from which direction the sound had come. It had seemed quite close, but they were on the lake, and he knew sound carried on water.


After another moment, Mortimer descended the stairs, but rather than move toward the car, he went around to the lakeside instead. There was nothing to see. The lawn lay before him, running about fifty feet down to the shoreline and stretching out about twice that width before reaching the thick line of trees that bordered each side.


A good-sized boathouse sat at the water’s edge, but the rest was open beach and left a lovely view of the calm surface of the small lake. The opposite shore was a strip of black bordering the lake itself, which was a lighter shade of dark, and the sight made him frown. There wasn’t a light in evidence on the opposite shore, no sign at all of the occupants he knew must be there. Of course, it was after two A.M. and everyone was likely asleep. Still, had he not passed all those markers at the ends of driveways, he could almost believe he and Bricker were alone up here.


Another burst of sound, this time giggling, brought an end to that thought, and Mortimer jerked his head to the left, eyes narrowing as he peered through the trees. He made out the large dark shape of the neighboring cottage, an upside-down canoe, a dock with two boats moored to it, and two figures sitting side by side on the planks of the small dock. They were in a relaxed pose, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles as they leaned back on their arms and stared up at the sky while chuckling over something.


Women, he realized, noting their very feminine shapes. One had shorter hair that barely reached her shoulders in a smooth bob. The other had longer hair, but had it scraped up into a ponytail at the back of her head.


The sound of a screen door clanging drew his gaze back to the neighboring cottage as a light beam came bobbing down its steps. A third woman, Mortimer realized, and his eyebrows rose slightly as he watched her stumble clumsily down the lawn, muttering to herself. It hadn’t occurred to him that the two mortal women on the dock might be drunk, but this one definitely was, he thought dryly as she staggered sideways slightly and then fell. He wasn’t the only one to notice, Mortimer realized, as both women on the dock turned and a flashlight beam shot from the hand of the one with the ponytail, bathing the fallen woman in light as she got to her feet.


“Sam? Are you all right?”


Caught in the beam as she was, Mortimer got a good look at the third woman. Her features suggested she was related to the other two, but she very definitely had a different body shape. While the other two were shapely and voluptuous, this one was tall, lean, and flat-chested. Her hair was as black as the night and fell in a straight curtain, framing a face filled by huge, dark eyes; a slightly crooked nose; and a large mouth that was presently twisted in an embarrassed grimace.


“Yes, yes,” the woman named Sam answered on a laugh as she brushed at a large dark spot on her T-shirt. Not only had she stumbled over her own feet, she’d spilled her drink over herself.


Tsking with irritation, the woman turned back toward the cottage. “I’ll be right back.”


“Oh, don’t bother changing, Sam,” one of the women, the one with the bob, said. “There’s no one here to impress.”


“Yeah, but it’s sticky, Alex,” the woman named Sam complained.


“So. We have yet to take our first night swim. That will wash it away.”


“True.” A slow grin claimed Sam’s lips, and she continued down toward the dock.


A low whistle drew Mortimer’s attention to the side to see that Bricker had joined him and was ogling their neighbors with a wholly male appreciation.


“Maybe cottage country won’t be so bad,” Bricker whispered, and then tore his gaze away from the women to ask in hushed tones, “Sidetracked, were you?”


Mortimer shrugged. “I heard laughing and came to investigate.”


The younger immortal nodded, his eyes shifting back to the women. “Yeah. Girls tend to do that a lot when they get together. At least my sisters do. They get together and laugh and giggle and …” He paused and peered back toward the next yard as another burst of laughter sounded from the women.


Mortimer followed his glance. Sam had reached the dock, her flashlight beam bobbing over the other two women as they got to their feet. Mortimer chuckled as it caught them rising with their backs to each other just as they bumped butts and nearly sent each other flying off the dock in opposite directions. A burst of laughter exploded from the women as they steadied themselves.


“And you say I’m clumsy?” Sam asked with dry amusement as she turned away, only to ruin the effect by nearly overbalancing and tipping off the dock herself, without bumping anything as an excuse for her own clumsiness.


Mortimer shook his head at their antics as another round of laughter erupted. The trio had obviously had quite a bit to drink. He’d barely had the thought when Sam said with disgust, “Dear God, anyone would think I was drunk, stumbling around like this.”


“Not if they knew you and knew how clumsy you are,” the one with the ponytail teased.


“Oh, who cares?” the one with the bob, whom Sam had called Alex, said. “We’re on vacation. People can think what they want.”


“Eww! Ew, ew, ew!”


The trio halted abruptly, and Sam swung the flashlight beam around toward the girl with the ponytail. “What is it, Jo?”


“I think I stepped on a baby frog,” came the disgusted moan.


The beam of light immediately dropped to illuminate the feet of the woman with the ponytail—Jo—as she raised one foot for examination.


“It looks like mud,” Sam said reassuringly.


“It was cold and squishy,” Jo said uncertainly. Teetering about in her stork-like position, she bent to better examine the bottom of the foot in question and would have lost her balance and tumbled to the grass had Alex not stepped into the beam of light to catch her arm and steady her.


“Mud is cold and squishy,” Alex said reasonably. “Besides, if you’d stepped on a baby frog it would be a pancake on the ground here, and there’s no sign of frog pancake that I can see.”


Sam moved the beam of her flashlight over the ground.


“No frog pancake,” she pointed out with a shrug. The beam of light then whirled away as she turned and moved forward once more, this time at a fast clip. She called out, “Last one in has to cook breakfast in the morning.”


That set off a round of squeals, and Mortimer watched the moonlight silvering off pale skin as the two women rushed after Sam toward a small stretch of beach at the end of the lot nearest where he and Bricker stood. While the women did squeal, the very description was somewhat misleading. They were making an obvious effort to keep their voices down to avoid disturbing anyone. Understandable considering the hour and the way sound carried across water, Mortimer supposed, and frowned as the women moved down a small incline to the shore’s edge. They hadn’t gone inside to change into bathing suits. Surely they weren’t going to—


“Are they stripping?” Bricker asked in a hopeful whisper.


Rather than answer, Mortimer moved closer to shore until they were almost parallel to the women again. Almost because the three women had thrown off their clothes in a rush and charged into the water with stifled squeals by the time he stopped.


“Damn,” Bricker breathed, pausing at his side to watch the women jumping about and gasping in the water. “I think I’m going to like it here.”


Mortimer barely caught back the bark of laughter that tried to escape at those words. Sometimes he forgot how young his partner was, but then something like this happened, and he was reminded that Bricker was still under one hundred and still suffered all kinds of hungers and appetites that older immortals were free of. The man was ravenous in most of his appetites, whether it was food, drink, or sex.


That would change with time, he thought almost regretfully. Food and drink would all start to taste the same and hold less and less interest until it was something Bricker wouldn’t bother with. As for sex … after a couple hundred years even sex became a time-consuming and troublesome bore, and when that happened, it was soon dropped as an activity. There were only so many positions, so many exciting places to perform it, and really, women—when you could read their every thought and desire, could be quite tedious. Having read thousands of mortals, hundreds of thousands even, Mortimer had come to the conclusion that women were the worriers of the species. Their minds seemed consumed with worry about everything from the weather to what to serve for the next meal. They worried about the health of each and every loved one around them, worried about finances, about time constraints, about whether they were meeting everyone’s needs. They worried about rising crime, the threat of terrorism, aging … The list of worries was endless and exhausting just to have to read from their thoughts. Mortimer couldn’t imagine having to live with such constant high levels of anxiety.


In contrast, mortal males didn’t seem to suffer the same degree of anxiety. From what he’d read of mortal male minds there were only two areas where they suffered any sort of worry: at work and in bed. Work worry—which usually translated to financial worry—depended on the job they held. The other worry … well, size and performance were the key factors there, but that wasn’t true with all men. Some men thought they were “hung” or that they were super skilled in the bedroom. However, a quick read of the mind of his wife or girlfriend often proved that to be delusional thinking on the part of the man.


A sharp gasp and splashing drew his attention back to the women in the lake. Moonlight was reflecting off the water and glinting on their wet skin, making it easier for him to see them. Their skin was exceptionally pale, or appeared to be under the moonlight.


“They’re sisters.” Bricker whispered the words to prevent the women from hearing him. “This is the family cottage. They arrived about an hour ago, unloaded their vehicle, unpacked everything, and this is their traditional first-night skinny-dip.”


He merely nodded. Bricker was obviously reading from the mind of one—or all—of the women. Mortimer hadn’t bothered to do so himself, and didn’t now. Instead he pointed out, “We still need to unpack ourselves.”


“Yeah, but we should wait until the girls are done swimming. They might run into trouble and need rescuing or something and …” Bricker’s voice faded when he saw the expression on Mortimer’s face. “Yeah, all right. We unpack.”


Mortimer turned quickly to hide the smile tugging at his lips.




Chapter 2


“I take it you couldn’t find the breaker panel?” Mortimer asked as they passed the still-dark cottage.


“I did,” Bricker countered. “I flipped every single switch, but nothing happened. That storm this afternoon must have knocked out the power.”


“Storm?” Mortimer asked as they continued on to the SUV.


“Yeah. I checked the Weather Channel this morning before lying down for the day and they were predicting a storm up this way,” the younger immortal explained. “It must have taken out the power.”


Mortimer grunted an agreement as they opened the back of the SUV and peered at the supplies inside. It was an Argeneau vehicle. Sometimes they had to make do with rentals, but usually when they were on an assignment they had special vehicles supplied by Argeneau Enterprises or one of its subsidiaries … like this SUV. It was all tricked out with special features, a state-of-the-art GPS system, specially treated glass to block the sun’s UV rays, souped-up engines to give them more power, special racks and storage compartments built in all over the vehicle to hold weapons they would need, and a unique resting spot and hookup in the back for a specially designed cooler to store blood.


That was something new, actually. The SUV’s cooler was the same size and shape as a large picnic cooler, but it was really a refrigerator that could be plugged into a special power source installed in the SUV or a normal plug inside a building. When without power, it ran on a battery that recharged every time it was plugged into a power source. One of the Argeneau scientists had come up with the design and this was a prototype, the first time they’d used it in the field. Mortimer thought it would definitely come in handy.


Bricker leaned in and grabbed two long rectangular leather cases by their handles. They were full of weapons and were heavy. A mortal would have been struggling under the weight of one, but Bricker lifted out the pair as if they were feather-light.


Once he was out of the way, Mortimer snagged the cooler and tugged it closer to the edge of the vehicle.


“Will the blood be okay in the cooler until the power’s back on?”


Mortimer nodded as he lifted it out. “It should be fine for tonight, but come morning we might need to hit a store for ice.”


“When is Decker going to show up?”


“Actually, he was supposed to be up here already,” Mortimer admitted with a slight frown as he started toward the steps to the cottage.


“He was?” Bricker asked with surprise. “Well, I’ve been through the whole cottage, and he isn’t here.”


Mortimer shrugged. “Perhaps he had to go out for something.”


Where a mortal would have been shocked at the idea of the man’s needing to go out for anything at this hour, Bricker merely nodded. This was their daytime, when they usually performed their chores and what daily tasks could be done. All he said was a disgruntled “You’d think he’d have stuck around and waited for us. He knew we were coming.”


“True,” Mortimer agreed and then added heavily, “But then we were expected to arrive here by midnight and it’s now after two A.M.”


Bricker grinned and said innocently, “You make it sound like that’s my fault.”


Mortimer laughed at his feigned innocence and said, “Oh please. I waited an hour and a half for you to finish your packing, and then you insisted on stopping at absolutely every damned roadside stop there was, whether it was McDonald’s or a greasy spoon diner. Honestly, if you weren’t an immortal, I wouldn’t bet on you living more than another five years with all the grease you consume. I swear you’re starting to smell like a French fry.”


“I am not!” Bricker protested, and then frowned and asked, “Am I?”


Mortimer just shook his head and moved in front of the other man to mount the steps. At the door to the cottage, he shifted the cooler to his hip again and opened the door for Bricker to precede him inside.


“I don’t know why Lucian insisted on us bringing so much in the way of weapons,” Bricker commented as he led the way inside. “For that matter, I don’t know why he thinks we need three hunters up here. From the sounds of it we’re only chasing after a lone rogue vamp, and all he’s doing is biting the occasional mortal. It’s not like he’s a dangerous character or anything.”


“Yeah,” Mortimer said as he followed and set the cooler on the table. “But Decker is kind of an add-on. He’s really supposed to be on vacation but his cottage was handy. Besides, while it may look like a lone neck biter, for all we know that may just be the tip of the iceberg, and it’s better to be safe than sorry. That’s Lucian’s motto.”


Bricker didn’t comment as he set down what he’d brought in.


“I’m going to go lock up the SUV,” Mortimer said, turning back toward the door. “I’ll just be a minute.”


Mortimer had closed the back of the SUV and was headed to the stairs when a startled shriek made him freeze. His head immediately jerked toward the trees between the cottages. After a hesitation, he turned in that direction, walking quickly down to the shore to make sure all was well.


“What is it?” one of the women asked in anxious tones as he neared the shoreline.


“Something bumped up against me in the water,” came the answer, and Mortimer thought it was the girl with the ponytail who spoke. Jo.


“It’s probably just a fish,” Sam’s reassuring voice said.


That reassurance was ruined when the one with the bob, Alex, said, “Of course, we do have snapping turtles here.”


There was a moment of silence as the three women stared at one another, and then they suddenly turned as one and made a swift exodus from the water. Mortimer stood completely still and watched, finding his gaze repeatedly drawn to the clumsy Sam. For some reason he found himself fascinated by the sight of her pale skin painted with water and moonlight.


“Nice view.”


Mortimer turned his head sharply at that whisper to find Bricker standing at his side again. Shrugging, he explained, “I heard one of the girls scream and thought I’d make sure everything was all right.”


Bricker nodded. “I heard it from inside the cottage. The girl has a healthy set of lungs.”


Mortimer nodded, his glance returning to the women as they slipped inside the cottage next door. He saw the flashlight beam bounce around, sliding past the windows and moving over the room as candles were lit to ward off the darkness. Then the flashlight was shut off and the candles moved out of sight of the windows at the front of the cottage. The women were going to bed, each taking a candle with her to her room.


“I’ll go see if we have candles.” Bricker turned away to head back toward their cottage.


“I’ll help,” Mortimer murmured, but didn’t follow right away. A faint glow had appeared inside the very last window on this side of the neighboring cottage, and Mortimer found himself watching as light and shadow danced behind the glass. For some reason he was absolutely positive it was the window to Sam’s bedroom, and he found himself standing there, silently watching until the candlelight went out.


It was only then he noted the flicker of light to his side. Turning, he saw that Bricker had found a candle and it now shone from the window.


Mortimer glanced one last time toward the cottage next door, wondering if the girls would be a problem. He didn’t think so or Decker would have said so to Lucian, but it was something to consider. He turned and made his way back across the yard.


“Only an Argeneau would think this was a cottage,” Bricker said dryly as Mortimer entered.


Pausing inside the door, Mortimer let his gaze slide over the large open kitchen/dining/living area with its high, cathedral ceiling and huge, old-fashioned fan hanging in the center. The kitchen was on his right, sectioned off by a large, L-shaped, marble-topped counter. The floors and cupboards were pine, the appliances stainless steel, and included a microwave and dishwasher along with the standard stove and refrigerator. A large island filled the center of the kitchen, with glasses and copper pots and pans hanging overhead.


The dining area on his left ran along the glass wall overlooking the lake. The hardwood continued there, and a large, long table and twelve chairs of light wood filled the space.


The living room took up the other half of the open space and held white leather furniture and stone-topped tables, as well as a huge sixty-two-inch television.


All the comforts of home, Mortimer thought with amusement. This was a rich man’s idea of a cottage, but then Decker was a rich man.


“It doesn’t belong to an Argeneau,” Mortimer reminded Bricker as he finally turned back to push the door closed. “It’s Decker’s cottage, remember.”


“Yeah, but he’s Martine’s son and she’s an Argeneau by birth,” Bricker pointed out.


Mortimer didn’t argue the point. Martine had been born an Argeneau. In fact, she was the eldest Argeneau daughter, and while she’d taken on her husband’s last name when she married Aloysius Pimms, they switched off between Argeneau and Pimms each century in an effort to avoid their failure to age from being detected. This century, Decker was a Pimms, but an Argeneau by any other name was still an Argeneau.


“I never would have taken Decker for a cottage-country-type guy,” Bricker commented, interrupting Mortimer’s thoughts. “He always seemed to have too much class.”


“Yes, well, as you said, this place isn’t exactly your average cottage,” Mortimer said dryly as he turned from closing the door and glanced around again. The windows were all open now, when he was sure they hadn’t been the first time he’d entered. Bricker, he assumed, had opened them to let the night air circulate.


“There are three bedrooms up here and another two downstairs, as well as a rec room and laundry room,” Bricker announced, waving back toward the door they’d entered through.


Mortimer followed the gesture, surprised to realize that there were stairs right next to the entrance.


“Every outer wall on this level of the cottage seems to be full of windows,” Bricker said. “There’s no way of knowing how good the window coverings in the upstairs rooms are, but the bedrooms downstairs have no windows so I took our stuff down there. I put my stuff in the room closest to the stairs and yours in the far room.”


“Thanks,” Mortimer murmured, walking past the table into the unlit living room. While he was surprised one of their kind would own a home with so many windows to allow damaging sunlight in, it did come in handy at that moment. The windows allowed what little light the stars were shedding to seep inside. Like any good night predator, Mortimer had incredible night vision, and even without electricity, that bit of light was enough for him to see by as he moved toward the door leading into a hall.


“There’s a bathroom up here and one downstairs,” Bricker announced as Mortimer crossed the hall to peer through an open door into a three-piece bathroom.


Mortimer noted the standard services and then wandered up the hall to the right, glancing in one bedroom before continuing on to a second at the end of the hall. He walked back to find the last bedroom at the opposite end of the hall before turning back into the living room.


“So,” Bricker said as Mortimer joined him by the sliding glass doors overlooking the deck. “What do we do until Decker gets back?”


Mortimer grimaced at the question. They should be unpacking; unloading the blood bags in the cooler and shifting them into the refrigerator, and then unpacking their bags, as well as unpacking and prepping their weapons. Once that was done, he would have pulled out the maps of the area and the information they had about where bitten mortals had been seen. The two of them would have pored over those while making up some sort of plan to hunt down and find the rogue that was biting mortals in the area.


However, not having power rather buggered up all of that.


“There’s nothing much we can do at the moment,” he admitted finally.


“Are you hungry?” Bricker asked suddenly.


Mortimer glanced at the younger immortal with amusement. He hadn’t been hungry for a couple hundred years. The younger man couldn’t know that, though, since Mortimer ate on the odd occasion just to keep him company. Mind you, eating was an ambitious description, since he really mostly picked at the food and pushed it around his plate to be polite.


“We don’t have anything besides blood in that cooler, do we?” Bricker asked when Mortimer didn’t respond at once and then complained, “I’m hungry.”


“You’re always hungry,” Mortimer said dryly, and then turned away from the window saying, “Come on then, we’ll go find an all-night diner or coffee shop with food and lights and look over the information and maps Lucian gave us.”




Chapter 3


“Poor Alex.”


Sam glanced over at Jo, who sat at the dining room table. She was supposed to be shucking corn, but now held a half-shucked cob forgotten, her attention directed out the front window of the cottage. Her mouth was pinched with worry, Sam noted. “What’s wrong with Alex? Has she hurt herself?”


“No,” Jo assured her. “She just looks so miserable out there.”


Sam set down the half-peeled potato she’d been working on, snatched a piece of paper towel off the roll, and dried her hands as she crossed the room to look out the window too. They were both silent for a moment, eyes following their older sister as she pushed a lawn mower across the grass in front of the cottage. She was obviously struggling to move the old mower up the slanted lawn. Beads of sweat were rolling down her forehead as she worked under the blistering late afternoon sun. And she did indeed look miserable. Alex’s face was red and fixed in a scowl so fierce Sam feared it might become permanent.


“I did offer to do it for her, but she insisted,” Sam said with exasperation. “She’d rather do that than food prep any day.”


“I suppose when you cook all week for a living, doing it on vacation would be a drag,” Jo commented sympathetically.


Sam snorted. “More like she has little lackeys to do this stuff at work and she thought she’d rather mow than play lackey herself … but she forgot about the deerflies.”


“Is that what that gray fog is around her head?” Jo asked with alarm. “Why didn’t she put on some bug spray?”


“She did,” Samantha assured her. “She used the heavy-duty stuff too. Twice. But it’s hot out there, and she sweats it off after ten steps.”


They watched silently as Alex and her swarm crossed the yard again. She wasn’t even halfway done. She’d be eaten alive by the time she was.


Mouth tightening, Sam headed for the door. “I’m going out there and try to help keep the bugs off her.”


“How are you going to do that?” Jo asked with amazement.


The question made Sam pause and turn back. She’d need weapons to defend Alex.


“What on earth is that woman doing?”


Mortimer gave a slight start at Decker Pimms’s words and turned from the window to glance at him with surprise. He’d been concentrating so hard on what was taking place next door that he hadn’t even heard the man approach. “You are here. Lucian said you were, but the cottage was empty, and I began to think I’d misunderstood.”


“No, you didn’t misunderstand,” Decker said with a shrug. “I was up here on vacation when Mother called saying Uncle Lucian was trying to reach me about this biting business.”


Mortimer nodded, but kept back any sympathetic comments about his vacation being wrecked. Decker wasn’t the sort to appreciate sympathy.


“I was told to expect you two around midnight.”


Mortimer grimaced at the pointed comment, but merely said, “The journey took longer than expected.”


“Bricker made you stop at every restaurant you passed along the way?” Decker guessed with amusement.


“Yeah,” Mortimer admitted wryly. Anyone who had worked with them was familiar with Bricker’s voracious appetite.


Smile widening at his expression, Decker explained, “I waited until two A.M., but when you guys hadn’t shown up by then I ran out to run some errands. I checked back after dropping some mail in the box in town and hitting the garbage dump, but you still weren’t here, so I went out to reconnoiter on my own.”


“Garbage?” Mortimer asked doubtfully. “Don’t they pick up here?”


Decker shook his head. “And you can’t leave containers of empty blood bags in the shed; it attracts bears. I pay extra to the local guy who takes care of the dump to let me in late.”


“Ah,” Mortimer said with a small smile.


Decker shrugged. “Anyway, it was a little after dawn when I got back.”


“It sounds like you missed us both ways,” Mortimer announced. “We arrived just after two, then went in search of an all-night coffee shop for Bricker to eat.”


“I take it that means you didn’t have any trouble finding the key over the door?”


“No problem at all,” Mortimer assured him.


Decker nodded. “Most people don’t bother to lock their doors up here, and I wouldn’t either, but I worry about kids, or the curious, or even ne’er-do-wells wandering in and happening on the blood …”


Mortimer merely nodded in understanding. Their kind were trained from birth to hide what they were, as well as any evidence that might give them away.


“I gather you took the spare room down here?” Decker asked.


“Yeah. Bricker put my stuff in there when we arrived,” he admitted, and then raised an eyebrow. “Is it a problem?”


“No, not at all,” Decker assured him, and then smiled wryly and added, “His being in my room was, though. When I found him there, I invited him to choose one of the empty rooms upstairs and then I crashed.”


Mortimer grinned, knowing Decker well enough to be able to say with some certainty that the invitation had probably been offered via rousting Bricker from the bed. He didn’t feel much sympathy for the younger man. When he’d seen the large, opulent room Bricker had chosen for himself, Mortimer had suspected it was the master bedroom. But when he’d suggested as much that morning, Bricker had just shrugged and said that if Decker wanted the room, he’d move. He probably hadn’t expected that to be in the middle of the day, though.


Mortimer was surprised the noise hadn’t woken him up. He was usually a light sleeper, but that morning he’d dropped off the moment his head hit the pillow and—despite being in a strange bed—he’d slept right through … until about twenty minutes ago, when he’d woken to the raucous growl of their neighbor’s lawn mower. Mortimer had tried to filter out the sound at first, but it was hard to ignore. This lawn mower’s muffler appeared to be broken … if lawn mowers had mufflers, he thought with a scowl.


“Jesus,” Decker said, his attention again shifting to their neighbor’s yard. “What is that woman doing?”


Reminded of what he’d been watching, Mortimer turned to glance out the window again. Decker’s cottage had been built on a hill. The upper floor was completely above ground and had a deck surrounding it, but only this large rec room was above ground on the second floor. All the rooms at the back of the cabin, or facing toward the road rather than the lake, were built into the hill itself, hence the reason there were no windows in the downstairs bedrooms. But the front of this room—like the one above—was a wall of windows, and every one of them was shaded by the deck outside. It left a lovely shady spot to stand and peer through the trees at the lawn next door and the two women mowing it.


Well, only one was mowing the lawn, he supposed. The sister named Alex. The other, the woman he recognized as being the clumsy Sam, was following along beside her, madly waving a dish towel and fly swatter about her sister’s head.


When he’d first spotted the pair, Mortimer thought Sam was attacking Alex, but the mad waving continued while the two women walked in sync. Mortimer had watched perplexed as the clumsy Sam staggered along, stumbling over her own feet as she madly flailed her items. She was mostly wielding them about Alex’s head, but stopped every few minutes to flail them around her own before chasing after the mower to wave them around Alex again.


As he watched, Mortimer’s irritation slowly turned to concern. He was quite positive that one of these times, in her mad dash after the lawn mower, Sam would stumble and fall right into it. She really was the clumsiest creature he’d ever seen. As unsteady on her feet as a new foal … or a drunk, he supposed, and frowned. Surely it was too early in the day to be drinking.


He glanced to his wrist, but had taken off his watch before crawling into bed and hadn’t thought to retrieve it when the lawn mower noise had woken him.


“What the hell is she doing?” Decker breathed with dismay.


Mortimer glanced back out to see that Sam had once again paused to wave the dish towel and fly swatter about her own head. He wasn’t surprised at Decker’s shock. The woman looked spastic … The first time she’d done that he’d thought she was having some sort of seizure. “I think she’s trying to chase off mosquitoes or something.”
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